



[image: This Cursed Light by Emily Thiede]











Emily Thiede is the author of This Vicious Grace. A former school teacher, Emily is a creative writing instructor and board member for Writer House, a local nonprofit, and a co-host of the Basic Pitches podcast. When she isn't writing, Emily enjoys exploring second-hand bookstores, fostering rescue kittens, and getting lost in the woods near her home in central Virginia.










Also by Emily Thiede


 


This Vicious Grace










This Cursed Light


 


 


Emily Thiede


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


[image: TitlePg_2Line_logo]


 


www.hodder.co.uk










First published in Great Britain in 2023 by Hodder & Stoughton


An Hachette UK company


 


Copyright © Emily Thiede  2023


 


The right of Emily Thiede to be identified as the Author of the Work has been asserted by her in accordance with the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act 1988.


 


Cover Images:  Jacket illustration by Sukutangan


 


Cover Design by Lydia Blagden © Hodder & Stoughton 2022


 


All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted, in any form or by any means without the prior written permission of the publisher, nor be otherwise circulated in any form of binding or cover other than that in which it is published and without a similar condition being imposed on the subsequent purchaser.


 


All characters in this publication are fictitious and any resemblance to real persons, living or dead, is purely coincidental. 


 


A CIP catalogue record for this title is available from the British Library


 


Hardback ISBN 978 1 399 70016 0


Trade Paperback ISBN 978 1 399 70017 7


ebook ISBN 978 1 399 70019 1


 


Hodder & Stoughton Ltd


Carmelite House


50 Victoria Embankment


London EC4Y 0DZ


 


www.hodder.co.uk










For the light of my life, Lyla and Cora










One


Every day, Dante’s body betrayed him.


So he punished it.


Sweat stung his eyes, blurring the ruddy-faced dockworker across from him and the crowd boxing them into the narrow alley.


Dante beckoned with a flick of his fingers, and his opponent raised two meaty fists.


The guy’s opening swing was hesitant. Weak. Not worth dodging.


No one hit as hard as they used to.


A quick jab, a few more insults, and the brawler responded with more energy.


Finally.


Jab. Parry. Land a hit. Dodge. Swing again.


Dante ducked a blow to his face, allowed one to his ribs. Took a few, landed more. He could have knocked the guy flat in minutes, but then it would’ve been over. No fun in that.


“Referee’s here!” The cook swung ten-year-old Addie onto his shoulders for a better view, but she didn’t have much to do. The other guy bowed out a few minutes later, waving off the crowd’s friendly ribbing, and the dockers resumed their work, rolling barrels and hefting crates in better spirits for the brief distraction.


“The Wolf wins again!” Addie crowed.


Dante held out his hand, pretending to wince when she slapped his palm. Not much of a victory when your opponent refused to fight.


“The ship’s getting closer, signor.”


He squatted to look her in the eye. “I told you to call me Dante.”


“And my uncle told me to respect my elders.”


“Elders?” Dante grimaced. “Could you see anyone on the deck?”


“Like a lady in a fancy dress?” She fluttered her eyelashes. “Maybe, but extra information costs extra.”


“So much for respecting your elders.”


“Only suckers work for free.”


“Fair enough.” He made a show of counting out four shiny coins and handed them over.


Addie recounted, just to be sure, before answering. “It was still too far away to see anyone, but I sensed there was a lady, and she was pining.”


“You sensed, huh?”


“Yup. And Signor Adrick said I’ll get a whole cake if I tell the bakers next.”


“A whole cake?” Dante feigned shock. “You better hustle.”


The kid skipped away to inform Alessa’s parents of her imminent arrival, leaving Dante alone in the late-morning chill.


He pulled up his shirt to check the damage: A few bruises. A shallow scrape. Nothing he couldn’t hide. Some of the bruises might even have been healing a bit faster than usual. Maybe.


No one knew for sure if his powers were gone forever. People weren’t supposed to come back from the dead, but he had. Maybe the rest of him could, too.


He shook out his arms, grimacing at a twinge in one shoulder. It had been easier to appreciate the burn of a good workout when it hadn’t lasted so long.


Pain, he didn’t mind. He could handle pain. Pain had been his only companion for years while he took dangerous work and brutal punishments to survive, relying on his healing powers to get him through it. It wasn’t pain that bothered him. No, it was the constant reminder that ever since Alessa had brought him back from the dead, he was alive but not whole. That was the itch beneath his skin.


Towlines snagged in his chest, pulling in opposite directions. She’d be back soon, and he missed her with an alarmingly fierce ache, but he could feel the Cittadella walls closing in already, trapping him inside a labyrinth of memories—the scent of astringent, the bone-scraping sounds of suffering during the months the building had served as a makeshift hospital after Divorando—and people everywhere, watching him all the time.


At the docks, he could breathe. Sometimes even sleep. The memories and nightmarish visions sent by Dea still chased him, but they had a harder time catching up.


He pulled open the back door, crusted with decades worth of chipped paint, and stepped inside. He’d never expected to own anything, much less an entire building, but after a month of renovations, the Bottom of the Barrel no longer deserved its name. It wasn’t fancy, but it suited him better than high walls and silk sheets, even if it did require constant repairs.


“You’re still here?” Adrick’s look of surprise shifted to something more thoughtful as Dante crossed the main room. Too observant by half, that kid.


“Obviously.” Dante avoided his gaze, rolling up his sleeves as though it required his full attention.


“Why are you still here? You know she’ll go straight to the Cittadella to find you.”


“Yeah, I know.” He ignored Adrick’s pointed sigh and headed upstairs.


When Alessa had left for Altari, tasking her brother with babysitting him, Dante had been fiercely determined not to like the guy, but the Paladino twins shared a dog-with-a-bone determination to win people over. Nothing could stop them when they sniffed out a potential friend.


Not that he and Adrick were friends, exactly, but silence wasn’t as comfortable as it used to be, and Adrick never let it last, filling quiet moments with jokes and chatter to avoid the things neither of them wanted to think about. After months of tending wounded soldiers in the aftermath of Divorando—and watching too many die—Adrick had a tighter set to his shoulders and a hint of darkness behind his eyes to match Dante’s own.


So, no. He didn’t mind Adrick hanging around. Most of the time.


In his rooms on the upper level, he eyed the package on his desk, debating for a minute before sliding it underneath the bed. She wouldn’t want some ratty old book.


As he stood, a fat drop of water landed on his head. Another damn leak.


Alessa was used to luxury. He couldn’t expect her to hang around a place like this. Especially if it was leaking.


He wrenched the window open and leaned out to peer toward the harbor. Above the roofline, tips of white sails cut the sky.


An hour. Maybe more. He had time.


