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For the little girls who talk “too much” and feel “too intensely.” Never change.


 


And in loving memory of one very special girl. We miss you.










Some of the thematic material in This Vicious Grace includes death, violence, and war, with references to child abuse. For more information regarding potentially sensitive content, please visit ekthiede.com.










Benedizioni Della Dea


(l’originale|


Alla fine del principio,


la Dea creò isole santuario per i fedeli,


benedicendoli con tre doni:


Alcuni nacquero con la magia.


Un salvatore, per proteggerla.


E quando venne il momento della battaglia, i guerrieri sarebbero stati forti,


perché Lei diede loro una fonte di guarigione.


Dea’s Blessings


(Translation|


At the end of the beginning,


the goddess created sanctuary islands for the faithful,


She blessed them with three gifts:


Some, born with magic.


One savior, to enhance it.


And when it came time for battle,


The fighters would be strong,


for she gave them a healing fountain.


—Translated in 242 D.I., scribe unknown
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One


Attraverso la Finestra Divina, la luce riduce i demoni in cenere.


Through the Divine Window, light burns demons to ashes.


Three weddings.


Three funerals.


A better person would have been devastated, but Alessa bowed her head to hide dry eyes as she knelt before the jewel-encrusted coffin on the altar. The temple beneath the Cittadella smelled of mildew and death, the air thick with dust motes drifting like the ghosts of fireflies.


She would cry. Later. She always did. Being widowed at eighteen was tragic, after all, and none of her partners had deserved to die. Still, it was difficult to muster tears for yet a third time.


Hugo, her third Fonte and the unfortunate body before her, had insisted it was only nerves when his hand trembled in hers. She should have known better. She had known better. But the gods had chosen her, and she’d chosen him. So, even knowing her touch might be his last, she’d reached for him a second time.


Alessa Paladino, divine weapon of the gods.


Her latest wedding dress was packed away, traded for a mourning gown and knee-high boots, with a black mantilla over her hair. And gloves, of course. Always gloves. Still, the dank chill reached for her bones. Even on a sunbaked island, the sun couldn’t warm what it never touched.


Cupping her hands as though in prayer, Alessa brewed a minuscule wind funnel between her palms. The faint echo of Hugo’s gift only lasted a moment, but she offered it back to him anyway. The empty space it left behind felt like penance.


Her knees ached, but she didn’t stand until the last stragglers found their seats. It wasn’t easy. Every minute spent mourning was one she didn’t get to spend choosing her next Fonte, and she didn’t have time to spare. Or Fontes, for that matter.


On one side of the aisle, the twelve members of the Consiglio watched her with inscrutable eyes. Always watching. Always waiting. First, for her to be old enough to choose a partner. And then, for her to choose another. And another after that. Soon, they’d summon her next victim.


Partner. Her next partner.


She had to get it right this time. The Consiglio would have her next choice dragged to the Cittadella at sword-point if needed, but she wanted someone willing.


On her way to her seat, Alessa paused to curtsy before Renata Ortiz, the previous Finestra, whose power had winked out the day Alessa’s blossomed five years ago. Renata nodded, cool and aloof, while her Fonte, Tomohiro Miyamoto, offered a sympathetic smile. They were a good pairing. A great pairing. Exactly what Finestra and Fonte should be.


A familiar pull of envy threatened to drag Alessa under as they laced their hands together.


She’d give anything for a hand to hold. Or a hug.


She would kill for a hug.


Literally.


Alessa took her seat, pressing a fist to her mouth before a sharp inhalation became a giggle, or worse, a sob. Stiff, black fabric pulled across her chest as she steadied her breathing. If she’d known how often she’d need one, she would have asked for a new mourning gown after the first wear.


Adrick slid in beside her, tugging his lapels and doing his best to look forlorn. “No weeping for good old Hugo, little sister?” he murmured, barely moving his lips. “Lucky for me, there was an open seat beside you.”


“There’s always an open seat beside me.” Alessa squeezed her gloved hands together in a vain attempt to warm her fingers.


Renata shot Alessa a look of warning from across the aisle.


It wasn’t her fault Adrick didn’t respect rules. He might even be willing to hug her, but she’d never ask. A Finestra wasn’t supposed to touch anyone but their chosen Fonte until after Divorando. And it was too dangerous to chance. The thought of her twin brother laid out on the altar turned her stomach.


He should’ve sat somewhere else. The Finestra was expected to sever all ties from her previous life. Above and apart. Always. She wasn’t even supposed to think of him as her twin anymore, and she definitely wasn’t supposed to speak to him.


“Picked the next one yet?” Adrick signed as the choir began rustling in place. Sort of. Their Nonno was Deaf, so they were fluent in Sign language, but the “whispered” half-signs he’d shaped in his lap were a bastardization of language only she could interpret. Papa would be mortified. But Papa wasn’t there. And he wasn’t her papa anymore.


“Still deciding,” she signed back.


“Better hurry,” he said, switching to a hoarse whisper. “A dozen fled Saverio in the past month.”


Dread pooled in her stomach. She’d lost track of how many eligible Fontes remained on the island, but she couldn’t afford to scare off more. She resisted the urge to turn and see who was left.


All Fontes were blessed at birth with defensive magic—fire, wind, water, earth, electricity, and so forth—and thus they were respected and revered, considered a precious resource whether they were chosen to serve or not. Each Fonte received a generous annual stipend, was exempted from military duty, and was protected from harm.


Until they weren’t.


“Good riddance,” Alessa hissed. Anger was safer than panic, and she knew her duty, which meant not falling apart where someone might see. “Anyone who’d abandon their people isn’t worthy of being my Fonte.”


Without a Finestra to absorb and magnify their power, a Fonte’s gift was fairly weak, but at least they had useful powers. Not like hers, which was basically worthless without a partner to draw from.


So she couldn’t argue with Adrick’s response of “Better an unworthy Fonte than none at all.”


She risked a quick glare. Aside from his eyes—green on a good day, hazel on most—her brother was nothing like her. Tall and lanky, with tanned skin and golden curls, Adrick strolled through life with an easy charm, while she had their mother’s dark waves and creamy skin that burned easily, and her ease and charm had been snuffed out by years of rules and isolation.


