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Act 1
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Chapter 1

He’s a dead thing.

Celia shivered and wrapped her arms tight around her middle, clutching all her shattered pieces together so they didn’t spill out like an overturned cart on the cobblestones at her feet. Watching Griffin from across the busy market square of whatever town they were in, she held her thoughts at bay with knives.

They didn’t know for sure whether Diavala possessed him. In all the days since they’d left the city of Asura, Diavala hadn’t made herself known; all Celia had was paranoia, suspicion, and nagging, ever-present regret. Perhaps this was what winning looked like, and Celia was just so broken she couldn’t recognize it.

Still, the bees in her head insisted, He’s a dead thing. The words kept buzzing in her mind, repeated and repeated. It might look like they’d overcome the body-stealing devil, but Celia had been fooled by Diavala before.

As a plague doctor, Griffin was certainly dressed the part. His costume was all black—hat, tight leather pants, coat of raven feathers, except for his bone-white mask with its long, stabby beak—and it seemed to give his inner death a face. Slowly rotting on the inside but whole on the outside, decomposing by degrees. The illness inside him festering, rattling his bones, humming to him: Diavala, Diavala, Diavala . . .

Griffin scanned his growing audience—their baskets filled with bread and other market staples under their arms, harried looks on their faces, toes already pointed down the road they’d continue on if he didn’t hold their attention—and he turned up the shine of his smile. It looked as if he was trying hard to ignore that he was competing with bread, squash, and butcher cuts of meat, and how equal the match was.

He’d been standing statue-still for a handful of moments, waiting for people to notice him before beginning his performance.

It hadn’t taken long.

The town lived in another world. Market day was a bustling affair, with people moving this way and that, laughter and conversation coming from every direction, a steady hum. Tenors—​the visible, ever-changing markers that signaled gender identity—shone brightly around everyone’s head and shoulders, as individual as fingerprints. The sights, sounds, and smells of innocent daily life. Anything dark and beaked and ominously silent, evoking the plague and death and mystery, stood out like a bonfire.

He hadn’t seen Celia yet. She stood on the steps of a bakery near the back, the scent of cinnamon and melted butter enveloping her.

When the attention of his crowd wandered too far, he’d hand out one cheery yellow dandelion with a dramatic bow. Except for the tilt of his head when he aimed his beady-eyed goggles at someone, his deep bows were his only movement. Soon most of his small audience had one yellow tuft either tucked behind an ear, in a basket, or clutched in a hand.


  Who is he? Why would he give me a flower?


And a few, Hack, capitalizing on fame, trying to wheedle hard-earned coin. There’s only one plague doctor.

Most of Illinia knew of him now, and absurdly, his fame had grown so big, no one would have believed he was indeed that plague doctor. The one who had stood with the Divine when she’d revealed herself to her followers; the one who had calmly heralded her death.

With the sun miraculously shining despite the crisp autumn season, and with whatever arbitrary crowd size he was waiting for finally assembled in front of him to his liking, he began.

Celia held her breath.

A slow nod. Unclasping his hands, he swept his gaze, hidden behind those dark lenses, across every intent face. For a moment his goggled gaze seemed to land on Celia, and even though she was well hidden, she had no doubt he’d managed to see her.

He did that a lot: see her.

Always Celia and Griffin, opposite each other, circling, two polar ends of a never-ending abyss. The setting around them didn’t matter at all.

He nodded at her before he began. “‘Another dawn brings shadow!’” he boomed in his performer’s voice.

One of the shoppers flinched, and the corner of Celia’s mouth quirked up. His volume control was still an issue, obviously.

He shook himself off and adjusted, settling his voice into the rhythm of the poem. Dipping and lengthening and stretching. No longer words: a work of art, a painting, a story. He was used to speaking more with his body than with his words, but it was easy enough for him, animating poems already written.

Celia stopped breathing as she listened to his voice: smooth and deep, soft but strong.


“Another dawn brings shadows

Full of creeping things and claws.

And our love for each other—

Starving us and nourishing—

Has found its perfect home.”



Celia didn’t recognize the poem he recited, but it seemed as if it were his own composition, just for them. Who else would understand that when love was born from the darkness, sunlight would only make it wither?

Griffin cocked his head at her. The pointy beak of his white plague doctor mask aimed at the ground like a stake, his goggles reflecting the sunlight that mocked them.

The crowd grew as he continued, his voice luring them more than his costume ever could. They tossed coins onto the purple and blue cloth at his feet; they clapped and smiled and gasped where they were supposed to. But many quickly moved on, no one staying for the whole monologue, no matter how much he inflected his voice to pierce them or lowered it to reel them in closer.

A commotion in the crowd drew Celia’s attention. An elderly soul with wispy white hair like a dandelion puff shook a cane at Griffin, his peculiar tenor made of bright shades of silver with barely any nuance. Often, it took some measure of training to identify whether the proper pronoun for someone was he, she, they, or none at all—tenors were by nature fluid and complex, filled with an array of color and light—but this person’s tenor was so uniform it would have been easy even for a Kid just learning the skill.

The plague doctor saw the shaker of the cane from the corner of his eye—Celia felt his hesitation, his reluctance to let go of their eye contact across the distance—and in that silent pause, the intruder said something. One word, over and over again, with a voice as wispy as his hair.


  “Abomination.”


The crowd cleared space around the old soul, giving him more room to shout his awful word. The plague doctor turned his head away from Celia slowly and smiled at him, not looking upset at the interruption, nor about the word he shouted. The old silver-tenored soul may as well have yelled Codfish oil! for all the rise he got from the plague doctor.

Celia had a different reaction.

She pushed out of the bakery’s doorway and flew through the crowd, shoving people out of the way as she went.

When the crowd parted just so, the plague doctor looked up, perhaps catching a glimpse of her familiar black top hat, ratty around the brim from overuse, a scrap of ocean-blue fabric pinned to the underside. Because of how tiny Celia was, he might not have seen anything but the disembodied top hat weaving its way through the market crowd, approaching fast. As Celia pushed her way to the front of the group, she reared to a stop. The couple she’d just wedged herself between murmured “Excuse us!” and shuffled aside.

