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### 
 

My pieces so tiny, they’re not even dust. 

You burned me down to cinder and ash, 

And then you shattered those ashes like glass. 

 

Svana watched vultures flying wide circles overhead or perching on the sticks of stunted trees 

that would never bud. Beneath them, unmarked graves spanned the steep-sided hill face, now 

stripped free of the vegetation that had long since crept through the city it overlooked. The sound 

of digging filled her ears. 

She looked toward the twins, finding comfort in the monotonous rasp of their shovels. 

One of them, Maska, lifted a hand to acknowledge her presence. She nodded back, but kept her 

attention sweeping across the hilltop. Her hand tapped restlessly on the knife hilt at her hip. She 

wanted to be on her way, but the Death Hunter she’d been tracking hadn’t been through yet. All 

she saw were soul hunters—sometimes in pairs, but most of the time alone. Usually, they 

hovered near the bodies the twins hadn’t buried yet, matches and books close at hand, in case by 

some miracle a soul had been missed. She eyed each of them closely. No one familiar. Not yet. 

Maybe I’ll actually get out of here before— 

“What you watchin’ for?” a voice said at her ear. 

Her head snapped around, and her slate and silver-streaked hair blew into her face. The 

blade of her knife brushed the leather of Krist’s coat as she yanked it from its sheath. Krist took a 

step back, hands in front of him. 

“Svana, it’s me. It’s just me.” 

She bared her teeth and shoved the blade back into her belt. Her breath came short, but 

she struggled not to show it. “You tryin’ to get yourself killed, sneakin’ up on me that way?” 

“I wanted to surprise you,” Krist said. “Did it work?” 

For several moments, she just took in the sight of him. Harshly cut brown hair hung past 

his ears under a brimmed black hat. The beard lining his sharp jaw was new, at least to her. The 

vest under his long jacket was missing a button or two, and holes showed in the fabric of the 



trousers above his leather boots. He looked leaner than she remembered. Harder. But the 

intensity of his gaze was exactly the same. She straightened her shoulders. 

“I knew you were ‘round, if that’s what you’re askin’. The twins warned me you were 

back, and that you’d been skulkin’ around out here.” 

“Skulkin’?” Krist’s eyebrows rose. “I been lookin’ for you. There weren’t no skulkin’ 

involved.” 

“Lookin’ for me? Should I ask why?” 

Krist’s lips thinned. “C’mon, Svana. Can’t you just be glad to see me? This is the first 

time I’ve seen you in years. You’d think you—”  
“I’m working,” she broke in. “What do you want?” 
Krist sighed. “Fine, I’ll make this easy on you. You know where to find books. I’m back 

in Black Angel now, and I’m gonna need some. Help me.” 
“You’re staying?” she said. 
“Of course.” 
“Did you miss burning souls for the Black God, or what?” 
“Chahr didn’t have nothing to do with me comin’ back, and you know it.” 

She started to answer, but something caught her eye. Among the brown bald-headed 

vultures flitted a shadow of black, scouting the surroundings. A raven. Enough other folks 

hovered nearby that Svana didn’t feel targeted by its attention. She wasn’t a new fixture here, 

anyway. Krist was another story. 

He’d noticed the bird, too. “Death Hunter,” he said. She could tell without looking that he 

was already scanning the hillside, searching for the raven’s companion. 

“His name’s Quade,” she said. “He’ll be comin’ from the north.” 

“You trackin’ Death Hunters now?” 

“For a while, yeah,” she said. She stepped around Krist to walk along the base of the hill 

in the direction of the twins. The black-jacketed brother, Osu, took a break to dip into his flask. 

Quade’s broad-shouldered shape appeared over the rise, long coat open and brimmed hat shading 

the cigar clamped between his teeth. Behind him came a cart bearer with his morning’s 

collection of bodies. Only three, she noted. It had been a tough morning for old Quade. Didn’t 

matter. He’d make it up before the day was out. Maska turned at his approach just as Osu bent 

back over his shovel. Not a single breath of quiet fit into the space between the rasp of one 



shovel ending and the other beginning. Never a break; the sound of digging was almost more of a 

presence than the death god himself. 

Quade and the twin exchanged a handful of words she couldn’t hear, then the Death 

Hunter dropped a few .44 Magnum rounds in his cart bearer’s hands—pretty standard for the job, 

and not something he needed for the short rifle over his shoulder. Bullets for labor, bullets for 

books, books for bullets…a constantly shifting trade, and a Death Hunter like Quade needed it 

all. He was only carrying a thick paperback right now, she knew that for a fact. Not a bad thing 

for collecting souls. It would hold hundreds. 

“They still can’t kill no one on the hill, right?” Krist whispered. 

“No. ‘Course not.” He’d been gone a long spell; surely he’d been told they were safe on 

the hill some twenty years ago, when they were kids being taught at the foster house. She could 

see why he’d want to make sure the rules hadn’t changed, though. She didn’t like seeing Death 

Hunters this close either, and she’d made watching them her life’s work. 

Quade sauntered toward them, done with the gravedigger until his next haul. He passed 

them about twenty feet downslope, and the wind carried the smell of sweet cigar smoke in their 

direction. He glanced at her, as he always did, his unshaven jaw twitching as if with some 

withheld remark. Then again, he glared that way at everyone on the hill. His poor bounty that 

morning had probably soured him even more than usual. 

“Still don’t know why you’re here,” Krist said. “There ain’t no books here.” 

She waited a few beats more, until both the raven and the Death Hunter had disappeared 

toward the south. Then she continued on the same way as before. Krist fell in beside her, close 

enough that her breath caught. He smelled earthy, like damp soil and fresh grass. Without quite 

meaning to, she changed the tone of her answer from caustic to genuine. 

“Quade’s why. Onto his afternoon hunt now, in the south part of the city. Twice as long. 

And based on that yield we just saw? He’ll be a while. Hours.” 

Krist frowned. “You been watchin’ this guy a long time, or what?” 

She shrugged, swinging by the pile of bodies the Death Hunter had left behind. Maska 

watched as she came close. Svana noticed Krist studying the twin’s dark skin and spotless white 

handkerchief and jacket as carefully as he’d looked at her earlier. Maska noticed, too, and 

flashed a broad smile. 

“You finally found ‘er.” The twin’s comment was directed at Krist. 



Krist’s eyes narrowed. “How did you know I was lookin’?” 

“You think I don’t remember the two of you runnin’ all over this city?” 

 “That was fifteen years ago!” Krist said. 

“I never forget the ones I see together. Ain’t that common, se li vre?” 

Svana made a sharp gesture with her hand to stop Maska before the twin went any further 

down that line of thought. Especially in front of Krist. 

“Anything new here?” she asked, jerking her chin at Quade’s victims. 

“No,” said Maska, eyes glinting. “None of these souls lived alone. They’d all been in the 

Black God’s region for twenty-five years or longer. The woman there worked at a foster house. 

The man, as a healer. Nothin’ new.” 

Svana nodded. “Familiar with the Iron Door Saloon?” 

Dark eyebrows rose in interest. “Yeah?”	

“Those iron doors on the front are the originals. Built in 1852. Over three hundred and 

fifty years old.”	

“Enpresyonan. Almost old enough to be gods of their own,” Maska mused. 

“Young ones!” Osu called, poking his head out from a half-dug hole. “With no converts 

to speak of.” 

