








 
Begin Reading

Table of Contents

About the Author

Copyright Page

 

Thank you for buying this
St. Martin’s Publishing Group ebook.

 
To receive special offers, bonus content,

and info on new releases and other great reads,
sign up for our newsletters.

 

Or visit us online at
us.macmillan.com/newslettersignup

 
For email updates on the author, click here.

http://us.macmillan.com/newslettersignup?utm_source=ebook&utm_medium=adcard&utm_term=ebookreaders&utm_content=rebeccaross_newslettersignup_macdotcom&utm_campaign=9781250373366
http://us.macmillan.com/newslettersignup?utm_source=ebook&utm_medium=adcard&utm_term=ebookreaders&utm_content=rebeccaross_newslettersignup_macdotcom&utm_campaign=9781250373366
http://us.macmillan.com/newslettersignup?utm_source=ebook&utm_medium=adcard&utm_term=ebookreaders&utm_content=rebeccaross_newslettersignup_macdotcom&utm_campaign=9781250373366
http://us.macmillan.com/authoralerts?authorName=rebeccaross&authorRefId=200092403&utm_source=ebook&utm_medium=adcard&utm_term=ebookreaders&utm_content=rebeccaross_authoralertsignup_macdotcom&utm_campaign=9781250373366


The author and publisher have provided this e-book to you for your
personal use only. You may not make this e-book publicly available in any
way. Copyright infringement is against the law. If you believe the copy
of this e-book you are reading infringes on the author’s copyright,
please notify the publisher at: us.macmillanusa.com/piracy.

http://us.macmillanusa.com/piracy


For anyone who has ever had to let go of someone they love



Dramatis Personae

THE MORTAL REALM

Vincent of Beckett, Lord of Wyndrift
Nathaniel of Beckett, Vincent’s younger brother
Edric, Captain of the Guard
Lady Hyacinthe, Knight of Wyndrift
Alyse, castle seneschal
Gwenda, castle healer
Grimald of Beckett, Baron of Englewood
Hugh of Delavoy, Lord of Drake Hall, ally to Wyndrift
Adria, the Poet Queen
James, Lara, and Tristan, tenants of Wyndrift fields
Henriette, James’s sister
Darian, craftsman of Wyndrift

THE UNDERLING REALM

Zenia, goddess of winter, fire,* and cunning*
Alva, goddess of nightmares and dreams
Phelyra, goddess of revelry and coin*
Bade, god of war
Dacre, god of healing, Lord of the Underlings
Hem, blacksmith and mortal vassal to the god of war
Xan, god of iron
Orphia, goddess of death, Underling matriarch

THE SKYWARD REALM

Warin, god of spring, iron,* and rivers*
Thile, god of dusk, oaths,* and summer,* Lord of the Skywards
Luz, goddess of harvest and rain*



Shale, god of wind
Enva, goddess of music
Rowena, goddess of fate, Skyward matriarch
Demi, goddess of autumn

DIVINES WHO BELONG TO MULTIPLE REALMS

Matilda, herald of the gods
The Gatekeeper of the wastelands

*Denotes magic that has been stolen



The Divine Courts
as determined by the stars and their horoscopes

THE LOW COURT, OR DIVINES WHO ARE BORN WITH MAGIC THAT CAN BE
DRAWN AS:

3-point constellations and below
4-point constellations
5-point constellations

THE MIDDLE COURT, OR DIVINES WHO ARE BORN WITH MAGIC THAT CAN BE
DRAWN AS:

6-point constellations
7-point constellations
8-point constellations

THE HIGH COURT, OR DIVINES WHO ARE BORN WITH MAGIC THAT CAN BE
DRAWN AS:

9-point constellations
10-point constellations
11-point constellations and above



ACT ONE

THE END CREATES THE
BEGINNING



I

Death and Her Horoscope

MATILDA

Once, long ago, I believed the god of war was my father, but only because
he was the first to hold me in his arms after I was born. His robes were
stained crimson from a mortal battle, his cloak torn to ribbons from swords
and morning stars, and his skin—warm from a vernal sun—smelled like salt
and sweetened smoke. He had come to visit my mother’s burrow, far below
where the earth is darkly quiet, to ask for her advice on a skirmish and
ended up witnessing my delivery.

I arrived so suddenly that he had no chance to drain his wine and depart,
as he would have preferred, for he was keen to return to the battlefield and
avoid all matters that pertained to birth. He says that I came into the world
with a cry that could have split tree roots and thunderheads, that would have
made mortal kings bow. My voice, no doubt, echoed down every Underling
passage.