A ladder was already propped against the building, and Dante made it to the roof a few minutes later. The first tile he tugged free was cracked, with signs of rot beneath, something he suspected might be true for most of the building. There was a metaphor about his life in there that he didn’t want to think about.


A speck landed on his eyelashes, and he blinked to clear his vision, but it wasn’t dust.


Tipping his head back, Dante watched the fluffy white flecks dance through the air. Alessa was back, and she’d brought winter with her.


He’d only seen snow once, ages ago. His father had dragged him out of bed, and they’d run through the flurries, catching snowflakes on their tongues.


He held out his hand, and a lone flake drifted onto his palm, melting immediately.


One touch of warmth and it died.


Alessa gripped the ship’s railing, leaning forward like a carved mermaid. “Is that snow?”


“Looks like it,” Kaleb drawled. “I hope you’re a good swimmer, because I have no intention of delaying our arrival to rescue you.”


Their “brief” diplomatic trip to Altari had turned into two months, and the longer time had stretched, the more her worries had grown about what she might find upon returning.


Kaleb squinted against the brisk wind ruffling his auburn hair. “We should have dragged Saida along. My powers are clearly best for battle—congratulations on your excellent choice of main Fonte—but alas, electricity isn’t as useful as wind for making ships move.”


“Could you work on that? Make an electric-powered ship or something?”


“What am I, an engineer?” He rolled his visible eye. The other was covered by a silk patch. “I didn’t sign up to be your personal inventor.”


“Divorando’s over. What use are you to me now?”


Kaleb gave her an indignant glare. “I point out your flaws to keep you humble, and I’m a stunning date at formal events.”


“I have Dante for that.” Six months ago she would have been mortified by the lovesick little sigh that slipped free, but her pride was a worthy sacrifice to annoy Kaleb.


“Dante could never pull off this ensemble.” Kaleb claimed his colorful post-Divorando style was more befitting a savior, and they’d coordinated for the occasion, with her dress the same deep purple as his shirt and eye patch, rose underskirts perfectly matching the silk lining of his jacket.


“Dante would be irresistible in a burlap sack,” Alessa said.


“Eh. Not my type.”


She arched a skeptical eyebrow.


“Not because he’s a man.” Kaleb smoothed his hair. “That part’s fine. Ideal, really.”


“I thought so. You certainly never showed any interest in me.”


“Who’s arrogant now?” Kaleb said, jabbing her with his elbow. “You think everyone who likes girls is scheming to get under your skirts?”


“Hardly.” Alessa sputtered as a lock of dark hair blew over her mouth, catching on her lip gloss. “People of all genders and romantic persuasions fled at the sight of me for nearly five years. I’m under no delusion that I’m irresistible.” The wind was fast turning her carefully arranged curls into a tangled mess.


Still no sight of Dante waiting by the dock.


“Don’t hurt your neck. He’ll be there.” Kaleb adjusted his cuffs. “The whole city’s waiting to welcome us home.”


She worried her lip. “He might not be up to it yet.” Her hope that he was right, that Dante was fully recovered, physically, mentally, emotionally, was sharp enough to draw blood.


“It’s been two months. He’s probably hearty and hale and back to stabbing people.” Kaleb’s sarcasm didn’t fully disguise his doubt.


She wasn’t the only one who’d struggled with guilt over leaving Dante while he was still . . . not himself. Even as his physical injuries had healed, he’d grown more brooding, obsessed with finding the other ghiotte to prepare for battle with a mysterious threat he insisted the gods were sending, until his fears had begun to feel just as real to her. But being away from his haunted eyes had cleared her own.


Saverio’s pattern never deviated: once a generation, the goddess Dea crowned a new Finestra with the power to magnify other people’s gifts, and five years later Crollo sent the scarabei attack of Divorando, which the Finestra and their chosen Fonte—or in Alessa’s case, more than one Fonti—were tasked to defeat. Then, after a respite of years or even decades—depending on how quickly the gods got bored—the Finestra’s power transferred to a new chosen one and the cycle began anew. And when that day came, Alessa and Kaleb would guide the next Duo Divino, just as Renata and Tomo had done for them.


Dante’s paranoia was understandable after a brush with death, but that didn’t mean it was true. He’d get past it. She’d help him.


“Why are we slowing down?” Alessa nearly wailed.


“Probably to avoid crashing into the docks and causing catastrophic loss of life and property. Or to vex you. Hard to say for certain.”


“First thing you’ll do?” Alessa asked. Any distraction to keep the worry at bay.


“Eat something that’s not seafood. I never want to smell another lutefisk in my life. You?” Kaleb said. “Wait, don’t answer that. Just promise you’ll take it somewhere private. Nothing ruins my appetite faster than displays of public affection.”


Her laugh came out a bit hysterical. “I don’t even know if I can touch him.”


“Where there’s a will, or enough pent up—ahem—energy, there’s a way.”


Her stomach flipped with equal parts excitement and anxiety. The unpredictable storm of her powers had retreated since Divorando, and she didn’t even wear gloves half the time anymore, but her magic had caused too much pain and death in the past to trust it.


A hug? A hug would be safe enough. Probably. Even though she wanted so much more.


“Please tell me you aren’t fantasizing right now,” Kaleb said. “Do you need a minute alone?”


“I hope I live long enough to see you destroyed by love.”


Kaleb scoffed. “Better eat your vegetables.”


At last, the ship neared the dock and sailors scurried around, tossing ropes, lowering gangplanks, and doing whatever else sailors had to do to bring a ship home.


Their counterparts from Tanp, the farthest sanctuary island, were poised on the deck of their own ship, waiting to disembark. Both tall and slender with glossy black hair and amber skin, Ciro Angeles and Diwata Kapule had followed them to Saverio after the two pairs met on Altari, where they’d bonded over shared awkwardness as they attempted to uphold the post-Divorando tradition of touring, despite the fact that Altari had no Duo.


The Altarian saviors had tragically perished prior to Divorando, leaving the population to seek refuge on Saverio. Thanks to Alessa’s protection—and her team of Fonti—the Altarians had returned to rebuild their decimated home, but instead of balls and banquets, the ceremonial visit from the other two islands’ Duos had involved distributing donations and surveying the wreckage. Now they were back on Saverio, and it was time to celebrate.


Alessa gathered her skirts as the captain waved them over to disembark. The gangway swayed with every step, sending her stomach swooping, and the captain steadied her with a painfully tight grip on her arm. Alessa flinched but didn’t pull away. She could touch people now without making them scream in agony, as long as she stayed calm and focused, but people had lost their fear of her faster than she had.


“Thank—” Her words caught in her throat as she met the captain’s eyes. No one had ever looked at her like that—cold, blank, and vacant. Not even when half the city thought her a monster.