Celia stared at the old soul for a heartbeat, her heart in her chest hot and huge. “What did you say?” She stepped toward him. “What did you say?!”

With both hands perched at the top of his cane, he frowned at her, then lifted a gnarled finger and pointed at the plague doctor. His lips parted. But before he could utter that vile word again, Celia was in his face, looking up at him despite how stooped he was. “Don’t you dare.”

Something fierce had risen in her, and she had to concentrate on not unleashing a primal scream. At the old soul. At the sky.

“‘For whatever’s inside you,’” the old soul said, quoting a passage from the Book of Profeta with a defiant tilt of his chin, “‘will be revealed in the end. So the Divine knows.’”

“No,” Celia snapped. She’d heard enough self-righteous nonsense about the Divine’s grace in her lifetime. There was no Divine, only Diavala. The trickster of a thousand faces. The one who possessed souls, used them, and then abandoned them to madness when she was done. There was nothing graceful about her, nothing good. Her religion was built entirely on lies.

Diavala was the true abomination.

But perhaps the old soul had seen something of Diavala inside the plague doctor. They’d suspected that Diavala was inside him for weeks, biding her time, licking her wounds, planning revenge against them.

It had become the perfect torture for Celia: sensing that her enemy was close, so close, but not having it confirmed.

Maybe this stranger had just confirmed it.

And oh, how Celia hated him for that. “How dare you!”

The crowd pushed closer, eyes wider and conversation quieter. The way they looked at her, nervous and skittish, it was as if they expected a brawl. Some tentatively offered murmured explanations: He’s traditional, not a fan of Commedia, thinks art is evil, slightly mad hahaha . . .

He straightened his hunched back, then looked from her to the plague doctor again. “Abomination,” he whispered one more time.

It was a dare. A taunt. He wanted one of them to overreact. To prove him right.

Celia’s hands clenched, close to giving him what he wanted. Close enough that Griffin took a step forward and put his hand out in front of her, snapping her attention back to him.

With his hand still in front of Celia, the plague doctor tipped his hat to the intruder and smiled wide, defusing the battle with one sentence.

Abomination, the old soul had accused.

“Well, you’re not wrong,” Griffin said. Then he tilted his head back and laughed and laughed and laughed.

The old soul blinked and shook his head, then hobbled away, casting glares over his shoulder and muttering under his breath until the crowd closed around him, leaving the plague doctor alone again.

With another player, who’d just made a fiery entrance.

Griffin tipped his hat at Celia and stared, silently acknowledging the fiery thing in her eyes. The fear. The sadness. The hate. He tilted his head, his long hair fluttering like a waterfall at his shoulders. “Welcome to the shadows. The creeping things. The claws.”

He held out a hand, asking her to join him on that bare expanse of cobblestone he’d claimed as a stage. Celia shook her head. She would have backed away if the crowd hadn’t closed behind her, blocking off a retreat.

So she gave them an awkward smile. Too bad for her, she’d placed herself right in the middle of his act, and she knew the plague doctor wouldn’t let her leave without a fuss.

She stepped forward into the shadows, where they lived together.

The plague doctor bowed deep. “My shadow bows to you—a tender poison, a sweet deceit—recognizing its one and only ruler.”

Instead of dying, the fiery thing inside her grew bigger and hotter. It had started with the old soul and his shouts of abomination. The truth, bluntly stated by a stranger: There is something foul inside this plague doctor performer. But it grew and swelled beyond that initial surge of anger.

It was the thing she’d held back for weeks, rising up in revolt all at once.

This was her plague doctor, and Diavala couldn’t have him.

He reached into his pocket and pulled out an offering: a yellow flower.

“Don’t be ashamed, good ruler,” he whispered. “I am your land and your possessions, your treasury and army. Claim me.”

Celia met his eyes behind his mask. Despite the tint on his goggles, she could imagine the exact depth and breadth of his dark eyes. How they crinkled in the corners from his smile, how the constellation tattoo at his temple would move with the flex of his jaw.

Her plague doctor.

She found herself responding.

Improvising.

She’d been a performer too, once, and she’d been so good at it she’d cast a nation into chaos with her show. She too had been on the stage when the false Divine died.

“I can claim Death himself ?” she asked. Wonder lacing her voice, she took the flower, brushing her fingertips against his as she did. Time stretched out like taffy, slowing everything down painfully. When was the last time they’d touched? So close all the time, traveling together, yet such a chasm between them.

But now everything sparked.

She pressed her hand to her chest. Slowly, like something long lost and now found, she smiled at her crowd. “If I am Death’s ruler, he must obey me.” She waited for people to nod, acknowledging her claim.

She turned back to the plague doctor. “Tell me everything about my kingdom,” she commanded. “Tell me what it looks like, smells like, tastes like. For if I am to rule Death’s land, I must understand it.”

It was her own dare.


  You know death. You’ve seen it.



  Tell me. Here. Now.


More than a year earlier, he’d fallen out of a tree and died, then somehow miraculously returned. She’d asked him dozens of times—What is death like? Where are our friends? Where’s . . .—but he’d deflected every question. The closer they got to Wisteria Township and every impossible hope Celia had pinned there, the more restless she’d become. He knew exactly what she wanted, but he held his secrets close.


  Tell me where Anya is.


“You seek reassurance,” he said sadly.

They circled each other, as if dancing.

“I seek understanding.” Celia’s voice cracked, and her arms wrapped around her middle again, tighter this time. Half of her was gone, and she needed to know what had happened to it. Where is Anya?! Tiny explosions as Celia’s mind bees slammed against the inside of her skull, stinging her, buzzing so loud they drowned out all other sound. You know what I need to know, and I’m your ruler, and you must tell me!

They must have looked ridiculous, a plague doctor circling a tiny thing like her and calling her ruler. Her face was made of a pointy chin, small nose, and big dark eyes, all framed with hair like black grass. Her tenor generally toured through hues of red and bronze, she and sometimes they, in a lazy way, slow and steady, where other people’s tenors flickered and sparked. Truly, there was nothing regal or refined about Celia. Yet when she stopped moving with a hard stomp of her feet, staking a claim to the truth, the plague doctor paused, listening.