“You could be more encouraging,” she whispered.


Adrick appeared to consider the possibility. “Someone has to laugh about it.”


“It isn’t funny.”


“Of course it isn’t.” There was a slight tremble to his voice. “But if I think about it too seriously, I’d never get out of bed.”


Alessa swallowed. When her first Fonte, Emer, died, Adrick had stood outside the Cittadella’s walls belting out bawdy sea chanteys in his best pirate voice for hours until her sobs became hiccups of laughter. Adrick was never serious, no matter how dire things became, but after years of wishing he’d take her situation seriously, she wasn’t sure she could handle it if he did.


A soloist began the Canto della Dea in the common tongue, soon joined by another in the ancient language, then others, until a dozen languages wove a harmony as intricate as the community.


Together, we protect. Divided, we falter.


Wizened old Padre Calabrese shuffled up the stairs as the last note died, clearing his throat repeatedly even though no one was speaking.


“The gods are cruel but merciful,” he began.


Easy for him to say.


“In the beginning, Dea created humankind, but Crollo insisted we were too flawed, too selfish, to endure. When Crollo sent fire, Dea made water to quench it. He brewed storms, and she granted shelter. And when Crollo vowed to cleanse the earth and begin anew, Dea challenged him, because she had faith in us. ‘Alone,’ she said, ‘a person is a thread easily snipped. Intertwined, we are strong enough to survive.’”


Alessa squirmed on the unyielding bench. It would be her luck to lose feeling below the waist and topple over when she stood to leave. Dea really should have sweetened the deal by throwing in some tolerance for discomfort with the great and deadly power.


Sensing Padre Calabrese’s attention shift her way, Alessa sat up straighter.


“And so, Dea and Crollo made a wager: Crollo could send his devouring minions, but Dea would raise sanctuary islands from the sea where the faithful could strive to live in harmony, proving their worthiness and defying Crollo’s cynicism. And because she loves us, she armed her children with gifts . . .”


Alessa tried to look as gift-like as possible as furtive glances flicked her way.


While it was all true, and obviously they owed Dea a debt, the goddess could have chosen a simpler solution. An impenetrable shield, perhaps. Or made the islands invisible. Maybe she could have negotiated Crollo down to one planetwide scourge, and they would’ve been done with this nonsense a half a century ago. But oh, no, in her infinite wisdom, Dea decided to teach her children about community and partnership by creating saviors who couldn’t save alone.


The divine pairing existed as a constant reminder that shared strength was their path to salvation. Hence, a Finestra could only magnify someone else’s gift.


Hand in hand with an opera singer, a Finestra could bring the harshest music critic to his knees. For a few minutes after touching an archer, a Finestra could hit every bull’s-eye. And paired with a Fonte, a Finestra could defeat an army of demons sent by the God of Chaos.


At least, that’s how it was supposed to work.


When Alessa first stood before the Consiglio, the row of wizened elders had made it sound as easy as one, two, three.


1.  Choose a Fonte.


2.  Do not kill them.


3.  Amplify their magic to save everyone and everything on Saverio—or become the first to die.


Alessa’s gaze slipped to the glittering coffin.


Well, not the first.


Even now, some insisted the deaths were a good omen. Terribly sad, of course, but reassuring. A Finestra so powerful she accidentally killed her first Fonte? They would be well-protected in the siege. And her second? Well, accidents happened. Besides, she was young, and these things took time. Surely, she’d be more careful with the next. But after three funerals, Alessa’s strength didn’t feel like a promise of victory anymore, and time was running out.


The service concluded with, “Per nozze e lutto, si lascia tutto, però chi vive sperando, muore cantando.” In weddings and mourning, one lets go, but he who lives with hope dies singing. It might have been the saddest thing she’d ever heard. Hugo certainly hadn’t left the world mid-note.


As the pallbearers made their way down the aisle, guests reached out to brush the glossy surface of the coffin.


Alessa did not. Spirit or ghost, surely whatever was left of Hugo would prefer she kept her distance.


As the casket passed beneath an archway of carved stone gods, the crowd murmured, “Rest in the company of heroes,” and he was gone.


Hero was perhaps a bit of a stretch—all he’d done was die—but she had no right to talk.


People stood, straightening jackets and gathering skirts with slow hands, brushing invisible dust from their clothing.


Alessa recoiled at Adrick’s elbow jab to her ribs, her heart racing at the rare sensation of physical contact.


Oh. Everyone was stalling. And she wasn’t taking the hint.


She flashed a rude gesture at him behind her back, then rose and made her way toward Dea’s shrine in the front of the temple. Everyone could flee while she pretended to pray.


Such a dutiful Finestra. So devout. So obedient.


Shielded from curious eyes within the alcove, Alessa sat beside the stone Dea on the altar and rested her cheek against one cold, marble shoulder. Her chest ached, hollow with everything she didn’t have.


Family, forsaken.


Friends, none.


Even the fortress carved into the bedrock of the island wasn’t for her. When Divorando came, other people—people who had families and friends—would huddle together in the darkness, thanking the gods they weren’t her.


When the nave rang hollow, she climbed the wide stairs alone to the piazza above, straining to breathe past the constriction of her gown. The temperature rose with every step, and the fabric clung to her skin, damp with perspiration. At least the Consiglio had finally let her remove her veil during private events after a brush with heatstroke at the last Midsummer’s Gala, and the current fashion of cape skirts—full and long in the back but with overlapping panels that crossed at knee-height in front—saved her from falling on her face daily in Saverio’s capital, the City of a Thousand Stairs.


Alessa stepped out, blinking in the light, to take her place beside Tomo and Renata. The red-faced guards lining the wide steps to the Cittadella saluted, sweating through their uniforms, and the waiting crowd hushed to bow and curtsy.


From her usual vantage point—a balcony off the fourth floor of the Cittadella—the stylish young women of Saverio often looked like flocks of peacocks strutting around the city in jewel-toned skirts. Now, clad in shades of black and gray, they huddled like dirty pigeons around the margins of the piazza.


No one looked directly at her, as if she was too horrible to view with the naked eye, yet, somehow, the weight of their stares pressed in from all sides.


Go ahead. Bow before the blessed savior who keeps killing your friends and family.