Strange, almost-whispers skirted the margins of her mind as the captain’s gaze sharpened. Consuming darkness. A void with no end. A ravenous craving to destroy—


The captain blinked and her eyes cleared. “Careful there.”


Dazed, Alessa pulled free.


“Another headache?” Kaleb said as she joined him on the dock.


Alessa swiped at the sweat dewing her forehead. “Just sea legs.”


She’d had too much time to think on the journey. Too many nights dwelling on her past, the faces of her first three Fonti when she’d stolen their final sparks of life. Because of her, Emer, Ilsi, and Hugo went to their graves missing a piece of their souls. Headaches were a small price to pay for what she’d done. She was fortunate the gods hadn’t punished her with worse.


“Shall we?” Kaleb said, extending his arm.


Alessa straightened her shoulders, pushing away the haunting moment with the captain. A cheer erupted as they waved to the crowd, and she basked in the adoration. This was right. This was what she’d been promised. Beloved. Victorious. Celebrated. Her reign was finished, and her time on Finestra’s Peak was over.


No more demons. No more wars.


It was time to begin the rest of her life.


Happily.


Ever.


After.










Two


After a few minutes of craning her neck, Alessa was forced to accept that Dante wasn’t waiting for her in the crowd. Or lurking behind it, which would have been more his style.


Diwata clutched Ciro’s arm as they made their way across the dock, looking overwhelmed by the reception waiting for them.


“What a beautiful island,” Ciro said. “That must be the peak where you battled—with multiple partners! Fascinating. Will we meet them all at tomorrow’s gala? Even the—pardon, I forget what you call them here.”


“Ghiotte.” Alessa’s smile took on a hard edge.


Diwata perked up. “It’s still here?”


“He,” Kaleb said firmly.


The roar of the crowd lining the road made it difficult to converse during their procession through the city, but Alessa pointed out key landmarks and interjected bits of Saverian history, to Ciro’s delight.


Gregarious and charming, if a bit stuffy, he was the type of person who seemed genuinely interested in what everyone had to say, and she appreciated it as one prone to nervous chatter. And Kaleb got along well enough with meek Diwata. He made no effort at small talk, so she wasn’t obligated to try.


After presenting them at Saverio’s finest inn, Alessa set a bruising pace the rest of the way to the Cittadella, but Dante wasn’t waiting for her at the gates, either.


Obligations, however, were. Renata and Tomo, the previous Finestra and Fonte, swooped in immediately.


“The conquering heroes!” Tomo called, glowing with health and a tan.


“At last,” Renata said. “We were starting to worry you’d miss your own celebration and we’d all have to drown our sorrows in the prosecco fountain.”


“Is Dante here?” Alessa asked.


Tomo frowned. “I haven’t seen him since we arrived.”


Alessa’s feet twitched to search for him, but the caterer had questions, and apparently it was crucially important that the Duo Divino selected the right napkins.


Alessa nearly hugged the guard who interrupted to inform them that a light repast was laid out in the library and “the young gentleman” was waiting.


“Oh, go on,” Renata said with an affectionate sigh. “We’ll handle the rest.”


Alessa wasn’t proud of how fast she left, but she wasn’t too dignified to speed walk, either.


“You are not leaving me to choose candelabra when there’s food upstairs,” Kaleb muttered, hot on her heels. “Slow down. Desperation’s not a good look.”


They jostled to get in front of each other, but Kaleb didn’t have skirts slowing him down and he reached the fourth floor first, lunging to hold the library door shut. “I’m helping you, here. Take a beat so you don’t scare the poor guy away.”


Alessa glared. “Open the door.”


“Just don’t pounce, for Dea’s sake.” Kaleb pushed the door open, and his expression shifted from haughty to aggravated. “Why are you here?”


“You’re not Dante,” Alessa blurted out.


“Wonderful to see you too, sister.” Adrick’s lanky form unfolded from an armchair.


“Sorry. It is good to see you,” Alessa said. “If unexpected.”


Kaleb swept past to glare at the charcuterie. Prior to their departure, he had determinedly ignored Adrick whenever her brother visited the Cittadella, harping on how Adrick had exposed Dante and tried to poison Alessa. But she suspected the long night Kaleb spent in a cold subterranean tomb after taking Dante’s place was as much to blame.


Adrick shook his blond curls back. “Mama and Papa are up to their necks in lemon zest making desserts for your reception, but they send their love.”


“And Dante? Where is he? How is he?”


Adrick gestured at the spread on the table. “Prosciutto?”


“Adrick,” Alessa warned.


“Breathe. He’s . . . fine. Physically.”


Alessa squinted at her brother. “But not mentally?”


“Don’t put words in my mouth. He’s been through a lot. Just go easy on him, okay?”


“I will. When I see him. Which I cannot do if I don’t know where he is.”


“Where is Dante? See, that’s a question that raises more questions.”


“I may have to kill you, after all.”


“At least let me eat before you commit fratricide. I’m famished.”


Kaleb cracked his knuckles. “Want me to hit him? I can hit him.”


“No,” Alessa snapped. “Adrick, where is Dante?”


When Dante sat back on his haunches to inspect his handi-work he realized with a start that the sun was hanging low over the city. Time had slipped away from him.


He hurried to pack his tools, but movement below caught his eye—a lithe figure running down the street toward him. His heart made a strange little thump.


Grabbing the edge of the roof, he swung down, using the windowsill and signpost to slow his descent, and landed before Alessa.


“Dea above!” She skidded to a halt, clutching her chest. “Can you try not to kill yourself the moment I return?”


He quirked a smile. “I always try, but death seems determined to find me.”


Alessa laughed, still breathless—from the shock, the run, or nerves, he couldn’t tell. Her nose was pink from the chill, freckles dancing across the bridge. Tiny, barely noticeable, but new. Everything else about her face was exactly as he remembered, yet somehow more perfect.


Her gaze darted from him to the sign, back at him, then to the newly painted siding, flighty as a bird searching for a safe perch. Nervous, then. He opened his arms, and she took a half step forward, hesitated. Stopped.


“Seriously?” He kept his tone light, with effort. She bit her lip with a flash of white teeth, the flush deepening in her cheeks.


So focused on her, Dante didn’t see Kaleb hurtling closer until he got slammed with something between a tackle and a hug.


“Sorry!” Kaleb thumped his back, laughing. “Still working on depth perception. Feeling solid, man. And a business owner? Didn’t see that coming.”


“I tried to slow him down.” Adrick made an apologetic face and shoved Kaleb toward the door. “Let’s give these two a minute, eh?” Kaleb took the door handle with two fingers, and Adrick jabbed him in the back. “For the love of Dea’s left tit, commoner dirt won’t kill you.”


Their voices faded as the door slammed behind them.


“So . . .” Alessa twisted her hands—her bare hands, he noted with surprise. “How—how are you?”