“I command it,” she said. “I claimed you.”

Some of the crowd became bored and moved on, but Griffin and Celia were too lost in their act to notice, weeks of tension coming out in subtext that flowed too easily, in innuendo and accusation that cut too deep.

He shook his head, the beak of his mask swinging from side to side like a slow pendulum.

Tell me where Anya is! the confused bees in her mind shouted.

The plague doctor went down on his knees in front of her. “You ask for the one thing I can’t give you.” It was no longer a performance. He bowed his head. All she saw was the top of his black hat, the nape of his neck where his hair parted, and the movement of his shoulders as he breathed deep. She longed to rest her hand there, on that small glimpse of skin.

She pulled her hand away before it could betray her and touch him.

Death had broken both of them, but hers was a fresh, raw wound where his was an old, jagged scar.

His head tilted, as if he were listening to the cadence of her booming heart.

The ever-present pain behind Celia’s eyes got worse. “You’re my tender poison, my sweet deceit,” she said, her voice cracking. “I’ll always meet you here, in our home full of creeping things and claws.”

It was just them, and darkness. The most terrible home, but their home now nonetheless.

She barely registered when people began clapping at the finale.

When it seemed that he’d never rise, content there on his knees in front of her, hugged by her shadow, Celia pulled him to his feet. The tinkling of coins as they fell to the purple and blue cloth meant that the curtain was drawn. They accepted congratulations, smiled at their well-wishers, and gathered their things.

She didn’t look at him again.

The trouble with every conversation they had now, the reason she had trouble looking at him, was that Celia didn’t know who he was at any particular moment.

He could be himself: Griffin Kay of Rabble Mob fame, the person who’d died once, the smiler, the bull-shitter, the flirter, the illusionist.

Her plague doctor.

But the thing Celia hated most might lurk inside him. The thing that had forced Anya into a place so terrible, even a plague doctor couldn’t bear to talk about it.

Diavala.

It wasn’t Griffin who was the abomination, yet the two—Griffin and abomination—were inseparable.

Celia closed her eyes—one slow, forever blink—before she opened them again and they walked away.

He was a dead thing, and like all dead things, people had trouble looking at him for long.
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Chapter 2

After half an hour of walking in silence, Celia and Griffin veered off the main road. Their camp was nothing more than the edge of a clearing, their small covered wagon the backdrop, and, on the occasional cool night, a fire. Their small horse, Aaro, dozed under a tree while twilight washed out color.

After growing up in the largest temple in Asura, then running away and joining the Rabble Mob, a famed theater troupe, sometimes the silence of her new life still shocked Celia. Where had the rest of the world gone? How had it just fallen away?

Griffin cleared his throat and began humming as he collected stray branches to make a fire. Celia plopped herself near the base of the tree, leaned back against it with her eyes closed, and flexed and extended her fingers.

Her hands were sore from the work she did every day, trying to fill their coin purses with as many kropi as possible before they got to Wisteria Township. With the ban on traditional tattoos lifted for the first time in generations, everyone wanted one, and Celia’s nimble fingers and artistic skills were in high demand. Most of her clients were the devout: followers of the religion of Profeta, mourning the death of their Divine. They took ink as a form of religious observance to their dead god.

Others just wanted pretty pictures on their skin.

Either way, the people of Illinia had finally been given permission, and they were taking it.

For the first time in Celia’s life she was making her own money, being her own boss. And she hated every minute of it.

Her last client—the one just before she’d encountered the plague doctor in the town square—had looked to be in her forties, sharp-angled and rough like leather, but she’d trembled the entire time Celia had worked on her forearm. She’d asked for a mass of pennyroyal flowers.

“People will begin to experiment with dyes now,” Celia had said as she poked the needle into weathered skin. She’d vowed to never use her inkling powers again, so she had to do this the harder, longer, normal way. “Can you imagine if these blooms were actually purple? Tattoos would be paintings instead of sketches.” She truly had no personal opinion about where the art should go now, but airy conversation chased away the dark corners of the places where her thoughts were prone to wander. She forced small talk, sometimes too aggressively.

She’d also noticed that conversations like this seemed to increase the amount of her tip, and that was the endgame.

The client ground her teeth against the pain but met Celia’s dark eyes with her light gray ones. They had no spark in them, as flat and as dull as sandstone, but something burned there that Celia recognized. “Do you ask people why they choose what they do?” the pennyroyal client asked.


  That would imply I care.


Celia bit back her first thought and said instead, “It hasn’t been that long since people have had the option of choosing. I’m pretty sure if I asked that question, most people wouldn’t know how to answer.”

When Celia was an inkling, the only tattoos she’d done were in the Divine’s service: Divine tattoos were meant to guide behavior, help you toward heaven. This new reality, where tattoos could be whatever a person wanted, was a sharp shift away from that.

Most of what she’d tattooed the last two weeks were obvious whims, and she was glad. Why would she want to know the secret hearts of strangers? Their insides? But this client had obviously thought about it. She held Celia’s gaze a beat, almost daring her. Ask me, why pennyroyal? Ask me, why seven blooms exactly? Pennyroyal wasn’t a pretty plant—the blooms stomped up the stalk with harsh purple bursts, like a path of bruises. It wasn’t a particularly useful plant either—too toxic to keep in most gardens.

Celia knew of only one use for it: to stimulate menstruation and, maybe seven times, to clean out the uterus completely.

The client must have seen something shift in Celia’s eyes. “We do what we have to,” she said, wincing as another particularly painful tug of Celia’s needle scraped into her skin. A tiny drop of blood blossomed, and they watched it together. “We bleed when we need to.”

Celia pursed her lips. “Or when we’re forced to.”

The client looked up again, breaking Celia’s concentration. Her light gray eyes looked ghostly, but her tenor of red and orange shades burned bright. “You’re awfully young to be talking like this.” She said this not as though she doubted Celia’s knowledge, but as if she were sad for the truth of it.

Thankfully, the image was almost done. The client’s house was too musty and damp. After being on the road for two weeks, and many weeks before that, four solid walls felt like a prison.

Celia had lived in one most of her life, and she recognized the smell.

