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  Prologue


The tattoo appeared around Celia’s ankle in the night. The magic woke her, the pain alarmed her, her mothers comforted her.

The thin black line summoned her to serve the Divine. It meant Celia was special.

So Celia asked for a chocolate. She figured the worst her mothers could say was no (like always), but if they were ever going to say yes, it would be when they were so proud of her they couldn’t stop crying.

But first they asked her to tell them the Divine’s story. Celia was already six years old and knew the story well enough. Standing in front of the hearth so the snaps and crackles of the fire would add to the performance, she cleared her throat and began.


A thousand years ago, a child found a magic box with some magic ink. With that special ink, the child tattooed people without touching them: when she drew a temporary line on her own skin, it became a permanent line on someone else’s. Didn’t matter how far away they were, either.

 

It was as if the child could talk directly to the angels. Her tattoos were mystical, and her messages were . . . pure. She wanted to help people make good choices.



Her mothers nodded and smiled. So far, so good.


But a few people got scared because the tattoos were so personal. Of course, they were meant to be personal. Those scared people got even more scared, and a few of them drowned that long-ago child. Held her underwater until she stopped breathing. They didn’t want her tattoos.



Celia inhaled. She hated that part.


But the child didn’t leave. Not really. She transformed into the Divine, still guiding us with her ink from afar.



Here, but not here. Celia fluttered her hands in the air vaguely. It was just like whoever had drawn her tattoo was here, but not here.


Then another child tried to claim the ink as hers. She tried to trick people. This was Diavala.



Celia loved saying that name, stretching it out, a word of whispered screams: Deee-aaah-vaaah-laaaaah . . .


But the clever faithfuls weren’t fooled. They exposed the second child’s treachery and killed her too. Diavala joined the Divine in that other realm, and they’ve battled for souls ever since: Diavala trying to lure people to hell, the Divine guiding them toward heaven with her magic tattoos. One day, when the Divine can best Diavala for good, she will return to us.



Celia bowed and politely asked for that chocolate.

Her mothers didn’t give her one; they banged on neighbors’ doors for hours, collecting as many sweets as they could. It became quite a party.

The next day, even after her mothers took her to the temple and left her there, Celia felt their love. She’d almost gotten sick from all of it.

If they were honored that their child had been called to serve the Divine, it had to be a good thing. It didn’t even occur to Celia to think it would be anything other than wonderful.

That’s how stupid she’d been.


Act 1
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Chapter 1

Another question mark bloomed on Celia’s forearm, bigger and bolder than the others. The ink unfurled in an oily black stretched-out tentacle, wrist to elbow, the dot on the bottom a furious splatter. An hour ago Celia had still tried to hide Anya’s messages by tugging her shirtsleeve down. An hour ago she’d still cared that she was in a busy shisha lounge, surrounded by people who might notice the strangeness of Divine tattoos appearing, then vanishing, on her skin.

But lovely absinthe made cares like that disappear.

Celia pressed her finger to the angry splotch on the bottom. I’d tell you where I am, Anny, if only I knew! Her gaze drifted over the haphazard collection of empty glasses on the table in front of her. “Huzzah, absinthe.”

The rest of the room was alive with clusters of pretty people doing flirty things: enjoying their drinks and smoke, unwinding after a long day of doing whatever it was normal people did all day. Shimmering tenors, as individual as fingerprints and much more visible, shone around each body. Tenors were usually the boldest thing about a person’s look, but there in the lounge their glint and vibrancy blended in the fog of shisha smoke that swirled from the colorful hookahs. Glasses clinked, laughter swelled, and everything fluttered: colorful sleeves, loose pants, long hair, light from a hundred candles, jingly jewelry hanging from ears and wrists and necks.

With her black everything—​short hair, suspenders, tie, top hat, attitude—​Celia stuck out like a monochrome stain amid all the color and life. Judging by the lounge owner’s fluency in scowls, they’d finally noticed.

Not bothering to right her awkward sprawl, Celia smiled as they approached.

Or maybe it wasn’t a smile, but a frown.

Whichever way was up. Whichever way was down.

“Time to move on,” they said, their voice a deep baritone.

No, time to take a hostage. Pulling the hookah to the floor, Celia clamped the large bowl between her legs and hugged tight around its neck. They wouldn’t muscle her out with so much expensive blown glass at risk. “A few more blasts, good soul,” she said, jiggling the mouthpiece in her hand and then putting it to her lips.

The smoke trapped in the bowl tasted like all the people who’d touched the pipe that day, swirling together. Dia, how long had she been sitting there, doing nothing but staring?

The owner raised their caterpillar eyebrows as Celia struggled to hold in a violent cough. “You’ve had the green fairy; you’ve had some shisha. Now out you go, Lalita.”

A flush crept up Celia’s neck. Fragile bird, my nimble little ass.

A few people had turned their attention toward the standoff, and as Celia hugged her hookah tighter, the lounge owner’s lips formed a grim line. “Here, hire a gondola and get home.”

As they dropped her own kropi back on the table—​each copper coin etched with the creepy four-faced image of the Divine—​the edge of a black tattoo peeked out from under their sleeve. Both reminders of “home,” the place no amount of absinthe could erase. Their big hands found her armpits. They lifted her up, an arm wrapped around her waist, and eased her out of the lounge.

On the wet street, mist replaced pink smoke, darkness replaced candlelight, gray streets replaced warmth and color. Someone shouted nonsense or poetry from a nearby balcony, their voice echoing in the night. As they rambled about a love gone wrong, (or perhaps their cat was missing?), Celia considered transforming the lament into a duet. Woe to the inklings who cannot escape! Mumble, mumble, rhymes with escape . . .

Another voice interrupted. “Cece!”

Anya. That same angry friend who’d messaged Celia all night. A twinge of guilt flared to life, and Celia stifled the urge to dart back into the lounge.

As she strode toward Celia and the owner of the lounge, Anya’s black hair lapped at her shoulders in tidy waves, her midnight-blue top hat perched perfectly straight. A buttoned-up trench coat flared out behind her thighs, and her umbrella doubled as a walking stick, tapping a rhythm into the cobblestones. Anya looked perfectly composed. Then, and always.