“Hold her,” my mother, breathless but rosy-cheeked, had insisted of
him.

And so he had, pressing me awkwardly to his bloodstained breast. A god
whose heart was rumored to be hard and unyielding as quartzite, who was
the goddess of death’s only son, and who raked in souls by the hundredfold
without remorse.

“What will you call her?” Bade asked, cupping my head in his palm. His
hand was large enough, powerful enough, to crush me into dust, and yet he
held me like I was a fragile thing. A god-child made of damselfly wings and
spider silk and daydreams.



My mother paused, wiping the golden blood from her legs. The air
smelled green and spiced, like freshly harvested sage and the sloe wine she
had spilled. “I do not know.”

“Her father…?”
“No. I am keeping her a secret from him. At least, for the first few

decades. She should grow in her own strength before they meet.”
“That is wise of you,” said Bade, but then fell pensive, gazing down at

me, still crowned in my mother’s ichor. “But a little goddess cannot grow
up without a name to guide her path.”

There was a lull, only punctuated by the fire crackling from the hearth.
This memory is not mine, but it has been told to me so many times that it
feels like my own.

My mother tilted her head, black hair flowing over her shoulder like a
waterfall at midnight, a furrow in her brow. She suddenly seemed troubled,
although he could only marvel as to why.

“A name shapes a divine as much as the stars do,” she finally said,
stroking the fair silk of my hair. I was quiet but scowling, blinking as I took
in the haze of the new world. “Perhaps I should wait and see what the
horoscope says. To name her after her magic has been defined.”

“I would not wait for that, Zenia.”
“How come?”
“What if she ends up with some lackluster magic? She could be the

goddess of taxes, or patience, or peace, or some other tedious thing.”
“Then what would you call her, if she were your daughter?”
“Matilda,” he said without hesitation. As if he had thought of what he

would name a child, many times, despite the absence of them in his
immortal life.

“Matilda?” my mother repeated, surprised. “Why?”
“It means mighty in battle.”
“Of course you would name a daughter such a thing.”
“Is it not fitting?”
“For a child spun from your bloodlust? Yes.”
Bade offered a half smile, which softened his ugly, scar-flecked face.

His shoulders relaxed as he continued to hold me close to his chest. “You



know this as well as I do—I vowed to be childless unless they can be made
in love. And I would rather be feared than ever be loved.”

“As would we all,” my mother agreed. “But have you failed to notice it,
my old ally? War only makes love flame brighter, defiant. It seems to bloom
from the bloodshed you leave behind, unfurling from the most unlikely
places. From the broken seams of the world. From the graves and the
anguish and the fear you inspire.”

“I have not noticed,” Bade said, unable to hide the brusqueness in his
gravel-like voice. I became restless, crying once more, stricken by a sudden
wave of hunger. “Here, take her.”

I was passed to my mother, who held me for a long moment, gazing at
me with unguarded fondness.

“Matilda,” she said again, and the name seemed to fit, even though she
had yet to learn what constellation I had been born beneath—what magic
hid in my veins, and where my place was destined to fall within the divine
courts.

Zenia fed me, and as I swallowed down her golden milk, she resumed
her advice to the god of war on his upcoming battle, as if my birth had been
an ordinary, slightly inconvenient event.

But the truth is … there has been no divine born to the Underlings or the
Skywards since.

Zenia cloistered me in her burrow for three days, ignoring the knocks on
her door and the inquisitive voices that melted through the stone lintel. The
Underling clan was curious about my birth, my unnamed magic, my
unclaimed horoscope, and—most of all—who my father was, for the courts
below knew he must be an enemy. A god of the haughty, conniving
Skywards.

But at last my mother’s own curiosity swelled, and she emerged from
her chambers and carried me through the winding, fog-laced passages of the
under realm, bundled in sky-blue velvet, to Orphia, the goddess of death
and the matriarch of the clan. It might seem odd to take a newborn to visit
Death, but the truth is that we measure life by the end of it, or the lack



thereof for immortals. Regardless, Orphia was one of the oldest and wisest
amongst our kind, and she could read a horoscope, which my mother was
now anxious to learn on my behalf.

“Put the child down, there,” Orphia said with a flick of her sinewy hand.
She would not dare cradle me in her arms like the god of war had done, and
my mother was grateful for that omission as she laid me down on a bolt of
sheepskin, close to the hearth where the stones were warm and drenched in
firelight.