A loaded question. “Good. Better.”


“Any signs of . . .” She waved at his body as though that was supposed to make sense. Which it kind of did.


“Nope.” His smile faltered. “Still just a regular human.”


“Oh.” She gnawed her lip. “But you did all of the exercises the doctors advised?”


“Yep.”


“Are you still taking Adrick’s tinctures?” she asked.


Dante’s eyes glassed over. “No. Because I’m better.”


“Except . . .”


Dante blew out a breath. “Except for that.”


“Well, this is going great,” Alessa said with a nervous smile. “Not awkward at all.”


He snorted a laugh. “Then stop fussing, will you? I did everything I was supposed to. Combed my hair and brushed my teeth every day, too. You want to check that I buttoned my pants correctly?”


Alessa raised her chin. “Ladies do not investigate a man’s pants in the middle of the street.”


“That’s a damn shame.” He held out his arms. “Look, I’m fine. I’m in the best shape of my life.”


“Hmm, yes, I can see that.” She ran a light hand down his chest with an approving sound that stirred something low in his belly. “I can’t tell if you’re actually bigger or if I just forgot how large you are.”


“I’ve been lifting crates, running every day.” Bemused, he watched her squeeze one bicep. “Find one you like?”


“Hmm?”


“Looks like you’re choosing a piece of fruit.”


She squeezed his other bicep. “Oh, I could never choose. I love them both.”


“If you can grope me on the street, you can hug me.”


Alessa squeaked as he hauled her off her feet, but her grip tightened around his neck after a beat. A knot unraveled in his chest at the scent of salt and cold and her.


The fur ruff of her cloak tickled his face as she leaned back to look at him, and the honeyed ring around her irises caught him like a moth to a flame. He didn’t even realize he was leaning in to kiss her until she ducked her head.


Right. He lowered her to the ground, swallowing heat in his throat.


“You want the tour?” He nodded toward the building, shoving his hands in his pockets so he wouldn’t reach for her again.


Fine, so she’d panicked.


Dante wasn’t the wounded warrior she’d left behind or the nearly invincible bodyguard. He’d changed yet again, and she needed a moment to catch up.


“I can’t believe you bought a bar,” she said as they stepped inside.


Dante shrugged. “The Consiglio kept throwing money at me. Had to do something with it.”


“Expensive clothes, presents for me?” Surely he could have come up with something simpler to spend his government stipend on.


He tapped his temple. “Right. Next time I’ll remember that.”


It was early for a dinner crowd, but the room buzzed with boisterous conversation and unchecked laughter. New floorboards covered what had previously been a blood-spattered dirt floor, and the fighting cage was gone, replaced by sturdy tables and mismatched chairs.


“We got tables,” he said gruffly.


She arched a brow. “Fancy.” He was nervous, she realized with delight. He cared about her opinion of his project.


“Nothing’s watered down anymore.” Dante patted the bar. The surface was still scarred with burn marks that would never get sanded off entirely, but it gleamed with finishing oil, and the shelves behind it were lined with bottles of every shape and color. “Hired security, too.” Dante nodded at a burly man standing watch. “Believe it or not, there was a kitchen buried in there. Took a week to dig out all the trash.”


“It’s wonderful.” And it was. Dante hadn’t been wasting away, gripped by paranoia. This was good. Very good.


“Come on, I’ll show you upstairs.”


At the end of the wood-paneled corridor past the kitchen and storeroom, a young woman skipped down the stairs. “Hey, boss.”


“I’m your landlord, not your boss,” Dante said.


“Close enough.” She handed him a small coin purse. “Looking a little tight out there earlier. If your shoulder’s still bugging you, my door’s always open. One hour with me and you’ll feel like a new man.”


Alessa coughed.


Dante tucked the bag into his pocket. “Katya, this is the Fines—”


“Alessa,” she interrupted. Too late. The girl was already ducking a hasty curtsy. “And you are?”


“Katya, Saverio’s finest in massage therapy and bodywork.”


Alessa’s eyebrows rose. “The girl with the magic hands?”


“You’ve heard of me?” A smile dimpled her cheeks. “Apologies for not recognizing you. I know Dante used to work for you, but I never expected to see you here.”


Alessa’s smile wavered. “I had to see his new project.”


“That’s so nice.” She slid a glance at Dante. “I have to run, but it was an honor to meet you.”


Upstairs, Dante unlocked one of the two doors and motioned for Alessa to go first. “Not much to look at.”


True, the room was small and minimally furnished with battered furniture, but it was cozy, smelling faintly of whiskey and leather. The shelves were full of books, with more stacked beside the cracked leather armchair, and a faded quilt was neatly folded on the narrow cot, with faint creases visible on the pillowcase.


“You moved out of the Cittadella?” she asked.


“I didn’t move out. It’s just easier to stay here than trek back every night.” Dante dropped the coin purse onto the desk. “Besides, you weren’t there.”


She resisted the temptation to ask if it would have mattered if she was. “Are Katya’s rooms just for her practice?”


Dante frowned at the change in topic. “She lives there, too. Does good business and I get a cut.”


Alessa peered around the room. “Do you use her services often?”


Dante leaned against the desk, arms crossed. “What exactly do you think Katya’s profession is?”


Alessa raised her chin. “Massage and . . . bodywork?”


“You don’t think . . .” He barked a laugh. “You did! You actually thought I went into business with a courtesan, slept with her, and casually mentioned it to you!”


Well, now Alessa felt ridiculous. “She did seem very surprised to see us together.”


“Because I don’t talk about my personal life.” He was still laughing. “You’ve barely been back one hour and you’ve already felt me up on the street and accused me of running a brothel. Pace yourself.”


She huffed. “In that same hour, I watched you jump off a roof and found out you bought a bar. Pace yourself.”


With a grin, he shrugged out of his moss-soiled shirt and tossed it in a basket.


Alessa gasped at the mosaic of bruises and cuts marring his beautiful torso. “What happened?”


Dante froze. “Crates fall, guys like to spar. It’s no big deal.”


She exhaled through her nose. Deep, calming breaths. Fine, so he’d been treating his body like a punching bag. She’d steer him toward less destructive hobbies going forward.


She strolled toward the desk to be casually nosy, but the top book in the stack ruined that plan. “A Treatise on Hunting Ghiotte? What is this?”


Dante turned around, buttoning his new, clean shirt. “Nasty, huh? There are clues in there, though, I know it. For one, it says to separate ghiotte, because they fight better and heal faster in groups. Maybe once I find the others, my powers will come back.”


Her stomach sank. “You’re still having nightmares?”


His jaw tensed. “They aren’t nightmares. They’re visions. Warnings.”