“Still be more popular than Chahrboga, though,” Maska said with a shrug, and they both 

broke into laughter, as casually as if they hadn’t just poked one at the Black God himself. Krist 

looked at Svana incredulously. She fought a smile of her own and turned north. Krist followed in 

her wake. 

“So you’re in with the twins.” He couldn’t hide the note of awe in his voice. 

“Yeah, sure am.” 

“That one you were talkin’ to…” 

“Knew you’d ask. Neither. Or both. Androgynous.” 

“Both of ‘em?” 

“No, just Maska. Osu’s male.” 

“I see.” Krist twisted his head to glance back. “They ain’t human, are they?”	

He’d probably noticed they hadn’t aged since he’d left. Or else he’d never been that close 

before. “No,” she said.	

“But no way are they Chahr’s.”	



“No, they’re not the Black God’s. They’re somethin’ else. Came from the south 

somewhere. And east, I think. Far off, anyway.”	

“And the thing about the saloon?”	

“They give me info about the souls from the bodies the Death Hunters bring in, and I give 

‘em bits of history in return. That’s what they want—to know what the world was like before the 

White Event. Guess you can say I’m kinda special, on account of I’m one of the few folks left 

around here who can read.” 

Krist shook his head, a smile tugging at his lips. “Always after the words in those books. 

You’re the only person I ever met who didn’t use ‘em for souls.”  

She sighed. “You sure you wanna be a soul hunter again?” 

“You say it like it’s a bad thing!” Krist protested. “Everyone here’s a soul hunter. It ain’t 

like I came back and chose to be a Death Hunter, huh?” 

“You don’t choose to be a Death Hunter,” Svana answered. “You’d best not be forgettin’ 

that either, Krist. Only the ones Chahr sends his ravens to have the god’s blessing to kill 

humans.” 

Krist snorted. “You actin’ like I been gone a hundred years, instead of fifteen.” 

“Just stick to killin’ animals, like every other soul hunter ‘round here, and you might be 

okay. If you’re smart.” 

Krist waved a hand. “I’m with you again, Svana. I ain’t worried.” 

“Don’t say that!” she hissed under her breath. 

“But—” 

“Whatever you’ve seen out there, nothin’s changed here, Krist. You become attached to 

anyone, it’s still heresy. Don’t forget that.” 

She turned before she could see the look on his face and started down the hill. The weight 

of her bag, filled with the words of the dead, dragged her shoulders down. Pristine pages not yet 

smeared with the ashes of the souls still living…but rather, smeared with the memories of those 

who had poured their feelings into them hundreds of years ago. No one today called those words 

souls. No one cared. They were nothing, except a palette to hold the sacrifices for Chahr. But to 

someone who’d been taught as she had, they were glimpses of a time when things were different.	

 

### 



 

Svana and Krist descended from the barren hill into the wilder lands of the city. The smell of the 

ocean blew toward them from the west. The last days of summer were upon them, and 

Desanimus Night was less than two weeks off—when everyone gathered to burn the pages of 

their captured souls, releasing them into Chahr’s hands. Flourishing greenery rose up on either 

side as they made their way down the cracked concrete streets, blurred into softness with a 

coating of weeds and grass. To the south, decaying and tattered buildings jutted into the sky like 

improbably symmetrical cliffs, looming closer as they advanced. Plants had moved into these, 

too, at every level as far as the eye could see. Colored metal shells from another era still lined the 

thoroughfare under the mild midday sun, turned into thriving gardens in their own right. She 

knew about cars from books she’d read, of course, but the idea of them moving about like 

animals with people inside was as foreign a concept as having a family or turning back time. 

Tight groups of birds flew from landing to landing, high overhead. Easy souls. 

Svana kept a constant lookout as they passed under rusted signs and beneath arching 

roads where the edges crumbled into tatters. Mostly she saw scavengers, not unlike herself. 

Looking for the bodies of dead animals to pull souls from; looking for books to collect them in; 

looking for bullets of any caliber to buy food or supplies. 

She caught snatches of conversations as they passed—the best places to go for fair trade, 

recounts of hunting or fishing adventures, which bars or butchers had been raided recently, and 

of course, all the gambling opportunities to gain books or souls in the last days before Desanimus 

Night. Svana, through years of observation, knew the exchanges were almost always superficial, 

lasting only as long as a walk down the road. None of those people were really together. 

She couldn’t stop her gaze sneaking back to Krist. He was busy taking in the city known 

as Black Angel—a twist on its original name to incorporate the Black God’s presence. Svana 

spent that same time taking in the lines around his eyes, the bobbing of his Adam’s apple, the 

stiffness in his shoulders. His hands stayed close to the waist of his jacket, where two knife hilts 

were barely visible. She was sure if he could have afforded a gun, his palm would be wrapped 

around the grip of that, too. A line from Luca Hoellwarth’s journal ghosted through her mind: 

You came back empty, thinking you’d left something behind. I watched you search ‘til the end of 

your days, like some lost soul, struck dumb, struck blind… 



Krist jerked his head to look in her direction. Svana slid her gaze away before he noticed 

her looking. 

“Death Hunters’ lairs,” Krist said in a low voice. “That’s your business now.” 

“Well, and so what? Books are gettin’ real scarce. The Death Hunters hoard ‘em. You 

need books, I’ll get you some. What do you got for trade?” 

“I’m not here to hire you, Svana. I want to know what you’re doin’. Collectin’ books and 

readin’ them, I assume. And you still don’t use ‘em for souls?” 

“Not me,” she said. “I just read ‘em. Then when I’m done, I sell ‘em to those who do 

want them for souls. It’s a workin’ system for all of us.” 

“And that stuff with the twins? How’d that help?” 

“They help me figure the Death Hunters out, by what kinda souls they’re after. 

Sometimes that helps me figure their location, but more often it tells me how safe a target they 

are. If I get the sense I’m their sorta prey, I won’t go near ‘em. If not, I take the chance.” 

“What do you mean, what kind of souls they’re after?” 

“They won’t kill just anyone. They got a short amount of space and time, and all souls 

ain’t equal in their eyes. Every single Death Hunter’s got a different target. I wager it’s 

somethin’ the raven delivers ‘em…some sort of marching orders, you know. Chahr, he wants 

certain things from certain people.” 

“I ain’t never heard that,” said Krist, eyes narrowed. 

“You gotta watch for it, watch for patterns. You’ll never see it if you’re not payin’ 

attention.” 

“Yeah? Well, what’s this Quade guy’s pattern, then?” 

“The long-timers,” she said. “Folks who’ve grown soft, who care about people more than 

souls—or more than their god. Folks who develop feelings outside of breeding agreements. 

Makes sense, don’t it? He works for the Black God, after all. ‘Course he’s enforcing his 

doctrine.” 

“And you’re sure you’re not a target?” said Krist skeptically. 

“Do I look like I’m tied to some sacrilegious living arrangement, playing at havin’ a 

family, or friends? I got beaten at the foster house for even talking ‘bout attachments, much less 

gettin’ close to anyone. Is it any wonder Quade’s huntin’ the folks down who didn’t learn any 

better back then?” 



Krist’s eyes flashed. “The foster house was a nuclear hell! They kept us workin’ day and 

night so we didn’t have time for attachments, from the second we were born until they turned us 

out at sixteen. Do you know parents get to keep their kids in other cities? You can have a family, 

Svana. Relationships. Friends.” 

Her step faltered. She paused in the middle of the road to stare at him. “That ain’t true. 