But there are a few things to know about Orphia’s burrow.
Her door is hard to find, and her chambers are a honeycomb of vaulted

chambers and marble columns carved into terrifying beasts. There is a
hearth, where the fire never extinguishes. There are rafters high above,
which are draped in long, dark robes. There is a great loom, with a never-
ending tapestry caught within its maw. And there is a crack in the stone
ceiling, which invites a pillar of celestial light to stream down to her
tabletop scrying mirror. This is where she can keep watch over the
constellations and deem horoscopes; the night sky is reflected on the oval
sheet of obsidian.

Zenia approached the scrying mirror, betraying her anxiousness. But
Orphia called her to the fire, where she was steeping a bundle of white
flowers in a copper pan of rainwater. Steam danced upward as the liquid
cooled on the hearthstone. There was no fragrance save for a very faint hint
of pepper and honey.

Orphia was making a concoction of bittertongue, boiling poisonous
flowers down to their essence. Blooms that were harvested from the mortal
realm. And my mother was about to drink it.

“Here, Zenia,” said Orphia, pouring a small glass. The liquid was clear
as water. “You know you must answer truthfully if I am to read the stars for
your descendant.”

Poison cannot kill a divine or even make us unwell, like it does mortals.
But we still bend to its power. To drink it means we can only speak truth
while it filters through our veins. A lie would burn our tongue and turn our
voices into smoke.



Zenia hesitated. Her face, lovely and pale as a winter morning, was
dewy with perspiration. She had her secrets to keep, but she took the cup
and drained the liquid, grimacing as the bitterness coated her tongue.

“My heart is open,” she said, meeting Orphia’s unwavering stare.
“Please. I want to know where my daughter falls within the court. If she
will grow up safe and unnoticed, or if I must raise her to kill to protect
herself.”

“You must raise her to be on guard, regardless of which constellation
she was born beneath,” Orphia said, moving to the table where the scrying
mirror rested. “But let us begin. You must answer every query I voice to
you. Do you understand?”

Zenia nodded. Her hands trembled as she clutched the edges of her
cloak.

“When was she conceived?” Orphia asked, gazing down into the mirror.
There was no reflection of her angular, moon-white face. Only black mist,
and a shimmer of stars as if she were waking them at eventide.

“It was summer,” Zenia replied. “The first fruits had just been harvested.
The olives had just been pressed. The sheep had just been shorn. The rain
had just abated, leaving the rivers high. The sun had set and the moon was
rising as a waning crescent.”

“You describe the mortal realm.”
“Yes, that is where our couplings happened.”
“And who is the father?”
My mother paused, biting her lip. “I cannot speak it, Orphia. Upon our

parting, he made me swear an oath. That should I utter his name, even far
below where the sun has never touched and he has never trod, he would
hear it, and he would find me.”

“To reunite with you in love, or to kill you?”
Zenia was silent. “Once, he loved me. I was a secret that he kept, but our

dalliance did not last, and our parting was not gentle.”
Orphia’s eyes, blue and sharp as sapphire hewn from rock, glittered as

she continued to gaze into the mirror. More stars melted through the
darkness. “Then confirm to me that he is a Skyward.”

“He is.”



Given the hints my mother had dropped about him—summer, oaths, the
moon, an Underling enemy—Orphia inferred who my father was, even
without his name spoken into the shadows.

“I suppose you do not have anything of his to—”
“I do,” Zenia said, procuring a lock of fiery red hair from the inner

pocket of her cloak. “I cut it from him when he was sleeping, the last time
we were together.”

Orphia smirked, pleased. “That will do.” She took the hair and dropped
it into the mirror, where it vanished, leaving ripples behind on the starry
obsidian.

There is unspoken power when it comes to hair, as odd as that might
seem. To cut a lock from a sleeping god is a powerful move; my mother
could have demanded anything of my father in exchange for those strands,
because it would have shamed him to know she had been awake while he
had slept. That he had been vulnerable in her presence. But rather than
making a demand of him, Zenia had used it for my horoscope. To skirt
around the name she would not utter.

Next, my mother pricked her finger and offered a bead of her blood.
From there, the goddesses waited, quiet and expectant, until a

constellation smoldered, brighter than all the others, within the reflection of
the night sky.

“Hmm.” Orphia tapped her long nails against the mirror’s gilded edge.
Silver rings shaped as small bones gleamed on every knuckle of her fingers.