At Renata’s pointed look, Alessa flushed, as though she’d spoken aloud the blasphemy in her head. Despite the two decades between them, Renata looked young enough to be Alessa’s sister, with an amber complexion, golden hair, and rich, brown eyes, but to Renata, Alessa was a duty, not family or even a friend. It was painfully clear in moments like this.


Tomo’s expression warmed with encouragement. “Remember, frightened people crave certainty.”


“You are confident,” Renata said under her breath. “You have matters under control.”


Alessa bared her teeth in a “confident” smile that made one guard flinch. She eased it down a bit.


Honestly. If she were to rank every possible description of herself, “confident and under control” wouldn’t make the list.


When she’d first been presented in this piazza, everyone had crowded close, eyes sparkling with hope, smiles heavy with promises.


One day, she was an ordinary girl. The next, Dea’s chosen savior. Beloved, important, and so popular she hadn’t known where to look first.


Not anymore. Now no one vied to become her Fonte. No one wanted to share their gift with her. Although it wasn’t really sharing, was it? Sharing implied they’d get something back. That they’d both be alive at the end of the transaction. That was a promise she couldn’t make.


But she’d try. She always tried.


Even in such a restless crowd, it was easy to find the Fontes, draped in a visible miasma of gloom. She’d met them dozens of times, but they were still nothing more than strangers with familiar names:


Kaleb Toporovsky, whose eyes slid away a bit too fast as he smoothed his burnished copper hair with a look of perpetual boredom.


Josef Benheim, impeccably clad in midnight black, his gaze so steady she could almost hear him reminding himself not to blink. He looked so much like his older sister that Alessa’s heart caught in her throat. Families rarely had more than one Fonte, but when they did, it was seen as a sign of strength, of the gods’ favor. He should have been one of Alessa’s top candidates, but she’d already cost his parents one child.


Other Fontes reluctantly met her searching eyes: Nina Faughn, Saida Farid, Kamaria and Shomari Achebe.


Most tried to blend in with the crowd. She couldn’t blame them. While she’d barely known the people she’d killed, they’d all grown up together.


Now they were expected to act like they were desperate to be chosen by a girl whose power was useless without theirs.


Dea, give me a sign.


What she really needed was a push. Hours upon hours watching from high above the city, longing to be amongst the people, but every time she escaped her golden cage, her wings forgot how to fly.


She only made it three steps before a sudden commotion in the crowd stopped her.


A woman shoved her way through the tightly packed wall of people to burst into the clearing.


In stark white robes, she stood out like a star on a moonless night. What kind of person started a shoving match at a funeral?


The woman’s gaze landed on Alessa, and her eyes blazed.


For a bizarre moment, Alessa was embarrassed. It had been a few years since anyone had been overcome with religious fervor at her presence, and it was an awkward time for a fit of rapture.


The woman’s face twisted, the gleam in her eyes turning dark, and she broke into a run.


Alessa’s pulse raced to the beat of footsteps against the stone.


The robed woman didn’t slow, didn’t flinch, heedless of the guards rushing at her from all sides. Without breaking her stride, she drew her arm back.


And threw.


Something whistled past Alessa’s head with a whine so high-pitched it was painful.


Guards tackled the woman, wrestling her to the ground, their bodies muffling the words she tried to scream.


Alessa reached a hand to her neck, and the fingertips of her glove grew warm and wet with blood.


“Dea,” she breathed. Not that kind of sign.










Two


Chi cerca trova.


Seek and you shall find.


Alessa’s breath came fast and shallow as she wiped the hot trickle from her neck. Blood wouldn’t show on her gloves, and fear wouldn’t show on her face. It couldn’t.


Her eyes followed the trail of crimson droplets on the stone to a flash of sunlight glinting off a dagger. If she’d been one step to the left, the blade that had notched her ear would be lodged in her skull.


The Captain of the Guard barked orders, and his soldiers formed a protective wall around her. For the first time in her life, she yearned for the protection of the Cittadella’s high walls.


“Wait,” Renata said. “They need to see she’s unharmed.”


Alessa clenched her fists. Hiding wasn’t an option. Not for her. Never for her. Duty called, a little blood be damned.


“Chin up, Finestra,” Renata muttered. “Show them you are not afraid.”


Alessa fought the horrific impulse to laugh as she lifted her head so high, no one could see the tears burning behind her eyes.


At her reassuring wave, a ripple of relief—at least she hoped it was relief—rolled through the crowd, and Renata gestured for them to retreat at last.


“How bad is it?” Renata asked as soon as the gates clanged shut behind them.


“Could have been worse.” Alessa winced, probing her injury. “Why would someone do that?”


It made no sense. A Finestra dying before Divorando was unimaginable. Or, at least, she’d thought it was. A number had been wounded during battle, but they’d all lived long enough to climb Finestra’s Peak. Without a Finestra and Fonte, Saverio would be entirely defenseless against the demons.


“Who can explain the choices of an unhinged person?” Tomo said, holding out his elbow for Renata. They exchanged a tense look.


“If you know something, tell me.” Alessa followed them through the arched corridor to the interior courtyard. Tomo, tall and still athletically built despite his health struggles, made Renata look even more petite by comparison.


“You can’t protect her forever, Tomo.”


“Renata,” Tomo pleaded, his tan skin going a bit gray. “We don’t even know if he’s connected.”


He? The knife-thrower had been a woman.


“Who?” Alessa asked. They didn’t answer. In moments like these, she became invisible.


“I told you, we should have him arrested.” Renata’s voice crackled with fury. “Lash him to the peak and leave him to die.”


Tomo sighed as if he’d made the argument countless times before. “For talking on street corners?”


“For inciting violence!”


“Who?” Alessa said, louder, and they turned to look at her as though she’d blinked back into existence. “Who isn’t connected? Who should be left to die? Tell me. I’m the Finestra, not a scared child.” If she said it firmly enough, she might even convince herself.


Tomo waved his hand as if shooing a fly. “Some ridiculous street preacher calling himself Padre Ivini. He’s just fanning fears to line his pockets.”


“And which fears are those?” Alessa hugged her sides, suddenly cold. She knew what she feared—swarms of demonic insects descending from the sky, everyone counting on her to stop them. But braving terror so others didn’t have to was the Finestra’s burden.