Long and low, Anya muttered “Dia . . .” under her breath as she approached. The lounge owner startled at the curse, dropped Celia’s arm, and took a step back, reacting as if Celia was the devil Anya had just named. Their look of shock was quickly replaced by one of anger and youth these days . . . no respect. They turned and stalked back into their bar, violently brushing the stain of blasphemers off their coats as they went. If Celia’s loitering hadn’t banned her from coming back, Anya’s curse just had.

Stifling a smirk, Celia bowed. “My love, my love, you’ve found me. The smoke was pink tonight. The shisha was happy.” She swore the smoke changed color depending on the shisha’s mood, logic be damned.

Anya steered her away, but they made it only around the first corner before Celia grabbed the nearest wall and painted her boots with a swirl of green fairy absinthe. Huh, looks exactly the same coming up as going down. She knocked her feet against the brick wall and wondered if someone would lick it later, grateful for a free drink.

Anya rubbed Celia’s back, her words tight despite the calming gesture. “You’re a disgusting creature, Celia Sand.”

That wasn’t news. Groaning, she pushed away from the wall and prepared herself for the lecture.

The air around Anya flickered in an aura of red hues. Everyone projected a tenor—​an oscillating personal spectrum of gender in myriad colors. Tenors showed something infinite about a person and gave it over to concrete, manageable language: He, They, She, or No Thanks to Any of That. There were as many tenors as people in the world, and Anya’s tenor burned so familiar that Celia would have recognized it in a crowd of thousands. She knew Anya better than she knew herself, which meant that even before meeting Anya’s gaze, Celia knew she’d find a withering stare.

“You’re almost at the docks,” Anya said, grinding her teeth so the sound crunched its way up Celia’s spine.

Celia blinked in surprise—​and a fair bit of pride—​that she’d made it so far from the temple without remembering any of it. That explained the stronger than usual stench of fish.

“I know you got my messages,” Anya said. “Why did you ignore them?”

“I didn’t have my quill?” Celia ventured.

Inklings always had a quill. Usually many. One day Celia and Anya would wake up to find the raven feather fused to their fingers.

More horrible grinding, Anya’s whole jaw working hard until her nostrils flared with a deliberate exhale. About the biggest tantrum Anya was capable of throwing.

But no lecture came. Instead, “You have to get back.”

It took a moment for Celia to process Anya’s words. “What? Another one?” Her mind sputtered. She’d assumed that after the afternoon she’d had, she wouldn’t be missed for a while. She should have known better.

Anya nodded, and Celia’s cloud of guilt blossomed into a wild thing, growing heavier as Anya turned tender: tucking Celia’s hair behind her ears, straightening her top hat (a losing battle), and adjusting her blouse.

“Vomit everywhere,” Anya whispered. She wiped her fingers on the bricks beside them, her frustration fading away to sighs. She wrapped an arm around Celia’s smaller shoulders and squeezed. “You can’t keep doing this to me, Cece. When it’s over, when you’re okay, I need to know.” Only a short lecture, then. A familiar one.

Celia stared blankly, ignoring the occasional claps of arguments or drunken laughter assaulting her on the otherwise dead streets. The buildings were tightly pressed together and built upward, competing for space amid a crisscross of canals and bridges. More gondolas than rickshaws ferried the few people still about. So much water everywhere: it fell endlessly from the sky, was constantly underfoot, and . . .

Earlier that day, the temple had punished Celia with water. Cleansing, they called it: only a little, strategically poured, but enough to perfectly mimic drowning. The stories said that the Divine had drowned a millennium ago, which somehow justified repeating the horror on misbehaving inklings.

The punishment itself didn’t last long. A few minutes after she’d stood up from the wooden floor, soaking and gasping, Celia could have found Anya and told her it was over. She should have. But it wasn’t the first time she’d experienced that particular punishment, and it wouldn’t be the last, so what if the point was that she was never okay?

Celia took Anya’s hand and laced their fingers together, squinting into the creeping fog swirling over the canal and searching for a wayward gondolier for hire. If she could stretch her gaze around corners and westward, away from the Lassina Sea that hemmed them in, the stagnant Asuran canal must eventually find a real river. Far beyond the masses of buildings, docks, and mold, the land would gradually lift around her. Eventually they would leave the sogginess of Illinia behind and enter Kinallen, with its famous plateaus and spectacular hills. She tried to imagine it—​crisp, dry air, bright sunshine, green cliffs, a country so breathtaking poets wrote songs about it—​but it was like trying to savor a slice of ripe, rare apricot on your tongue while standing at the gallows.

The temple had more work for her: another Divine tattoo to complete, another person’s life to affect. If she took too long to answer the summons, she just might end the night as she’d started it: on a wooden plank floor with water pouring down her nose and throat, breaking off breath.


  Woe to the inklings who cannot escape . . .


The prow of a dilapidated gondola broke through the thick gray fog—​all peeling red paint, rotten wood, and ragged gondolier at the helm to match. His tenor flickered in silver hues, its natural brilliance dulled by the heavy air. Celia raised her arm to him. “Does anything rhyme with escape?” she asked Anya.

Taking poetic license, Anya came up with quite a list as she stepped onto the boat: “Scrape, reshape, agape, agitate.”

She helped Celia in, continuing, “Translate, mistake, urinate, charade . . .” as the gondola sailed off into the mist.

Any of Anya’s words could have fit into the next line.

 


The Profetan temple stood atop the only hill in the waterlogged delta. Every alleyway, building, and canal in Asura boasted a good view of the looming stone turrets and waving flags. The algae-coated bulk was the city’s pride, the biggest red dot on every map of Illinia.

The giant statue of the Divine—​the temple’s marble crown—​perched on the highest tower, up so high it pierced through clouds. Human shaped enough to be familiar, inhuman enough to be sinister, the omniscient Divine was depicted as a robed figure with one head but four faces, each facing a different horizon. The Divine’s outstretched hands had one palm facing up to the angeli in the heavens and the other turned toward the diavoli of hell.

Each face and both palms boasted one large eye.

Those six eyes, gazing into all worldly horizons and the hidden realms of the afterlife, somehow comforted believers, as if omniscience equaled altruism. Celia had realized long ago that the Divine was either wildly malicious or didn’t exist to see anything at all. If she was so pure, all-knowing, and compassionate, how could she let her own religion turn so crooked?