“What is it?” My mother leaned forward, even though she could not
scry. “What do you see?”

“A constellation made of six points.”
Zenia was quiet, but her mind reeled as she sorted where I would fall in

the divine courts. “Then she belongs to the Middle Court. And the lowest
rung, at that.”

“You’re displeased?”
“No. I’m relieved. The lack of power should protect her.”
“Let us hope that it does,” said Orphia with a slight drawl, no doubt

dwelling on the fact that my mother belonged to the High Court, and only



because she had killed two other divines to gain more constellation points,
rising through the ranks of prowess.

“And her magic?” Zenia insisted.
“The two of you have created a herald.”
“A herald?”
“You sound disappointed.”
“I—no, I am merely surprised.” My mother fell quiet, no doubt feeling

the burn of poison on her tongue, how it would wrench the truth from her.
But she was thinking of taxes and patience and peace, and all the other
tedious powers I could have had. Herald seemed to fall close to those, and
she picked at her nails. “What does a herald do?”

“Your daughter will be a messenger, carrying words and tidings and
proclamations from one realm to the next.”

“One realm to the next?” Zenia’s displeasure was now evident. “I do not
want Matilda moving through the realms. Not even the mortal one. She
belongs here, below, with me and our clan. It will be safer for her.”

“There is safety in movement, if you truly fear for Matilda’s well-
being,” Orphia countered. “And what you meant to say is this: you do not
want your daughter to know her father’s kin, far above.”

“He does not even know that we made a child.”
“But he will, Zenia. When he sees her, he will know she is his, and his

fury at you will only wax hotter.”
“When will he see her?” My mother flung out her sinister hand,

exasperated. The moonstone ring on her thumb flashed in the firelight, as if
concurring. “It will be many years until then, and—as with most gods—
time and wine and consorts will dull his memory. She will be known as
Matilda of Underling, and—”

“She cannot claim the clan’s name,” Orphia said with a sigh, “no more
than she can claim the Skyward one.”

Zenia blinked, a flush creeping up her neck. “No, she must have a clan
name. A home. Something to keep her tethered. Allies she can trust.”

Orphia was becoming weary of her present company and glanced back
at the mirror. It was impossible to look upon the goddess of death without
noting her beauty—her son Bade had inherited nothing of it—but she was



comely in a way no other Underling was. Death was moonlight on a sword,
an ocean eddy at high tide. Ephemeral and vicious and cold, like frost over
iron.

Her expressions were ever shifting, heavily guarded. She only let you
see what she wanted you to, but in that moment, a startled frown overtook
her countenance. Her eyes flared wide and dark as new moons. Her hands
became bone white as she clutched the mirror’s edge, as she bent her head
down to study the constellations that continued to burn through the inky
blackness.

“Orphia?” my mother said, her voice ringing with fear. I heard it and
whimpered, but Zenia failed to notice. “Did you see something else?”

As soon as the moment had come, it was over.
The goddess of death straightened, her face placid, her fingers leaving

the mirror’s edge.
“I thought I saw something out of place,” she said, walking to her loom.

This was her way of politely dismissing visitors. Once she gazed upon the
colorful threads, her attention would be snared by it. Her irritation or
delight would heighten, depending on the pattern and the challenge.

“Another constellation?” Zenia asked, soft with hope. “One greater than
herald?”

Orphia did not answer.
She picked up her shuttle, but instead of studying the wefts and the

warps, she looked at me, still lying on the wool by the fire.
I quieted, for even I knew better than to challenge Death’s mood.
But Orphia had spoken truth that day.
Movement was destined to be my armor.
I was not fully an Underling, and nor was I a full-blooded Skyward. I

was both, and this had never happened before.
I was Matilda alone.
Matilda of nowhere and no kin.
I would become the herald of the gods, much to my mother’s chagrin.
And the goddess of death had certainly seen something out of place

within my stars.