“Foolish prattle. Everyone with sense is ignoring him.” Tomo looked to Renata for support, but she shrugged.


Alessa gestured at her ear. “Everyone?”


“Everyone but a few desperate souls looking for certainty in an uncertain world. Enough about that.” Tomo’s smile was kind but pointed. “We have more important matters to deal with.”


Than her life? Alessa frowned. She might have managed to pry one answer from them, but that didn’t mean she’d asked the right questions.


Renata sighed. “It won’t happen again. Put it from your mind.”


Right. The many things Alessa was supposed to remember had a tendency to slip away like sand through her fingers, but she wasn’t likely to forget a dagger flying at her head.


Renata rubbed her temples. “The sooner she chooses a Fonte, the better.”


“I didn’t even get to speak to anyone,” Alessa said. “I have to make an informed choice. I need it to work this time. Please.”


Please don’t make me kill again. She might as well have said it aloud. They knew what she meant.


Tomo moved as though to clasp her arm, awkwardly brushing at his sleeve instead. “How about a performance? A gala, where every eligible Fonte can demonstrate their gifts, and you’d have a chance to speak with each of them.”


Anticipation fluttered beneath Alessa’s breastbone. She’d expected to spend the next few days in isolation, begging Dea for a sign before choosing whom to shackle herself to, but a demonstration might be exactly what she needed to choose the right Fonte, for once.


“Tomorrow.” Renata nodded. “And she needs to look transcendent. The more jewels the better. I want her dripping with proof of Dea’s favor.”


Inwardly, Alessa rolled her eyes. Once, she might have equated wealth and jewels with a person’s worthiness, but now she knew the truth: The gods gave and took for their own incomprehensible reasons, and only fools tried to make sense of it.


Her. She was the fool. Because she still wanted to understand.


“Perfect,” Tomo said. “Our guests will leave here raving about our blessed savior, prepared to choose her final, true partner. That will silence the naysayers.”


Alessa still didn’t know what, exactly, needed silencing, but she’d slipped back into invisibility, so she left them to their plans and climbed the stairs on leaden feet.


Adrick would know what this Ivini person was saying—he collected gossip like children hoarded pretty rocks—but she had no idea when she’d see him next.


From outside, the Cittadella looked like a massive stone block, but within the austere facade, the building blended a military stronghold and an elegant estate, with an exquisite atrium in the center and lavish gardens out back. The first two levels were all business, with a mess hall, barracks, an armory, and training spaces, while the second floor served as military command center.


The upper levels, however, served as a private residence for the Duo Divino, the divine pairing. Pairings, plural, as the previous Finestra and Fonte were expected to return to the Cittadella when a new Finestra rose and remain for the duration of the five years Dea gave them to train their successors.


Dea must have ignored the fine print of whatever divine contract she’d signed with Crollo, however, because instead of sending Divorando on the fifth anniversary of the new Finestra’s rise, Crollo chose a month at random in the fifth year, and no one knew precisely when he would strike until the First Warning arrived.


Seven months into her fifth and final year, Alessa was no closer to finding her battle partner than she had been the day the Consiglio confirmed her.


The formal banquet hall on the third floor was empty and dark, and Tomo and Renata had not yet returned to their suite, so Alessa didn’t see another soul until she reached the fourth floor, which was all hers and would remain so until she found someone to fill the rest of it. The largest library on Saverio, a private chapel, and two suites for one lonely girl.


When she reached the top of the stairs, Lorenzo, the young soldier assigned to guard her rooms, blanched beneath his olive complexion. He was supposed to open the door for her and complete a thorough inspection before she entered, but he, like the string of guards before him, refused to touch anything of hers.


She opened her own doors now.


She’d never say it aloud, but it stung like ice water on bare skin every time someone cringed away from her. Especially soldiers. They’d volunteered to face a swarm of demons but acted like she was something even worse.


Lorenzo deigned to cast a cursory look around and retreated to his post, muttering something under his breath that sounded suspiciously like ghiotte.


Greedy one.


Alessa kicked the door closed.


“Don’t be a ghiotte,” her parents used to chide her whenever she’d asked for more than her fair share of sweets. They’d softened the word, so it sounded almost endearing, but visions of Crollo’s thieves took residence in her head. Even now, she often dreamt of growing claws and horns.


Every child on Saverio grew up hearing tales of the ghiotte. How Crollo sent demons disguised as humans to find Dea’s third gift before the first Divorando. When the ghiotte found La Fonte di Guarigione—the healing fountain created for the soldiers—they stole its power, becoming nearly impossible to kill and leaving nothing behind for the troops. Caught and damned for their sin, they were hunted or driven into the sea, their only remaining legacy a warning about the consequences of greed and selfishness.


Some skeptics believed the story was a metaphor, a morality tale to keep people in line, but the church elders insisted that every word in the holy Verità was history dictated by Dea herself.


The Finestra was Dea’s first blessing.


The ghiotte had stolen the third.


And Alessa kept killing the second.


She stripped off her gloves and tossed them with the others piled by her bedside.


A warm, citrus-sharp breeze from the balcony blew dark curls into her eyes as she padded barefoot to a small table set with a selection of breads, cheeses, and fruits. The cheese shone with grease in the waning sunlight, and the bread was stale. Not a feast worthy of a Finestra, but she could hardly blame anyone else for underperforming.


The sunset reflected off the ocean below, painting shades of rose-gold across the city cascading down the hillside in a jumble of sun-bleached pastel buildings. It looked as if the city walls were holding everything in check so they wouldn’t collide with Finestra’s Peak, looming over the black sand beach where she and her chosen partner would take their place at the head of Saverio’s army.


At least her prison had a great view.


She should bathe, wash off the blood and anxious sweat, but she curled up in an armchair instead, pulling a throw blanket up to her chin. It was too warm, but the texture coursed over her bare arms and neck, sparking her nerves awake after a long day of slumber. Not a human touch, but a touch at least. Anything was better than the static half-sensation of being covered from head to toe.