“You’re a good sitter,” Celia said, changing the subject. “Some people act like I’m ripping out their tongues with my fingernails.”

After Celia had washed and dried the tattoo, her client admired it fully for the first time.

“I can almost smell the mint,” she marveled. “Can almost taste it.” And Celia caught her significant side-eye. How did you get so good at this, considering that two weeks ago it was an offense punishable by execution?

“I used to be an inkling,” Celia offered by way of explanation. She could have gone further—yes, I’m actually that inkling, the infamous Devil in the Bell Jar—but the client’s eyes were already as round as moons. She dove back into her coin purse for a larger tip. Pity to the homeless inkling, now that her role had been spectacularly burned to the ground and she had no religion left.

It had been two weeks since Celia had ripped apart the religion of Profeta and left the city of Asura behind in chaos. Everyone knew about her, which made hiding from her fame easy. Just as with the plague doctor, no one expected an exceedingly short, young soul with dark eyes, straight black hair with straight black bangs, and a nondescript black top hat to be that inkling.

Now, Celia opened her eyes and nodded to Griffin as he sat down with crossed legs on his bedroll. The entirety of the last hour had passed in silence but for his humming.

He hadn’t taken off his mask yet, nor his bullshit plague doctor smile.

“I thought it would feel good,” he finally said. His hands, resting in his lap, opened and closed, as if he wasn’t sure whether to hold on to the performance in the square or let it go.

Celia swallowed. How he must miss performing onstage, loudly, with his people. Probably so much that it physically ached—a bee sting in the center of his chest, a tight grip around his throat.

And it was her fault.

“And did it?” she asked.

He flashed his wide smile at her. “I enjoyed it more before you cornered me.”

“As I remember it, you cornered me. I didn’t name myself your ruler. Really, you asked for it.”

“We’ll have to agree to disagree on that point.” He poked at the fire with a stick. “But really, it was the least I could do after you defended my honor so valiantly.”


  Abomination. Abomination.


Remembering the part that had brought her into his act, a sharp pain stabbed behind Celia’s eyeballs, another headache trying to take over. Sometimes she didn’t think it was hyperbole that she would explode from the stress, but fact.

Griffin fell silent as well, the memory of the old soul and his hostility wedging between them.

Celia sighed and focused on the muffled hissing noises coming from the fire. Blessedly, it wasn’t raining, but the wood Griffin had used was damp and produced more smoke than flame. “So, we’ll be there tomorrow,” she said. They’d fled Asura, left everyone behind without so much as a goodbye, with only this vague mission in mind: get to Wisteria, find Halcyon.

“You’re headed toward the devil,” Griffin replied. But those words didn’t make sense coming from him.

A chill settled around her. Unnatural.

Celia forgot her headache. Her head snapped up, her heart stuck in her throat, and she pushed her back into the tree so hard she felt the bark dig in deep enough to cut.

She began to shake.

For all the suspicion she’d had about Diavala—that she was lurking inside Griffin, biding her time, tormenting her with silence, and even Griffin’s own admitted feelings of unease—this was different. It was the moment before absolute confirmation. The briefest of moments, where any sliver of hope Celia might have had that she was wrong would disintegrate.

Though she’d tried to goad Diavala into showing herself before this, suddenly it was the last thing she wanted.

And because she was so scared, she wanted Anya.


  Anya.


Celia’s hands clenched into fists. Her breathing sped up. She ground her teeth. All within a span of a few heartbeats.

Don’t lose your composure, Cece. In the far corners of her mind, she let Anya be her practical self. She’s going to try to bait you. Don’t fall for it. Be calm.

“Diavala.” The word fell from Celia’s mouth like a canister of black powder, landing heavily, loaded and ready to detonate with a spark. Celia pressed her fists to her eyes. She didn’t look up, because she would only see her plague doctor. Too painful, to feel like screaming and scratching at a face you loved. “You’ve been quiet,” Celia said, her teeth nearly fused together. With everything in her, she held back the urge to scream.

“You should be relieved I took a moment, Inkling.” It was Griffin’s gorgeous singer’s voice saying the words, but not Griffin saying them. Celia heard the layers of centuries underneath. “You killed my purpose, you took away Profeta, the only thing that mattered to me. If I hadn’t controlled myself so well, the collateral damage might have been spectacular.”

Diavala said this as if Celia should be grateful to her. Celia’s eyes were still closed, but she saw bright starbursts as she pressed her fists harder against her eyes. “The collateral damage was spectacular,” she said. Diavala had taken away Anya, the only thing that mattered to Celia.

Celia didn’t even know who she was anymore, without her angel.

“We both know our battle isn’t over, Inkling,” Diavala said. “But now that we’re so close to Wisteria, I think I should warn you about what you’ll find there.”

Even as the tears began stinging her eyes, Celia almost laughed. “Yes. Listening to you is the perfect plan. I trust everything you say completely.” She took a steadying breath. “You can’t con me away from Halcyon, but I do appreciate the effort. Did you bury yourself so deep in Griffin that you didn’t realize where we were going all this time?”

Toward Halcyon Ronnea of Wisteria Township: the only person on the Roll of Saints who’d survived Diavala’s Touch. He was nothing more than a name, but one loaded with promise and hope. Halcyon was the only one who might know how to defeat Diavala—Celia’s enemy.

Unfortunately, her immortal enemy.

Her immortal enemy who was currently inside Griffin, who couldn’t leave without shredding Griffin’s mind into confetti with the Touch.

Diavala assessed her for a long moment. The silence between them fell thick and heavy. “Keep hating me. That’s fine, and I expect nothing less. But the fact is, I’m stuck in this body for a good long while, and I know how much you love it. You think I’m the threat here, you think Halcyon survived my Touch because he’s special, because he has answers you need—”

“All true,” Celia interrupted. “What else do you want to talk about? How about how you killed Vincent? How you were ready to kill dozens more, including children—” Celia’s voice cracked, thinking of Remy on that stage, defiant chin held high, a mistico’s blade ready to pierce the back of her skull. “Or we could go back further, to all the lives you ruined over the years, centuries, of messing with people. You stained so many with your ink, manipulated so many, all so they believed in you as a deity. Well, we both know you’re no deity. You’re a murderer, a con artist, a bottom-dweller.”