Where the Divine supposedly guided the temple’s followers toward heaven, Diavala, the wicked trickster, lured victims toward hell. Carved into the same marble centerpiece as the Divine, Diavala peeked out in anguish from beneath the Divine’s robes. Reaching one crooked hand out for help, her lips hung open as if she’d been squashed mid-sentence.

The pathetic look was part of Diavala’s con, but Celia had always related to her position. She tipped her hat to Diavala in greeting, since her existence was far more likely.

Then she tipped her hat to the guards, who let them in after checking their expertly forged permission papers. Authentic passes giving inklings permission to leave the temple grounds were as rare as an Illinian sunny day, but the guards didn’t know that.

Arm in arm, Celia and Anya approached the main square. Their footsteps slowed, their chins dropped, their heartbeats dimmed, the temple and terrible statue casting its familiar heavy blanket over them. Even so late into the night, the perpetual hive of activity proved that those serving the Divine never paused for sleep. The lamplight throughout the square reflected off the damp cobblestones and lengthened the shadows of the rushing crowd.

How fast people moved showed the temple pecking order. The long-robed mistico—​the holiest and most powerful of the Divine’s workers—​walked as if they waded through water, graceful and composed. They could travel with their eyes closed and not bump into anything; paths cleared for them. Everyone else who contributed to the maintenance of the temple, such as guards, cooks, and servants, strode around with purposeful steps, no-nonsense. At the bottom of the hierarchy, inklings such as Celia and Anya scurried like mice, weaving around those destined to walk in straighter lines. Inklings possessed the only real magic in the world, but that didn’t count for much. They had only enough of it to prop everyone else up on their backs.

On the bright side, being so low meant not having to wear a uniform. The temple relied on clothing donations for inklings, and as a result of a healthy benefactor rivalry, inklings were probably the sharpest-dressed underlings in the world. If Celia ever had to forfeit her top hat for a robe, that would be the last straw.

Celia and Anya didn’t walk any faster once the crowd swallowed them. A small cluster of apprentice inklings passed, each sporting dark circles under their eyes and balancing a stack of books and papers with tired arms. “But can the tattoo change size once we send it to the receiver’s body?” one asked. The others were too tired to answer his desperate questions. They must have been the oldest eight-year-olds in Illinia.

“Celia!” A raven-haired apprentice trailing at the back of the group lit up, shrugging their shoulders and bobbing, trying to wave a greeting without the use of their arms. “Celia! Celia!”

Anya chuckled and lifted her hand in a wave. “They were frantic earlier,” she said, and called out, “Hey, Wallis. Yes, we see you!”

Wallis was torn, clearly debating whether they should abandon their group. Their gaze swung with the beat of a metronome between their friends and the two older inklings.

Celia didn’t know whether to laugh or cry. For whatever reason, small, bubbly Wallis liked her. “You’d better study hard, Flea!” Celia called, gesturing for them to keep moving. “Off you go.”

Walking backwards to keep eye contact, Wallis nodded. After only a brief hesitation Celia crossed her fingers and held them up to her chest, exactly what Wallis had been waiting for. Their entire face stretched into a wide smile before turning around to catch up with their group.

Looked like Celia was telling bedtime stories to the fleas again. Whereas full-fledged inklings slept alone in small, stark rooms, apparently needing no company except their Divine, the apprentices still had communal dorms. They were a rapt audience for Celia to unleash her imagination on.

And somehow that particular flea had a keen ability to wheedle story time out of Celia more often than not.

Anya delivered Celia all the way to the doors that led to the workroom. “Tomorrow might not suck,” she said with a sarcastic smile. So casual, as if she hadn’t had to break a dozen rules in order to make sure that Celia answered the summons that night. Celia didn’t believe in the Divine, the all-knowing, and she highly doubted Diavala, the pitiful step stool, but if she stretched her imagination, she could believe in angels and devils; for years, Anya had been too good to be true.

Celia inhaled deeply and straightened her top hat (again). Only a little vomit still clung to her boots—​just enough to scandalize whoever noticed it, but not enough to get a full reprimand.

The line between what they could and couldn’t get away with had taken ten years to sketch out, but both she and Anya had it perfectly memorized.
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Chapter 2

Set deep in the back of the temple, down tight hallways and as isolated as possible, the inkling workroom had high ceilings, rows of tables, and endless bookshelves. For functionality, the three exterior walls were entirely made of glass to allow as much natural light as possible given Illinia’s cloudy climate, but it also made the space aesthetically beautiful. Something Celia suspected rankled the mistico daily.

That night, a small swarm of inklings worked under the dancing flames of the lamps, flickers reflecting off the windows like fireflies. Quiet breathing and the scratching of quills on skin created a melancholy music. They all diligently ignored Celia, Yusef at the neighboring table flushing rose red from the effort. She didn’t blame them; someone who got into trouble as often as she did made friendship with her a perilous idea.

Another inkling, Dante, shot her a full-body eyeroll when he took in her disheveled appearance.

Stupid Dante. His smug face made Celia want to break all the rules at once. After making sure no one else was looking, she took out her favorite finger, just for him. He pretended not to notice.

High Mistico Benedict—​who’d personally poured the water over Celia’s face earlier, adding a cloth to create an extra good seal—​moved around like a wraith: inspecting, humming, clenching his jaw, frowning. His bald head, light eyes, and pallor, contrasted against the midnight black of his robe, made his face glow like a searchlight. His sharp, handsome features looked as if they were carved from the same marble as his Divine, too perfect and cold, as though the sculptor had forgotten that people had flaws. There was only one High Mistico at a time, the position passing from one to the next in a closed-door ceremony that ended with the previous High Mistico literally dying at the feet of the new.

If you were a believer, every message from the Divine to her people passed through him like a conduit from the heavens to earth. His hand wrote out every order for inklings to convey through a tattoo, but he had nothing to do with the content. He was the highest authority on Profeta, the most revered and respected, the only one who could hear the Divine’s will and speak for her.