That’s a thing of the past. Before the death gods came. How you even know those words, huh? 

‘Family.’ ‘Friends.’ You readin’ books now or somethin’?” 

“I know ‘em because I’ve seen ‘em.” 

An irrational anger rose up inside her. “If everything’s so perfect out there, why come 

back at all?” 

“Never said it was perfect. There’s things out there just as awful as we got here. Folks 

who can change their shape at will. Sea monsters with tentacles terrorizing the beaches. Death 

gods actively hunting. Ghosts. Skinwalkers. Guns that change folks into demons. Horrible 

things. But out there, Svana? You don’t have to face it alone.” 
“No, but I’d be dependent on you, wouldn’t I? I wouldn’t know nothin’ out there. But I 

do know things here. You just can’t stand the fact I’ve been survivin’ on my own without you.” 

She started walking again, taking a sharp right. The block she turned onto was ripe with 

former mansions, draped in foliage and falling apart at the seams. They both stayed silent as an 

old woman in a ratty pink cap rode past on a bicycle, the mechanism clanking between gears as it 

struggled by on a rusted chain. Krist glared at Svana after the woman passed, dispelling a 

frustrated sigh. 
“So you’re sayin’ you still won’t consider leavin’,” he said. 
“Nope.” 
Krist shook his head. “‘Cause you already have a way to escape by readin’ your books. I 

knew old man Anders should never’ve taught you to read.” 
“Anders was right to do it,” she answered. “He’s a good person. Maybe the only good 

person.” 
“Good person,” Krist repeated, his mouth twisting. “Sure, you go ‘head and keep on 

thinkin’ that.” 
“You got a problem with Anders?” 
“Anders needs to mind his own damn business, you ask me.” 
“What, you jealous he didn’t teach you to read?” 



Krist actually laughed. “That useless skill? I wager you’re the only person in this whole 
city who reads besides Anders himself. Why he chooses to waste his time on it, I’ll never 
understand. Is he still doin’ that? Teachin’ kids?” 

“If so, it ain’t many,” said Svana. “I don’t hardly ever meet no one myself.” 
“Maybe it was another way to isolate you,” Krist answered, any trace of humor gone 

now. 
There was more truth to that than Svana cared to admit. Neither she nor Krist had ever 

bought into the Black God’s doctrine against attachments before she’d been taught to read. But 
as she’d told Krist, Anders had done the right thing. She’d seen what happened to people with 
attachments. They were killed by Death Hunters, every time. I need to cut him loose before he 
pulls us both down. We can’t walk that road again. For both our sakes. 

At the end of the street, she made her way carefully into overgrown flora that climbed 

through cracked leather bucket swings and up the inclines of discolored and broken slides. She 

knelt next to a plastic tunnel that had fallen from the playset overhead and now rested at the foot 

of a tattered hemp climbing web. It was half-obscured in the full tree that had grown in next to it. 

The ground smelled damp and earthy down here. She set her bag on the ground next to her and 

opened the clasp. Then she pulled out some books to place on the ground before him—Science 

and Human Behavior, The Tibetan Book of Living and Dying, The Forever War, Tuck 

Everlasting. 

“Here,” she said. “Take one to get started. My treat.” 

Krist crouched to scan the covers. “You already read these?” 

“No, but go ahead.” 

“Can’t you just rip out the pages you’re already done with, instead of givin’ me the whole 

book?” 

“No, don’t work like that. Without the binding, souls’d go awry. You can only rip out the 

pages as you throw ‘em in the bonfire on Desanimus Night. Don’t you remember?” 

“Been a spell,” Krist said. “Didn’t know if the rules had changed.” 

“You remember never to let two souls share a page, right? As many in the book as can fit, 

but never on the same page, even the ones facing. Never touching.” 

“Yeah, that’s basic stuff.” 

“And don’t be tryin’ to use containers other than books, neither. They don’t work. 

Somethin’ about the memories, the words—maybe the living souls that wrote the books way 

back when—who knows. But the ashes, they won’t transfer.” 



He smiled wryly. “I got it, Svana. But me and you both know this is ‘bout more than just 

Chahr’s rules.” 

“Yeah? How so?” 

“I need to get back into the run of things on my own. Stealin’ from Death Hunters…” He 

sighed and closed his eyes for a few moments. When he opened them again, they were locked on 

hers. “You need to show me. So I can do it myself.” 

Svana frowned, suddenly uneasy. “Do it yourself? But you don’t have to. I’m the one 

does that. You can always buy ‘em off me, same as everyone else. Besides, how long will you be 

here, really? You’ll start missin’ the outside again before long.” 

“You don’t get it!” Krist snapped. “Sure, I’d love to leave again—if you came with me. 

But if you’re not goin’ anywhere, then I ain’t neither. Not this time. Show me where this Death 

Hunter lives. I’ll get the books and you can do the selling. It’ll be an arrangement. Like 

partners.” 

“I don’t want a partner!” 

“Svana…” Krist put a hand against his forehead. “Why you makin’ this so hard? We 

were happy together once, and we can be again. And it’ll be easier this time. Because—” 

“Why are you talkin’ about this?” she broke in. “Why? Yes, we were together, many 

times, but it wasn’t like a breeding agreement and it wasn’t like…like any other sort of 

attachment neither. It was asking for trouble, is what it was. Look, I’m willing to help you find 

your feet, but you left, Krist. You can’t expect us to pick up where we left off.” 

He barked out a laugh, but his eyes glittered with anger. “Tell me you felt nothin’, and 

I’ll walk away this instant.” 

“We both would have wound up dead if things hadn’t changed.” 

“That ain’t what I asked.” 

“Fine,” she said. “I…I felt nothing.” 

She felt her face starting to burn, either with the strength of her lie or with her anger at his 

confrontation—maybe both—and she ducked her head to grab her books before he could see the 

flush across her cheeks. She squeezed into the playset tunnel and deposited her books at the very 

back with her collection of others, against a wall of dirt too firm to wriggle through.  

“I’m not counting that!” Krist called. “Not when you can’t even say it without 

stammerin’.” 



She gritted her teeth and pushed herself out of the tunnel again, a stronger retort on the tip 

of her tongue. But as she cleared the tunnel and saw Krist peering into her bag, still open on the 

ground, the words died in her throat. She reached out and yanked the bag away, but it was too 

late; he’d already seen the soft leather-bound journal at the bottom. He looked up, his brow 

furrowed. 

“You don’t still have that…” 

She shrugged and pushed herself to her feet. 

“Svana, whoever that guy was—” Krist began. 

“A singer,” Svana said shortly. “Luca Hoellwarth. Turn of the twenty-first century. Had a 

band.” 

Krist waved an irritated hand. “Yeah, I remember. Ain’t my point.” 

“Then what is your damn point?” 

He stabbed a finger at the journal. “That’s the book made you stop collectin’ souls. Fair 

enough, I guess—doesn’t seem to have hurt you yet anyway—but the simple fact you still have 

it?” He shook his head, glaring at her. “The only thing’s been in your life as long as that book is 

me. And you’re tryin’ to tell me you don’t have attachments?” 

I clung too tightly, you turned to dust. You sifted through my fingers, bits, grits, bones 

and decay. Where are the memories, the love, the spirit I remember? Yeah, Luca had thoughts on 

attachment, too. No matter her situation, there was something. It was the closest thing to a bible 

she had. Luca had understood death in a way no one could anymore. He’d made it okay to feel 

something about it, rather than accepting it—embracing it—the way they’d evolved into. Not 

exactly a disciple of the Black God’s. 