“Sorry. Of course.” Yet another topic best avoided. Her gaze landed on a flash of color beneath his bed. A paper-wrapped package, tied with ribbon. “Is that for me?”


Dante glanced over, then away. “Uh, yeah. It’s nothing special. Found it in a pawnshop.”


She unwrapped it to reveal a shabby little book, worn by countless hands. “A primer in the old language? That’s so thoughtful.”


Dante shrugged. “You wanted to learn.”


“I love it.” She wanted to gush more, but expressions of gratitude always made him squirm. In the coming days, she’d get more lavish gifts, but none would be as precious as her growing collection of old books from Dante. “I was starting to worry I’d miss my own Name Day Celebration,” she said, flipping through the primer.


“When’s that again?” Dante glanced over, eyes twinkling.


“Tomorrow. And you have to be there. We have matching ensembles.”


“Is that supposed to convince me?”


“It’s my big day!”


“You have a lot of big days.” He counted on his fingers. “Weddings, battles, ceremonies—”


She hopped up to sit on the desk with a loud humph that made him laugh. “Please tell me you let the tailor fit you before you fled the Cittadella.”


“Afraid I’ll show up stark naked?”


“Even better,” she said with a cheeky smile. “Clothed or not, you will be my escort, won’t you?”


“Si, luce mia. I will escort you to the ball.” The teasing glint in his eyes turned dark as he prowled toward her, his voice going soft and low. “And now I’m going to kiss you.”


She swallowed, hypnotized by the wolfish curl of his lips as he pulled her flush against him, his body firm everywhere hers was soft. The scent of soap and whiskey and something indefinably Dante flooded her senses, and the moment his lips found hers, every day they’d spent apart evaporated.


Oh, yes. This is what she wanted. This is what she needed. She threaded her hands through his hair to pull him closer. Hours spent lost in daydreams, and not one had come close.


Dante tensed, his frame going rigid. Panicked, she shoved him, and he stumbled back.


“I’m sorry!” she cried.


Breath hissed through his teeth. “I’m fine.” Clearly untrue.


“I’ve been so much better at controlling my power, I swear, but it’s always harder when I’m tired.” She wrung her hands. “I’m so sorry.”


“Stop apologizing.” Dante didn’t quite meet her gaze as he fastened the last button on his shirt. “I have to get downstairs.”


Alessa toed the floor. “I was hoping you’d walk me back to the Cittadella.”


“Yeah. I will.” He rolled up one sleeve. “As soon as I can leave without everything falling apart. You can rest up here if you want, or come on down, and I’ll make you a drink.”


She was buzzing with energy and had no interest in napping, but she lingered to poke around his room for a little bit before following him and claiming the barstool beside Kaleb. The last time she’d sat there, Dante had been an intimidating stranger fresh off a fight, and she’d been working up the courage to ask for help.


Dante didn’t look up as she rested her gloved hands on the bar, but his lips twitched into a smile. “Careful. Someone might recognize you.”


He did remember. She peeked up at him through her lashes. “I’m not worried. I have a very good bodyguard.”


“Can’t be that good if he let you walk here without protection.”


“Excuse me,” Kaleb said. “I am a Fonte. Besides, no one’s trying to kill her anymore. Not even her family.”


Adrick slipped behind Dante with a stack of drinking glasses. “She’s stuck with you. That’s punishment enough.”


Kaleb ignored the dig. “Pour me a glass of the most expensive liquor you have.”


“You know I won’t let you pay,” Dante said, pulling bottles from the top shelf.


“Then make it a double.” Kaleb spread out a napkin like a tablecloth. “Finally back on Saverio, and we’re spending our first evening in the docks. How the mighty have fallen.”


Adrick slammed down a water glass, splashing Kaleb’s lap.


Alessa tossed him a napkin. “The last time I sat here, a very grumpy stranger told me he didn’t care if I lived or died.”


“I was a bit of an ass, wasn’t I?” Dante rested his elbows on the bar. “And yet here you are. What can I get you?”


“Surprise me.”


Dante smiled like he’d been hoping for that response. He mixed limoncello, prosecco, and a splash of syrup from a bottle with a dried hot pepper floating in it, strained it into a glass rimmed with a mixture of sugar and sea salt, garnished with a lemon slice, and slid it toward her.


She took a sip and paused to savor the bubbly combination of sweet and tart, followed by the tang of salt and a lingering hint of spice. Her eyebrows arched in delight. “What is this called?”


“Guess.”


“Please tell me it’s called the Luce Mia.”


He winked, but she barely had time to bask in the warm fuzzy feeling before she was nearly knocked off her stool.


“Hey!” Dante shouted. “Watch where you’re going.”


“It’s okay,” Alessa said. “I’m fine.” She turned to look at the man who had stumbled into her. His bloodshot eyes were too close, and she could feel his anger like it was her own, as though a miasma of palpable hatred flowed off him and into her.


The man’s bleary gaze sharpened into something cruel. “She was in my way.”


Dante vaulted over the bar. Catching the man’s fist as he took a swing, Dante spun him around, yanking his arm up and back. The man’s buddy pushed over a table, scattering playing cards across the floor, and smashed a beer bottle against the edge. Brandishing the jagged neck like a knife, he came running to join the fray.


Dante threw his captive to the side, swiped the makeshift weapon out of the other man’s hand and turned it back on him as the security guard finally reached them.


“And the entertainment is free!” Adrick said.


Alessa swallowed the sour taste of fear as Dante and the guard strong-armed the brawlers out the door. Her gift was meant to absorb a Fonte’s powers, and she sometimes picked up a taste of their emotions when she touched them to do so, but that required skin contact, and she hadn’t touched that man. Impossible. She shook herself. She must be more tired than she realized.


She bent to pick up a sticky playing card from her feet and flicked it onto the counter. A Crollo, god of chaos. Fitting.


Dante returned, dusting his hands. “You okay?”


“I am fine. Why hire security if you’re going to jump in anyway?”


Dante scowled. “I won’t ask my employees to do anything I won’t do myself.”


“His friend almost slit your throat!”


“I can handle myself in a fight,” Dante grumbled, pulling his beer-soaked shirt away from his skin.


“But you don’t have to. Most people only get one chance at life. You’ve already gotten two. Don’t tempt fate.”










Three


Placing a card on the scarred wood tabletop, she heaved a weary sigh. “You still insist people are inherently selfish, after all this time? Your cynicism is more durable than the heavens. You saw the sacrifice—”


Her opponent scoffed. “Dying to save someone you love isn’t sacrifice. It’s self-preservation.”


“That’s absurd. It’s an act of love.” She shuffled her cards. With every piece of evidence provided, he dug his heels in further. Maddening.


“Love and selflessness are not the same. Your evidence simply hasn’t changed my mind.”


“One more wager, then.” She placed a pair of hearts on the table. “Same players.”