If you weren’t a believer, he was someone who read a lot of reports, listened to a lot of complaints, and issued a lot of commands. A manager, but the most powerful one in Illinia.

Celia and Anya were in the nonbeliever group, but they were the Illinian minority, and what they’d always found most troubling about Benedict is that they weren’t sure which category—​conduit or manager—​he would have placed himself in.

Either way, it was a station for the most devout and fervent, and Benedict was the youngest High Mistico in Profeta’s history. Everyone under him was afraid of him, which meant that everyone was afraid of him. Yusef turned even redder as Benedict hovered behind his chair.

Dante returned to tattooing his upper thigh, the side clasps of his tight trousers unbuttoned to expose his skin, his hand moving in sweeping arcs as he created his newest masterpiece. Most sketched on their own arms or legs. If an order demanded a back, neck, or (shudder) rear-end tattoo, people inked on their partners. One couple in the corner, Allea and Ferrin, worked on a lower-back tattoo, the inker dipping precariously low on his subject. As much as Celia loved Anya, she was grateful they’d never had to go that far south on each other, but Allea and Ferrin were by far the oldest inklings at the temple, well past middle age, and Celia supposed modesty only lasted so long.

High Mistico Benedict’s iron gaze bore into Celia as she approached him. He was probably debating whether to lecture her now or later. Finally, with a stoic nod, he handed her the Divine order for Fiona Jenoah of Asura—​someone she didn’t know, but would now mark for life—​before continuing his patrol.

Celia exhaled hard, willing her heart to resettle so she could work.

Below a list of Fiona’s personal details, the note said: “Her vanity will kill her marriage. Her wandering eyes will force her children to wander down her same path.”

A big part of inkling training was deciphering prose: Fiona of Asura wanted to leave her partner. The Divine wanted her to know that this would ruin her family.

Celia now needed to translate the warning into art, something this stranger would understand. She tapped her raven quill on the table and bit her lip.

How to ink the omen?

She pressed the quill to her forearm, ignored the slicing pain as the magic took hold under her skin, and drew.

A hand mirror slowly took shape on Celia’s arm.

The tattoo would transfer to Fiona only when Celia commanded it. And it would appear line by line, exactly as Celia had drawn it, so she planned each stroke with precision. After receiving her own inked omen in the dead of night, Celia knew that execution was part of the show.

Celia imagined Fiona sitting up in her bed, sleep-mussed and confused about the pain at first, then realization mixing with fascination as she peered at the image forming on her skin. Celia always tried to make it as flawless a performance as possible. No long pauses to draw out the suspense. No unnecessary lines to confuse the image. Clean and pretty. It would stain Fiona’s skin forever, so it was the least Celia could do.

An hour later, as a final touch, Celia inscribed—​Family is everything—​inside the face of the mirror. A sentiment Celia wholeheartedly agreed with, thinking of Anya, but still, if Fiona had some other view of the world, who had the right to tell her otherwise? In Illinia, Profeta did.

Dante hovered over her shoulder, his pants all buttoned up, his work done for the night. Celia didn’t know how long he’d been standing there, and she didn’t much care. “You leave too much room for misinterpretation,” he whispered. He would have drawn a couple holding hands or embracing, something more literal, to keep Fiona from leaving.

Exactly, she thought, assessing the finished image. “Thanks for your unwanted opinion, Dante. It’s something I can always count on.”

A smile slowly crept over his face, cocky and abrasive and screaming Your stupidity is breathtaking, Cece, and they stared at each other for a beat before he turned away. If they were fated to be allies and enemies at the same time, that meant they were nothing: the good and the bad canceled each other out. Still, it was exhausting.

She sighed, her gaze lingering on her inked initials: CS. Small, subtle, and disguised enough within the artwork that she wouldn’t die for them. Hopefully.

Tiny as they were, those letters meant something big.

An innocent conversation with one of the cooks had given Celia the idea a couple of weeks before. Teresia, chopping and slicing so fast Celia didn’t understand how she still had all her fingers, had divulged a secret with a merry wink as the earthy smell of turnips surrounded them. “I put a drop of honey in everything I prepare. Though you’ll never taste it, it reassures me to know it’s there, a little kiss in your bellies. My apology for whatever unpalatable monstrosity Chef Foureta makes you choke down that day.”

Teresia had laughed it off as the foolishness of old age, but Celia knew that any honey in the pantries would be reserved for mistico and important guests. Those were stolen kisses. Something little meaning something big.

And like a drop of honey in a pot of turnip stew, Celia’s initials said, I’m sorry your skin has to be my canvas. Forgive me for marking you up and affecting the course of your life.

This new habit of signing her work made her nerves hum.

She waved her sore arm toward High Mistico Benedict. He nodded after inspecting it, then intoned the same benediction as always. “The Divine has spoken—”

With his monotonous voice droning on, Celia willed the image on her arm to transfer to Fiona. With nothing more than a thought—​a nudge to channel the tattoo from inkling to recipient—​they became two strangers connected by inky magic. Celia watched the hand mirror disappear as the ink moved to Fiona’s skin.

When her arm was bare and unmarked once more, Celia severed the link, releasing her remaining hold on the magic. She ignored the brief flash of euphoria that always came afterward; it felt disturbingly as if the ink was excited to be allowed into a new body.

“—​the people will listen,” he finished.

Mistico Benedict’s unnecessary blessing only ensured that a mistico had the last word, but it was a ritual Celia quite appreciated, because it meant that they didn’t have time to see beyond the landscape of her art to the tiny, sacrilegious details. Like alternate meanings. Or initials.

As she walked out of the workroom, the exhaustion after completing a job already taking hold, Celia gave her own benediction. Fiona Jenoah of Asura, I hope you wander wherever the hell you want. Make some mistakes. That fresh ink is just a picture to appreciate however you’d like.

“Inkling Sand?” High Mistico Benedict called after her.

Quills stilled as every inkling in the room looked up, faint traces of alarm lighting every face. Celia stopped and closed her eyes for the briefest moment before turning slowly. Her artistic rebellions were already balanced on a hair-thin wire, but signing her initials was risky to another degree. One of these days the wire would snap . . .

“It took you over an hour to answer the summons.”

