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Chapter One

Ayaan shoved the cargo loading door open with one booted foot and dry desert air rushed into the body
of the helicopter. The aircraft wobbled but didn't fall out of the sky. The warrior stuck her head out into
the blue sky, the graying ringlets of her hair bouncing in the wind. Her face wrinkled as she squinted at
something on the ground below. A mass of peoplei; 2bodies, anywayi; /2advancing on the encampment.
For once this was no false alarm. "Get me a close approach", she shouted.

From his position at the controls Osman didni;, "4t turn to answer but the crew all heard him over their
radio headsets. "Of course, girl. How close would you like? Do you want to smell them?"

Ayaan ignored him, instead turning to Sarah. She gave the younger woman a warm smile and beckoned
her to come over. "Don't worry, " she said, "I won't let you fall out."
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Sarah moved to the open door of the Mi-8 and leaned out over the long-ago-emptied rocket pods. She
needed to get a better look at the army below them, without the interference of the copteri; /2s fuselage
between her and the mob. Fifty feet below grey arms strained toward the helicopter as if they could grab
it and pull it down from the sky. The dead had lousy depth perception.

i; Vsl need an estimate of their strength,i; 2 Ayaan demanded. i; 2Are they fresh?i; 2

Sarah studied the crowd as Osman slewed the copter around in a wide turn over them. They had come
out of nowhere, this army. The dead rarely announced their movements but a group this size required
some kind of coordination. The mindless undead didniy /2t work together unless some strong will was
directing them. What they had come for was a mystery. What Sarah did know was that Ayaan
wouldniy }4t allow it. This little stretch of the coastline ofEgypt was her nation, maybe the last nation of the
living left on Earth. She wasniy 4t about to let the dead take it for themselves. They had scrambled the
copter the moment the first reports of movement on the perimeter had come in.

Now Ayaan wanted Sarahi;'2s opinion about how to proceed. Sarah was younger, just out of her teens
compared to Ayaaniy,'ss encroaching middle age, so she had better eyes. She also had other senses that
Ayaan lacked.

Trying to ignore the howling of the wind outside of the helicopter, the glare of the sun on the sand, Sarah
pulled the hood of her sweatshirt up to cover her hair. She focused her attention on the parts of her that
could sense death, just as shei'%d been taught. The hair on the back of her neck and on her forearms.
The sensitive skin behind her ears.

She closed her eyes, but she kept looking.

What she saw startled her. The ground below teemed with purplish energy, dark splotches where the
profane energy of the dead smoldered cold and hungry. But between those shadows burned beacons of
golden light, stronger, more vitaliy 2alive. Impossible. The dead and the living couldni;, /4t work in close
proximity. The dead existed only to devour life. Still. She saw what she saw. Even as she attempted to
process what that meant she saw one of the golden shapes moving, lifting something to its eye. Something
held with both hands. She opened her eyes and saw a living man with pale white skin aiming a rifle right
at her.

i VaLook out!i; 4 she shouted into her microphone, loud enough to make herself wince. Before anyone
could respond a bullet tore upward through the fuselage of the Mi-8, barely missing the foot of one of
Ayaaniy s soldiers. The woman shrieked and jumped backwards as automatic rounds tore through the
thin skin of the copteri,'4s belly. Light shot upwards into the cabin wherever a bullet came through,
streaking the dark cool space inside. Noise drummed along the deck plates, pattered on the
helicopteriy /2s roof. Ayaan started shouting orders but Osman was ahead of her. The helicopter banked
around so hard Sarah could hear the airframe wanting to come apart. The pilot yanked back on his
control yoke and they popped up into the air like a cork out of a bottle, gaining altitude fast enough to
make Sarahiy /s stomach curl up on itself like an injured animal. She swallowed back the vomit that
rushed up her throat and lifted one hand to try to brush the sweat from her forehand. She stopped in
mid-gesture, though, when she saw her hand was sticky with blood.

Terrified of looking, too scared not to, she turned slowly around. The interior of the helicopter had been
painted bright red. Blood had pooled between the crew seats and was draining slowly through maybe a
hundred narrow bullet holes. What remained of a dead woman lay sprawled across the deck, one
shattered, thumbless hand so close to Sarah she could have reached down and held it. She felt a
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perverse desire to do just that.
It was Mariam. The expert sniper of the platoon. It had been Mariam. It wouldniy "t be for long.

The hand twitched. Closed into a loose fist. The dead soldier convulsed upward, her shoulders rolling as
she sat up to look at Sarah with blank eyes. Her mouth opened wide, blood spilling out from between
her teeth. Most of her rib cage on the left side had been blown awayi; "2she definitely wasni; Vst
breathing.

It could happen that quickly. Sarah had witnessed undeath before. She took her pistol out of her pocket
and lined up a shot with the dead womaniy,'4s forehead. Even as the new ghoul lunged at her she fired. A
little splutter of blood burst from the womaniy "s right temple. It wasniy /4t a solid kill. She could feel the
ghoul looming over her, getting closer. They were slow, but deadlyiy '%a single scratch or bite would
pump toxins into Sarahiy'ss bloodstream. Her fingers shook as she lifted her weapon and tried to aim.

Ayaan rushed Mariam and grabbed her by one shoulder and her remaining hip. i;/2Cover,i; "2 she
shouted at Sarah. Sarah protected her face and head from clawing fingernails as Ayaan rushed Mariam
out of the open cargo door. Her undead body pinwheeled down to smack the sand in the midst of the
army below.

Ayaan and Mariam had been together since they were schoolgirls, since before they had gotten their first
periods. Since before they learned how to shoot. Nobody said a word. It was just that kind of a world,
and it had been for twelve hard years.

Osman kept climbing until they were well out of range of the guns below. The dead kept reaching for the
helicopter but the living stopped firing and they were safe again. 1; /2Firearms,i; ' Ayaan said, wagging
her jaw around to pop her ears. i;2The dead doniy 4t shoot.ij %

Sarah steeled herself. She needed to be part of this conversation. i;/2There were living people down
there, too. Maybe a third as many as the dead. They were all carrying rifles. I doni; 4t claim to know
how that works.i; /2

Ayaan nodded. i;2We knew there had to be one of them providing close support.i; 2 One of them. A
khasiis. The Somali word meant i; /2monsteri; 2. English speakers used the word i;'4lichiy 4. The
not-so-mindless dead. When a ghoul managed one way or another to preserve its intellect post mortem
they also tended to develop certain new faculties. They learned to see the energy of death, just like Sarah
did. Some of them learned to control other undead, to communicate with them telepathically and bend
them to a Monstrous will. Ayaan had some experience with Monsters. She had shot one in the head
years prior, one namedGary .Gary had not only survived that shoti; /2hei; '2d gone on to enslave an entire
city. It took a raging inferno to finally bringGary down and Ayaan had lost plenty of friends in the

process. Sarah had her own reason to hateGary . Her father was one of the friends Ayaan had lost.

i; YaThere must be a top-level asset nearby.i; 2

i;V2Top-level is right. To override their natural instinct to devour the living.i; % Fathia, Ayaani; /s
second in command, leaned her chin on the stock of her assault rifle and looked scared. i;,2Gary could
do that, for a little while. But even he had limits. If this army has been moving together for a long time,
marching togetheri it would take a strongerkhasiis thanGary . And thereiy /2s only one of those that we
know about.i; 2

i;¥2The Russian,ij 2 Ayaan said. Her eyes narrowed to thin, angry slits. 1;2The Tsarevich.i; s
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Sarah knew it had to be true. But what would the worldi;}2s most pre-eminent monster be doing
inEgypt ? Everyone knew the boy lichi; ¥ss story. Hei; '2d been injured in a car accident, a hit and run,
back when there had still been cars. He had languished in a semi-comatose state for years in a hospital
bed, half dead even before the Epidemic began. When the dead rose the boy had been abandoned
where he lay, only to die and rise again with his intellect intacti; 2and with new senses and abilities, new
supernatural powers no one had ever seen before.

They said he had an army of the dead, and a cult of the living, and that in some parts ofSiberia he was
considered to be the second coming of Jesus Christ. The stories about him always revolved around his
cruelty and his power. They made him sound like a devil. For himself he claimed only to be a Tsarevich,
a Prince of the Dead.

i;2He came here himself;i; 2 Ayaan said. Her cold eyes lit up, but grew no warmer. i;2He finally made
a mistake.i; />

Chapter Two

Ayaan had a responsibility to the survivors—the living—she had left outside ofPort Said . She could
have ordered Osman at any time to circle back and provide air support for the camp. She didn’t. The
other women in the helicopter started to trade sidelong glances, the occasional half question. “We’ve
never fought an enemy with guns before. Shouldn’t we...?” Leyla asked.

Ayaan glared back at them. Some of Mariam’s blood still flecked her cheek. “The camp is hardened
against attack, if that’s even what he’s after. If we give him a chance to get away now we’ll never see him
again. We’re going to find the Russian, today, and we’re going to remove him from play.”

It was enough for most of the soldiers. Ayaan had lead them into stranger encounters and she had
proven her tactical brilliance a hundred times over. If she said she knew what she was doing they
believed her. Sarah wasn’t so sure but she kept it to herself. As the youngest member of Ayaan’s unit
and the only non-Somali (she was half American, on her father’s side, which was a strike against her with
most of the women) her opinion counted for little. Still she couldn’t help having a bad feeling.

Ayaan had always been more than cautious than anyone around her. She’d bordered on paranoia in the
past—and it had kept her people alive. Now she was throwing herself into the lion’s maw. It made no
sense.

“I’ve got visual confirmation of a second group,” Osman called over the headset band. “Smaller...
maybe fifty individuals.”

“Close with them but keep an eye on the floor.” Ayaan had a pair of field glasses in her hand. They had
been designed to provide night vision but the batteries had died years before. They still worked as
binoculars in broad daylight. Her voice turned to ice cubes slithering out of a pitcher. “There.”