	Title Page
	Copyright Notice
	Dedication
	Dramatis Personae
	The Divine Courts
	Act One: The End Creates the Beginning
	I. Death and Her Horoscope—Matilda
	II. A Salt Vow—Matilda
	III. Fault Line Doubts—Matilda
	IV. That Which Is Forbidden—Matilda
	V. The Thorn in Your Side—Matilda
	VI. The Poet Queen and the God of War—Matilda
	VII. Red—Matilda
	VIII. You Hold On to Her—Vincent
	IX. Parchment, Ink, Cloves—Matilda
	X. We Are All Doomed—Matilda
	XI. Company for Old Souls—Matilda
	XII. Dreams in the Wasteland—Matilda
	XIII. Scales, Coins, and a Girl with Crimson Hair—Vincent
	XIV. The Last Word—Matilda
	XV. A Shield for the Hounds—Matilda
	XVI. Cut from the Same Cloth—Matilda
	XVII. Buried Prayers—Vincent
	XVIII. Like Dying Coals—Matilda

	Act Two: A Ruse for the River
	XIX. A Bride for Below—Matilda
	XX. Touch and Claim—Matilda
	XXI. A Lord Who Dreams in a Tower—Matilda
	XXII. The Trouble with Loans and Old Lovers—Matilda
	XXIII. Iron and Stone and Gold—Vincent
	XXIV. A Mere Fancy—Matilda
	XXV. For Your Wife—Matilda
	XXVI. We Must Practice—Matilda
	XXVII. When the Clouds Break—Vincent
	XXVIII. Forgive Me, but I Must Kiss You Now—Matilda
	XXIX. Poison That Grows, Wild and Beautiful—Matilda
	XXX. The Smoke of Burning Prayers—Matilda
	XXXI. Cry Sanctuary—Matilda

	Act Three: To Miss Something You Have Never Known
	XXXII. Fire Beneath the Water—Vincent
	XXXIII. Underwater Reckonings—Matilda
	XXXIV. Let Them Be—Matilda
	XXXV. Threads of Crimson Hair—Matilda
	XXXVI. When Stars Go Dark—Matilda
	XXXVII. The Daughter of Dusk—Vincent
	XXXVIII. Hunt Down the Skies—Matilda
	XXXIX. Deem Love a Fetter—Vincent
	XL. If You Call for Me, I Will Answer—Matilda
	XLI. Make Me a Shadow—Vincent
	XLII. The Woes of First Love and Smoke—Matilda
	XLIII. Come Closer—Matilda
	XLIV. Flight—Matilda
	XLV. Return to Me—Vincent
	XLVI. Grow Sharper Teeth—Matilda
	XLVII. A Wasted Door—Matilda
	XLVIII. Tip the Scales—Matilda
	XLIX. What Good Is a Herald for the Dead—Matilda
	L. This Is a Dream … Awaken—Vincent
	LI. Open Your Eyes—Vincent

	Act Four: We Dream of What Could Be
	LII. Stay—Matilda
	LIII. Bury or Burn—Vincent
	LIV. What Flies Must Fall—Matilda
	LV. Then Break It—Matilda
	LVI. A Hall Full of Gold—Matilda
	LVII. One Perfectly Aimed Arrow—Vincent
	LVIII. Dear Matilda—Vincent
	LIX. Words in a Bottle—Matilda
	LX. When Ice Draws Fire—Matilda
	LXI. Wings—Matilda
	LXII. Supper and Obsidian—Vincent
	LXIII. You Do Not Want Men to Catch You—Matilda
	LXIV. Lament to a Lullaby—Matilda
	LXV. The Silt of Songs—Matilda
	LXVI. Two Messages and an Elegy—Vincent
	LXVII. Endless as the Stars—Vincent
	LXVIII. Magic to Halt the Hour—Matilda
	LXIX. When the Silence Breaks—Vincent
	LXX. A Villa in the Clouds—Matilda
	LXXI. Debts Owed by a Murderess—Matilda
	LXXII. Inheritance—Vincent
	LXXIII. Like Bone in Celestial Light—Matilda
	LXXIV. A Call to Ghosts—Vincent
	LXXV. Winterfire—Matilda
	LXXVI. Spring, Iron, Rivers—Matilda
	LXXVII. To Hold the Wind—Vincent

	Act Five: The Fire in Our Bones
	LXXVIII. Phantoms We Create—Matilda
	LXXIX. The Legend of a Mortal Lord—Vincent
	LXXX. Dear Vincent—Matilda
	LXXXI. In Dreams and in Death—Vincent
	LXXXII. Unravel—Vincent
	LXXXIII. Confessions—Vincent
	LXXXIV. A Thousand Years—Matilda

	Epilogue: Myths and Mortal Hearts
	Acknowledgments
	Also by Rebecca Ross
	Praise for Divine Rivals and Ruthless Vows
	About the Author
	Newsletter Sign-up
	Copyright