She nodded and kept her head bowed. Right. She’d almost forgotten the first transgression—​being tardy seemed so insignificant compared with heresy. She gestured at her boots for authenticity, glad that relief could look so much like deference. “I was quite ill, Solemn Mistico. It has passed.” With groveling body language, she gave him what he wanted. “It won’t happen again.”

High Mistico Benedict didn’t acknowledge her apology. As the silence stretched on, Celia’s initial wave of relief soured. As stony as she’d become over the years, droplets of sweat pooled on her skin, her shoulders shook, and her heart did that funny thing where it skipped around. Unbidden, she began fiddling with the slim leather cord around her wrist: a gift from a long-dead friend, a reminder of reality. The Book of Profeta clearly laid out punishments—​calculated dagger cuts, water torture, executions—​but you never knew where your crime fell on the spectrum according to High Mistico Benedict.

That morning, she’d delivered coffee to a mistico council meeting. At one end of the table, Ruler Vacilando blustered about the upcoming Ascension celebration and how it had to be perfection incarnate. She’d ruled Illinia for the last forty years, and the evidence lingered all over her body: full sleeves of tattoos, undulating images across her back, and just as many likely covering the front. One crept up her neck, enveloping the left side of her face like a bad rash.

At the other end of the table, the mistico council, led by Benedict, nodded agreement to everything that fell from Ruler Vacilando’s mouth. A strange relationship, either symbiotic or parasitic or both, and confusing enough that Celia was never sure who was truly in charge of Illinia.

She should have paid more attention to her task instead of observing the scene playing out in front of her. She should have remembered that Ruler Vacilando liked her coffee black, not sugared.

For her coffee mistake she’d received water torture, so what would she get for taking her time answering a summons? As she manipulated her worn leather bracelet—​turning, rubbing, turning again—​it warmed under her fingertips.

But High Mistico Benedict only flicked his wrist, dismissing her. Starbursts of relief flooded her vision. She knew the line; she hadn’t crossed it. But just before leaving the workroom, Celia glanced back to see that he was still watching her.

Her heart rioted all over again, and she knew she wouldn’t sleep well that night.

 


Even before Benedict had risen in rank, he’d been Celia’s personal demon. Ever since her first day at the temple he’d followed her around with those hard eyes. She’d stood in the large square, stone everywhere, and waited to be assessed with a bunch of other wide-eyed six- and seven-year-olds. The heavy clouds dripped sporadically, hinting at the deluge they would eventually unleash.

With a cool, strong wind blowing, she’d curled into herself for warmth as the big people in robes hovered and discussed. She counted the cobblestones at her feet. Watched trickles of water race between the cracks.

A tiny river of rain led to a pair of little black shoes tentatively creeping into the empty spot beside her. When Celia looked up to see who belonged to those shoes, she saw a child with huge dark blue eyes fringed with long lashes. “What’s your name?” the child whispered, keeping her eyes trained on the mistico.

Startled—​were they allowed to talk?—​Celia could only respond with a gap-toothed smile.

When she got a smack on her arm as repayment, Celia squawked, “What was that for?”

“Do you even know what’s going on here?” So this other child was a know-it-all.

“Yes. We’re going to be inklings.” It was the first time the word had fallen from Celia’s tongue. She’d been chosen by the Divine herself, the proof of it in the fresh tattoo on her ankle.

“We’ll never see our families again,” the child said with heat, and then Celia understood that her new friend’s shaking was not nervousness, but anger.

“That’s not true.” Celia hit her back. “My name’s Celia. It means heaven. What’s yours?”

“I haven’t picked it yet.”

Most children didn’t choose their names until they were older, but Celia had been impatient. She didn’t like her mothers calling her Kid, as there were a dozen Kids on their street already.

Her old street, anyway.

Old worries.

Celia studied her new friend’s tenor—​the glinting frame around the face, shoulders, and chest—​and saw quite clearly that she was the proper pronoun for her right now. Celia’s own tenor held enough bronze flickers to make her wonder if someday she might use they pronouns, or maybe she’d swing between using she and they pronouns as time passed. “I’ve always liked the name Anna—”

A robed mistico had turned to strike Celia, so she stuttered the name, turning Anna into An-yaaaaah.

But seconds later the child muttered, “Anya’s perfect,” as if the mistico’s disapproval was exactly what she needed.

“We might get Lupita as a tutor,” Anya said, nudging her pointy chin toward the calm, smiling, gray-haired one Celia had crossed her fingers for. How did Anya know so much about this place?

“I hope so.”

“No.” Anya shook her head hard. “My parents said she’s the worst. Only sweet on the outside.”

A faint uncertainty nudged at Celia. Anya’s anger and her parents’ warning hinted at a different story from the one Celia had received.

But Celia stared up at the mistico who’d hit her, fairly sure he was the worst. Young and pretty, iron-cold eyes, and an arrow-straight spine. “I’m due a pair with this batch,” he said.

Socks, dice, gloves—​those were things that came in pairs. Muffins and cookies came in a batch. Not children.

Mistico Lupita calmly stated, “You’re not ready for apprentices yet, Benedict. Continue with your own training first, and we’ll reassess the possibility of a promotion with the next round.”

“That’s four years from now.”

“It’s four years from now.” Mistico Lupita’s tone said end of story.

Scuffling boots, a long, loud wail, and laughter cut through their disagreement.

A young mistico with hair as pale as wheat turned a corner, blazing toward them with guards close behind. She shrieked and laughed, pulling her clutching hands away from her head with fistfuls of her own hair.

Celia flinched and shut her eyes.

With Mistico Lupita shouting orders to the guards over the screaming mistico, the entire courtyard had erupted in sound.

But it was the smell that scared Celia the most. The fair-haired mistico grabbed her, her breath foul enough to rot an apple, her tenor pressing close and feeling like a threat as it invaded Celia’s space. With her slim fingers gripping Celia’s shoulders painfully, her screams turned into a song. “It’s all games, darling. It’s all lies.”

The guards grabbed the mistico and pulled her back. Mistico Lupita bowed her head reverently, her whispered prayers and benedictions in the background. In the foreground, the wild mistico delivered one more line: “You lose when your bones hum from the inside . . .”