After a childhood littered with forgotten schoolwork, burnt loaves, and waste bins she’d never remembered to empty, Alessa had finally made her mother proud the day she became the Finestra and had to stop calling her “Mama.” But even ordained by the gods, she disappointed everyone. Sure, she was determined, always trying to please. She meant to complete her chores, to remember the shopping list or check on the bread, and now she meant to control her gods-given power. Her failures didn’t mean an extra trip to the market anymore, but dead Fontes and dried blood crackling on her skin.


Papa always said any problem looked better in daylight, but it would take a wickedly bright sunrise to improve hers.


She closed her eyes and plucked at the underside of the blanket, pinching the knots, running her fingertips over the stitching.


You are not alone. You are alive. You were chosen.


You are lonely. You will die. Maybe Dea chose wrong.


This was hopeless. She couldn’t afford to get trapped in a never-ending spiral of worries, and the only way out was to get answers.


Alessa sat up, letting the blanket slide to the floor.


If no one inside the Cittadella would tell her what was going on, she’d find someone who would.










Three


Dio mi guardi da chi studia un libro solo.


Never trust a man who only studies one book.


She hadn’t had many opportunities for rebellion since leaving home, but Alessa was making up for lost time. With a lightweight cloak under her arm, boots clutched in one hand, and a rough sketch of the tunnels going soft with sweat in the other, she crept past the kitchens where Lorenzo was attempting to flirt with unimpressed kitchen maids.


She stopped before the banquet hall, listening for the rise and fall of conversation within. She was only a semi-prisoner, with free rein inside the Cittadella, but she’d blow her cover if Renata saw the guilt scrawled across her face. At the scrape of silver on ceramic, she held her breath and dashed past on the balls of her feet.


“Where”—Alessa tensed at Renata’s words—“do we even begin tomorrow?”


Alessa sagged against the wall until her wobbly knees got their act together, then tiptoed on. Through an archway off the courtyard, a spiral staircase connected the Cittadella above to the Fortezza below it. Narrow and dim, the ancient stone stairs dipped in the middle, worn down by countless feet over centuries.


The Cittadella was formidable, but it was nothing compared to the stronghold beneath. The maze of tunnels and caves carved into the island dated back to the original settlers who’d expanded the natural volcanic tunnels to make the entire island into a fortress.


A Finestra did not, by nature, explore. Under normal circumstances, Alessa only entered the Fortezza to attend Temple with Tomo and Renata, but the master key she’d never used slid easily into the lock.


Shivering from nerves rather than cold, she pulled on her cloak and let herself out the first gate beyond the line marking the border of the Cittadella above.


Outside, the warm, thick air carried the wafting sweetness of roses from the Cittadella’s gardens, but she turned away from the high walls to follow the humble scents of home. The sun set over quiet avenues and shops closed for the evening.


Each terrace bloomed with sounds and smells so distinct she could have navigated the city with her eyes closed. In an area ripe with peppers and cumin, nimble fingers tripped out a melody on a guitar as heels clicked the tempo. In the next, garlic and green-onion dumplings sizzled in hot oil while a voice so tender it must belong to a mother sang a lullaby that sounded like spring rain on a rooftop.


Nearly every house had a lemon tree, often standing alone on a tiny island of soil amongst the stone, and dried boughs hung over thresholds, marring otherwise pristine windowsills with sticky drips of dried juice. The gesture was rumored to ward off Crollo’s demons—named “scarabeo” for their resemblance to horned beetles—but if it actually worked, Saverio wouldn’t need a Finestra.


Urging herself to keep walking, to pretend it was a stranger’s home, she paused by a blue-shuttered window.


Inside the small kitchen, her mother tended to a pot on the stove. She reached for the salt, resting her hand on it, as though she’d forgotten what she’d meant to do. The small table in the middle of the room was only set for two. Maybe Adrick refused to eat meals with them anymore. Maybe family suppers didn’t feel right without her.


Wishful thinking. He was probably just working late.


Supper smelled like something hearty, simmered for hours, with lamb and red wine. Memories tangled around her. A crowded table, stories repeated so many times they lost all meaning, becoming poetry, children falling asleep in soft laps—


Alessa swiped at her eyes and moved on.


She might never be a normal girl who clipped rosemary for supper again, but they had to survive.


The alleys narrowed as she descended, until buildings butted into each other, and the island made its presence known with wildflowers pushing through cracks in the cobblestones and vines creeping up walls.


Alessa pulled up her hood as she passed the guards who manned the city gates, but they paid her no mind. They were there to watch for incoming threats, not girls running off to the docks, where folk stayed up late getting into trouble.


On Saverio, criminals were marked for their crimes, and those who’d committed irredeemable offenses were banished to the continent, where they’d perish in the next Divorando without any protection from the Duo Divino and their army. The rest were merely forced to wear their shame, but when Saverians barricaded themselves inside the Fortezza, those with marks were left outside to fend for themselves. Past curfew, no one marked was permitted inside the city walls without an official pass from the Cittadella.


There was no one else on the dirt road to the docks, but the night sounds expanded to fill the emptiness, with tiny creatures scurrying and invisible wings thrumming in the grass.


The whine of insects succumbed to the creak of ships as the road widened and became clogged with people and vendor tents. If the city was a four-course meal for the senses, the docks were a hearty stew. The din of myriad languages was intoxicating, and the crush of bodies made one girl in a cloak practically invisible.


As the largest of the four original sanctuary islands, Saverio had drawn the widest array of people from nearby regions before the first Divorando, and even now, almost a millenium after Crollo’s first siege had stripped the continents to bones and dirt, Saverians boasted of being the entire world in miniature. An exaggeration, to be sure, but there was no one left to dispute the claim.


Alessa slowed at the sound of chanting as a dozen cloaked figures emerged from an alley, their white robes stark against a backdrop that was dark and grimy. She squinted to make out the crimson words embroidered on their backs. Fratellanza della Verità.


Passersby gathered, captivated by the spectacle. It wasn’t hard to see why. The group’s barely audible humming raised the hair on Alessa’s arms, and the hoods shadowing their faces lent an air of unearthly anonymity.


Fear tightened her scalp as one figure disengaged from the rest, pushing his hood back to reveal a striking face and prematurely silver hair. He smiled benevolently and a few people began clapping, though he hadn’t said a word.