He chuckled. “And if you lose?”


“I won’t,” she said with dignity. “You set your terms; I’ll set mine.”


A slow smile spread across his face. “Are you sure? No amount of pleading will get you out of this one, my dear.”


“Absolutely.” She fanned her cards out. “It’s time to settle this once and for all.”


He grinned, and his cards burst into flames.


•  •  •


The previous day’s cold snap withered as Dante stopped to catch his breath at a rocky outcropping on the beach. Hands on hips, he savored the tang of brine and citrus, the tingle of ocean spray on his bare chest.


Lying next to Alessa had been an exquisite kind of torment, with every soft sigh and rustle of sheets a promise denied. He’d lain awake for hours, watching her sleep, full of regret for every night he’d insisted on keeping his distance. When he had finally dozed off, another damned vision—not nightmare—snatched him right back from the brink of sleep.


An hour of running wasn’t enough to escape the specter of choking ash, streets running with blood, hordes of leering eyes, and the crackle of scorched flesh, but at least he got to leave the city behind.


No walls, no expectations, no curious looks from strangers. Nothing but the air in his lungs, the rocky beach beneath his feet, and the sea beyond.


Somewhere on the other side, his people were waiting to be found, his best hope for regaining his powers and warding off Crollo’s threat.


Unease stirred in his gut. Were the ghiotte still his people now that he’d lost his powers?


It stung how Alessa skittered away from the topic, as though speaking it aloud was what would make it true. After staying by his side for months while he recovered, never questioning his visions or the mission Dea had given him, he was finally fit and ready to find them, but now she had doubts? Whether she believed it or not, Crollo was coming, and Dante would be there to greet him.


But first, he had a part to play.


Alessa’s Name Day Celebrations were a formality—an archaic one at that—but they marked the end of her servitude, when she’d finally reclaim her name, or a new one of her choice, and no longer have to exist as an idol set apart from the rest of society, addressed only by her title.


It was important to her.


So he’d endure an evening of wearing the stiff clothes, mingling with pompous strangers, and even—he gritted his teeth—being nice to Saverio’s elite.


Nice might be a stretch. Civil would have to do.


With a reluctant sigh, he turned back toward the city. Everything would be open by now, and he had something to finish before returning to the Cittadella.


It was a big day for Alessa. People gave gifts for that sort of thing, didn’t they?


An hour after Kamaria and Saida arrived to help Alessa and Kaleb prepare for the festivities, the mood in the Fonte suite was deteriorating rapidly.


“Love is terrible. Boys are terrible.” Saida made an exquisite portrait of heartbreak, reclining on the chaise longue, her curves swathed in cobalt silk. Even her black curls draped dramatically over one shoulder.


“Valid,” Kaleb said, stuffing an entire samosa in his mouth.


Apparently, Saida had embarked on a brief but tumultuous relationship while they were away, and Kaleb’s attempts to find a date for the after-party had not gone well.


“I am likable,” Saida said stubbornly, bracelets glittering as she dabbed at her kohl-lined eyes. “Even Kaleb likes me!”


Kaleb nodded, looking slightly alarmed.


“You’re the most likable person I know,” Alessa said. She pulled her robe tight and began gathering crumb-covered plates and hiding half-empty bottles, careful not to muss her pile of curls as she tidied.


Saida glared at the uneaten samosa in her palm. “I wish I liked girls instead.”


“Bad news, cupcake.” Kamaria patted her head. “Girls are just as bad. Ask me how I know.”


“Not you too,” Alessa said. “Is heartbreak contagious?”


Kamaria smirked. “Gods, no. I’m young, famous, and I helped save the world. You couldn’t pay me to get tied down right now. No offense.” She flicked a hand between Alessa and Kaleb. “At least your marriage isn’t a real one.”


“Thank Dea for that,” Alessa said, patting a stray curl back into place.


“What?” Kaleb clutched his chest in mock outrage. “You mean to tell me this gods-sanctioned marriage of convenience hasn’t evolved into a love match? You aren’t soaking your pillows with tears every night over my callous indifference? Here I thought Dante was your consolation prize.”


Alessa waved a bottle at him. “Don’t even joke about that. You know how he is.”


“I do.” Kaleb plucked the samosa from Saida’s hand. “Dante has more baggage than anyone I know, and I collect luggage.”


Kamaria took a swig from a wine bottle, unfazed by the angst all around. Her black hair was newly cut, shaved on the sides with tight curls on top, and her sleeveless black tunic showed off her tall frame and lean, muscular arms. She’d have no trouble finding dance partners.


“I saw our portraits downstairs, and yours is stunning, Saida,” Kamaria said. “Just pose next to that all night and you’ll be the belle of the ball.”


Alessa had bucked the trend of having the Duo painted together and requested to have individual portraits of herself, Kaleb, Dante, and the other Fonti on display instead. After all, Kamaria, Saida, Josef, and Nina had also been on Finestra’s peak, lending their powers to Alessa during Divorando, and a team effort deserved team recognition.


“Did you see mine?” Kaleb struck a pose to match his portrait. “I look like a pirate king.”


“I don’t want to dance with anyone,” Saida groused. “Love is evil.”


“It’s not evil.” Alessa snatched the last cream puff from the tray before it vanished into Kaleb’s insatiable maw. “You just need to find the right person.”


“Ha!” Saida chucked a pillow at her. “Easy for you to say. You found your true love at eighteen.”


Alessa’s cough sent a puff of powdered sugar into the air. “And he died.”


“Yeah, but he’s fine now,” Kamaria said. “All’s well that ends well.”


“I can barely touch him!”


“That part stinks.” Saida nodded sagely. “I’ll give you that. But you still lose, even if you have to sleep with a pillow wall between you.”


Kamaria shrieked, pointing at Alessa’s face. “Do you really? Sorry, I shouldn’t laugh. It’s not funny.”


“Yes, it is,” Kaleb said. “Where is he, anyway?”


“I saw him running stairs earlier,” Kamaria said. “Seems he has some energy to burn off, if you know what I mean.”


Shirt untucked, hair still wet with sweat, Dante strode through the Cittadella gates and stopped abruptly. Tomo, Renata, Nina, Josef, and two finely dressed strangers gaped at him.


“And there he is now.” Renata’s smile was strained. “Alessa’s consort. Dante, this is Ciro and Diwata, the saviors from Tanp.”


“Ciao,” Dante mumbled.


Nina gave a small wave and Josef bowed, but the visitors stared like he was a rat on a wedding cake.


“Alessa and the others are upstairs getting ready,” Tomo said. “We won’t keep you.”


Dante jerked a nod. Muttering obscenities under his breath, he took the steps two at a time.