Sarah moved forward hand over hand, grabbing at the nylon loops sewed into the headrests of the crew
seats. In the cockpit of the Mi-8 she could look down through the chin bubble and see what Ayaan was
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talking about. About fifty people—almost all of them dead—were laboring up the side of a sand dune
below her. Most of them were tugging on thick lines, dragging a flatbed rail car kitted out with enormous
balloon tires. On its back crouched a kind of tent, maybe a yurt, while ghouls chained to the flatbed
turned enormous cranks while living men crewed .50 caliber machine guns rigged up in universal mounts.

The flap of the yurt fell back and someone emerged from the shadowy interior. Then something
happened to the light in the helicopter, to Sarah’s eyes, to her... other senses.

Though she was still five hundred meters away Sarah could make out his features perfectly. She felt as if
she were looking through binoculars, though she wasn’t. He was a boy—shorter even than herself,
maybe ten or twelve years old. He was astonishingly beautiful.

His skin was so white it stood out bluish in the desert sun. His complexion was perfectly clear, his hair a
pale gold lighter than his skin. His large, soulful eyes smoldered with blue flame. He wore the armor of a
medieval warrior, scaled down to fit his frame and enameled in glossy black then worked with a motif of
bones and creeping vines. He carried a scepter in his right hand topped with a bleached human skull.
Sapphires winked from its dark eye sockets.

He looked right at Sarah. Not just in her direction but right at her, making perfect eye contact. Which
was when she realized something was wrong.

“Grab something, ladies,” Osman called just as he swung the Mi-8 around. The machine guns mounted
on the flatbed blasted tracer fire through the air, yellow sparks that arced up and tried to touch the
aircraft. Fathia leapt up out of her seat even as the bullets tore past so close Sarah was dazzled by their
flickering light. The soldier started yanking assault rifles down from the rack at the front of the cargo bay
and tossing them to her squad mates. Ayaan unstrapped herself and picked up the oilcloth bundle of her
own weapon. The same AK-47 she’d carried since she had left school.

Osman had never impressed Sarah before by displaying courage but he didn’t shrink from Ayaan’s
orders—perhaps the two of them shared some secret reason for acting so irrationally. The pilot opened
up the copter’s throttle and pushed forward on the yoke, throwing the Mi-8 right at the flatbed with all
the power the dual powerplants could muster. Soldiers leaned out of the crew door and the rear loading
ramp, secured from a deadly fall to the sands below only by their safety lines, and the air in the helicopter
vibrated with the noise of their weapons discharging again and again and again. As quickly as that they
were in the midst of battle.

One of the ghouls working the flatbed’s cranks slumped against its wheel, its head a dark smear and the
flatbed slewed to one side. The Russian’s troops retaliated by spraying bullets across the fuselage of the
helicopter and shattering one of the porthole-like windows on the port flank. “Again, and closer this
time,” Ayaan shrieked as she slapped a full magazine into her rifle and tested its iron sights.

“T’ll take you right up his nose if you like, and leave you there,” Osman replied but he wheeled around
for another pass. He brought the aircraft in low and fast, almost losing his landing gear as they brushed
the top of the yurt. Ayaan’s rifle snapped and spat with tight, perfectly-controlled bursts of three bullets
each. The ghouls dragging the flatbed scattered away from her fire but not fast enough. Heads burst,
bodies spun and fell. One of the machine gunners slipped and fell onto the sand, his blood jetting from his
ruptured chest.

Sarah stared at the boy standing on the flatbed. He looked like the soul of calm. The fusillade of bullets
hadn’t even ruffled his thin white hair. There was something, something not quite right about his energy. It
was dark, of course, the boy was undead, a lich among liches and his energy swallowed light like a black
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hole, but... what was it? Sarah couldn’t quite decide. But something was wrong.

Bullet holes appeared in the floor of the helicopter and Leyla hurried to throw a armored blanket of
rubberized Kevlar across the deck plates to give the soldiers a little protection. As the helicopter swung
out and away from the flatbed and beyond the range of the remaining machine gun Sarah clipped her
safety line to a tie-down on the floor and tried to grab Ayaan’s arm. “Whoa, whoa,” she said, trying to
roll with the helicopter as it banked, hard, “there’s something—" she shouted, but her poorly-fitted
helmet had gone askew on her head and she couldn’t hear her own voice over the engine roar. “Ayaan!”
she shrieked.

Ayaan wasted no more time. On the third pass she switched her weapon to full automatic and emptied a
clip into the Russian boy, her arms tracking him with the precision of the machine. The wooden flatbed
around him splintered and spat dust but he didn’t even glance at Ayaan. No, his eyes were still fastened
on Sarah’s. He was still looking at her. Into her.

In the cockpit lights blared on Osman’s control boards and a bell clanged urgently. The machine gunner
on the flatbed had scored a real hit, blasting open one of the Mi-8’s fuel pods. Automatic fire control
systems and self-sealing bladders in the fuel system shunted into action and kept the helicopter from
exploding but blue flames lit up the starboard flank of the fuselage and burning spatters of kerosene leapt
into the open crew cabin.
“Ayaan, he’s not—he isn’t—" Sarah had trouble concentrating on the words. The boy’s gaze compelled
her, made her look at him again. She saw so much intelligence in his cheekbones, so much sorrow in his
bluish lips. He was hypnotizing her, she knew it, and she knew how to fight it but it made it difficult to
talk.

She looked up and saw that Ayaan had picked up an RPG-7V from the weapons rack. She slammed a
bulbous rocket-propelled grenade into the launcher and lifted the optical sight to her eye.

Sarah glanced behind her and realized that the port-side crew door was still closed. If Ayaan discharged
the RPG inside the helicopter the exhaust blast would blow back against the door and fry them all with
super-heated gas. Focused so completely on her target Ayaan had transcended such concerns.

Unclipping her safety line Sarah pitched across the width of the cabin and pulled hard on the door
release just as Ayaan acquired her target and squeezed her trigger. Exhaust bloomed out of the conical
jet at the back of the launcher and blew away on the wind. Sarah looked down through the open door
and watched the grenade jet toward its target. Finally the boy looked away from her, instead turning to
face the projectile. He raised his wand as if he could ward off the explosive. It didn’t work.

A brown cloud boiled up off the surface of the flatbed, a welter of splinters and debris. One of the
machine gun mounts went flying, spinning end over end away from the flatbed. The dead men still
tirelessly turning their cranks spasmed in place as debris peppered their bodies and threw them against
their chains.

When the smoke cleared a meter-wide hole could be seen in the top of the flatbed, a gaping crater
where there had been solid wood. Standing in the middle of the hole was the Russian boy. His cheeks
weren’t even smudged with soot.

No, Sarah realized, he wasn’t standing in the crater. He was floating above it. He hadn’t moved,
literally—he was floating in mid-air even though the flatbed had been blown out from under him. Sarah
studied him with her occult senses and breathed an oath. She struggled to get her helmet back on straight.
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“That’s not him—it’s a projection, Ayaan, a mental projection! Just an illusion.”

“Seelka meicheke,”Ayaan swore. She threw the launcher down to the deck of the helicopter with a
clang. Osman backed off, out of firearms range, though the remaining machine gun on the flatbed was
spinning free and unattended. Every eye in the helicopter looked to Ayaan.

“Alright,” Ayaan said, after a moment. “Osman, set down on top of that dune.” She pointed at a rising
swell of the desert maybe a kilometer away.

The women in the cargo bay looked at each other and some of them gasped. Fear gripped Sarah too
tightly in its sweaty grasp to let her utter a word. If she could she would have asked Ayaan if she had
suddenly lost her mind. The helicopter provided the only real advantage the living possessed against the
dead—the ability to fly away. If they put down now, with an army of the dead within striking range...

Osman knew a direct order when he heard it, though, and did what he was told.

Chapter Three

Ayaan knelt and touched the sand, then her heart, then her forehead. It was a very old gesture, one that
predated the Epidemic: she was thanking the Earth, her mother, and her God for the right to make war.
The other women hurried to copy her, but Sarah refused to go along. “Okay. Okay, so this is stupid.”
She knew she sounded whiny and selfish but she couldn’t help it. “Someone tell me why we’re doing this
again? The ultimate lich of all time is over that hill and we’re going to stand here and fight him on foot.
Even though we have a helicopter and we could just leave.”

“You have never understood what orders mean,” Fathia said, rising to her feet, her rifle swinging in her
arms. The barrel wasn’t pointed at Sarah—it never would be, not unless Fathia truly intended to kill the
younger woman—but the implied threat was meant to be taken seriously. “You were a foundling that she
took like her own child—"

Ayaan raised her hands for silence, and she got it. “Do you know why we came toEgypt 7’ she asked,
her voice low, soft as the sand under their feet.

“There was nothing to eat inSomalia ,” Sarah replied. It was true. When the dead rose, when the
Epidemic came famine had already ransacked the Horn of Africa. With few living people left to raise
crops the food shortages had turned into outright starvation.Egypt , with its modernized cities full of
markets and groceries, had promised at least some preserved foods. Cans and jars full of tinned meat
and pickled vegetables. Ayaan had brought her unit out ofSomalia in the hopes of a better life and she
had delivered on her promise.

Ayaan nodded. “We’ve come so far. I won’t be driven out now.”

A protest bubbled out of Sarah’s heart. “We’re in danger. When we find ourselves in danger we fall
back to a defensible position. You taught me that.”
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A smile touched Ayaan’s tight face. “I’'m glad to see you listened. Perhaps you will take another lesson.
There are times, however rare, when running away is a mistake. This Tsarevich grows stronger every
day. If I do not stop his evil now, when I have a chance, I may not be able to face him the next time.
Today I will kill him. If he has the ability to project images of himself then it isn't enough to shoot him from
the air. I am forced to go after him on foot, so that I can feel his skull breaking and know I have finished
the job.”

“So let’s call in some backup. Get the others in here, get some free fire zones established, maybe build a
redoubt to funnel his advance—"

“Sarah,” Ayaan interrupted.

“No, seriously, we can get the other helicopter down here in twenty, maybe thirty minutes, we can
establish a killzone, then draw him into—"

“Sarah.” Ayaan closed her eyes and shook her head. “Please go wait with Osman.”

Stunned, Sarah finally shut up. She couldn’t believe it. Ayaan had uttered the ultimate insult—she had
suggested that Sarah was a liability. That she didn’t want Sarah around during the fight. It was the kind of
thing Ayaan would say to a child, a baby.