Strategically veiled in the glow of a streetlamp, he held a large book aloft. Not an official copy of the Holy Verità—she of all people could spot the difference between the genuine article and a fake—but the glyphs on the cover bore a close enough resemblance to fool most people.


Women at the front of the crowd jostled for position, gazing at him with rapt devotion, and Alessa finally caught the whispered name. Ivini.


“Our gods tell us to have faith,” he said in a low, hypnotic voice. “That we are blessed with holy saviors.”


A savior you nearly got killed today.


“But we’ve grown complacent. Trusting. Naive.” His features softened with carefully crafted sadness, but his sharp eyes gauged the crowd’s response. “I ask you, are you sure our esteemed Finestra will save us, or do you, too, wonder if the gods are testing us?”


A child in a stained dress worked her way through the growing crowd. She held out a beggar’s hat, but most ignored her, clutching their purses and avoiding eye contact.


Ivini dropped to an ominous monotone, and the crowd went silent. “The lost texts warn of a day when a false Finestra shall rise. One whom the faithful shall recognize on sight.”


His eyes raked across the crowd, but his all-knowing gaze spent no more time on Alessa’s face than anyone else’s. So much for that theory. He was a convincing liar, though. Shaking his head as if regretting what he had to say next, he pressed a hand over his heart. “There she sits, in our Cittadella, slaughtering our precious Fontes, coddled despite her wickedness. Sent by Dea? So they tell us. But would Dea send a murderer to save us? I think not. No, this bears the mark of Crollo.”


A young man with tousled dark hair and sun-bronzed skin shot a disdainful glance at the crowd as he strode past, and Alessa’s shoulders relaxed. At least someone wasn’t buying what the holy man was selling.


“I ask you,” Ivini said, his gaze sharpening, “when the demons descend to devour every living thing on Saverio, will our dear Finestra even pretend to fight or will she simply laugh while our brave soldiers are massacred? Will she cheer for the creatures as they gnaw at the gates of the Fortezza, or will she open them herself? And who will die first? Who will suffer most, but those of you who will be locked outside?”


The beggar girl tripped, spilling her coins across the ground. Her high cry cut through Ivini’s speech, and he stopped with a loud sigh, motioning one of his robed minions toward the girl.


Alessa couldn’t push through to help the poor child, but at least someone was going to.


The robed man bent to grab the girl’s tunic, forcing her to stand. “Blessed be the wretched, for they know not what they do. You’d need no coin if you had the sense to listen to your betters.”


Frowning, Alessa took an involuntary step forward.


“Let her go.” The crowd parted like butter to a hot knife as the young man stepped through, his sneer darker, frightening. He couldn’t be but a few years older than Alessa, but he walked with the authority of one who expected others to move aside.


Ivini’s disciple straightened until the girl’s toes barely touched the cobblestones, his grip firm. “Is she with you? If so, you need to teach her some manners. The gods don’t appreciate—”


“Drop her, or I’ll send you to meet your gods right now.” The young man’s movement was slight, his broad shoulders shifting in the merest threat of a lunge, but Ivini’s minion stumbled back, inadvertently dragging the girl with him.


He didn’t make it far. The young man seized his wrist and gave it a brutal twist that splayed his fingers.


The girl broke free, darting behind her rescuer to use him as a barrier. With wide eyes, the child watched her bully forced to his knees, whimpering in pain.


The young man let go and wiped his hands on his pants with a look of disgust.


The disciple glanced around, clutching his injured arm, but no one leapt to his defense, not even his leader. It seemed the Fratellanza’s religious fervor didn’t extend to putting their bodies on the line.


“Brother,” Ivini said in a cold voice, fury burning in his eyes. “Let us show grace. Even the most wicked may come to see the light. Eventually.”


The dark-haired stranger knelt to help the child gather her scattered coins, adding a few from his own pocket before he stood and continued on his way, strolling past empty storefronts to where the street narrowed to little more than an alley. He stopped beneath a worn placard reading The Bottom of the Barrel and pulled the door open, releasing a burst of raucous voices. As if he could feel her eyes on him, he glanced back and met Alessa’s gaze, raising an eyebrow in silent challenge.


She looked away, blushing.


Ivini resumed his sermon, funneling his anger into it, and the crowd responded like a bonfire to dry kindling, flaring hot and fast.


Cold sweat dewed Alessa’s forehead. Renata and Tomo had made it sound like a few lone dissidents, but this was a revolt in the making.


“Who has the courage?” Ivini demanded. “Who is brave enough to smite the false prophet?”


“I’d do it,” a woman shouted, and the crowd roared their approval.


Alessa inched back into the shadows.


Death was creeping closer, but this wasn’t where she intended to meet it.










Four


Chi ha fatto il male, faccia la penitenza.


As you make your bed, so you must lie.


A bell tinkled above the door as Alessa entered the apothecary. Luckily, Adrick was the only worker on the floor. He looked up, his mop of curls bouncing as he fumbled the jar he was handing to an elderly woman.


Alessa signed that she needed to speak to him.


Hiding his movements, he signed back, “Trying to get me banished?”


“Knife. My head,” she signed, pulling her hair back to reveal the bandage.


His nostrils flared, and he signed a curt “Outside, ten minutes” before turning back to the customer and saying aloud, “That one’s infused with dried herbs, but if you ask me . . .”


Alessa pretended to peruse the store’s offerings, uncorking a small bottle and coughing at the rank contents.


Adrick looked pointedly at the open door to the storeroom, and she left to wait for him outside.


When he emerged from the darkened building a quarter-hour later, Adrick held up a hand to stop her from speaking and jerked his head toward the main road, setting off without checking to see if she followed. His legs were considerably longer than hers, and he made no effort to adjust his stride.


“Did you know?” she said, trotting to keep up. “About this Ivini person claiming I’m a false Finestra?”


Adrick’s silence was answer enough.


“Adrick! Why didn’t you tell me?”


“I knew it would worry you.”


“Strangers are throwing knives at me. I should be worried.”


“Then why are you here?” he shot back. “One knife to the head wasn’t enough excitement for the day?”


She blanched. “I only stopped wearing the veil recently. Hardly anyone knows what I look like.”


“Signor Arguelles does.”


“Well, he didn’t see me.”