No one cared if he was dusty or sweaty at the docks. Hell, he’d stand out more if he showed up there looking like some fancy prick.


Not like it mattered what he wore. No change of attire would have made a difference in their reactions. People noticed when someone didn’t belong.


At the top, he veered toward the sound of laughter. The interior of the Fonte suite looked like a storm had blown in the contents of a modiste, a bakery, and a wine cellar. Kaleb, Kamaria, and Saida lounged amid strewn clothing, nearly empty trays of sweets, and too many uncorked wine bottles for so few people.


In the middle of the chaos, Alessa stifled a horrified laugh. “Can we please not discuss Dante’s sex life?”


“Excuse me?” Dante stopped in the doorway, eyebrows arched.


“We’re competing for the title of most tragic love story,” Kamaria announced, entirely nonplussed to see him there. “Sorry to be the bearer of bad news, but you didn’t even make runner-up.”


Dante blinked. “I died.”


Alessa threw her hands up. “That’s what I said!”


“Briefly,” Saida said, glaring at the last sticky bun. “It doesn’t count.”


Dante shook his head. “Tough crowd.”


Kamaria made an unsympathetic face. “And no bonus points for forced celibacy, either. Saida got dumped, Kaleb got shot down—again—and I have three, count them, three girls mad at me right now. I don’t even know why.”


“Probably because there are three of them,” Dante said dryly.


Alessa picked up a large, shiny book and sashayed toward the door. “Excuse us. My consort and I must go pine from afar while getting ready. We’ll see you all after the ceremony.”


Dante unlocked Alessa’s suite and scanned for threats before letting her in. “What’s that?” he asked, nodding at the book as he kicked off his boots.


“Isn’t it beautiful?” She tilted it so the light slid over the gilded lettering. “It’s an ancient book of Saverian poems that’s been on Tanp since the first Divorando. Their saviors returned it as a gift.”


He grunted. “Saw them on my way in. Made a great first impression.”


“Sorry,” she said with a wince. “I meant to warn you, but you were gone when I woke up.”


Alessa placed the book on her end table beside the primer he’d given her, which looked even shabbier in comparison.


Dante patted the weight in his pocket. He’d give it to her later, when she wasn’t drowning in gifts from other people.


Leaving her arranging their outfits on the bed, he went to the bathing room, stripping off his clothes and tossing them into the laundry bin. He turned on the water and stepped in before it warmed up. Tipping his head back, he let the water course down his face.


Consort. As a bodyguard, he’d known his role. His job. Now, somehow, he’d become an accessory.


Alessa was still debating whether to risk mussing her hair by pulling her gown over her head or wrinkling it by stepping in when Dante cracked the door, releasing a wave of steam. Towel around his hips and razor in hand, he wiped the mirror, eying her reflection as she shed her robe.


She took her time gathering the voluminous folds of fabric so he got a good look. “You’re going to cut yourself if you don’t pay attention.”


“No, I won’t.” His flinch said otherwise. He might not be able to touch her, but at least she knew he wanted to.


It was probably horrible to hope the next Divorando would come sooner so she could relinquish her powers to the next Finestra.


Wobbling, she lifted one foot—the shoes might have been overly ambitious—and stepped into the puddled fabric, sliding it up her body.


Yes, it was definitely immoral to wish for an invasion of demons for the chance to kiss a boy. She’d just have to focus on getting her powers in hand before they both combusted.


The neckline plunged almost to her navel, held together with sheer fabric that also covered her back and arms. Dotted with tiny black crystals, it made her skin appear to glitter with midnight stars. A delicate tiara studded with the same black gems waited for her at the temple—fragments of a scarabeo’s carapace, smashed into tiny fragments during Divorando, when she’d frozen it using Josef’s gift.


Slayer of demons, she wore the spoils of victory on her skin.


“Help me with my buttons?” she said, clutching the unfastened bodice to her chest.


Dante’s breath feathered her neck as he fastened the buttons at quarter speed, sending a pulse of longing through her. When the last button found its loop, he bent to kiss the nape of her neck and their eyes met in the reflection for a long, breathless moment. Then she pulled free, clinging to her last shred of self-control.


“Stunning, don’t you think?” She rocked from side to side, making her skirt swish like a bell so the tiny crystals, sewn into glittering swirls representing gusts of wind, dancing flames, crackles of lightning, and cresting waves, twinkled with every movement.


Dante grunted assent.


Fashion was as unfair as life, so he was dressed and ready in a fraction of the time, wickedly handsome in a suit of midnight blue so dark it was almost black, with glossy new holsters for his daggers, his damp hair combed back to highlight the sharp lines of his face.


He glowered at his reflection. “I look like a scarabeo.”


“You look delicious.”


He arched a brow. “Hungry?”


“Famished. Alas, duty calls.” Taking his arm, she grinned so brightly he smiled back despite himself. Much better. “Come on gorgeous, let’s dazzle them.”


Kaleb was fiddling with his jeweled eye patch in the hall. “Damn thing keeps slipping.” Resplendent in winter white with gold accents, the scarabei crystals glittering on his eye patch and lapels subtly tied their ensembles together.


Dante’s grip made up for Alessa’s precarious heels, and safely on flat ground again in the courtyard, Alessa found herself face-to-face with . . . herself. Poised. Radiant. Brave. It was her, but more. Clad in scarlet with a mysterious smile as she looked at something—someone—in the gardens behind the artist.


Dante examined Alessa’s portrait with the ghost of a smile.


“I still have the Mastra’s card if you need another hobby,” she said with a laugh.


“Look at us.” Kaleb thumped Alessa’s back, sending her stumbling in her heels. “Damn fine-looking saviors.”


“For goodness sake, Kaleb, I’m not a horse.” Steadied by Dante’s arm, Alessa regained her balance.


If she looked like a goddess, Dante’s portrait must be spectacular. Wherever it was. “Didn’t you sit for your portrait?”


“Ah.” Dante scratched his neck. “About that . . .”


“I wanted to have all of my Fonti on display at the reception!”


Dante scowled. “And I’m not a Fonte.”


“Your powers defeated the scarabei. That’s the definition of a Fonte.” She sulked. “I paid the Mastra for a miniature, too.”


“You don’t need a portrait,” he said. “You have the real thing.”


“You should get seated before the good pews fill up,” Kaleb interjected, probably trying to save Dante from a lecture.


Alessa took Dante’s arm. “He’s escorting me in.”


“I thought I was.” Kaleb followed them out of the courtyard, his whine echoing through the arched tunnel. “I can’t go alone to my own Name Day Ceremony. I’ll look pathetic!”


Adrick stuck his head through as they neared the gate. “They’re ready for you.”


“You!” Kaleb pointed. “Adrick.”


“Yes,” Adrick said. “I am Adrick. Very good. And you are Kaleb, in case you’ve forgotten that, too.”