There was also no appeal possible. Once Ayaan had given an order she never took them back. Feeling
the stares of Fathia and Leyla and the others on her back she headed back to the helicopter. It occurred
to her when she was halfway there that she should have just been quiet, should have accepted Ayaan’s
command without question the way the others did. It also occurred to her that if she was in the helicopter
she was less likely to get killed.

She was thinking such thoughts, her head lowered in dejection, when something fast and horrible
smacked into her like a moving car. She fell down hard on the sand as something colorless and violent
and extremely fast reared up over her, its stubby arms lifted high, its shining head sparkling in the sunlight
and she knew, was absolutely certain, that in the next few microseconds she was going to die an
unguessable but extremely painful death. She closed her eyes but she could still see the aura of the dead
thing that was about to kill her. Its energy was like nothing she’d ever seen before. It was dark, of
course, cold and hungry like any ghoul’s. But instead of smoking and hissing away like ice melting in the
sun, this energy fizzed and snapped like something on fire. Its shape was wrong, too, something was
missing—

She heard gunfire and it fell away from her, out of her vision. One of Ayaan’s squad had saved her. She
opened her eyes and saw a still-moving body sliding down the slipface of a dune. Its arms pumped wildly
at the air, moving so fast they blurred. Impossible—the dead lacked the energy to move like that. They
were slow, lumbering, uncoordinated wrecks.

This one could have caught a hummingbird in mid-flight and swallowed it whole in the space between
two wing strokes.

Getting a good look at it wasn’t easy but Sarah could make out some details. The dead thing had been
knee-capped by automatic rifle fire and would never walk again. It was naked, its skin grey and shrunken
on its bones. Its lips had either rotten away or been cut back, revealing a pale stretch of jawbone. The
better to bite with, Sarah supposed. It wore a miner’s helmet, complete with a broken lamp, to protect
its vulnerable cranium. Its hands... its hands had been cut off, leaving bloodless, ragged stumps. The
bones of its forearms had been sharpened into vicious spikes.
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Nausea washed up from her stomach into her throat but Sarah held herself together. The dead felt little
pain, she knew, but somebody with better manual dexterity—someone living—would have had to
perform surgery on the ghoul to achieve such a brutal reconfiguration.

“Two o’clock,” Leyla called. Sarah managed to turn away from the horror below her to see a new one
in front of her. The body of an undead man stood atop a dune a hundred meters from her position. His
skin had collapsed on his skeleton so that all she could see of his face was bone. At least he had hands,
though they were equally skeletonized. He wore a flapping and fluttering green robe, a little like a
burnoose, more like a medieval monk’s habit. He leaned on a heavy walking staff that was made of three
human femurs, fused end-to-end.

A lich. Not one of the mindless puppets Sarah had seen reaching for the helicopter but a lich, a real lich,
a dead man with an intact brain, as smart as any human and more than likely possessing powers
indistinguishable from magic. It was the greatest of the Tsarevich’s crimes that he not only destroyed the
living but he changed them, making them over in his own image. That he made new liches to be his
lieutenants.

Sarah had survived dozens of raids against the undead and hundreds of attacks by mindless ghouls. She
didn’t spook easily. She’d never seen a lich before though and the apparition chilled her right to her guts.

“Sarah, I gave you an order,” Ayaan said. She wasn’t looking at Sarah. She had her AK-47 up to her
eye and she was lining up a headshot. The green phantom was at range though and Sarah knew Ayaan’s
chances of a clean kill were slim.

The robed monster raised its free hand to point at the women before it. One bony finger stabbed out at
them across the sand. Sarah could feel dark energy streaming from it like light through broken clouds.
Rolling up over the dunes, bouncing, bounding for them on all fours a dark shape zipped across the sand.
Another came up behind its green master, launched itself at the women.

“Fall back,” Ayaan said. The women started, slowly, to come out of their battle postures. “Everyone fall
back.”

Sarah tried to move but was compelled to watch a third speeding shape jump over the dunes. A fourth,
a fifth, and a sixth came along in close order. One of them wore a motorcycle helmet with the visor
closed—she got half a look at it before it accelerated right for her.

A warm and yielding arm—with a hand on the end of it—scythed across her stomach and knocked her
off her feet. It was Fathia, Ayaan’s second in command. She picked up Sarah like a rucksack and bodily
flung her into the helicopter’s cargo space. Lying on her stomach Sarah looked out across the sand. She
saw the female soldiers running towards her, running towards the aircraft. The accelerated ghouls, moving
like time lapse movies of what they should be, were running faster.

“Get us out of here,” Fathia screamed at Osman. The pilot was already flipping switches on his control
panel. One of the speeding ghouls skidded to a stop not fifty meters away and looked right at the
helicopter. It saw them—Sarah could feel its attention, its desire.

One soldier, another jumped into the helicopter. Sarah watched three of the sped-up ghouls collide on
top of Leyla, their sharpened talons stabbing into her again and again like mechanical pistons. Her blood
spilled out on the sand and the smell of death brushed up against Sarah’s nose. There were others losing
their individual battles with the blurred monsters. Where was Ayaan? Sarah could hear her screaming but
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she couldn’t see her.

“Go now, go now, go now,” Fathia chanted, leaning out of the loading door, scanning the dune for the
women who hadn’t made it to the helicopter. Sarah found herself chanting the words too. The fast ghoul
was heading for them, galloping across the sand. If he got inside the helicopter it would take him only
moments to kill them all.

But where was Ayaan? Sarah couldn’t see her. She pushed her attention outward, as she’d been taught,
searching for any sign of the commander. There—she heard something.“Cantuug tan!”Ayaan’s voice.She
sounded distant, her words torn at by the desert wind. Had she surged forward to try to take down the
green phantom? Any further instructions she might have were lost in the noise of the rotors spinning up.
Before the fast ghoul could reach the Mi-8 Osman had it airborne and banking away.

Only half the crew seats were filled. It was just that kind of world. It had been for twelve years.

Chapter Four

The helicopter set down in the middle of the camp nearPort Said , five kilometers away from where
Ayaan had died. Osman put it down gently between its twin and the third, smaller aircraft that had
broken down a year before and was kept now only for spare parts. Sarah took the rifles from the
women who’d made it out and checked their safeties, then loaded them back into the weapons rack. As
the official mascot of Ayaan’s squad it fell on her to do all the heavy lifting, even though she lacked the
muscle mass of the soldiers. It was also her job to clean the blood out of the cargo bay with a hose and a
pump with a foot pedal but she couldn’t even fathom how she would do that. She couldn’t begin to think
of what she was going to do next. She jumped down from the helicopter’s deck and felt the hard heavy
lump of her weapon in her pocket. She took out the flat Makarov PM and released the magazine from
the grip and let the slide move forward until it locked in the open position. Checking to make sure there
was no round in the chamber she put the magazine in one pocket and the pistol in the other. She did all
this without the slightest thought, just as she’d done it hundreds of times before. Ayaan had taught her to
practice, to do it fast, to do it the same way every time. Ayaan...

Sarah had no idea what to do next.

Ayaan was gone. Dead—Ayaan was dead. She might be wandering out in the desert that very moment,
mindless, hungry, unfeeling. Or maybe the fast ghouls had devoured her entirely. Dead. Either way...
either way there was no one left to tell her what to do. She couldn’t remember another time like that. If
she thought back far enough she could remember her father’s shirt, the smell of his sweat as he held her
against his chest. She could remember him running, moving, she could remember her mother not being
with them anymore.

After that every memory she had revolved around Ayaan. She ran her hands over her cropped hair,
scratched at her scalp with her nails. She didn’t know what to do.
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“Hey, help me with this,” Osman said.

She wheeled around and saw him crouched down by the ruined fuel pod on the side of the aircraft. He
looked up at her with an expression of such concern and compassion that she wondered if it was actually
pity that he felt. Her cheeks burned and she moved quickly to help him disassemble the pod, unbolting it
from the airframe with a socket wrench. She caught the webbing between her thumb and index finger in
the rough metal and pain lanced up her arm. It cleared her mind out in a hurry.

“I’m hungry, do you want something? I have a can of stewed tomatoes I’ve been saving for a rainy day.”
Osman didn’t look at her this time, which was almost worse. “Listen, little girl, we’re alive, and that
counts for something, that’s an achievement in a world like this.” His arm slipped around her shoulders
and she started to shove him away, then relented. After a moment she turned into him, pressed her body
against his in an actual embrace. Osman had been in her life as long as she could remember. If Ayaan had
been like a big sister to her, Osman had been her uncle. It was good to smell the kif smoke that cured his
frayed jacket, good to feel his body heat. “We’ll get by,” he told her, “just as we always have. God and
his Prophet must not want us so badly if he let us live this long, right?”

She nodded and broke away from him. He went to get his tomatoes but as it worked out she didn’t
have a chance to share in his feast. An eight year old boy dressed in a pair of shorts and flip-flops came
running in, out of breath, to tell her Fathia wanted her up at the perimeter wire. She went right away.

The boy lead her through the open-air souk of the encampment, a close space of stalls lined with broken
cinderblocks where the elderly sorted through cans looking for signs of botulism or corruption. Alma, one
of the women from Ayaan’s unit, was washing her face in a pan full of sandy water from the communal
well as Sarah hurried by. She looked up and then looked away again as if to pretend she hadn’t seen
Sarah at all.

There was no time to figure out what that meant. Sarah hurried down a long “street” lined on both sides
with semi-permanent tent homes. At the far end she found Fathia under a moth-eaten awning, leaning
over a map of the surrounding territory. Other soldiers lay on the ground nearby in the shade of the
palisade wall, trying to get some rest.

The boy who had brought Sarah to the new commander crawled under the map table and dug his fingers
into the loose dirt. His eyes were very moist—had he been crying?

“I’m in command now, of course. I have some work to do before I can take the girls out again, though.
I’ve got to rebuild the unit with half the soldiers I used to have,” Fathia said, as if she wanted Sarah’s
input. Sarah knew she did not. “That’s alright, we’ll be faster. Smarter. I can’t see a use for you in that
structure so I’'m restricting you to camp duties,” Fathia said, rinsing her mouth out with non-potable water
and spitting on the ground. “I hope that will be acceptable.”