As children, they’d spent countless hours crushing herbs for their neighbor before Adrick became his apprentice, and while she couldn’t imagine the kindly older man betraying her, it wouldn’t be the most shocking recent event.


“Tell me what you’ve heard.” Alessa stopped short, forcing her brother to turn back.


“Look.” Adrick blew out a breath. “It’s been a long day. The apothecary has been mobbed with people looking for tinctures to remove their tattoos—impossible, of course—and medics needing supplies to treat people who tried to burn or cut theirs out. People are panicking, thinking . . .”


“That I can’t protect them.” She’d thought she was the only one who lay awake at night, afraid she’d let everyone down. Instead, her deepest fears were being shouted from every street corner.


He tugged his ear. “Well, can you?”


“Can you please believe in me?”


“I do. It’s just—” Adrick cast a wary glance ahead at a group gathering around a robed woman. “People are saying all kinds of things, like Crollo has cursed you, or you’re some new kind of ghiotte sent to steal the Fontes’ magic. Some even think you’re proof Dea’s forsaken us and Crollo’s finally going to end it this time. Hell, there’s a whole cult of people who think we all deserve to die and Dea should never have defied him in the first place.”


For hundreds of years, Saverians had survived against the odds, trusting their saviors to protect them when wicked wings descended. And now, the people were giving up. Because of her.


She’d never asked if any of the rare trading ships had offered news from the other islands about her counterparts—whatever they were called—so it was possible she might not be alone on this sinking ship. Maybe, somewhere across the sea, someone else was railing at their own inability to perform their duty. It wouldn’t change the fact that if Alessa failed, she’d be the one responsible for the deaths of every living thing on Saverio. If the other islands fared better, their survivors would someday arrive on Saverio to find barren shores and empty ruins, and if any records remained, Alessa would live on in their history as a cautionary tale:


Alessa, the last Finestra.


Dea’s greatest mistake.


She swallowed, throat tight. “Do you believe I’m a . . . a new kind of ghiotte?”


Adrick smirked. “I’ve seen you bedridden with cramps. Ghiotte would be tougher than that.”


She bared her teeth. “Adrianus Crescente Paladino, you’d cry like a baby if you got cramps.”


Adrick made a gagging face at his full name. “I know, I know. You’re the divine warrior and I’m the worthless brother you left behind. Why do you care what I think? You’re the one with the direct line to Dea. Ask her.” His lips twisted with a hint of bitterness.


“It doesn’t work like that.” She flicked a glance at the dusky sky.


“You!” a robed woman called out.


Alessa flinched, but the woman looked past her.


Adrick broke into a jog. “Keep your head down and hurry up.”


“Do you know her?”


“’Course not. They’re all pushy like that.”


She frowned. It had sounded like the woman was speaking to someone she recognized. Alessa glanced over her shoulder. The woman wasn’t following. No angry mob giving chase. Not yet.


“Adrick, what do I do?”


“Prove them wrong. Get a Fonte and keep them alive for once.”


“I’m trying.”


“I know.” He gave her a sidelong glance. “You always do.”


The twinkling lights of the city grew closer as they walked in silence.


She ducked her head, baring her unmarked wrists for the drowsy guards manning the city walls. Adrick bid them a hearty good night and they traded some sort of manly handshake.


After checking that the surrounding area was clear, Alessa unlocked the first tunnel entrance they passed and stepped inside. “I still can’t believe you didn’t tell me about Ivini.”


“I said I’m sorry.” Adrick’s moonlit silhouette was fragmented by the bars. “Lock it.”


Alessa turned the lock with a click. “Satisfied?”


“Never. I should take your keys.”


“Stealing keys to the Fortezza is a banishable offense.”


“Oh no, not banishable. I would never do something banishable, like defying the church’s edicts by fraternizing with you.”


“They wouldn’t banish you. Only lock you up for a few days.”


“Much better. Now that I’ve risked my freedom, tell me who you’re going to pick so I can make some bets.”


“I haven’t decided yet, and I wouldn’t tell you if I had. In fact, I hope you’re the last person on Saverio to find out this very important information.”


He snorted. “Fine. I deserve that. But everyone’s been asking.”


“Why do they expect you to know? I’m not your sister anymore, remember?” She couldn’t hide her resentment. “You handed me over to the gods.”


“Now, now,” he said, gaze flicking upward. “The Verità says parents must relinquish a chosen child to the community. It doesn’t specifically say anything about siblings.”


“Oh, so that’s why you still talk to me, huh? A brotherly loophole?”


“I’m just saying, in Dea’s eyes, I’m not doing anything wrong here.”


Unlike Alessa, who was violating the holy rules. How fitting for Adrick to skate by on a divine technicality and leave her with the guilt. He always had known how to charm his way out of trouble. “Well, loophole or no, Mama would swat your bottom raw if she knew you’d tainted her holy sacrifice by staying in touch.”


“Aw, Lessa, that’s not fair. She loves you, but she loves Dea, too, and she knows her duty. Once you finish saving Saverio and they release you from your golden cage, she’ll be the first one running to hug you.” His gaze roamed across everything but his sister. “Well, maybe not hug you.”


“If you say so.” Alessa’s voice was too high, too light.


“You’d better not cry. Goddesses can’t go around weeping in public.”


“I’m not a goddess. And I’m not crying.”


“Good. Now, scurry back to your palace and order a few strapping young guards to fan you while you eat bonbons or whatever it is you do all day.”


Alessa snorted. “Oh, yes, it’s all luxury, all the time. If you’re volunteering to take my place, go right ahead.”


Adrick laughed drily. “Would if I could, lil sister. Maybe Dea’s aim was off on choosing day, eh?”


“Now, there’s a thought. Bring a batch of Mama’s macarons the morning after the gala, and maybe I’ll tell you who I’m going to choose. For half your winnings.”


“Half?” Adrick’s grin returned. “Not a chance. I brought you two dozen last week. What mere mortal could finish that many so fast?” He slid into a sardonic drawl. “Ah right, but you are no mere mortal, are you.”


“You’re terrible.”


“And you love me. Hope Dea picked the right twin.”


She snorted. “How can you doubt, when it’s going so well?”


“Hey!” A masculine voice called out. “You, get away from there.”