She chose not to answer, adjusting the knife on her wide belt instead. It was an old Sog 

fixation dagger with a black oxide blade, serrated on one side. The sheath held it in with a snap, 

which she unfastened for ease of use. She made sure her brown leather jacket hung open, so it 

wouldn’t get caught if she needed it in a hurry. 

“You’re gettin’ ready to go to the Death Hunter’s place?” said Krist. 

“It’s at the other end of this park,” she said without looking up. 

“Guards?” 



“A couple in front. But I’ll be comin’ up at the back. I been in a few times already, know 

which rooms he’s got his stash in.” She looked up. “I’ll get you your books. Clean ones I’m not 

plannin’ to read, if it’ll make you feel better. Meet me here tomorrow morning, huh?” 

His smile was brittle. “You know I’m comin’ with you.” 

“And you know the answer’s no.” 

“Good thing it wasn’t a question.” 

“You’ll be a distraction,” she countered. 

“You think that now, try keepin’ me from followin’ you.” 

“You haven’t changed,” she muttered. “Not one bit.” 

“Neither have you.” Krist’s smile softened. “And I’m glad.” 

Her stomach twisted. It took several moments to tear her gaze from that smile. Finally, 

she shoved past him and headed toward the other end of the park. Her bag was light and ready 

for inventory, with only Luca’s journal, a box of matches, and a handful of food supplies at her 

back. It held all she needed if things went south. Everything else was disposable. 

Including him? 

She growled under her breath. Never needed him before, she told that stupid voice. Why 

would I now? 

 

### 

 

The huge backyard of Quade’s hideout was just as dense and tangled as the park. Svana crept 

through brownish-yellow grass up past her waist, Krist close behind her. Massive trees blocked 

out the sight of the tall buildings across the city, and cast the whole area into shadow. She could 

hear the faint murmur and occasional laugh of Quade’s guards at the front of the house, though 

she couldn’t make out what they were saying. The house itself was three stories tall, with a 

crumbling blue facade and a roof of brown shingles, half of which were broken in the yard now. 

A brick courtyard behind the house had turned into an uneven mess of holes, weeds, and 

shattered glass, as well as the twisted remains of outdoor furniture, long since rusted and half-

buried in dirt. 

One of the shadows by the house seemed especially dark for midafternoon, rounded and 

bulbous behind the spots of sunlight splashing through the trees. Squinting didn’t make the 



shaded area come in any clearer. She slowed, and Krist bumped into her. He looked at her 

questioningly. She shook her head, uneasiness creeping through her veins. Very slowly, very 

quietly, she pulled the Sog from its sheath.	

“What is it?” Krist breathed at her ear.	

She pointed a finger without extending her arm. “The shadow.” Her lips formed the 

words so softly that they only caught on the consonants, with the vowels completely unvoiced. 

“It’s new.” 

Krist’s eyes scanned the wall. She could tell by his carefully emotionless expression that 

he thought she was crazy. Her jaw set.	

“Then tell me what’s casting it,” she said tersely, her voice just as quiet as before.	

“Svana, there ain’t nothing there,” he whispered.	

“Exactly. Nothing.”	

He shook his head again and started to speak, but his words died in the next second. The 

gigantic bulbous shadow had moved. It crept toward the east, toward the sunlight still bright 

upon the building, its form gradually becoming more visible. A shape as big around as a car, but 

dozens—maybe even hundreds—of tiny legs somehow supported the giant bulk…though 

supported was hardly the right word. It was, after all, just a shadow. Something extended from 

the top of the round shape; tendrils writhing like snakes. No head, though. It did have arms, 

ending in oversized pinchers—pinchers with claws, big and sharp enough to sever a person at the 

waist.	

She stared, her breath coming fast, her knife in her hand. Krist was looking behind them, 

above them, trying to find the source of that awful shape on the wall. Svana swallowed, and said 

what they were both thinking.	

“There’s somethin’ we can’t see. Something huge. Something impossible.”	

“Least it seems to move slow,” Krist said, his voice wavering. 	

It had been inching toward the eastern corner of the house. Now the form paused and 

began to enlarge. As Svana watched, the shadow oozed onto the sharp blades of grass, flickering 

through them like candlelight.	

 Toward them.	

Her eyes darted to the space where she knew the animal…the creature…the thing…must 

be. Nothing. She looked toward the sun, wondering if it could somehow be in the sky—



something small, maybe, magnified beyond reason on the ground far below. But there was 

nothing. Nothing but that shadow, moving closer on those teeny tiny legs. Her knuckles were 

white around the knife handle.	

How can I fight a shadow? How can I fight something as big as that? What on Chahr’s 

unholy ground is that thing?	

“Hey! Whaddya two think you’re doin’? This here’s Quade’s domain!”	

The shout snapped her out of her terror. One of Quade’s hired guards had come around 

the house to glare at them from behind the barrel of a rifle. He didn’t seem to have noticed the 

shadow, plodding inexorably along the ground between them. By her estimation, they were 

staring at one another right through where its body should be. The shadow creature’s progress 

didn’t change in any way.	

Svana stuffed her knife back in its sheath and grabbed Krist’s wrist. “This way!” she 

hissed, and turned on her heel to race toward the nearest tree—a big iron oak, with its lowest 

branches just eight feet off the ground. She and Krist leapt for the limbs, pulling themselves up 

into the boughs of blue-green tinted leaves. She kept expecting to hear a gunshot, but none 

sounded. It seemed the man didn’t want to use his precious bullets unless he had to. She climbed 

higher, peering out through the gaps between leaves. From her higher vantage point, the 

shadow’s definition was easier to see. Neither its course nor its speed had changed. It seemed 

entirely unaffected by anything that happened. Unless it altered its direction to follow us in the 

first place.	

She heard yelling, and saw that Quade’s second guard had run to join the first. The first 

man pointed at their tree and the guards started running, ready to surround Krist and Svana and 

flush them out. The men wouldn’t kill them, she was almost certain, but would hold them until 

Quade arrived back home. Whether Quade would let the two of them live was another story.	

One of the guards crossed into the shadow on the ground. With his first step, his clothing 

blackened and crisped, flaking away. With his second, the skin began to melt from his body. He 

screamed—an unearthly, terrifying, desperate shriek. It cut off as abruptly as it began, when the 

features of his face liquefied and blotted out any sign of eyes or mouth. By his fifth step, his 

bones were visible, jutting out from flesh that could no longer hold them. By the time his body 

hit the ground, it was no more than bones, flecked with the tatters of muscle, skin, and blood. 



Svana’s hand pressed tight over her mouth, holding in the scream that fought to escape. 

She heard Krist on the other side of the trunk, breathing in short shallow gasps. Gunshots erupted 

through the air as the other guard unloaded his rifle. The bullets ricocheted from an unseen 

surface, and the grass filled with deformed and twisted rounds.	

The shadow continued moving forward. Its pace had never changed. Nothing about it had 

changed. But now that Svana knew to look for it, she saw that the path between it and the house 

was made up of brown and wilted grass—a swath exactly as wide as the shadow. It wasn’t just 

people it killed; it was plants, too. And it was the shadow that had killed. The man had never had 

a chance to get close to whatever was casting it—if there even was something casting it. The 

bullets hadn’t done a thing.	