Humming bones? Celia inhaled sharply and cupped her hand around her wrist—​searching for any quaking that shouldn’t be there—​and shared a frightened look with Anya. That sounded painful. Wrong.

Calmly, a prayer still on his lips, Mistico Benedict took a bottle from a pocket in his robes, poured its contents on a rag, and pressed it to the wailing mistico’s nose and mouth. The voice-shredding screams stopped abruptly as she lost consciousness. Before the echoes of her song had faded, before Celia could even register the metallic glint of the blade in Mistico Benedict’s hand or where it had come from, a red river streamed from slices on the wild mistico’s throat.

Somewhere close, a child screamed. That sound stopped abruptly too.

The guards dragged away the now forever quiet mistico, the temple doors slamming behind them.

Lupita finished her prayer and took the blood-soaked knife from Benedict, wiping it with her own cloth as she continued her lecture on his suitability for apprentices.

As if nothing at all had just happened.

As if someone who’d needed help hadn’t just been killed.

Beside her, Anya shivered so violently her teeth knocked together. Her chin was tilted up, her fists balled at her sides, her eyes open but unfocused. It looked like she was fighting hard to keep a scream from escaping.

Which meant, maybe, that the killing had been real.

The little vein that bulged on Mistico Benedict’s smooth forehead pulsed harder when he noticed Celia staring at him again. “What’s significant about the Flogging?” he demanded.

Words stuck. The vein on his forehead was all Celia could see.

Mistico Lupita stepped forward. “The Solemn Mistico asked you a question, child.” Her voice was kind. She smiled as she continued to wipe the blade. “You have to answer.”

Celia recited what she knew, stammering her way through. “A child said she was the Divine returned to the mortal realm. She knew a lot of strange things and almost got away with it, people almost believed her, but she couldn’t command the ink. She was flogged to death with a nine-tailed whip. It was actually Diavala, trying to trick us. We have to watch out for her.”

Benedict slapped her upside the head, her black hair falling in her eyes from the blow.

When she tried to push it away, another smack.

“I asked for the significance.”

Celia’s lip quivered, mats of stray hair hiding her eyes. She didn’t dare brush it away again. “I don’t know what that means.”

Beside her, Anya whispered, “Solemn Mistico.”

“Solemn Mistico,” Celia added.

“Well, you’re clever.” Mistico Benedict turned to Anya, his boots swiveling on the cobblestones to face the other direction. “Perhaps you should answer for her.”

Celia sniffled and tried to hold in her crying. The screams and wails of the rotten mistico still burned her ears. Humming bones, humming bones . . . That silver blade, that red neck, that casual ending of life. The new smells—​rotten apple, sweetness from the rag, the dull, metallic smell of blood—​mixing with the rain.

Anya hesitated before she said, “Only the Divine commands the ink.”

A tsk of approval. Mistico Benedict hit Celia again for good measure, yanking the first sob out. She’d already snotted and blubbered everywhere, all over her hair. That made her cry more.

But so quietly.

She tried to be smart like Anya. She watched Mistico Benedict’s boots walk away and let her mewling whimper escape only when the mistico was far enough away. She still didn’t move her hair.

Somewhere in the bowels of their new home, the fair-haired mistico’s bones weren’t humming anymore. They weren’t doing anything at all, and never would again. Another child had started crying, begging for his parents. And another. Maybe they’d always been, and Celia hadn’t heard, so caught up inside herself. The kind-looking, sweet poison of Mistico Lupita ignored everything except her task of sorting children. Celia’s head hurt from the blows of the iron-eyed Mistico Benedict. She was covered in snot and couldn’t stop crying.

Anya hooked her pinky around Celia’s, as if they did it all the time.

And nothing had ever felt so dangerous.
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Chapter 3

The fair-haired mistico had been the first Celia and Anya had seen with the Touch, but there’d been many since. Apparently, the screams meant rapture more than suffering. The Touch was coveted insanity, the closest you could get to the Divine. Death was a final release into her arms.

Humming bones, madness, lies, and blades: the hidden benefits of life inside the temple.

Exhausted from work and still hung over from the night before, Celia tripped her way toward the dining hall the next evening, using Wallis’s shoulder for support. She plopped herself on a bench and put her head down on the table with a moan.

Wallis, bless them, fetched both of their suppers. “Have you seen the new tapestry?” they asked, their smile big and toothy, and nudged their dimpled chin toward the back wall, where workers struggled to hang the behemoth rug. “I helped tassel it.” They pointed to a spot on the bottom left corner where all the white tassels seemed marginally shorter than the rest of the fringe.

“Well, your work is exceptional. And this year’s piece sure is . . .” Celia considered the panels. “Breathtakingly prosaic.”

Wallis furrowed their brow as they ate their bland (honey-kissed) stew. “What does that mean?”

Celia meant that Ruler Vacilando commissioned a new piece for the Ascension celebration every year, but no matter the medium, the images didn’t change.

Panel 4: Birth. A landscape of the hill where the child oracle had first used the ink to guide the people, with lines of pilgrims winding their way to see her. The same hill on which the temple now perched.

Panel 3: Ascension. After her murder, the child oracle left the mortal realm. Representing this moment is the familiar image of the four-faced, six-eyed robed figure, seeing into all human directions and into the realms of the afterlife. Above her head is a lightning bolt, symbolic of her transformation to Other.

Panel 2: The Flogging. Always nice and graphic. A blunt portrayal of the damage a nine-tailed whip can inflict on a body. A warning to be on guard for Diavala’s trickery.

Panel 1: The Return. Similar in composition to the Ascension—​a lightning bolt, a figure—​except the figure is entirely human. Her features are always obscured, lending to the mystery, but people would know she truly walked earth again because her own ink would proclaim it.

Celia meant that those four images were already everywhere, from Illinia’s coins to public buildings to crests, and she meant that Profeta stood on four rickety legs, one of which hadn’t even happened yet, and why didn’t everyone see how shaky the table was?

She said, “I wish they’d take the opportunity to be more creative, that’s all. Although Diavala’s flogging even has crimson blood and gore woven in to boost the effect. That’s great attention to detail.”

Wallis shrugged. “I guess.” They started to eat, unbothered. Wallis’s faith hadn’t been stolen by monstrous doubt their very first time at the temple, and Celia refused to push them there. She had a feeling Wallis would get there on their own anyway.