The world was too small to hold all of Celia’s rage. So much for not losing my cool, Anny. Sorry about that.

“You didn’t mention Anya,” Diavala said in Griffin’s soothing voice.

Celia’s gaze finally snapped up: Diavala leaning forward intently, dropping her hands, shifting her legs, wearing the plague doctor mask. All of it preparing for battle. All of it with Griffin’s body.

Celia slammed her eyes shut to wipe away that glimpse. “I liked it better when I knew where you were but you didn’t open your mouth—Griffin’s mouth—to speak. How about you go away again so I can ignore you properly?”

Diavala tsked. “So dramatic. I’m trying to warn you, Inkling. I’ve dealt with Halcyon before. You won’t come out of this unscathed.”

“You talk as if you care about my well-being. You talk as if I’m listening.”

There was a terrible pause, one where not even Anya’s ghost dared tread. Then Diavala whispered, “Maybe you’ll listen to this.”

Griffin put his head down so his chin touched his chest, the beak of his plague doctor mask pointing straight into his lap like an arrow. For a second, Celia thought Diavala had put him immediately to sleep.

And then he screamed.

The sound shredded Celia. So familiar: mistico, Vincent, suffering, pain. So completely Griffin’s voice making those terrible sounds, echoing inside her, then swallowed by the night. She launched herself at him, trying to—do what? She clutched at his chin and tried to pull his face to her, she put her hands in his hair and tore off his mask. It was the sound that meant madness, too many memories, a broken mind. It was the sound that always ended with chloroform, then gashes at the sides of the neck, then bleeding out.

Sobs burst from her lips like bubbles. Griffin twisted and jerked away from her, his eyes pressed tightly shut, nonsense words competing with his screams. In seconds, his shirt was soaked through with sweat, and it clung to him as she clung to him.

It stopped as suddenly as it had started.

“Griffin. Griffin?” Dia, neither of them could catch their breath. She panted. He panted. She took his chin in her hands and tilted his face up to hers, searching his eyes.

They were glassy and red-rimmed, dazed, but it took only a moment before they focused on her.

“Celia—” he croaked. His head flopped back down to his chest, and he kept falling. Celia caught him in her lap, sobbing freely now.

If she could have thought straight through her panic, she would have known that Diavala wasn’t leaving him for good. There was no one else’s body close by for her to hop into except Celia herself, and if she’d wanted that particular revenge, she would have taken it already.

No, Diavala hadn’t left, but she’d tugged.

Celia imagined Diavala’s poisonous essence inside Griffin as if it were a rubber band: stretching out, stretching tight, pulling at his mind, torturing him just enough.

Then springing back.

Celia cradled his head in her lap, brushed sweat-soaked hair away from his forehead, traced the constellation tattoo beside his closed eyes, and cried.

It was the closest they’d been in weeks. They most they’d touched.

And it had happened because of pain.

Their world was shadows and creeping things and claws.

His eyes opened again, and he stared up at her.

It was too hard, that stare.

Without thinking, Celia pushed him away and scrambled back like a crab, squawking in alarm.

Looking at Celia with so much hatred that Celia physically recoiled, Diavala hissed, “Are you listening to me now?”

Celia loathed her with everything she had. As in the square earlier, her rage rose to volcanic all at once, choking her. Griffin’s unique flashing metallic tenor didn’t change; it didn’t give any indication that Diavala was there with him. In a world where everyone had a tenor, the absence of Diavala’s only marked how soulless she was.

Shaking, flushed, Celia couldn’t speak.

But she nodded. Yes, I’m listening.

“Good,” Diavala said. “So here’s the predicament I see. Now that Profeta has ended, I cannot leave this body. Well, I could, if I had any confidence that you could put him out of his misery to keep him quiet.” Griffin’s dark eyes were usually as soft as a doe’s when he looked at her, but no longer. “But I don’t. And so there would be someone in the world loudly proclaiming that everything that had come to pass in Asura had been a hoax. Because how could someone still be Divine Touched? It would make no sense, and people would be forced to rewrite all they understood. You might have taken away Profeta’s future, but I will not allow Profeta to be robbed of its past. My legacy will not die because of this.” She inhaled and adjusted her shirt where it still clung, damp with Griffin’s sweat.

“So, to my chagrin and yours,” Diavala continued, “I’m stuck inside this one. If there was a way to remedy this, trust me, I would not be keeping it a secret from you.”

There was a way to “remedy this,” and Halcyon was the one who knew it. Diavala’s reaction—showing herself for the first time in more than two weeks—proved that they were close to the one person who could help them.

Dia, how gullible did Diavala think she was?

“I think the answer is a lot simpler than you’re letting on,” Celia said. “At least from our point of view.”

Diavala hesitated a moment, then chuckled, shaking her head. “Simple? You think approaching Halcyon will be simple?”

Oh, she did. Celia had never been so sure of anything in her life, especially now.

“Halcyon will never help you willingly, Inkling.” Diavala chuckled again, and Celia heard it a little more clearly this time: a laugh laced with pity for how little Celia understood. Diavala’s words were heavy with emotion but delivered with such matter-­of-fact bluntness that it took Celia aback.

For a moment.

“That’s an interesting line,” Celia said, infinitely tired of the conversation. “Or maybe, because Halcyon’s the only one who’s survived your Touch madness, he knows a hell of a lot about you, and he’s exactly who we need to talk to.”

“He survived nothing. He was never in danger at all,” Diavala snapped back. “He doesn’t have the information you and I both need.”

Annoyed that she even had to listen to this, Celia stood to add more soggy wood to the soggy, barely there fire. Diavala had a hundred reasons to lie and manipulate them, and Celia didn’t feel like wasting her breath arguing.

“My history with Halcyon is . . . fraught,” Diavala said, shaking her head. “I took him over, then left. He wailed long and hard, screamed and wept. For a special, singular moment in time, I felt vindicated.” Diavala’s lips curled in a happy sneer at the memory, and despite how well Celia knew Griffin by then, she’d never seen his lips make that horrid shape. She turned away, disgusted, her rage nearly overshadowing all that Diavala was telling her.