It was only about ten feet from their tree now. That shadow was so massive, she had no 

idea how high it would reach up on the trunk and leaves.	

“Krist!” she said, her voice coming out strained. “Higher. Climb higher! As high as you 

can!”	

They scrambled up through the branches, ripping their clothes and palms on the bark and 

sharp points of broken-off limbs. Her hair snarled and caught, but she tore her knife out and 

slashed the strands free, hauling herself up higher and faster, her biceps burning with the effort, 

until the trunk was small enough to wrap her hand around. Only then did she dare to look down. 

She couldn’t see much through the thick branches of the tree. Within the leaves, she and 

Krist were fully shaded from the sun, so it was impossible to tell if any part of that darkness 

belonged to the mysterious shadow or not. Still, she struggled to see the grass and dirt at the base 

of the tree, to see if she could discern whether it had passed them by or not. The glimpses she 

caught seemed impossibly far; the tree felt much taller up here than it looked from below.	

She felt something on her wrist and almost let out a yell. It was Krist. He was clinging to 

the other side of the trunk as tightly as she was. But instead of looking down, he stared at her, his 

eyes wide and fervent. His hat was gone. He had taken her hand, and she could feel by his tense 

grip how frightened he was.	

She started to say something—she didn’t even know what—when the leaves all around 

them began to shrivel, their rich green color shifting into ugly rotted brown. Within seconds, they 

were riddled with holes and falling from the branches. The rasp of their desiccated forms was 

surprisingly clear, with the sheer number of them falling on every side. Even the bark under their 



hands started to curl and peel away. Svana held tight to the joints where the branches connected 

to the trunk, as the whole surface of the tree fell away in chunks. The smell of decay surrounded 

them. Beetles and ants that had lived under the bark scuttled around the branches and over their 

hands, as panic-stricken as they were.	

Through the now spindly and leafless branches, she could see the shadow continuing 

southward on its dauntless wave of destruction. The arms moved with its bulk, huge pinchers 

opening and closing as slowly as the creature traveled. The squirming mass on its head writhed 

as it finally disappeared over the hill.	

Several moments passed before Svana pulled her hand from the trunk, gently extracting it 

from Krist’s crushing grip. “Must have killed the roots,” she said as she started making her way 

down the precariously smooth trunk. The other guard was nowhere to be seen. 

“Wait!” Krist said. “Let me go first.”	

“I’m already halfway down,” she answered, not stopping.	

“Dammit, Svana,” he growled, starting down after her. “You don’t think those creatures 

were new guards of your Death Hunter’s, do you?”	

“No way. Guards don’t just walk away. That thing was…” She didn’t finish. There was 

no word for what that thing was. She slid the rest of the way down, brittle limbs snapping and 

scratching her the entire way. When her feet hit the ground, she started jogging toward the house 

without pausing. 

“Wait!” Krist yelled again. She heard the sharp crack of breaking branches as he tumbled 

the last few feet. She turned to see him crawling across the dead grass toward the guard’s skeletal 

remains. He pulled a box of matches from his pocket. 

The soul. Of course. She came back over and crouched. Krist lit a match and cupped it 

within his hand, point down, so the flame would burn high up the wooden stick. The burn scars 

on his hands from soul-collecting were almost as old as her own; shiny red skin stretched tight 

across his palms, most of the damage between the base of his forefinger and the opposite corner 

of his hand, down toward the wrist. He held the burning match close to the body, where the soul 

would sense its presence and be drawn into the fire. 

The flame remained bright orange, with only a touch of blue where the fire licked the 

wood. The match became a black stick in the wake of the flame, still holding its shape. Svana 

watched as the heat singed Krist’s hand brownish-orange. His fingers spasmed with the strain of 



not clamping his hand shut to stifle the pain. It had been a long time…for either of them. She 

probably wouldn’t even do as well as he was.	

“It’s not pickin’ it up,” she whispered. “The soul.” 

Krist’s brow furrowed. “I remember it turnin’ blue.” 

“Right. The whole flame turns blue when the soul inhabits it. And the stick burns all the 

way to ash. This is still leaving wood behind, just like when you burn it normal.”	

The match finally burned through and Krist curled his fingers around it, breaking it up. 

Hard black pieces of wood. Not a handful of ash to rub into a book. An angry line of red and 

orange streaked across his palm, and ribbons of smoke drifted up from it. It would blister in a 

couple days. His skin would have to toughen again. The smell of char hung heavy between them. 

“What does it mean?” Krist finally said. 

“It means there ain’t no soul,” Svana answered hollowly. “That…that shadow thing…it 

must have taken it.” 

She looked in the direction the monster had disappeared. Krist’s lost hat was lying in the 

dead trail of grass. It was still in sunlight. How would they have ever known it was coming, if 

not for the light? Could it even still kill them if there was no shadow cast? No way to know, at 

least not right now. If we’re lucky, maybe we’ll never know. She stood.	

“Come on,” she said. “The guards are gone. Let’s get this done.”	

 

### 

 

She led Krist into a huge room on the second story. Books were piled on the gutted dresser, on 

the shelves of an ancient curio cabinet bordered by jagged glass scraps, on the floor surrounding 

a sunken bed with a dingy pink quilt. Cigars and loose cigarettes were strewn across the dresser, 

as well as a tin kettle filled with 9mm cartridges. Cracked mugs held bullets from other guns: .44 

Specials, more Magnums, .38 Supers, even a couple .50 BMG’s—machine gun rounds. She 

could identify them all with a glance after years of bartering. Using them for their original 

purpose was a different story. Even if she could have afforded a gun, only the very richest of 

folks—like Quade—would expend their currency so cavalierly. Then again, if she could have 

afforded a gun, maybe she’d have the currency to spare.	



“Don’t touch the bullets,” she told Krist. “He’ll notice if any’re gone. A book or three 

should be okay, but choose fast. That thing out there set us back.”	

“‘Course,” he said, a bit testily. He started toward the curio cabinet at the back.	

“Krist,” she said.	

He looked back. “What?”	

“You said you’d seen stuff. Outside of Chahr’s domain. You seen anything like that 

shadow creature? That…tentacle thing?” 

He hesitated before answering. “Not exactly. But you always see somethin’. Like I was 

tellin’ you. Death gods weren’t the only things summoned by the billions of deaths from the 

nukes. There were some damned unholy horrors let free two centuries ago, too. Otherworldly 

things. And you don’t never get used to seein’ ‘em. Every time, it’s like lookin’ over the edge 

of…of this vast and devastating darkness, waiting to eat you alive.” 

She didn’t like the flutter in her stomach at his words. She pressed her hand over it, trying 

to still the nerves. Krist’s expression softened a little.	

“It changes a person,” he said, “livin’ with that kind of fear day after day.”	

Svana swallowed. “The things that live among us, feeding on our fear, are nothing in the 

shadow of a future without you here.”	

Krist smiled reluctantly, head cocked in confusion.  

“Luca Hoellwarth,” she explained awkwardly, patting the bag at her back. 

“Sounds like exactly what I’ve been tryin’ to tell you.” 

She swallowed. “The things he’s talkin’ about ain’t nothing compared to the things we 

have now. Back then, having someone…having hope…” She couldn’t finish the thought. The 

creature outside had rattled her. Seeing Krist again had rattled her. She looked at the cracked 

mirror over the dresser, at her tangled and knife-hacked hair falling into her dark eyes. She saw 

how hard that face was, how at odds with the turmoil behind it. 