“Have you seen Anya?” Celia asked. It wasn’t unusual for them not to see each other all day, depending on their rotation of chores or work orders, but they almost always met for supper.

Through a mouthful of stew Wallis mumbled, “Oh, Anya said you need to check out the light crooked path.”

Celia choked and almost fell backwards. “What?”

Wallis’s eyes widened before their face rearranged itself into a confused frown. “She was looking for you at the baths and seemed rushed. I have no idea where she meant. Maybe that path from the dorms to the big fountain?”

Celia garbled out a goodbye, already on her way out of the hall. She checked her speed so as not to raise any suspicious eyebrows. “The crooked path becomes light.” The phrase came from Lupita’s favorite poem about freedom and independence . . . and escape. Lupita had told them that when she came up with a plan to help them leave the temple—​and it was always when, never if, despite the odds—​she’d use that as the signal.

Celia swallowed, trying to get the last lump of food down, her mind racing in a hundred different directions, each one chasing escape, escape, escape. She tried to temper her excitement with a healthy dose of levelheadedness: their old tutor wasn’t to be relied on for much anymore, beyond inappropriate cackles and lewd jokes. Could be nothing, nothing, nothing . . .

She headed straight for the crypt.

The dead didn’t hold opinions about rules, so the crypt had been Celia’s and Anya’s preferred entrance and exit for years when they didn’t want to announce their movement at the front gates. A basement maze of stone pillars, recessed rooms, and rows upon rows of gleaming white skulls on shelves, most people avoided it.

Celia wasn’t most people. She and the head skullkeeper had been in love once, as much as thirteen-year-olds can be in love, and they still held an extra-squishy soft spot for each other. The crypts were a safe space because Zuni was there, despite the gruesome decorations.

“There you are.” Zuni’s face flushed red when Celia found her in a dark corner of the processing room. “I didn’t want to be halfway through prepping a skull when you showed up.”

Celia smiled at her, her heart pinging at the thought that Zuni had been waiting for her. Zuni didn’t return the gesture—​losing her smile was the cost of moving, decapitating, and burning dead people all day, every day, for years—​but the corners of her mouth softened whenever she met Celia’s eyes. A reflex that time couldn’t tame.

Celia grabbed the handles of the closest wheelbarrow, trying to ignore the sheet-covered body inside. Profeta kept only the skulls of the Touched and didn’t bother keeping any part of a heretic—​so there was a lot of excess for Zuni to burn outside.

They walked side by side up the ramp, the barrow’s wheels squeaking like a family of rats. Celia had never asked how, exactly, Zuni did her work, and Zuni had never offered the information. The pyres seemed straightforward enough, but the skull cleaning could very well have been done by rats. Or beetles. Or acid.

It was a mystery Celia didn’t particularly want the answer to and one Zuni guarded closely. Zuni refused to take an apprentice, saying that her knowledge was her only safeguard against ending up on a pyre herself. After Ruler Vacilando had appealed for “heartier stock” to work in the Divine’s service, Zuni’s family, butchers by trade, had walked away from her with the temple’s gratitude, a yearly stipend from the state, one fewer mouth to feed, and a feeling of righteous self-sacrifice. That was how Zuni had described it three years ago, and time hadn’t softened her opinion. The reason she and Celia had hit it off so well? Equally jaded.

“Did you ever consider that by leaving from the same exit as the dead, it’s like you’re doing test runs?” Zuni asked. She leaned over to fold a flopping arm back into the barrow, then feigned a shiver as she met Celia’s eyes. “So morbid, Celia.” Celia started laughing, almost dumping the contents of the barrow completely. But her breath hitched as Zuni leaned closer, the air between them overtaken by Zuni’s tenor. The swarming colors haloing Zuni’s face proved the limitation of words: even the continuum of she lacked all depth for her. The air around her could be deep reds similar to Anya’s, or silvers similar to Dante’s, or any combination of reds and silvers, pale or vivid. Deep reds always dominated, but most of Zuni’s internal landscape swayed, constantly in flux along the long continuum of her. It had been an impossible game for Celia, trying to find a pattern to it.

She’d leaped at any excuse to stare at Zuni, really. Still did.

When Celia pushed through the heavy outer door with the front of the barrow, sunlight assaulted them. So rare in Illinia for the sun to peek out from behind clouds that it momentarily stunned both of them.

“You might even see a sunset,” Celia said, squinting. “What a night to spend outside burning heretics.”

Compact rows of pale grave markers gleamed, the farthest ones bright specks of white on the horizon—​the long-ago dead, before the cemetery had run out of room. Anya, waiting for Celia under a distant tree at the edge of the temple grounds, waved.

Zuni pulled Celia in for a quick, one-armed hug. “Have a drink for me?”

Celia grabbed her arm and turned the half hug into a full hug, the scent of death that always lingered on Zuni a particular comfort when paired with her warm embrace. “I’ll find you a feather.”

The freckles on Zuni’s nose folded over themselves as she scrunched her face and looked away, the closest she ever came to a smile, and something that looked as if it physically hurt her. “Thanks, Cece.”

Birds didn’t come near the temple, not even to the tree-filled cemetery. Celia figured their light, hollow bones must be particularly sensitive to the occasional humming skeleton, and they were smart enough to stay away.

Zuni hadn’t seen a bird in three full years.

 


Rich Asurans could afford homes on stilts, but most lived on the unavoidable water in rows of docked houseboats. As Celia and Anya sat in the prow of a gondola, weaving through canal after canal toward Lupita’s, Anya’s stomach revolted predictably. In another life, Anya would have been Asura’s harbormaster: methodical, precise, organized, and able to coordinate everything without ever touching water herself.

They paid the gondolier with their last two kropi as he muttered curses tangled with gratitude that most of Anya’s illness had made it to the canal and he didn’t have to clean much from the bottom of his boat.

The dip and sway of Lupita’s floating home wouldn’t help, but Anya soldiered on.

“Lupita!” Celia called after they let themselves in. “Do we have a treat for you!” She wandered into the cluttered kitchen, lighting some lamps to fend off the bleak atmosphere, and began clearing off surfaces. Slowly, slowly, calm down, this might be nothing, don’t hope too much.