“Until next time, little sister.” Adrick trailed off as he fled. “Try not to kill anyone before then.”










Five


Chi sta alle scolte, sente le sue colpe.


Eavesdroppers hear no good about themselves.


The following evening, Alessa unwrapped layers of tissue-thin paper to reveal the most beautiful gown she’d ever seen.


The tiny buttons down the back were meant to be fastened by someone else, but she made do, turning the gown backward halfway up to fasten the buttons, then rotating it and squeezing her arms through the neckline.


Her breath caught as she looked in the mirror, and only partly from the constriction around her ribs.


She glittered like a sea of diamonds. The structured bodice was cream-colored silk studded with gems, and it swooped into a low neckline that exposed her shoulders and dipped in the middle. Below, layered cape-skirts flashed silver and gold silk with her every movement. She hadn’t shown this much skin in public since—well, ever.


When she’d first entered the Cittadella, she’d expected parties every day and a wardrobe full of gowns like this. Then she’d come to learn her days would be spent studying, training with weaponry, and analyzing battle strategies, and she realized most of her clothing would serve one important function—to cover every possible bit of her lethal skin.


This dress, though. This was a dress fit for a fairy-tale princess. It hadn’t been made for a Finestra at all, but commandeered from the city’s most illustrious seamstress, and somewhere in the city, a very wealthy woman must be justifiably furious.


With a sad sigh, Alessa found her longest silk gloves to cover her arms up to the cap sleeves, and tights that looked suitable beneath the overlapping panels of the cape skirt. She couldn’t decide whether a long chain of pearls or a heavy diamond necklace went better with blue topaz earrings. Mama used to say the trick to looking tasteful was removing one piece of jewelry before going out, but Renata’s goal for Alessa’s look was obnoxiously garish, so, with a shrug, she put them both on.


Tipping her head to one side, Alessa studied her cosmetics. Did she want to look intimidating? Nonthreatening? Pretty? It wasn’t easy to find a look that said, Welcome, suitors. Please perform for the right to marry me, and I will try not to kill you.


She settled on a thin stroke of eyeliner, pink lips, and bronze eye shadow. Sparkly, but approachable.


It took an ungodly number of jeweled pins to corral her curls, but she was proud of the final results, which hopefully looked more “deliberately tousled” than messy. Another fistful of pins, and a fall of curls hid her injured ear. It would always have a funny shape at the top, but with the blood washed away, it wasn’t too gruesome. If there was an award for evading a public assassination unscathed, she’d get an honorable mention at least.


The delicate heels she unearthed from a pile of shoes in the back of her closet threatened twisted ankles and pinched toes, but she’d suffer in style. Besides, it wasn’t like she’d be dancing.


Someday after Divorando, when she’d wrestled her power into submission or Dea had passed it on to the next poor Finestra, she would throw a bigger, better party, with a full orchestra, diamond glasses, a prosecco fountain. She’d stay up until dawn, laughing with her Fonte and dancing all night in shoes that were stylish and comfortable. It was a fantasy; she might as well dream big.


She was radiant with an hour to spare, more than enough time for Tomo and Renata’s scheduled pep talk before she wooed her next Fonte. She descended slowly, heels wobbling, dress trying to suffocate her, clutching the railing so her grand entrance didn’t culminate in a tumble of silk and sequins.


The front gates were open, and a stream of deliveries, soldiers, and staff flowed in and out, carrying chairs and stacks of linens down to the piazza. Two grungy-looking men rolled a runaway keg back into place, flicking a rude gesture at the soldiers who did nothing to help. As Alessa neared the bottom, people turned to stare, appreciation joining the fear in their awestruck gazes. Her cheeks warmed. Apparently the Angel of Death looked more angelic than deadly, for once.


Two transfixed young servers collided, dropping their trays in a clatter of broken china, and the Captain’s furious voice rose above the ruckus. “What in Dea’s name—”


“It was my fault, Captain Papatonis,” Alessa called out. “All these jewels must have blinded them.”


Captain Papatonis scowled, but he couldn’t scold her. Or dispute that she was very sparkly.


Alessa left the chaotic noise of the atrium for the quiet labyrinth of darkened corridors, wishing it wasn’t gauche to kick off her shoes for the walk.


As she made her way, cursing silently at every twinge that promised blisters, she caught a flicker of movement at the end of a long corridor leading to the barracks.


A man. And he wasn’t in uniform.


“Excuse me,” Alessa called out. “Guests aren’t permitted down there.”


He stepped into the light, shadow taking the form of dark curls, a sharp jawline, heavy-lidded eyes, and a familiar challenging expression.


“You,” she said, accusingly. “You aren’t a guest.” Young men who fought with cultists by the docks weren’t the sort of people who got invited to a glittering gala at the Cittadella.


“Nope.” His scorn-filled gaze raked down her, from the diamond-studded pins in her hair to her gold-slippered toes. “Barrel sent me to deliver spirits.”


She fired back a haughty glare. “That doesn’t explain what you’re doing back here.”


He sauntered closer as though he had all the time in the world. “Got lost.”


A pack of soldiers erupted from the barracks at the end of the hall in a riot of boisterous laughter and shoulder-punching, helmets tucked under their arms. Their laughter fizzled at the sight of Alessa and the stranger, but for reasons she couldn’t begin to fathom, she didn’t order them to escort the interloper out.


Swapping looks, the soldiers continued, veering around the stranger like a stream diverted by a boulder.


Alessa pressed herself against the side of the corridor to let them pass.


Brow furrowing, the stranger studied her.


“What?” she demanded.


“You trying to burrow into the wall?”


Her cheeks burned. Fine, so she wasn’t brave, she wasn’t strong, and she wasn’t up to being a savior, but he didn’t have to look at her like he knew. “I was getting out of the way.”


His eyes narrowed. “Why?”


“It’s polite. A concept you’re clearly not familiar with. They’ve seen the damage I can do.” Bitterness singed the edges of her words. “I can’t blame anyone for keeping their distance.”


He gave her a level stare. “Then let them walk around you.”


She hadn’t even told him which way to go, but the aggravating stranger strode away, leaving Alessa alone in the hallway. She stood there, silent, in the half-light.
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