“Hope was a weapon, too,” she finished. Her voice came out rough. “I think that’s what 

he meant.” 

“Or companionship,” said Krist. 

Or love. Neither of them said the words out loud, but it didn’t stop them hanging between 

them. The ultimate attachment. Dangerous thoughts. She wished he’d never come back. And 

yet… 



“Get your damn books,” she said, still staring at her reflection. 

And yet. She’d never had an ‘and yet’ at the ends of her thoughts before. I missed him. 

The idea came like a blow, foreign and painful. But death was such a constant that she couldn’t 

bear the thought, even for a second. Everyone she’d ever met, she treated as a dead life walking. 

By accepting their inevitable abandonment, she never had to worry about feeling anything once 

they were gone. Krist had been no exception, not even when they’d been foster mates at the age 

of eight. They were raised that way. That’s the way Chahr wanted it—required it. And it only 

made sense. She would never have thought of living any other way. Not the way Luca had. Or 

anyone before the White Event. 

Krist was sliding a few volumes from between the broken glass of the cabinet—smaller 

ones that shouldn’t be missed. To distract herself, Svana knelt between Quade’s bed and the 

open window, scanning the spines of stacked books. These would all be empty, with no souls 

between the covers yet; he kept the ash-filled ones in a different place. Those would be worth a 

bit more, but he’d miss those. Besides, these were the ones she wanted—the ones that were still 

legible.	

She slid out a couple, careful not to disturb the pattern of dust on the surrounding ones. 

The Star Rover. The Velveteen Rabbit. Endurance. The last one was pretty thick, but she’d been 

eyeing it for a while and she had the space. They’d be worth a lot over the next couple weeks, 

when people were most desperate for books to put the souls of their killed animals and insects in, 

just in time for Desanimus Night. She’d have to read them quickly. But she didn’t think it’d be a 

problem. She put the books in her bag then stood, swinging it onto her shoulders.	

Krist glanced over his shoulder at her. “Hey, you ever hear of the Trinity Vault?” 

“No. Why?” 

“It’s a place full up with art and culture from before the White Event, still preserved like 

brand new. You’d like it. More books than you can imagine. Paintings. Sculptures. Technology. 

You name it. Most folks don’t know where it is, but it’s a legend out there.” 

“You tryin’ to get me to leave again?” she said with a raise of her eyebrow. 

“Just lettin’ you know it ain’t all bad.” 

“It sounds amazing,” she admitted. 

Krist turned with his small pile of books and walked toward her. She looked at the cover 

of the top one. 



“What is that? Cheap and Easy Refrigerator Repair? You really want to collect your 

souls in that?” 

He wouldn’t have been able to read the words, of course, nor did he stand much chance 

of knowing what a refrigerator was. But he looked down at the cartoonish picture with a wry 

smile. “I liked the way this guy was fixin’ to bash it with his wrench. Reminds me of myself 

sometimes.” 

She couldn’t help laughing. “I don’t know. I always thought it’d be nice to use somethin’ 

intellectual, or something that kinda fit what you were collecting. Like, a cat book for cat souls, 

you know.”	

“You been out of the game too long,” he said. “Holdin’ onto that journal. If anything’s 

appropriate, it’s that thing, with all its talk of death and longing and fear.”	

Her humor fled. “No,” she said, allowing a flint of iron into her voice. “I’ll never part 

with a single page of it, Krist—not a single word. It ain’t for souls. It…it is souls. Souls like 

Chahr could never—”	

“Hey.” He placed a hand on her shoulder. “No one’ll make you. Certainly not me.”	

“You don’t like it.”	

“Doesn’t mean I aim to take it away.”	

“Here.” She slung her bag from one shoulder, opening it with a hand so he could slide his 

books in. He did so, coming closer to her than anyone had in years. The weight of the extra 

books settled on her shoulder; he was done. But he didn’t back away. He stayed close, his hand 

hovering by her face, just short of touching it. Their eyes were locked. His were gray, like 

smoke, and burned with a similar intensity.	

She felt tethered. Trapped. Unable to break away. And yet…	

A shape swooped into the room from the open window, passing close enough to ruffle 

her hair. Black feathers, blood-red eyes, a glossy sheen, a scent like rotten carcasses. She yanked 

back from Krist and twitched her shoulder so the strap of her bag slid down to her open palm, 

then heaved it up toward the flying raven. She caught the bird with the flat side and the raven 

was born down beneath its weight and carried to the floor. Hand still wrapped around the strap, 

she pinned the raven before it fluttered free. 



But she saw immediately there was no need. The bird was dead, killed by the heavy 

volumes within the bag. Her other hand flew to her mouth, and a small whimper escaped her. 

What have I done? 

“You killed it?” Krist said incredulously. 

She put the bag to the side and cupped the raven’s lifeless body within her hands. She 

could feel its slender, twisted bones beneath its feathers. 

“I—I just thought to keep it from reporting back to Quade,” she said, looking up in terror. 

“Or…or Chahr. The ravens are his way of talkin’ to his Death Hunters. And I…” 

“Nothing to be done for it,” Krist broke in. “We have to go. Now.” He grabbed her hand. 

She yanked it free and turned back to the raven. 

“There ain’t no time for the soul!” Krist snapped.	

“Forget the soul! I’m worried about him seein’ the body.” Svana pulled her bag over and 

scooped the corpse inside, right on top of the books that had killed it. It was still warm, its 

feathers slick and scaly beneath her fingers. She fastened the clasp on the bag and bolted to her 

feet, wiping her shaking hand on her trousers. She scanned the room again—everything appeared 

as they’d found it, at least on the surface—then hurried toward the bedroom doorway. Krist 

immediately grabbed her hand again as they passed over the threshold and started pulling her 

toward the stairs.	

“No,” she said. “There’s a back way down I don’t think he uses. Safer to go that way.” 

She pulled to the left, and Krist, for once, didn’t argue. They dashed back through a sitting room, 

scooting around overturned armchairs and over the remains of a splintered oak armoire. She 

found a plain white door at the very back and waved Krist through, her heart pounding the whole 

time. But the house remained quiet.	

They sped down steps slippery with dust and broken plaster before reaching a downstairs 

door just as nondescript as the one above. Svana opened it a crack, hushing Krist as he started to 

protest, and peered out. From here, she could see the back door of the house across a living space 

cluttered with broken china and glass—the contents of the massive china cabinet shattered 

directly to their right. She could tell by the inverted steps overhead that they were directly 

beneath the main stairs.	

It seemed as quiet down here as it had on the upper level. Svana took a half-step out, ears 

straining. Too quiet. Quade wouldn’t have been that far behind his raven. There was no way he 



wasn’t here yet. She knew the minute they stepped out of their nook, they’d regret it. She didn’t 

think he’d kill either of them. They weren’t his usual targets. Then again, she was carrying the 

body of his dead raven in her bag…	

She stepped back into the stairwell, easing the door closed as silently as she’d opened it. 

Krist was glaring at her with his arms crossed.	

“Well?” he said tightly.	

“He’s above us,” she said quietly. “Watchin’ the door. Probably has his gun steadied on 

the stair banister.”	

“You’re sure?”	

“Sure enough.”	

He ground his teeth, eyes flicking around the tiny stairwell. “Okay. Here’s what we’ll do. 

I’ll sneak back upstairs and distract him from behind—”	

“That would only work to get me out,” she interrupted in a whisper. “I have another 

idea.” 