Lupita had moved to the houseboat after leaving the temple, and five years of depression hung heavy in the air. Her loss of faith had been sudden and sharp—​a knife cut or a plunge underwater—​and it had broken her in significant ways.

Celia wore a reminder of it around her wrist: that worn leather bracelet from her friend Salome. At eleven, Celia had stolen a bunch of inkling quills, intending to snap them all. It was a protest she knew would get her killed, but in the heat of the moment her thoughts were violent, filled with rage, unconcerned with consequence. She’d broken only one—​Salome’s—​before she calmed down enough to realize that she might get all the inklings in trouble. Water torture for everyone, perhaps, for the mystery of the broken quills.

She had to tell the truth about what she’d done, so she was the only one who suffered for it.

She’d found Mistico Lupita and High Mistico Benedict. They’d listened to her wailing confession, and High Mistico Benedict had calmly nodded. Then he ordered Mistico Lupita to execute Salome.

“Celia just admitted her crime,” Lupita had argued. Though never one to shrink away from rules and order, Lupita hadn’t been able to slot his command into any Profetan logic. Her thoughts seemed to spin around terms like unjust, spiteful, unrighteous, unsure where to land.

“She did,” Benedict had said. “But this is an opportunity to teach her what true remorse feels like.”

And because at that point High Mistico Benedict outranked her, outranked everyone except the Divine herself, Lupita had done it. And as Salome died at her hand, Lupita’s spinning thoughts had landed on one absolute word: wrong.

The Divine she loved would never choose someone like Benedict to be Profeta’s leader, so there was something wrong with the Divine she loved or with the institution the followers of the Divine had created. Either way, Lupita’s world crumbled. One moment she was a devoted emissary of the Divine, the next she was confused and doubting, shoulder to shoulder with Celia and Anya.

And just as trapped.

For Salome, they’d gotten Lupita, and though they loved Lupita now, it had been a shit trade. Salome had been a sparkle, and Lupita would be the first to admit she was a stain.

Anya plopped her satchel on the table and flopped into a chair. Before she’d snuck out of the temple, she’d acquired bread, a small hock of salted meat, and a few vegetables from Teresia in the kitchens. Celia got to work on the meal as Anya mustered up the energy to roam the rickety three-story houseboat to find Lupita.

Since leaving the temple, the former mistico had lived on a liquid diet of absinthe, rum, and the occasional dram of juniper gin, joking that she’d live forever due to pickling. When Celia and Anya began their apprenticeship with her, she’d already been ancient. Ten years later, and she hadn’t aged a day, so maybe her pickling method had merit. Still, they tried to feed her solid food whenever they could.

“And do I have a treat for you, my lovelies!” Lupita’s withered voice called from somewhere upstairs. “But if I could just have a set of eyes, that would be wonderful.”

Anya groaned. “She can’t find her pants again.”

Celia chuckled as she concentrated on slicing potatoes without slicing her fingers, imagining Teresia doing the very same thing at that moment in the temple. Musical howls from a distant dog gave her something to concentrate on besides the hard beat of her heart.

“I heard that!” Lupita called. “But it’s actually my brassiere I’ve misplaced. These things need to be well tucked in or they’re liable to knock someone out with all their overexcited swinging.”

Anya laughed as she stood. “Even better.”

 


Finding the brassiere and tucking in Lupita’s overexcited breasts proved a difficult task, and the stew was already boiling when Anya came down with Lupita on her arm.

“Smells lovely!” Lupita exclaimed.

“Ugh, onions.” Anya clutched her stomach and paled to starch white.

Lupita felt her way to the window, her clawed hands gripping counters and tracing over clutter, and opened it to let out the scented air. Her mutilated eyes swiveled, perpetually bloodshot, one crisp green iris pulled down and out as if it bled. Her gaze never landed on anything, which deeply unnerved most people.

Since Celia and Anya had been there when she’d gouged out her eyes, they considered the healed version a vast improvement.

Being a mistico, just like being an inkling, was a lifetime deal. No one walked away from service. The day Lupita bought her freedom, she’d drained an entire bottle of gin in the span of minutes. Then, while drifting in that numb sweet spot just before blacking out, she’d plunged short, blunt knives into her eyes. She hadn’t screamed, but her hiss had sounded very much like Sssssssaaaaloooohh . . .

She’d passed out before finishing the name, her remorse dying on her tongue. Celia had had to clean and bandage her wounds because Anya was throwing up too violently to help. It still gave Anya nightmares years later, but Celia only remembered thinking, Hope this works.

It had. Lupita had done no wrong, according to Profeta—​no heresy, no subversion—​so they couldn’t bring forth their chloroform and daggers. Instead, they tossed her to the streets and treated her as if she’d never existed. Acceptably pious, but useless to them as a visual arts tutor.

On bad days, Celia still managed to be pissed off at her. Not because it had taken her so long to see the horrors of the temple, but for joining them only to leave them behind.

Jealousy was a strange beast.

“Hey, can I have this?” Celia had already cleared off the small table so they could sit around it, and she reached across and pressed the small feather she’d found under a caterpillar jar into Lupita’s wrinkled hands.

“It’s from a scarlet ibis.” Lupita nodded sagely. “Or a phoenix, perhaps. Either way, red and magical and rare. But you may have it because I love you that much.”

The feather was blue, from a common bluebird. Celia shared a smile with Anya.

“Well!” Lupita clapped her hands as an exclamation point. “I have giant news.” Her gnarled hands did a little dance in the air. “Let me set the stage, dear ones.”

They both recognized Lupita-speak for a heavy dose of irrelevant information. The story would get interesting only with the words, All of that is to say . . .

Feeling better yet? Celia scrawled the words on her arm with her quill, watched them appear on Anya’s; then, instead of severing the link like she had with Fiona and allowing the words to become permanent, she commanded the ink to return to her, as if she’d changed her mind about releasing it. The evidence of her question disappeared, both their arms unmarked.

Anya answered, A little. Don’t suppose we can walk home?


  How can you live in a city full of water and get seasick?



  Shut—​


Lupita cleared her throat
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