She shoved her hands in her pockets. “Actually... Ayaan always felt I should be out in the field, that that
was where my talent was really useful.” Sarah’s stomach rumbled with a bad presentiment. If she
couldn’t go out with the soldiers, her usefulness to Fathia would be distinctly curtailed. In the Egyptian
encampment one rule had always held: the most useful people ate first. Those who couldn’t do anything
valuable, those who were seen as dead weight, went hungry.

She looked again at the boy under the table. She could count his ribs, but his belly stuck out like a
swollen gourd. Had he been crying? It could help with the pangs of hunger. She remembered how it
helped. He would have earned a bite of jelly, maybe, for running Fathia's message. He probably begged
for the chance.
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Fathia clucked her tongue and Sarah looked back at the soldier hurriedly, embarrassed she had broken
eye contact even for a moment. “Hmm. Yes, Ayaan did say that. Of course,” Fathia said, “Ayaan is no
longer here to make those kind of decisions. I hope you won’t have trouble acceptingmy orders. I know
that obedience isn’t your strength.”

The only thing worse than being dead weight was being insubordinate. “No, ma’am, that’ll be no
problem. You’re the boss.”

“I suppose I am,” Fathia said, looking up in mock surprise. “Well, let’s put your... talent to some real
use. I need warm bodies to stand extra watch tonight. That mixed group of dead and living we saw could
be here as early as midnight. Let’s put those magic eyes to use.”

It meant staying up all night, mercilessly pinching her legs every time she started to nod off. It meant
being up in the wind and the sand and spitting out dust for days afterward. She didn’t complain. It meant
she wouldn’t be dead weight, at least not for that day.

If she didn’t get to sleep that night at least she wasn’t alone. As the sun sank over the western desert the
camp was lit up with oil lamps and sporadic electric lights. The fuel for both was precious and it was
never burnt just because someone had trouble sleeping. Both helicopters were kept on stand-by, Osman
and the other pilots being allowed to sleep in their cockpits, while armed soldiers patrolled the streets of
the encampment looking for anything out of order. They shouted gossip back and forth—nothings, empty
statements, assurances that all was as it should be. The need for that affirmation hung in the air like a
seagull flying into a breeze.

The camp wanted to know what happened next. Even those who could no longer lift a rifle or thrust a
bayonet had to know, had to get the news. Were they all about to die? Would they be overrun that
night? For twelve years each of them had somehow managed to stay alive while the darkness crowded
with monsters waiting to take them apart. They had survived even when they knew that so many others
had died, they had survived. They could only wait and ask themselves if this was the night that changed.
Up in her observation post, a bare platform of wooden planking high in a dead palm tree, Sarah could
only watch the horizon and wonder herself. Always before when she’d stood watch up in the air like that
she’d felt pretty safe. The dead didn’t climb trees and the occasional ghoul who tried to attack the camp
would never get through the palisade of barbed wire. Now they were facing living opponents armed with
rifles, however. She was a sitting duck up there, only the dark color of her hooded sweatshirt protecting
her from snipers. Maybe that was why Fathia wanted her up there. She knew that Fathia didn’t trust her
because of her ability to see the energy of the dead. She knew the soldiers spoke about her behind her
back, talked about how spooky she was. Now that Ayaan wasn’t around to protect her did they want to
put her in harm’s way, did they want to kill her off?

The thought kept her alert most of the night, though she never saw any sign of the marching army. She
got to the point of expecting them, of hoping they would come just to end her watch. They didn’t come.
The encampment must not have been their target. Just before dawn she dozed a little, her eyelids
fluttering up and down, her chin jerking spasmodically every time she nearly but not quite fell asleep.
Nothing had happened. Nothing was going to happen.

In that half-awake state her esoteric senses were at their strongest. She dreamed of the dark flicker of
energy beyond the wire before she saw it. When she saw it adrenaline blasted through her veins and she

nearly fell out of her perch.

It wasn’t an army. It was just one ghoul. Still, she reached for the whistle around her neck. The slaughter
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on the dunes had started with just one ghoul attacking her. Maybe there were more nearby. Maybe
hundreds of them. She couldn’t feel them, couldn’t sense their energy, but—

The single ghoul below her came to a lurching stop and looked up, right at her. It raised one hand to its
mouth, placed a rotting finger against its lips. Asking her for silence. Then, with its other hand, it
beckoned to her. Slowly, it turned around and headed back out into the darkness.

Shit,Sarah thought.

She had been summoned. She couldn’t imagine worse timing.

Chapter Five

Author's Note: Judging by the comments recently it appears a lot of readers are unfamiliar with just how
Sarah came to have her particular power. That story appeared in a "Teaser" I posted after the end of
MonsterIsland. It was pretty easy to miss, and I never really gave it much thought myself since
it wasn't supposed to be an official part of the story. I hope that clears up some confusion.
--David Wellington

Getting over the palisade wasn’t easy.

Ayaan had designed the wall to be impassible to hungry ghouls: two thicknesses of concertina wire
wrapped all the way around the camp, creating a dry moat three meters wide between them. Inside the
aisle between these two impediments the soldiers had dumped a jumble of broken concrete and rebar,
the rusted iron turned outward to impale careless intruders. There was no gate in the palisade
anywhere—you left the encampment the same way you came back, via helicopter, or you just stayed
put. A smart human could get through the mess eventually if he had a pair of very sturdy bolt cutters and
plenty of time. Even then he would leave obvious signs of his passage.

The first time Jack had come to her in Egypt Sarah had left him waiting in the desert for days while she
figured out how to escape without being detected. She couldn’t just ignore his call. He had taught her
how to see the energy of the dead, her one true talent. Without him she would have perished long before.
She couldn’t tell Ayaan about her comings and goings either so she’d had to be crafty. She had
volunteered for her current job of cleaning and fueling the helicopters. When the pilots weren’t looking
she had stolen one of the kevlar blankets they used to armor the interior cabins of the Mi-8s. Sarah had
stripped the heavy blanket of its inset metal plates and then draped the remaining kevlar over the wire,
then scrambled up and over her makeshift stile. It took impeccable timing to make sure she wasn't seen.

She had repeated the stunt many times since. Often enough to get away with it, even with the camp on
heightened alert. Once she was out on the open sand, though, she began to feel a very familiar fear.
Unprotected by Ayaan, unable to properly defend herself she would be easy prey for any wandering
ghoul who happened to smell her on the wind. Anyone else probably would have been eaten years ago.
Sarah’s special relationship with Jack was something she hesitated to count on but it kept her alive.

“Sarah,” he called to her, his voice low and sharp. She had been moving carefully up the slope of a dune
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that ran parallel to the wire and she dropped to hug the sand, terrified. “Sarah, hurry up. We don’t have
much time.”

He came to her as he always did, in the body of a dead man. It was never the same body twice but she
could tell it was him because intelligence clearly guided its actions. This one was white and was missing
the flesh from one side of its face. The body wore a blue jumpsuit with a striped blue-and-white shirt
underneath. It looked like a sailor. It had to have been one of the Tsarevich’s troops, she decided. Jack
leaned down and offered her his hands but she shook her head and got to her feet on her own. She
couldn’t afford to smell like death when she went back to the camp.

“Jack, I don’t know what you’re doing here but this is a really bad time,” she protested. “Fathia will
make my life hell if she finds out I'm missing.”

“Oh, will she now? She’ll make your life hell?” Jack’s borrowed eyes glinted in the first blue rays of
dawn. “You know a lot about hell, do you? You can’t know what hell is like, not when you still have skin
to keep you warm and bones to keep you standing upright.”

Sarah bit her lower lip. “I’m sorry,” she tried. “I didn’t mean—"

“I’m the one who taught you how to see, girl. 'm the one who made you special. When those bitches in
there thought you were too small and scrawny to waste their time on, [ was the one who gave you magic.
So if I call you out now you’d better come running.” He grabbed her face and stared into her eyes, his
fingers digging into her cheeks.

There had been a time when Jack was kind to her, when he had begged her to let him teach her his
secrets. He’d believed that was the only way he could earn eternal rest. He’d killed her father, he told
her, back in the other time, and he regretted it now, and he owed her a great debt. Once he began
teaching her he had grown impatient and sometimes cruel. Perhaps because he’d discovered that giving
her his gift wasn’t enough to buy his peace. There was something else he had to accomplish first but it
eluded him. Now typically when he came to her it was because he wanted something from her. He’d
taken quite a bit already. Every three or four months she could count on him to wander back into her life
and want something new. Information, usually, or just gossip. Sometime he had entire shopping lists of
supplies he needed for purposes he chose never to reveal. She would steal what he wanted and leave it
buried in the desert for him. So far she hadn’t been caught.

“Are you still the girl I made my pupil?”” he asked, loosening his grip on her face. The skin was soft but
so cold where it dug into her. She nodded against his hand. “Now follow me, then, and keep quiet. I
want you to meet a friend.”

He lead her down the back of a dune and into the relative shelter of an old wadi that emptied into a
narrow ravine, not a word passing between them as they moved like cats in the darkness. At the back of
the defile he snapped on a chemical light—something Sarah hadn’t seen in years. She’d thought the
military issue blue glowsticks were part of the past she would need to learn to forget. In the dim
illumination Jack took a carved piece of stone in the shape of a scarab out of his uniform and laid it on the
bare rock between their feet. “He’ll come now, if we’re respectful.”

“Who?” Sarah asked. “Who, will come, Jack? The Tsarevich?”

The glance he shot her was colder than the desert at night. “This is an old place.” As usual he failed to
tell her anything of substance. He expected her to just get what he meant. His lessons were difficult at
best and sometimes completely unfair. “It has its protectors. They’re dead but they’re clean dead.
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There’s a reason why Ayaan picked this spot to settle down in, even if she didn't know it outright she
could sense it.”

“Ayaan,” Sarah moaned. Of course Jack wouldn’t know what had happened.

She didn’t know that she wanted to fill him in. The hurt was still too real and too personal. She didn’t
have a chance. A moving shadow appeared at the mouth of the canyon, outlined by darkness in the
dawning gap between its walls. Others appeared behind it.