“But then,” Diavala said, “he stopped. He stood up straight, he smiled at me. And oh, how he laughed and applauded. He loathes dramatics, unless he’s the one performing.” She shuddered, as if to shake his dramatics off her shoulders. “So that’s why he’s on the Roll of Saints—he screamed loud and long enough to go down in Profeta’s books as a unique case, an example of something impossible—just to annoy me.”

Celia snorted. If this was true, it sounded like Halcyon hated Diavala as much as Celia did. “If he’s able to withstand your torture and laugh about it, then he’s someone I want to meet very much indeed.”

“You’re missing my point,” Diavala said. “Halcyon cannot know where I am. For all of our sakes, not just mine.”

Then she moaned.

No. It was Griffin who moaned. He put his face down in his hands, his fingers tangling in his hair, clutching hard. He didn’t scream, but he began breathing hard through his teeth, actively trying to absorb the pain and not succumb to it again.

Celia didn’t have time to react. Just as quickly, his gaze snapped back up to meet Celia’s, all panic gone, his stare not his stare. “Do you understand, Celia Sand? Halcyon will not know I’m inside this body. I’m giving you no choice.”

The threat hovered in the air between them.

Diavala had moved from silent houseguest to aggressive hostage-­taker, just like that, and she wanted Celia to know it.

Celia’s nails bit into the weathered skin of her palms. “I understand,” she finally said. “I’ll keep your hiding place safe.” For now.

Griffin’s eyes narrowed. “I’ll know if you veer from our arrangement.”


  Our arrangement.


As if Celia had asked her to hold Griffin hostage. As if she’d had a hand in choosing this path at all.

With the fire between them, they watched each other. Celia’s constant headache throbbed and pulsed, always present, always enough to remind her that she was never again going to be okay. She knew the exact moment when Diavala retreated; Griffin’s shoulders went from tight to slumped, his fists unclasped. He tilted his head to the left and looked at her with tired eyes.

“Celia?” Griffin said. His whisper was low, inviting, and weary. His bones hummed from Diavala’s presence, a constant song vibrating from the inside. Maybe Celia’s headaches were in sympathy—why should he suffer for all her mistakes?

“How do you feel?” she asked.

“Eh,” he said, shrugging. “I fell out of a tree once, hit every branch in the world on the way down, and actually died from the thumps. That hurt so much more.”

Celia almost chuckled. “I don’t think I believe you,” she said.

“Yeah, you’re right, I’m lying. Diavala messing around inside my head is worse.”

“She confirmed it,” Celia said. Their running theory about why she hadn’t already left Griffin with the Touch in retribution had—fortunately?—been pretty accurate. “She worries that the Touch would spread doubt about the sanctity of Profeta’s lore. She won’t leave you until she finds an alternative. If there even is one.”

Griffin nodded absently at the news that he and Diavala were indeed stuck together, as if it weren’t a monumental revelation. As if he’d expected it. “And? There was another reason she wanted to talk to you.” He paused, then added, “And make it such a painful experience for me.”

Sometimes Celia wished he wasn’t astute.

“She and Halcyon have some sordid history,” she said, waving her hand. “She says he’s powerful, and she warned us against approaching him.”

With perfect timing, Aaro nickered.

Griffin, pulling his knees up and wrapping his arms around them, tossed a glance at their horse. “Well,” he said. “At least one of us thinks that’s funny.”

“It’s horseshit, Griffin. She’s only trying to scare us and gain the upper hand again. She’s stuck in a body she doesn’t want, stuck without her followers and purpose. Threatening you, threatening me, trying to hold on to what little power she has left. She knows we’re on the right trail, and she’s just trying to keep us away from it.”

If Halcyon hated Diavala, then Celia and Halcyon already had a whole lot in common. He could, in fact, be a fated soul mate.

Wasn’t the enemy of her enemy her best friend?

“Maybe,” Griffin said.

“Definitely.”

He didn’t seem half as sure as Celia was. “But there are easier ways she could keep us away from him,” he said calmly. “She could take me over and run away, for one. If he’s so terrible, why give us the opportunity to approach him at all?”

“She’s assessing me, Griffin, waiting to see what I do until the moment she can take advantage. Taking off won’t allow her to spy on what I’m doing. Are you suggesting we don’t follow our only lead? That Diavala is warning us because she cares about keeping us safe? If she says finding Halcyon is a mistake, it means we should do exactly that.”

“But it’s as if she wants us to find Halcyon while staying far away herself. I don’t trust her, Celia, but she’s definitely scared of him, I can feel it.”

Hearing this, the blood roared in Celia’s ears. A mixture of loathing that Griffin had to share these feelings in the first place and a grim satisfaction. “Good. I’m glad she’s scared.”

Celia thought of a blade, quivering, entering her line of sight, her small hand around the hilt.

Anya, shaking, a handspan in front of her. The dagger between them.

Another hand—Anya’s—wrapping around Celia’s, holding the dagger and Celia both.

Pushing it into her own neck.

Red blood.

Black ink.

And then it was over. A ten-year friendship, a young life, and a thousand-year-old religion.

It hadn’t been worth it. Freeing a people from a crooked religion that meddled in lives seemed like such a noble cause, but if people hadn’t known they were enslaved, how could they appreciate their freedom? In her daydreams and nightmares both, Celia often revisited that night. Sometimes she tried to make it play out differently: no dagger in her hand, no sacrifice, no plotting. But however hard she tried, it always ended the same way: Anya gone, the only person she’d ever loved so deeply, and by Celia’s own hand.

She shouldn’t know what Anya’s blood smelled like, but it stained everything she looked at. She hated how the people had reacted with reverent shock, as if what they’d watched on that stage had been divine and noble. And she hated, with a bright, fierce longing, the creature who’d made Anya believe that her death was the only way to freedom.

“We need justice,” Celia said. “I’m going to get every one of Halcyon’s secrets and hope to all the devils in hell that one of them can break Diavala for good and free you.”

Griffin assessed her for a long moment. “‘Rage scrapes your judgment.’”

Celia moaned. “Don’t quote Ficus to me. This isn’t an epic poem.”