She opened her bag, squeezing her hand gingerly around the corpse to sift through the 

contents. A couple of the books Krist had chosen were small but hefty paperbacks, no bigger 

than her hand. She slid one out, balancing it in her palm. Good heft. Not too heavy, not too light. 

Most importantly, the pages were bone-dry. She raised an eyebrow at Krist. 

“Ready to run?”	

“What are you thinkin’?” he hissed under his breath. 

She pulled her box of matches, as well as two of the books, then put the backpack on 

again and sheathed the knife. She held both books by the spines in one hand, letting the pages fan 

out. She struck a match to life with her thumbnail and held it up. 

Krist stared at her, mouth half-open. “Why are you—”	

“Throwing somethin’ is a good distraction,” she said. “But throwing something on fire is 

a disruption. And it blinds you. Can’t go wrong.” She shook the match out as the pages caught 

fire, letting it fall to the floor. The rest of the matchbox went back into her coat. Then she 

transferred one of the books to her other hand. The heat from the fires was already washing 

across her face and arms.	

“Open the door,” she said.	

“Are you—”	



“Do it!”	

Krist flung the door open. With her left hand, Svana hurled one of the burning books with 

all her might toward the fireplace across the room. The ball of fire flew far, sending burning 

scraps fluttering every which way, the orange of their flames reflecting in the glass scattered 

across the floor. The deafening crack of a rifle sounded immediately. Svana was already running 

out, angling her body toward the right before hitting the main room, so she wouldn’t be where 

Quade expected. The second she exited the safety under the staircase, she twisted her body and 

threw her second burning weight straight toward the rifle she saw protruding past the bannister.	

It was a direct hit, right to the base of the barrel. The gun jerked to the left, the second 

shot going off in the complete other direction. Krist grabbed her hand and yanked her through 

the room. They spilled through the door and onto the back lawn. Without another word, he 

dropped her hand and they tore across the grass, heading back toward the park.	

When they’d almost reached the playground equipment, she dared a glance back. The 

house was starting to burn—and silhouetted in its glow, she distinctly saw the long coat and gun 

barrel of Quade running after them. She cursed and turned forward again, stumbling through 

snarls of weeds and tangled grass. The shadow creature’s path of decay led left, toward the 

residential neighborhoods, so she curved right, back the way they’d originally come.	

They hit the road beyond and she took the lead, making for the backyard of a dilapidated 

cottage. She cut through the dense growth behind it. She knew all kinds of trails through the city, 

and it wasn’t the first time she’d had to lose a Death Hunter. But she’d never had to keep track of 

a companion before. She shot a glance back and Krist met her eyes, giving her a brisk nod. 

Another roar of the rifle. The cottage took the hit with a spray of stone chips. She ducked 

beneath a low hanging branch and streaked across a weed-covered lot, dodging around rusted, 

decaying automobiles. From there, she scooted through an alley heaped with trash until running 

out into what had once been a bigger road, with broken streetlights hanging crooked overhead. A 

pair of skinny adolescents looked up in alarm from a splintered table across the street, their 

hands tight around a couple of tiny potatoes they’d foraged from somewhere. At the sight of her 

and Krist, they both bolted from their seats, taking off in different directions. No more together 

than anyone else in the city.	

Svana grabbed Krist’s hand and raced to the right before plunging through an old pipe 

that passed beneath a highway overpass, letting them out onto a rocky hillside scattered with bits 



of metal that overlooked the huge buildings of the city. They skidded down the hill and kept 

running.	

She didn’t know how long they fled. They passed through flooded drainage ditches, huge 

torn-apart lobbies, dark parking garages, old broken carousels and playgrounds. They ran past 

deep rectangular pits of concrete, where metal ladders descended into shallow pools of filthy 

water. They startled a trio of deer grazing beneath a curving concrete overpass. They ran and ran 

until neither could take another step. They finally stopped, panting, beneath the remains of one of 

Black Angel’s majestic towers. Giant ruined buildings reached sky-high on every side. It was a 

forest of metal and glass. Over her panting, she heard dogs barking in the distance, but no 

gunshots. No Quade.	

“Think we lost ‘im,” she managed to get out.	

“Do you even…know where we…are?” Krist gasped, leaning red-faced over the hood of 

a car blackened with burn scars. 

She nodded, wiping a grimy black sleeve across her forehead. It didn’t stop the sweat 

from stinging her eyes. “Got a place I stay just…the other side of the subway line.”	

“Subway?” he said, looking up. 

“Right here. Under this overpass we’re next to.”	

It was starting to get dark. The sun was so far to the west it couldn’t reach over the city’s 

monoliths anymore. She’d managed to forget about the shadow creature, but the darkening city 

brought the memory flooding back. She found herself suddenly chilled through the slick sweat 

covering her body. 

“Wish I’d never left,” Krist said, pushing himself upright. His straight brown hair dripped 

rivulets of sweat across his face and down his neck. 

She snorted. “‘Cause you missed this?” 

“‘Cause you shouldn’t be doin’ this stuff alone.” 

“Everyone’s alone, Krist.” She forced herself to move, to start trudging across the 

shattered road that passed over the subway tunnel. A huge hole had been torn through it and she 

had to skirt far to the right to bypass it, using a twisted metal rail to keep her feet steady on the 

three feet of remaining concrete. 

“Let everyone else be alone,” he said, following her. “You don’t have to be. You 

shouldn’t be.” 



You don’t have to be. No different from what he’d been telling her all along. But for the 

first time, she allowed herself a glimpse of the life she might have if she let him stay. A partner. 

No, better. A companion. 

Love. 

She paused as her body swayed. Even the thought of it… 

“Is it that you’re afraid I’ll leave again?” Krist said from behind her. “I won’t, Svana. I 

promise you.” 

“No,” she said quietly. “It’s not that.” 

“Then what? Tell me.” 

“You’ll get yourself killed. I don’t want that.” 

“Better than being alone,” he countered. 

“Not to me.” 

“Well, at least you’re bein’ honest now. It’s a start.” 

She turned to face him, putting her left hand on the rail. “I can’t protect you. I can only 

protect things. My weapons. My books. The journal. Having you around…” 

“The journal, huh?” His voice snapped with anger. “How’s this for thought, then? If you 

truly think you’re better off without attachments, then hand over Luca’s journal. If you can do 

that, I’ll leave. I’ll know you belong to Chahr and I don’t stand a chance.” 

She sucked in her breath. “You promised you wouldn’t take it.” 

“I didn’t say I’d take it. I’m tryin’ to prove a point.” 

“You wouldn’t hate it so much if the idea of attachments didn’t freak you out, too!” she 

shot back. 

Krist barked out a laugh. “Is that what you think? No, Svana. Reason I hate your 

journal’s ‘cause you love that thing more’n me. Or maybe the guy who wrote it. Maybe he’s the 

one you love, huh?” 

Her body went numb. Krist spread his hands, eyebrows raised in challenge. No. I love 

you, Krist. You. She blinked back a sudden stinging in her eyes. Krist slowly lowered his hands, 

watching her. Hope is a weapon, too, she thought. But whose weapon? Not Chahr’s. And if it 

wasn’t Chahr’s…then it had to belong to her. 

Her breath shuddered as she drew it in. She breathed it out through a smile. Krist 

answered it with a hesitant smile of his own. 