The shadows stepped up against the starlight, silhouettes out of a dread older than any words she knew.
The first figure stepped down onto the slickrock and came into their light, moving slowly on legs that
didn’t work quite right. Sarah knew that gait all too well. Its face was obscured behind a flat plaster mask
on which was painted a face with large soulful eyes and a full and sensuous mouth. The painting was in a
style that made her think of mosaics in ancient Roman ruins. Below the plaster its throat and chest were
wrapped tight in rotting linen bandages. Lengths of cloth dangled from its free arms and looped around its
knees and calves.

A mummy. It bent and picked up the scarab carving in both of its clumsy, broken-looking hands. It held
the scarab close to its chest.

“This 1s Ptolemaeus Canopus,” Jack said. “You can call him Ptolemy—he likes it when you do. He
doesn’t talk so much for himself but he was pretty much something back in the mists of history. Now he’s
sort of head man of the stinky bandage brigade. I owe him a sizeable favor and now he has a sort of
problem. A couple of hours ago the Tsarevich,” and Jack spat on the ground as he spoke the name,
“stole about fifty of his buddies. Just kidnapped them right off the face of the earth. He wants them back
and he needs your help.”

“My help? You mean, the help of our soldiers?”” Sarah asked, incredulous. She’d heard stories of
mummies before but never met one. Mummies had saved Ayaan and her unit from certain death when
they’d fought Gary, half a world and all of time away. They were supposed to be ridiculously strong but
emotionally damaged. Sarah had always been advised to stay away from them. Ayaan had advised that.
“Listen, Jack, the Tsarevich pretty much outclasses us and anyway the unit, well, there’s not much of it
left, not since Ayaan died.” There. She had let it out.

“What was that, girl?”” Jack asked her. He looked more surprised than sorrowful, even though in life he
and Ayaan had possessed a powerful mutual respect.

“Ayaan, she’s... she’s dead.” It felt almost good to say it aloud. It made it more real but it also made it
easier to cope with, somehow. “She was killed by the Tsarevich’s troops yesterday.”

“She bloody well was not,” Jack swore. “They took her alive, right before they grabbed up Ptolemy’s
folk.”

Sarah could only gape at him.
“I thought you knew,” he said.

The mummy massaged his stone scarab like a pet.
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Chapter Six

They put her in a cage, a box almost perfectly sized to fit a human being. It was all quite efficient. The
cage was a meter and a half wide, a meter tall, and two meters long. It gave her enough room to shift
around in but not enough to sit up. They put a thin blanket under her and loaded her into a truck full of
identical cages. The cages fit together perfectly, modular containers for human beings. They closed the
door of the truck and left the prisoners in darkness. A very little light came in under the bottom of the
truck’s door. In that little illumination Ayaan could tilt her head around carefully and see her neighbors on
three sides. They kept their faces pressed into their blankets, their arms wrapped around their heads. The
one on her left, a boy of maybe seventeen, was bleeding pretty badly from a gash in his chest. His ragged
breathing echoed inside the steel cell of the truck like wind coming through a narrow cave.

When the truck moved the cages rattled against each other, clanged against the walls of the cab,
vibrated crazily. Ayaan grasped the bars of her cage to keep herself from sliding around. The injured boy
lacked the strength to do the same and he moaned pitiably every time the truck cab swayed or jounced
or turned and he slid up hard against the limits of his cage, bruising his already injured flesh.

The enclosed air quickly took on the stench of unwashed bodies and shit—there were no sanitary
facilities available in the cages. Ayaan needed to urinate a little herself but she swore she would wait and
deny the Tsarevich that small indignity against her person.

She lacked the ability to tell time in the enclosed hell. Alone with her thoughts she could only measure the
duration of her captivity in how much her anger had cooled and how badly she was failing her obligations.
Of those there were many to think on. She had her unit to think of—the entire encampment, frankly,
depended on her leadership. They would not have survived so long without her. She owed them her
strength. She had a larger obligation to fight thekhasiis , the liches—that was a duty she had accepted the
day she shotGary but forgot to make sure he was actually dead. The consequences of that careless
moment had been paid for by others beside herself. She owed their ghosts a lifetime of service.

Now she had new ghosts, too. Mariam and Leyla were dead, half a dozen more of her soldiers were
slaughtered by the fast ghouls in the desert. She owed them vengeance, assuming she ever got the
opportunity.

Perhaps more painfully she was letting Sarah down. Dekalb, Sarah’s father, had saved Ayaan’s life
many times. He had gone so far to refuse to let her martyr herself when it would have achieved nothing.
In his final moments he had begged her to look after his daughter. Ayaan always had... until she let
herself be captured by a strange new kind of ghoul.

As much as she tried to torture herself with thoughts of Sarah alone and defenseless out in the desert
boredom eventually trumped guilt. Thirst and hunger helped as well. The pressure on her bladder built
and refused to go away and the darkness settled on her like a heavy weight on her stomach. She was
used to being able to see things. She needed to see things so that she could shoot them. With no gun and
no light she was out of her element.

She had completely stopped trying to measure time when the boy started to rattle deep in his throat.
She’d heard the sound before and she didn’t like what it boded. “Hey—are you alright?”” Ayaan asked
him. “Hey. Hey!”

He turned with a horrible slowness. Not an unwillingness to talk to her—he appeared quite grateful for
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the human contact. No, he was moving so slowly because human time was behind him. He moved at the
rate of the eternity he was about to join. He looked at her and uttered something in a language she didn’t
know. His eyes were wild, uncontrolled, and sweat sheened his face.

“I don’t understand,” Ayaan said. She tried the languages she had—Somali, Arabic, English, her
smatterings of Italian and Russian. None of them got an intelligible response.

“He says he’s hungry,” a woman’s voice said, speaking Arabic. It came from the cage atop hers. She
couldn’t see who it belonged to—the woman up there was hidden by her own blanket. “It’s Turkish,” the
woman said, answer Ayaan’s next question. “Turkish, we’re from Turkiye. Where did they... get you?”

“Egypt,” Ayaan answered. “He sounds like he might—*

The woman clearly didn’t want to hear it. “Egypt, they drag us that far? I don’t know where they’ll go
next with us. They take us out into the light once a day, give us a mouthful of rice to eat. [ don’t know
who they are, though a body hears tales, of course.”

“Listen,” Ayaan said, “this child—he’s not going to make it.” His rattling had grown into a sustained
droning croak. He was dying, there was no better way to say it. “We have to let them know, they have
to take him out of here.”

“They won’t,” an old man coughed from somewhere near. Ayaan got a sense of the bodies around her
as if they were hovering in empty space with no bars between them, bodies lined up perfectly in
meter-and-a-half wide rows, stacked a meter above and below, extending into infinity. She fought the
sudden vertigo.

The boy spasmed, his forearms clanging against the bars of his cage. His legs jerked and the smell of
fresh excrement blossomed in the darkness.

“They have to, when he says he’s hungry—that’s one of the signs, maybe you’ve never seen it before,
but—*

“Everyone’s seen it.” The old man again. “We’ve all seen it too many times. They like it, this bunch.
They like for us all to be dead, it’s holy to them. They rejoice when one dies. Now you be quiet. When
you talk, it makes the time drag.”

“But he’s going to change! He’s going to change and we’ll be trapped in here with him!” Ayaan was
panicking. She fought to control herself. This was not how a soldier acted. Slowly, with a real effort of
will, she turned her face to the side, to look at the boy.

A ghoul stared back.

Ayaan grunted and shoved herself backward, away from him. The dead boy reached for her, his fingers
jammed between the bars, his nails pale in the bruised flesh. His face swam towards her in the darkness,
his teeth chewing at the metal, his eyes perfectly dead. It was the first time in years she’d actually looked
into the face of a ghoul. She had forgotten how they changed, how the animation left the features. The
skin went slack. Like a mask it hung on the skull—there was no mistaking an animate corpse for a living
human being.

The face slammed against the bars hard enough to crack bone. Ayaan let out another grunt. The fingers
kept striving, pushing through the bars. A broken hand burst through, reached for her—couldn’t quite get
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her. She crammed herself into a corner of her cage, as tight as she could. The hand moved around inside
her cage like it had no bones, like a tentacle reaching for her soft flesh.

Fear touched her, if the boy couldn’t. She was far enough back from the bars to be safe—the dead
weren’t particularly strong, though they could push their bodies far harder than the living could bear. The
boy couldn’t get through the bars. She was safe, as long as she could hold herself up against the far side
of her cage. As long as her arms didn’t get tired. As long as she didn’t collapse. If those fingers ever
touched her, she knew, the nails would sink into her flesh. The teeth would get her, somehow, through
the cage. If he so much as scratched her, broke her skin, infection was almost inevitable. Infection and
death. She was safe, until she wasn’t anymore.

She managed, somehow, to hold on until the truck stopped and burning light washed over them and they
were pulled out of their cages. Their captors took the dead boy away and slammed his empty cage back
into the grid of bodies. Finally Ayaan could relax, let herself fall against the hard bars. Her arms ached
and complained. Her body felt wasted, wrung out. Her mind raced faster than ever.

By the time they reached their destination Ayaan had at least one thing figured out. There was no way to
meet her obligation to Sarah if she was dead. If she died in captivity the Tsarevich would use her, would
make her one of his soldiers. If she wanted to help Sarah she was going to have to stay alive. No matter
what it took.

Chapter Seven

Of course, Jack said, Sarah would want to rescue Ayaan. Along the way Sarah could liberate Ptolemy’s
captive mummies. Simple.

Hardly,she thought as she clambered over the razor wire and back into the camp. There was nothing
simple in the proposition.

For one thing Ayaan herself would hate it. Her policy had always been that those who fell behind were
left behind. There were no exceptions, could be no exceptions, because exceptions endangered other
people. Ayaan would expect no special treatment.

Then there was Fathia's wrath to consider.

Ayaan had saved Sarah's life a thousand times, though, often putting herself in risk to do it. And the
thought of one of the greatest warriors ever to fight the dead ending up as food for ghouls--or worse,
becoming a ghoul herself--was untenable.

Sarah knew she would have to at least make the effort to save Ayaan, but she also knew she couldn’t
do it alone.