“You’re acting like all I want to do is survive,” Griffin said. “But I want justice just as badly as you do.”

Like Anya’s name, Vincent’s name wasn’t uttered either. Vincent, whom they’d watched suffer with the Touch for days. The true Touch, full and deep and permanent, not just an approximation of it that Diavala could inflict seemingly at will.

Both ghosts joined them around the fire.

“All I’m saying,” Griffin said, “is that we need to tread carefully here. Don’t let your hatred for Diavala cloud what comes next. We know nothing about Halcyon except that he survived the Touch and that Diavala fears him. And think about how scary someone must be for someone immortal to be afraid of him.”

The constellation of tattooed stars beside his eye beckoned to her. He’d tattooed himself with nothing more than ink, a needle, and flame, long before tattoos were legal again. The constellation Leonus, nine stars strong, Regulus, the largest star, perched perfectly at his temple. All around the world, people give this star mighty names, he’d said once. The Princett, Heart of the Lion, the Mighty. In a vast world easy to get lost in, Regulus has always been my anchor.

Celia blinked long and hard, trying to push away the pain of her pounding headache. Griffin’s gaze stayed locked on the dancing flames, but occasionally his eyes flitted to her. Midnight black pools, dark eyebrows, impossibly long eyelashes fringing them.

“I’ll be careful,” she promised. “If only to stop you from quoting Ficus at me again.”

It was what he’d been waiting for. With a long breath, he stood and walked over to her, and gently, carefully, as if she were hollow and breakable, guided her down to her bedroll.

He lay down behind her and arranged a blanket over them both, his chest pressed to her back and his arm under her head like a pillow. A day ago, she wouldn’t have let this happen, too worried that it could have been Diavala manipulating her, too scared of everything. And she was still scared of those things, but she pretended she wasn’t.

She pretended it was just Griffin. The mystery under the plague doctor mask that she’d only begun to know. That she had plans for, had dreamed with, before all hope was sabotaged.

“The stars in Kinallen?” she whispered, watching the embers flash in eddies and swirls. Celia and Anya had daydreamed about making it to that infamously beautiful country, and Griffin wanted so badly to show her his beloved land of stars. On a map, it didn’t seem far, but even on good days it had always felt impossible.

“Mmm hmm,” he murmured into her hair.

“Tell me about them.”

“No words can describe such wonder. You’ll just have to see them yourself one day.”

“I wish we could go there,” she said. “I wish we had a choice.”

“There’s always a choice.” He pulled her closer. So warm. And for a moment she felt safe, wrapped in his arms. “Some choices are just harder to make than others.”


Interlude


The plague doctor was more than a bit insulted that Diavala had chosen to talk to Celia first. He’d been trying to start a conversation for weeks.

So rude.

He’d felt Diavala in there, poking around in his mind. A memory—like the time he’d tried a backflip and broken Sky’s nose with his heel, or the time he’d run out of Kinallen powder and had attempted to perform with real fire—would rise up without any sort of trigger, as fresh as if it had just happened. Or some emotion would surge, discordant with the moment: he’d almost wept while reading a map, his heart had fluttered in fear as he’d fed Aaro an apple. The plague doctor always had difficulty figuring out real from not real, upside down from right side up, and Diavala’s increasing agitation wasn’t helping matters.

At first he’d fought against the invasion, trying to imagine rooms in his mind where he could keep his most private thoughts hidden.

But Diavala was an expert with the lockpick. Better, even, than he was.

Enough was enough.

Diavala!

He thought the name as loud as he could. Beside him on the hard ground, Celia shifted in her sleep as if she’d heard his mind-shout. Possible, he supposed. She had a queer knack for knowing exactly what he was thinking, even when he didn’t know himself.

Still, Diavala ignored him.

The plague doctor hummed, thought about Wisteria, wondered about Halcyon, tried to ignore the past as he pushed ever forward. But then he drew one clear image in his mind. One moment in time, captured like a still life hanging on the wall:

Nero, the biggest bear of a soul the plague doctor had ever had the pleasure of meeting, smashing a gilded chest full of Divine ink with a sledgehammer.

Nero brings the hammer up, he smashes it down.

The plague doctor repeated the memory, singling out only that part—not shattered Celia pressing against him, not the sound of his thundering heartbeat—but only the giant soul, the sledgehammer, the smashed chest of ink. The grand finale of Diavala’s fall in Asura.

When the repetition threatened to put him to sleep, he added other details he thought Diavala might appreciate: the crestfallen expression on Ruler Vacilando’s face, the broken sound of that one mistico’s wails, the small Kid on their parent’s shoulders, so young they likely hadn’t even chosen a name for themselves yet, part of the first generation who would grow up without a deity.

Chest, smashed.

Chest, burned. (The plague doctor didn’t remember how the fire had started, but the smoke had been spectacular.)

The final moments of Profeta, where the Divine and her ink had left their world forever.

Chest, smashed.

Chest, burned.

“All right, all right . . . enough!”

Satisfied, the plague doctor linked his fingers behind his head and smiled up at the night clouds. Ah, there you are, Diavala. Finally. He thought the words slowly and emphatically; it was harder to think in full sentences than he’d anticipated.

He closed his eyes to concentrate, the smile staying on his lips as Diavala muttered something unintelligible.

Hmm? What was that? he asked. I didn’t quite catch it.

Silence fell, the intrusive muttering falling quiet. But he knew Diavala was close.

I want you to talk to me, not Celia, he said.

More silence, but tinged with curiosity. Her mind was closed to him save for occasional hints of emotion.

“Why is that, plague doctor?” Diavala finally asked. “Don’t you trust her?”

Diavala was playing a game, trying to rile him up. You know well that it’s you I don’t trust, he said. But more to the point, I much preferred it when you watched and listened rather than took over and spoke. I can’t keep you out, I can’t stop you from knowing everything I’m thinking and doing and wanting. But when Celia talks to me, I need her to know it’s me.

A strange sound—an echo of a laugh—and then Diavala said, “Interesting. With your mask and false smile, don’t you already deceive her? How does she ever know who she’s talking to? You call yourself the plague doctor, but to her you’re only Griffin.”