The blast of a gunshot broke the air, echoing through the city buildings and jarring the 

inside of her skull. Krist fell forward, toppling into the hole they’d been sidestepping. She could 

see the bloody mess of his chest before he went down—it seemed the only thing she could see. 

She screamed, panic and disbelief flooding her whole body. The city seemed to be collapsing 

around her. From where she stood at the border of the chasm, she could see him…his 

body…him, lying atop the centuries-old train about fifteen feet below. Face-down, blood 

forming a pool beneath him, running down the slanted roof, over the shattered windows. 

Everywhere. So much. So much.	

She looked up again, her chest heaving, and locked eyes with Quade. The Death Hunter 

stood next to the burnt car Krist had been leaning on. His short rifle was still in both hands, 

though the barrel was pointed at the ground now. He watched her through golden-brown eyes 

from a smooth-shaven face. Seeing his cold, expressionless gaze, she couldn’t believe she’d ever 

thought Krist looked hard.	

She was shaking—not with fear, but with anger. How dare he give her that same look she 

saw every day on the hill, as if this was just some ordinary moment in their lives? “He 

wasn’t…he wasn’t even your usual target!” she finally choked out.	

He walked forward, as casual as anything. “You think you know my usual target.” His 

voice was low and deep, and quiet enough that it should have been hard to hear. But it wasn’t.	

“I do!” she shot back. “Folks who’ve lived here forever. Who live together. Who need 

each other.”	

“No, girl.” He’d reached the edge of the aperture, but still he held her gaze. “Souls are 

most valuable if someone loves them. That’s who I hunt.” His eyes flicked briefly to Krist’s 

body, then back to her. 

Her breath caught in her throat. “It was my fault you killed him?” 

“That’s right.” 

She held his eyes steadily, desperate not to fall apart. “Supposin’ that means you could 

kill me, too. If that’s what Chahr wants from you and all.” It was a dare. And yet, she’d never 

been more serious. 

“Five minutes ago, yes. But not any longer. It was either you or him.” 



The wave of emptiness that washed over her at his words was staggering. Like a 

fact…like a godforsaken fact. I have killed the only person who loved you. There is no one else 

alive who gives a damn whether or not you even exist.	

“Then why him?” she burst out. “Why not me? I’m the one’s been watchin’ you! If 

anyone was askin’ for it—”	

“Call it luck,” he said. “Good or bad. Whichever you prefer.” He turned and started 

toward the other end of the pit, where a mess of concrete and metal made a decline to the inside 

of the subway tunnel, sloped shallowly enough to walk down. She could see the weight of the 

hefty paperback in his coat pocket bumping against his leg. Her heart dropped. 

“Wait!” She raced around the chasm and threw herself in front of him, blocking his way 

down. “No! You can’t have his soul.”	

He gave her a withering look. Up close, he stank of burnt matches and tobacco smoke. 

“That’s very sweet,” he said flatly. With his gun barrel, he shoved her out of the way and 

continued down.	

“What about your raven?” she spat at his back.	

He froze, then turned. Something had awakened in his eyes. Anger—the first she’d seen. 

“You?” he said softly. “You took my raven?”	

She reached back and unclasped her bag, then pulled the bird’s stiff body out. With her 

other hand, she pulled her box of matches from her jacket pocket. She had the match against the 

striker by the time Quade’s rifle was at his shoulder.	

“I can light this in a second,” she said. “Even if you shoot me, it won’t stop the soul bein’ 

drawn to the flame—even if it’s just part of it.” Her words came out so hard, she barely 

recognized them as her own.	

Quade’s jaw twitched. He pulled back the action on the gun with a sharp click. Svana 

pushed the match across the striker, and a spark leapt to life at its tip.	

“Stop!” Quade roared.	

She paused and forced herself to look up calmly, even though her heart was pounding. He 

stared at her for several seconds, hands clenched around the rifle. Finally, ages later, he lowered 

it.	

“My raven,” he growled, “for your boy. A trade.”	

“And afterward,” she said, “you walk away. No turnin’ to shoot me in the back.”	



“I told you,” he said through clenched teeth. “You’re not my type of target.”	

Her eyes narrowed. She had assumed that Death Hunters preferred to kill a certain kind 

of people—not that they had to. Could there actually be some sort of punishment for going 

against Chahr’s directions? 

She held out the raven’s body. Quade scooped the bird almost gently from her 

outstretched hand, his eyes locked on hers the entire time. He leaned down close to hiss in her 

ear.	

“This isn’t over. I hope you know that.”	

She watched his back until he finally disappeared in the grainy shadows of the darkening 

city. Only then did Svana make her way down the precarious slope of rubble.	

Within the subway tunnel, it was barely light enough now to make out details. The 

puddle of Krist’s blood was easy to find, though. It was the blackest part of the dusty ground 

next to the half-capsized train. With unshed sobs thick in her throat, she reached up and grasped 

the foot dangling from the train’s roof so she could pull his body down. As it fell to the hard 

cement, the tears finally blurred her eyes and poured down her face, overwhelming in their 

intensity.	

She knelt at his side and brushed his face with trembling hands. She couldn’t see his 

features in the shadows—but even though she longed to see him one last time, she didn’t dare 

light a flame and take his soul yet. Instead, she ran her fingers over the hard bones of his face, 

the beard she’d never seen until a few hours earlier, the eyelashes brushing his skin, the rough 

cheeks, the scars she hadn’t noticed, and the ones she had. She bent her face over him, letting her 

hair fall, separating them from the rest of the world. She pressed her lips against his for the last 

time. 

She finally pulled back, after what felt like an eternity, and swung her bag to the floor 

beside her. She pulled her box of matches from her pocket.	

The match flared, and his features sprang to life in its glow. Just a body, motionless as if 

sleeping, not in pain at all. Her breath hitched as the orange flame in her hand turned a bright, 

vibrant blue, washing the whole area around them into shades of sapphire. The pain of the fire 

was nothing. Why had she ever thought this would hurt? The ashes fell into her hand as his soul 

inhabited the flame. After she had it, she’d be expected to put it in a page of one of her books 

and cart the body off to the twins, where they would bury it as senseless inventory for the Black 



God. So many deaths, every day, for a god who asked them to worship nothing except the ends 

of their lives. No wonder there was no hope. They gave it all to him. Everything.	

Slowly, Svana lowered the growing flame closer to Krist and held it under his shoulder. 

In no time at all, the blue fire had crawled up into his white shirt and climbed up toward his vest, 

his collar, his hair. Svana pulled her hand back, still clutching a handful of ashes. With her other 

hand, she reached into her bag and pulled out Luca Hoellwarth’s journal. She rubbed the ashes of 

Krist’s soul across the first page. Svana took his ashes as he burned, coating the pages of her 

journal, mixing Krist’s soul in with the words of the dead man who’d taught her to hope, to 

love…to search. She knew all his words by heart now. It was Krist’s soul that still held mystery 

for her.	

Krist’s body burned. The entire time, the fire remained a brilliant, dazzling blue, as if 

there was more soul in a human body than anyone had guessed. How had anyone ever thought a 

whole soul could fit in a matchstick?  The twins would never get his body. Maybe if there wasn’t 

a body to see, Chahr would never know he was missing a soul. Because what Svana had told 

Krist in Quade’s house was absolutely true: she had no intention of parting with a single page of 

her journal. Chahr be damned.	

If he wanted Krist’s soul, he’d have to come to her to get it. 