Dawn was dragging blood-stained fingers across the eastern hills as she slipped into the helicopter pool
and found Osman sleeping in his hammock. She only had a few minutes to pull off one of the stupidest
plans she’d ever imagined. Trying to be gentle she put a hand over the old man’s mouth and pinched his
nose. He awoke in a panic, his eyes rolling wildly as he tried to figure out what was happening. When he
saw Sarah the look on his face downgraded to one of wary confusion.
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“Ayaan is alive,” she said. “If we go right now we can still rescue her.” She told Osman
everything—even the secret she’d kept for so many years.

“Jack? The American soldier? He's a ghost now and he talks to you? That doesn’t make any sense.”

Sarah shrugged. “He killed my father. He’s been trying to make up for that. Listen, we don’t have time
to argue. The camp is going to wake up soon. If they find out what we’re up to—*

Osman barked a small laugh. “You’re assuming I’ll go along with this lunacy. In the old time I would
accuse you of doing drugs. Now I just wish you would share. Listen, girl, Ayaan has done well by me.
She has saved my skin many, many times. But she knew a bad proposition when she heard it. The
second we leave, Fathia will brand us traitors. She would never let us come back.”

“If we have Ayaan with us when we return it won’t matter what Fathia says.”
Osman accepted that with a gesture of both hands. He wasn’t fully convinced, though. “Jack?”

“You need to get past that. It’s Jack. He’s given me enough information to make a plan, and I trust him.
He’s also arranged some help for us.” In the end she had to fall back on the near terror most people felt
when they knew about her power. “Come on, Osman. You say Ayaan has done well by you. Haven’t 1?
You’ve seen my power. It has gotten you out of scrapes, you know it’s real. Why are you doubting me
now?”

Together they fueled up the better of the two Mi-8s. Working in the half light they unbolted the external
fuel pods from the carcass of the third helicopter and mounted them in the Mi-8’s cargo area. They tried
to stay quiet but there was no way to silence the noise of the aircraft’s engine starting up. Its pulsing roar
would wake the entire camp.

“Straight up,” Sarah shouted as Osman lifted the vehicle from its pad, barely waiting for the rotor to spin
up to speed. “Get out of rifle range, hurry!”

She had known what would happen when they were discovered, and she had not been wrong. Women
came running out of tents half-dressed, rifles in their arms. They would have slept with their weapons,
waiting for some sign of the Tsarevich’s army. When they saw that it was one of their own vehicles taking
off most of them lowered their weapons but one or two lined up shots and started firing.

“This is Fathia!” the helicopter’s radio squealed. “I do not understand what madness has taken you, but
if you do not put down this minute—*

Sarah switched off the radio. The content of the threat didn’t matter—they already knew they were in
trouble.

Once they were past rifle range the next threat came from the other helicopter. Though the weapons that
came with the aircraft were long ago used up another pilot could follow them to their destination and then
just shoot them there. Sarah rushed back into the cargo area and stared down at the airfield they’d just
abandoned. She positively willed the other helicopter to stay on the ground. This was the one great
weakness of her plan, this first desperate flight. It could all be over then and there.

Then she saw what she most feared. “They’re powering up the other copter,” she shouted into her
headset. “Osman, we have a major problem.”
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“With a minor solution. The next time I do something stupid, Sarah, please keep this in mind.”

Sarah didn’t understand—until she saw puffs of fire blast from the dual turbines on top of the grounded
helicopter. “You sabotaged it!”

“I disconnected a fuel line. It will take them but a moment to repair the damage, but it may take most of
the day to find it.”

Sarah wanted to rush forward and hug him. You didn’t embrace the pilot of a military helicopter in
mid-flight, though. “We’re safe,” she trumpeted, and he snorted one of his sarcastic laughs.

“Safe to fly into certain death, yes,” he chortled. “Alright, commander. Where to first?”’
“Nekropolis,” she told him.
“Never heard of it.”

She hadn’t either. “There’s a good reason for that. Head northeast, toward the sea. We’re looking for a
salt pan just this side of the canal. It’s surrounded on most sides by slickrock.”

They found it with relative ease. From the air the salt pan looked like a sheet of ice in the middle of the
desert. Osman set down on the solid rock just off the edge of the pan—such features were notorious for
their poor stability—and together they jumped out, their nerves still buzzing with adrenaline. “This is
where we pick up our reinforcements?”” Osman asked.

Sarah could understand his skepticism. On the far side of the pan a city had been constructed but it was
like no city either of them had ever seen. Its main feature was a massive slab-walled temple set into the
rocky cliffs, a structure of thick columns crowned with carved lotus blossoms and huge, thin statues of
serene-faced men. On either side of the temple entrance stood a sphinx, one with the face of a pharaoh,
the other with the head of an ancient Roman woman. Nearby stood both a pyramid and a mastaba.
There were ruins like this all over Egypt—they had both seen dozens—but none so eclectic. Nor any so
new. Precarious scaffolding covered the pyramid. Across the pan they could see tiny figures moving up
and down on the scaffolding, some carrying blocks of sandstone on their backs that must have weighed
half a ton. Osman glared at her. “I’m not going to like this,” he said.

“No.” She lead him across the pan, their feet breaking the crust of salt that rimed its surface and made it
glisten from the air. From the ground it just looked white, a featureless white that caught the glare of the
sun and made Sarah feel as if she were moving through pure light. As she climbed the steps to the temple
she saw the darkness inside its square entrance and wondered how nice it would be to go in there where
it would be cool and the air wouldn’t burn her lungs. She didn’t get the chance to find out. Ptolemaeus
Canopus emerged first, his painted face bobbing toward her from the shadows. Other mummies followed
him. One looked a hundred times as old and her wrappings were badly tattered but gold glistened from
underneath here and there. Another wore a wooden mask in the shape of a ram’s head painted red and
green and white.

As Ptolemy stepped down to meet her there was a great silent commotion on the pyramid. The work
there stopped and the mummies who were building the giant tomb fell to their knees with their arms in the
air. Jack had mentioned that Ptolemy had been an important man in his day—just what had he been,
Sarah wondered, to evince such respect?
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He came closer and Osman stepped backwards, down the steps. Sarah held her ground. Ptolemy came
close enough to touch her, close enough that she could smell him: cinnamon and nutmeg with an
undernote of road tar. The ram-headed mummy held something out to her and she took it—a scarab
carved out of soapstone. The same one she’d seen Jack give to Ptolemy the night before.

“Thank you,” she said, uncertain of protocol, but then she shricked and nearly dropped the thing. It had
come alive in her hand—she could feel it squirming and buzzing. She managed not to let go somehow and
when she looked down she saw it hadn’t changed at all. It was energy, pure life energy neither light nor
dark that was pulsing against her skin.

scarab this is heart this is my scarab my heart scarabit said to her, the words piling up and resonating off
each other, looping around and around in her head until dizziness swept over her. She could feel the
words instead of hearing them—they raced up her arms to her throat and she felt them there as if she’d
said them herself.you only heart scarab you only can hear you only you can scarab hear me. This
chosen is why hear you heart were chosen.

The female mummy, the ancient one, pressed her body against Ptolemy. Her hands clutched at him and
her linen-wrapped face buried itself in the crook of his neck.

wife my alone this is my wife alone she will gone rule in my place she will be alone when rule i am gone,
Ptolemy told Sarah. Sarah just looked away and cleared her throat. He let the female nuzzle him a
moment longer then stepped forward, closer to Sarah.

you family have no mate do family you have family

“Just... just the woman I’m looking to rescue,” Sarah told him.

those alike 1 seek triumph are my family together we are seek alike we will triumph together

“Yeah,” she said, when the vibrations from the scarab had calmed down, “great.” She cocked one
thumb over her shoulder at the helicopter. Should we get started?”

Osman grabbed her arm after the mummy had walked past. "They are very, very strong," he said. There
was something in his eyes. A basic mistrust. "And they are not human. You know what that means."

Sarah was pretty sure that she did.

Chapter Eight

Light spilled across Ayaan’s sweaty body like scalding water and she convulsed away from it, pulling her
blanket into a tight embrace that covered her eyes. Shouted words reached her but she refused to move,
even when her cage was yanked out of the back of the truck and thrown rudely into the mud.

It had been at least three days since she’d been taken captive. It could have been much longer—she had
trouble remembering how many stops they’d made. In her weakened state she couldn’t seem to keep
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anything straight in her head. She was relatively certain at some point the truck had been put on a boat:
the jouncing and pitching of the road had turned into the rolling and yawing of waves. Beyond that she
had no idea where she was.

Underfed, unbathed, battered by the bars of her cage and severely dehydrated she was totally
unprepared when a living man came by and unlocked the top of her cage, sliding it back and beckoning
to her to get up and out. She pulled down the blanket and looked at him. Thin, beardless, white, maybe
half her age. He had the same carved, emaciated features and the dull unassuming eyes of the Belorussian
soldier Ayaan had known a lifetime before, a weapons instructor paid to teach her the basics of the
AK-47 when she was ten and there were no ghosts yet. “Where am 1?” she asked in her paltry Russian.

“Our place here, is on Cyprus. You speak tongue of Russia? Is good. Come now, come, you will be not
harmed,” he told her. “Come.” He smiled broadly.

She got up slowly, kneeling on the soft ground, letting her eyes adjust to the light.

“This is enough. Take time, yes? Take time and grow accustomed.” He smiled at her again a sad,
knowing smile this time that told her he understood what she was going through, that he was so very
sorry she had been cooped up in that cage but her suffering was over. The smile said she could trust him.

She wished she had a rock so she could knock that smile off of his mouth. She knew exactly what he
was up to. The long ride in the truck should have broken her resistance. Any shred of human kindness
now would be so welcome to her she would latch on to it like a babe at the teat, desperate for warmth
and acceptance. It was a classic interrogation technique. She thought about spitting in his eye but thought
better of it. He might give her something to eat or some clean water if she played along.

It occurred to her, though it changed nothing, that he didn’t care if she believed. Her playing along with
his game was all he really wanted. It was a game. If she followed the rules she could feel however she
wanted about it.