“I mean, you can do it.”


“Do what?” Adrick asked, only half paying attention as he fist-bumped the guards on either side.


“Be my escort. You’re good-looking enough when you aren’t talking.”


“You want me to be your arm candy?” Adrick smirked. “And here I thought you didn’t like me.”


“I don’t,” Kaleb said. “I really don’t. But beggars can’t be choosers, and people will credit me for being nice by including Alessa’s brother.”


“No one who’s ever met you will assume you’re being nice,” Adrick scoffed. “But as long as I get to sit at the head table and drink the expensive wine, I’d be honored.”


Kaleb bared his teeth. “Just keep your mouth shut.”


Adrick clucked his tongue. “Not my strength.”










Four


Hypnotized by the dust motes swirling around the candles, Alessa struggled to focus on the Padre’s words.


The last time she’d knelt on the cold, unforgiving stone of the altar, she’d been draped over Dante’s body, his chest still, heart silent. Her breath quickened and blackness encroached on her vision. No. Not now.


Ghosts didn’t have shadows. He was there. Still watching over her, though she didn’t need protection anymore. The crushing grief was her past, not present.


She lifted her head, and Padre Calabrese lowered the glittering tiara to rest atop her curls. The Duo Divino were permitted to choose their own names after Divorando, but she and Kaleb had both opted to keep theirs, with new additions. Kaleb had added a surname, and she’d claimed a tribute.


Kaleb held his arm at the ready to support her like they’d practiced, so she wouldn’t kick off the festivities by falling off the altar. There were probably a few who would enjoy the spectacle, but she wasn’t one of them.


“Rise, the faithful and powerful, Kaleb Toporovsky Dunamis,” Padre Calabrese intoned. “Rise, the gods’ beloved warrior of light, Alessandra Diletta Lucia Paladino.”


Together, they turned to the packed temple, and Alessa’s chest eased at the sight of Dante, alive and well.


You did it, his eyes said, and she knew his applause was for her alone.


For so long she’d felt like a failure, but she’d saved Saverio, made friends, reconciled with her family, and fallen in love. Tonight was her reward, and she would revel in every perfect moment.


Prosecco poured like rain, but there wasn’t enough booze in the world to drown out the five-hundredth toast of the evening.


Dante could count on one hand the people who gave a shit about him, and they weren’t the blowhards singing his praises now. Filthy hypocrites. Saverians might pretend to accept him, but plenty were silently holding on to centuries of hatred, waiting for any excuse to turn on him.


He tried to ignore the glances his way, the eyes searching for any sign of otherness, but the head table was practically on a damn stage.


At least the food was top-shelf. Tiny plates of olives, antipasti with prosciutto and crusty bread to dip in olive oil, a risotto so creamy he’d nearly groaned aloud. He might hate feeling like a caged pet in the Cittadella, but he’d never get tired of eating like one.


Alessa was still greeting guests, her every movement causing a swirl of activity as the crowd around her vied for spots around their star. She was the center of Saverio’s universe, and he wasn’t in the same solar system.


“It’s good to see her happy again.” Adrick took a sip from his crystal flute and wrinkled his nose. “Ugh. Warm.”


It was. She was so damn happy to be embraced by society at last.


“I’ll check if she needs anything,” Adrick said. He and Dante had been taking turns bringing her appetizers ever since they realized she and Kaleb were unlikely to get a chance to sit for the meal.


Diwata eyed Dante from across the table, her gaze darting away when she accidentally met his. Hard to imagine such a mouse of a girl braving a battle with the scarabei. The closest she’d come to speaking all night was nodding as Nina chattered about her upcoming voyage.


“We couldn’t miss tonight, of course,” Nina was saying. “Even though it meant delaying our mission trip to the Continent because every passenger ship is booked this month.”


Dante frowned. That could pose a problem.


“I can’t wait to get out there and rough it with the common folk,” Nina said. “I feel like we’ve been called to help them.”


Josef looked a bit less enthused. “It will be very rewarding, I have no doubt.”


The settlers on the Continent endured enough without Nina’s religious fervor, but Dante kept that thought to himself.


Renata bustled over to inform the Fonti that it was time for their demonstration with the Duo, leaving Dante to listen while Ciro raved about the people, architecture, food—apparently all were fascinating, spectacular, divine—until Adrick returned.


Thank Dea, the trumpets blared shortly after and saved them.


Saida, Kamaria, Josef, and Nina had arranged themselves in a circle around Alessa and Kaleb on the dance floor. At the first touch of Alessa’s hands, a burst of swirling snow and flickers of flame blossomed around them, and the crowd oohed.


It was difficult for Dante to enjoy the spectacle.


It grated on him—that every time Alessa used a Fonte’s powers, a part of them got to live within her for a moment and he couldn’t. Not anymore. He had nothing left to give.


“Isn’t it beautiful?” Diwata’s voice was barely over a whisper.


“Uh, sure. Beautiful,” Dante said, caught off guard. She could speak.


“I forgot you can’t see it,” she said, looking alarmed by her own daring.


“Scuzi?”


“Auras. A person’s energy, if you will.” Chin ducked, she spoke to her hands more than him. “That’s all we are. Energy in different forms. You’re light blue, like the sea at daybreak. It’s quite lovely.”


“Ah . . . right.” This was one of the oddest conversations he’d ever had, and he’d conversed with a goddess during his brief trip to the afterlife. “I’m sure yours is nice, too.”


“Oh, yes, it’s glorious.” Diwata’s expression turned beatific as she watched the next burst of magic. “The Finestra’s is golden, and Signor Kaleb’s a pale green. The tall girl is bright red.” Kamaria. Fire. Made sense. “And when they share their powers, it’s like a dance, with each of their lights moving to fill the empty spaces left behind.”


As a Fonte, Diwata should have understood how it worked, but maybe the mentors on Tanp had never broken it down for her.


She was half right. By touching someone, a Finestra’s powers absorbed and magnified a bit of their energy. When it worked as intended, Alessa’s gift fanned their sparks into a blaze. But if she took too much or tried to take from someone who didn’t have any power . . . it hurt like a bitch.


“Alessa talks about her powers taking,” Dante said. “You don’t see it that way?”


She’d told him about it often, how it stung even though she’d understood why no one wanted to become her Fonte and “share” their gifts with her when all she did was take.


“Perhaps mortals aren’t meant to understand the gods’  gifts,” Ciro said.


Well, that was helpful. “Do the colors blur together?” Dante asked Diwata.


Her laughter tinkled like wind chimes. “Oh, no, an individual’s energy remains distinct, even when they trade their light. It’s only upon death that it returns to the universe.”


“I died once.” He didn’t know why he said it, but she didn’t seem surprised.
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