The plague doctor gritted his teeth and kept his smile.

Chest, smashed.

Such a pretty chest, too. Gold and sparkly.

Chest, burned.

So much smoke. Outrageously thick and black and sinister. If he could have found a way to harness it for the stage, the Rabble Mob would have been famous long before.

“You are a frustrating one,” Diavala said. A tinge of electricity burned through his bones at a higher frequency than the usual ever-present humming. He felt Diavala’s frustration just as he’d felt her curiosity.

You might have made your own deal with Celia, he said, and you obviously have a vested interest in what happens in Wisteria, but you forget whose mind you’re sharing. I can make this stay very unpleasant for you.

“Are you really in a position to threaten me?” Diavala said.

Are you really in a position to leave? he replied. We both know you’re stuck for the time being. So unless you want endless reminders of the worst moments of your life—

The frequency got even higher, and a tear slid down the plague doctor’s cheek as he realized that this was how Vincent must have felt for weeks, but without knowing the cause.

He pushed the thought away and focused on another: the moment onstage in Asura when the tide turned. A tattoo on Celia’s back that heralded the imminent death of the Divine, who’d just revealed herself.

The moment when Diavala had tried to take center stage and failed, instead being driven into hiding forever.

“Fine!” Diavala said, her thought a scream. “I’ll talk to you instead of Celia if I have something that needs saying. But don’t forget I’m here, watching everything. You can’t keep anything from me. The moment I suspect things aren’t going in my favor . . .”

The searing pain of the Touch took over. Knitting needles in his brain, poking around. His eyeballs being pulled inward, everything caving in. The plague doctor took the physical pain with shallow panting breaths. He curled into a ball away from Celia, pushing his fist to his mouth to stifle a scream. Sweat broke out all over his body, as if he were on fire, yet he shivered. And all of it in an instant. It would have been a mercy if the shock knocked him unconscious.

But the emotional pain was worse.

As if he were made of everyone’s sadness. As if everyone’s regret, loneliness, and suffering had been collected—twined into a never-ending ball—and then unspooled inside him.

It was exactly like the other side of the veil; when he’d died and traveled the afterlife, he’d felt this same thing—a sorrow so intense there weren’t words for it in this world.

He lost himself to it. He was made only of hurt.

Some of it existed in strange images: snowdrop flowers emerging in early spring, lilies blooming then fading fast. Others were clear: a dying child, a mound of earth.

Broken hearts and suffering minds.

“Welcome to my world, plague doctor,” Diavala said as she let him go.

He gasped and bolted to sitting, close to unleashing the scream. His breaths came hard and fast, and he concentrated on slowing them down. The physical pain stopped immediately, but the images and memories, thousands of them and each full of sadness, lingered before fading.

Celia rolled toward him in her sleep, a frown creasing her brow, as if her dreams had taken a dark turn. The fire was close to flickering out, embers pulsing in a slow glow.

Point taken, he said after his breathing had slowed. They both knew that Diavala had the upper hand, but at least he’d gotten what he wanted.

Dia, but he was weary. He lay back and pressed one hand to his heart. Now go away, Diavala. I have some happy dreams to attend to.

A jolt of Diavala’s revulsion washed through him. “Yes, you have the most imaginative dreams of anyone I’ve ever known,” she said.

Diavala had meant it as an insult, but it made the smile return to the plague doctor’s face. And it was a smile he meant.

He shifted toward Celia and waited until the crease disappeared from between her eyes and her expression was restful again. “Dreams are nice,” he whispered to her. “When you’re inside one, there’s never any doubt that it’s real.”





  [image: ]

Chapter 3

Celia and Griffin entered Wisteria Township in the late afternoon with none of the parade and pomp that should have come from such a long-awaited entrance.

It was exactly the opposite of exciting: Heavy and lush. That moment in time when you’re suspended just at the cusp of sleep—that point you can never remember, but you know it must happen.

Wisteria was a regular Illinian town, albeit quite a bit more intense in color than any Celia had ever seen. Wisteria wasn’t only a pretty moniker—the plant grew everywhere: arching over footpaths, creeping up buildings, hanging above doorframes and windows. Clusters in full bloom dripped from every surface, painting the whole town purple.

Strange, for wisteria to bloom in autumn.

“Let’s find a room before we ask any questions, okay?” Celia said.

Griffin only nodded. Dark circles hugged his eyes, and a darkness eclipsed them, the effects of the pain from the night before still fresh. He needed sleep. In a real bed. With a real pillow.

Without a skin-jumping creature inside him.

They rode through the wide streets, forcing themselves to smile at the two or three people they saw out and about.

“Where are all the Kids?” Griffin asked.

That was strange, Celia had to admit. In every town they’d passed through—on this journey or with the Rabble Mob—Kids playing outside had been the loud but comforting herald of civilization.

The only activity was fragrance-heavy blooms of wisteria buzzing with lazy, saturated bees.

“Excuse me.” As Griffin pulled the wagon to a stop, Celia addressed an elderly person wearing a proper suit and holding an elaborately carved walking stick. “We’re looking for food and lodging. Can you point us in the right direction?”

The wrinkles on his face smoothed for a moment, as if he’d aged backwards forty years, before settling back into deep, furrowed ruts. “What brings you to Wisteria, good souls?” he inquired.

Was he making lighthearted conversation or did it matter for his answer? This stranger seemed to be studying them with an acuity that didn’t fit the situation.

Griffin said, “We’re searching for someone” at the same time Celia said, “A vacation.”

The stranger lifted his eyebrow, his forehead disappearing into deep wrinkles.

With a good-natured laugh, Griffin chuckled the awkwardness away. “Both are true. We’re from Asura and needed to get away from the big city, especially after certain dramatic events unfolded there. We’ve also heard that a friend of ours may live here.”

“We’ll be staying only a short while and then moving on,” Celia added quickly.

The stranger nodded sagely and looked up the street. A person with a basket of flowers—plump wisteria bunches mixed with plate-size peonies and dahlias and dainty baby’s breath—appeared from around the corner where his gaze had landed, as perfectly timed as if he’d conjured her. “Rosetta!” he said. “These travelers from Asura say they’re looking
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