“I am Vassily. Please to come, I will show you way.” He took her hand and lead her on unsteady legs
through a gate in a big cyclone fence. Beyond lay a petroleum cracking plant lit up like... like... like cities
used to be, full of burning light even in the day time just like cities were in the before, in the days when the
dead stayed dead. It was one of the most beautiful things Ayaan had ever seen.

She looked back at the truck that had brought her there. The unloading was going smoothly. Each of the
prisoners was met by their own guide—the Turks she had spoken with looked scared but unwilling to
fight. She wasn’t surprised. Another truck rolled up and its gate opened and she expected to see more
cages. Instead dead bodies flopped out of it, rubbery and grey. The ghouls staggered away from their
conveyance, streams of them headed right for her. Ayaan pulled her arms in, covered her face but the
dead walked right past her. They didn’t even glance at her.

“Is okay,” Vassily told her, taking her arm. “Here, we live community with our ancestors. One big
family.”

Ayaan watched in horror as the rotting corpses tottered past her. Their limbs and faces were streaked
with decay, their eyes cloudy—she knew that look, knew what dead bodies looked like. She hadn’t seen
them so focused, though, so determined, not for a long time, not since... not since she had fought Gary in
New York. Puppets, she told herself, they were puppets. Nothing to fear.

They spread out across the fenced-in zone of the refinery, splitting into lines that lead to narrow pits dug
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in the ground capped with stone igloos. The pits must have gone deep—dozens of ruined bodies
disappeared into each of the igloos. They must be underground storage units for the dead, who needed
neither light nor air nor elbow room. Mass graves as high-density housing.

“You don’t need to look, if you don’t want.” Vassily’s face had grown a little stern. Ayaan flashed him a
very fake smile—all she could manage—and followed him deeper into the refinery’s grounds.

Between and among the big towers of the plant living people moved freely, smiling at one another,
waving at those they knew, stopping for a bit of conversation. From the shining catwalks that connected
the spires they hung hammaocks and clothes lines and even suspended entire houses made of woven rope.
Light and open fires were everywhere and the smell of roasting meat filled the air, made Ayaan’s stomach
curdle. She thought she might throw up, she was so hungry.

“Is good here,” Vassily told her, and she didn’t doubt it. As long as you didn’t mind living in community
with the dead. A girl no older than five or six handed Ayaan a slice of bread smeared with honey and
whirled away, giggling. Boys lined up along the path to watch her go by. She ate the bread without
thinking about it, much. It could be drugged—the bright faces, the shining eyes all around her could have
come out of a pill bottle, certainly—but she needed sustenance too much to throw the bread away. It
was delicious.

Vassily lead her inwards. They passed a wooden building, a long, low shed with no windows where a
pair of ghouls with no hands—just spikes at the ends of their arms—stood guard. They had been so fast
in the desert but here they stood like statues, perfectly still. She caught a glimpse of a green robe inside
the door but couldn’t make out any details. She tried to ask a question but her guide steered her down a
side street. “Is nothing,” he said, only a hint of gravel in his voice.

The towers of the plant divided the makeshift town into natural quarters surrounding a central souk or
amphitheater. Vassily lead her deep into the body of the place, through noisy zones where men practiced
at a rifle range and past an open-air nursery where mothers played with fat little babies. In a pen formed
mostly of pipes as thick as Ayaan’s arm livestock—pigs, mostly, but a couple of shaggy-maned cows,
too—grazed desultorily at a trough full of scraps. Scraps that the soldiers in Ayaan’s encampment
outside of Port Said would have considered a banquet.

“He has farms, and she makes crops to grow,” Vassily whispered, “corn and wheat and rye. Are fruit
trees, so many. You like apples? If you don’t, we grow oranges!” he laughed, and she couldn’t help but
smile at the idea of such luxury.

He lead her deeper into a more shadowy, more quiet region under a vast collection of cracking towers
where the lights burning on the pipes bathed the narrow streets with a blue and white lambence.
Mushrooms grew underfoot, thick and heavy enough to trip on. Puffballs exploded all around her, their
dusty spores staining her pant cuffs. A wooden construction, more like a tiny medieval fort than a house,
stood at the end of the road, blocking further progress. Its windows were narrow slits—perfect for firing
weapons out of while protecting those within. A parapet lined its roof, a place where a squad of rifles
could dominate the entire street, turn it into a killzone. Ayaan wondered why she’d been brought there.

A curtain flicked open in one of the doors of the place and a woman stepped out into the street. She
would have been beautiful, a collection of long angular limbs, high breasts, perfectly chiseled features.
Someone had hurt her badly, though. Her skin was covered everywhere with identical thin red scars that
disappeared down her cleavage and into the back of her halter top. They showed on her finely-turned
legs and her muscular arms, even her face, even the curve of her shaved head was covered in the tiny
cuts. Her body was a map of torture—prolonged, methodical, unkind. Her eyes showed a deep, cold
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intelligence that refused to let Ayaan see her as a victim, though. With a bad shudder Ayaan realized what
that stare meant. The injured woman wanted Ayaan to know that it had been her decision, that she had
chosen to be cut to ribbons.

“Vasya,” she said, “this is her from Egypt,da? Which Semyon lurevich said was coming.”

“Konyechno,”Vassily said, nodding eagerly. He was staring at the scarred woman as if he’d never seen
a living female before. With disgust Ayaan saw real lust in his eyes. “He said to bring her.”

The scarred woman nodded. “This far, no farther. Our Lord sees her even now, is close enough.”

“Do you want me to do a little pirouette, so you can see my backside too?”” Ayaan asked, surprising
them all.

The scarred woman stepped closer. She smelled of expensive moisturizers and lotions. She had
diamonds in her ear lobes. “They say you killed one Americankoschei .” The Russian word for “lich”.
“They say you’re assassin, best one with a rifle.”

Damn. The one thing Ayaan had been counting on was anonymity. She hadn’t personally killed Gary but
she’d been part of his death. If the Tsarevich knew about that... well, he would keep her under close
observation. He wasn’t stupid.

“Take her to showplace, with others,” the scarred woman said, dismissing Vassily. The young man took
Ayaan’s arm and she let him guide her away. At least she’d learned something. They didn’t want people
getting past the mushroom-lined street. The fortification there spoke volumes. There had to be something
behind it, behind the scarred woman. Ayaan figured that must be where the Tsarevich lived. She filed the
fact away for future use.

Chapter Eight

Lined up in rows the prisoners filed into the small amphitheater at the center of the refinery and plunked
themselves down on the hard ground. The prisoners were seated in the round, leaving only a narrow aisle
down to an impromptu stage. There were no seats or benches, just a conical depression with a wide
metal drain in its center. An enamel bath tub stood near the drain, full of what looked like clean water,
clearly part of the pageant about to unfurl. Would the Tsarevich come out and baptise each of them,
maybe wash their feet?

Ayaan scanned the faces of her fellow captives, looking for something—not anger, no, it was the wrong
time for that. She was looking for intelligence, resolve, will. She was looking for people who could help
her escape. As she studied the middle-aged women and young boys and old men and veteran soldiers
with poorly-treated wounds she found little to inspire her. Most of the gathered people looked a little
scared, a lot confused, with maybe a trace of hope dashed in for measure.

It was that last, the hope, that made her despair. It looked like the others had been treated to the same
act she got—the kindly guide leading them on a tour of what must look like a paradise on earth. To many
of these people the idea of a safe place where the dead were kept at bay and where there was a little
something to eat had long ago faded from possibility. They had been hiding, hiding for years in fallout
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shelters or hardened public buildings, eating when and what they could, resorting to whatever it took to
stay alive—Ayaan knew that many of them could tell her what human flesh tasted like. They had been
cold and hungry and alone for over a decade. When the Tsarevich’s troops dug them up out of their
holes it must have felt like inevitable doom descending. What little fight or spark of anger left to them had
been shaken out on the long, horrible journey in the cages. Now they were brought to this safe, clean
place and told lies about apple trees. Their brains no longer knew how to process bullshit.

In other words the Tsarevich had them right where he wanted them. The show he provided was a
master stroke and even Ayaan had to admit its brilliance.

There were no light displays, no music. Just a man shuftling down the aisle, his body wrapped in a
shapeless burlap robe. He moved slowly, deliberately, and Ayaan wondered what was wrong with him.
He took his time and showed no response to the inquisitive calls of the audience. When he reached the
center and stepped onto the drain every eye was focused on him though no word had yet been spoken.

After a pregnant pause the man lifted shaking hands to his head and twitched back the cowl that had
obscured his features. The audience screamed or gasped or recoiled in horror—it was a ghoul standing
before them. The flesh of his face had been eaten away, either literally or just eroded by time. His
eyeballs were huge and staring, his nose nothing more than a dark cavity in the middle of his head. His
cracked yellow teeth curved into something approaching a smile. And then he began to cough. Long,
painful paroxysms as air flooded into his motionless lungs. When it came back out of him it sounded like
words.

This dead man could talk.

“My... name is... Kolya...” he creaked. His eyes rolled around the audience, trying to make eye contact.
They were very blue. “Kolenka,” he stuttered out, “Kolenka Timofeovich Lavachenko. I was... mechanic
for... agriculture implementation... in Ukraine farms... I repair and oil combines and, and tractors... now I
serve him... in life eternal. Is real.”

A puppet. Ayaan knew that the dead man wasn’t speaking of his own volition, that the Tsarevich had to
be somewhere nearby, controlling this corpse, pushing air down its throat, plucking its vocal cords like
the strings of a guitar. Gary had done something similar years prior. He’d made a crowd of dead people
speak with one voice, one outpouring of hatred. She frowned, thinking this was in very poor taste, and
looked around the audience again.

They were enrapt. Leaning forward, propping their faces in their hands, their eyes were wide. Some of
their mouths had fallen open.

“Soul is... still in body, after our death. Is remains. As you can... see.”

A woman wearing a headcloth and a peasant dress broke down in tears, the scant moisture running
down the canyons of her wrinkled face. A boy near her covered his mouth with one hand and looked
around. When his eyes met Ayaan’s she read there what was going on.

Hope. The bastard Tsarevich had given them all just a little bit of hope. Enough that they could let
themselves believe. He was offering them a solution to the central problem of the age, and they, by the
looks of them, were seriously considering buying in.

“Ilive... forever... I feel no pain. You see this, is real. You serve... him too and reward... is yours. For
everlasting. You will see.” The dead man raised his bony arms to beckon to them, to beg them to come
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into the fold. To live forever with no pain.
“Blasphemy!”

Ayaan spun around and saw one of the prisoners had risen to his feet. A big Turkish man with a mole on
his chin and a mustache so thick and bristly it looked like he’d glued horse hair to his face. He had a tiny
book in his hand, a leather-bound book with gilt edges that had to be a Koran. “Blasphemy!” he
shrieked again. He was speaking broken Russian, just like the animated corpse. “God made man in his
image, this is to mock the Creator!”

A pair of living men carrying rifles came running down the aisle and grabbed at the Turk, hitting him
savagely in the face. They couldn’t stop him from shouting even as they dragged him down toward the
stage, toward the bath tub standing near the drain.

““Allah is the Guardian, and He gives life to the dead, and He has power over all things!” Allah! Not this
imposter wizard!”

He ducked under the arm of one of the guards, still shouting chapter and verse, and shoved the dead
man across the stage. The ghoul didn’t even look confused, he just stood there with his arms out and
open wide.

“Here, listen, all of you, to the word of the Prophet: ... Most certainly I will bid them so that they shall
alter Allah's creation; and whoever takes the Shaitan for a guardian rather than Allah he indeed shall
suffer a manifest loss!”

The guards seized the Turk again, each of them getting an arm and dragging them behind his back. The
Koran fell to the drain, its pages askew. Without any preamble the guards frog-marched the Turk over to
the bath tub and shoved his face down into the clear water.

Ayaan hugged herself. If she protested or rebelled now she knew she would simply join him down there
where foaming water was already slopping into the drain. The Turk kicked wildly and fought his captors
but he couldn’t breathe water like a fish. His spasmodic movements grew disorganized, then weak, then
stopped altogether. Ayaan saw the efficiency in this method of execution. The Turk’s body was
preserved largely intact with no bullet holes or broken bones. The guards released him once he stopped
writhing and slowly, painfully, he got to his feet. His eyes were bloodshot and water streamed from his
mustache, slicked it down across his mouth.

There was silence in the amphitheater as he looked down, studied his hands. As his body shuddered and
water fell from him. He didn’t move for a very long time.

He stepped forward, clearly dead, and looked out across the crowd, making eye contact. He opened
his mouth and vomited out a great quantity of water into the drain. Then, choking on the words just a
little, he began to speak.

“I am called Emre Destan. I... was a baker... in Turkiye, in Tarsus. Now I... I serve the Tsarevich. I
serve him in eternal life.”

Ayaan looked at the spectators again but to her surprise she saw there was no change. They still wanted
to believe—they still did believe. The bath tub, the sudden execution, hadn’t changed their minds at all.
Why would it? That was the way their world worked. But here there was more, a suggestion, a promise
that they could live, that they could survive in their own bodies. That they could meet this new world in
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their old flesh and still be spared.

The first ghoul, the Ukrainian, smiled warmly for the audience. “Is real... you see,” he said again, and
again.

Chapter ten

“Was no accident, of course. We target you. You’re quite celebrity famous in some circles.” The
scarred woman palmed the wheel and threw the Hummer H-2 into second gear to get up a rugged hill.
“We were in neighborhood anyway.” The Tsarevich had all the gasoline he could ever want. No one else
was using it.

In the passenger seat Ayaan grabbed a handhold mounted above the glove compartment and tried not to
bounce around too violently as the big vehicle rumbled up a goat track. She still wasn’t sure what was
going on. She had been sleeping in a hammock in a part of the refinery reserved for new recruits when
the scarred woman had woken her by calling her name. Dawn hadn’t broken when they left the
compound to head up into the dusty hills. “Do you have a name, or is that part of the big mystery?”
Ayaan asked.

“They call me Cicatrix. [ am very close with Tsarevich. I could be good friend to you, do you
understand? Us two ladies, we could be friends. Or maybe you want to kill me, hmm? Maybe [ will
always be enemy to you, well, that is okay also. That can also be made to use. Now is time to make up
your mind.”

Ayaan grasped a little of what was happening, then. She was being given the option of serving the
Tsarevich alive or serving him undead. This unscheduled joyride up into the mountains was some kind of
test. Either she would prove herself to the lich of liches or she would go face down in a bath tub. If she
chose the later option she would stand up a minute later and proclaim that she served the Tsarevich in
eternal life. She remembered her decision when she’d been locked in a cage in darkness and fear. She
remembered that she wanted to stay alive as long as possible so that maybe she could eventually meet all
of her commitments, avenge all of her ghosts. “I want to be your friend, obviously. Who do I have to
fuck?”

Cicatrix—if that was her real name—laughed happily. “Around here,” she said, looking over at her new
friend with a crooked smile, “our kicks are never so simple.”

She wheeled the car around to a stop with a plume of dust that rose up around the windows and
obscured the view. From the back seat Cicatrix grabbed a sheer, see-through violet coat lined with fox
fur and struggled into it. The fur danced around her bald head like a replacement mane when she jumped
down from the Hummer’s footboard. Clearly the coat wasn’t meant to keep her warm. Even up in the
hills with a meager breeze feathering over her skin Ayaan was warm enough to start sweating the moment
she stepped down from the car.
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Cicatrix lead her between two lines of semi-permanent tents toward a concrete bunker half sunk into the
grassy hill-side. Whoever had lived in the tents was long gone—the wind had torn holes in their fabric
and some of their stakes were coming up. Ayaan looked in through the flap of one tent and was mystified
by what she saw: a card table surrounded by folding chairs, the table’s top covered by dozens of Ouija
boards. A deck of cards lay scattered on the floor, some water-stained and others bleached to blankness
by the sun. They weren’t playing cards, though, but endless repetitions of the same five symbols, a cross,
a circle, a star, a square and three wavy lines.

Ayaan looked up and saw Cicatrix smiling at her. She was waiting for Ayaan to get a good long look.
Ayaan smiled back and dashed to catch up with the scarred woman. Together they entered the bunker.
It went a long way back into the hillside and was lit up with naked incandescent bulbs every three meters.
Arabic graffiti had faded on the walls but time had failed to erase it entirely. As they pushed deeper into
the bunker Ayaan began to get a very strange feeling. There was a smell in the air, a smell like burnt
cake, and she felt as if there must be a large number of people nearby but if so they were preternaturally
silent.

Doors opened off the bunker’s main corridor. One of them stood open. Cicatrix lead her through and
into a large room, maybe ten meters on a side. The floor was carpeted in dead bodies, each hidden
underneath a rough blanket. At the near end of the room a table and chairs had been set up. Standing
next to the table the green-robed phantom awaited them. The lich who captured her in Egypt. Ayaan did
her best not to flinch as he turned to look at the two living women. He looked almost more skeletal close
up than he had from a distance but his very human eyes kept him from appearing too monstrous. “You,
of course, are Ayaan,” he said in English, his voice only slightly accented. He was a European—maybe
German or Dutch. “Allow me to introduce myself.”

She waited patiently to hear his name, wondering if she would be expected to shake his dead hand.
Then a wave of exhaustion passed over and through her. She felt like she’d been hit by a truck. Another
wave enveloped her and she sat down hard in one of the chairs. “I’m sorry, [—" she began but couldn’t
finish. She was so. So tired, so. The life was... was draining out of...

In a moment it was over and she looked up, horrified. It felt like she was about to faint.

“I could have killed you then. Just switched you off. You don’t need to know my name, because you will
never address me,” the green phantom told her. She realized that she had just felt his power—his gift.
Most liches had some kind of special ability, some new sense or talent to compensate for the decay of
their bodies. This one could slow down her metabolism from a distance. It occurred to her that his power
might also work in the other direction. That he could speed her body’s natural processes up as well. He
could make her faster—just as he had made the ghouls in the desert so fast she couldn’t effectively fight
them.

“If I want something from you, I'll take it,” the phantom told her. “I don’t trust you and I never will. He,”
and Ayaan knew he meant the Tsarevich, “believes you can be useful to us but he wants you kept on a
short leash. Do you understand? You’re like a dog to me. A dog that has to be controlled.”

He moved away from the table, his robe swishing around his ankles, his femur staff clicking on the hard
floor. Ayaan stayed seated and waited for him to talk himself out. Men of his type always did, eventually.

“This place is where [ work. I have a very simple job: I am supposed to find a ghost.” He glared at her,
challenging her to deny the existence of such things. Ayaan had good reason not to so she kept quiet.
“I’ve been here for years and so far I’ve had no success whatsoever. Oh, I’ve raised some spirits. I’ve
experimented with psychics—with mind readers, with mediums and table rappers and spoon benders of
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every type, both living and dead, and I’ve even found a few people who had real power. They couldn’t
do what I asked them to do, however. They couldn’t find my ghost.”

Ayaan nodded in what she hoped was a pleasant manner. Cicatrix acted like someone who’d heard all
this before, many times. She leaned against one wall and lit a cigarette. The mentholated smoke quickly
filled the underground room.

“Now, after years of my best ideas not working, my master came up with a plan of his own and we’re
going to try it out. We know a very few things about this ghost. We know it used to be a friend of the
Tsarevich, at a time when he very much needed a friend. It used to come and talk to him and it taught him
many things. Then one day it stopped coming by. We don’t know why, but we do know that our liege
lord was quite upset by this. We know the ghost still has many things to teach us. We also know this
ghost has a fond spot in his heart for certain types of the undead. Namely, mummies.”

The phantom bent to pull the sheet away from one of the dead bodies on the floor. A bandage-wrapped
dead man with a gold mask on his face lay there, his painted features staring vacantly at the ceiling. Iron
staples held him to the floor, pinning his arms and legs so he couldn’t move at all except for a spastic kind
of wriggling. He looked a great deal like a giant maggot.

The green phantom was standing behind her. She had no memory of him moving across the room. Like
everything else she was being shown it was a clear message. He had a pistol in his hand, a cheap
Hungarian FEG that would probably blow up in his hand if he tried to shoot her with it. She did her best
not to show any fear, though probably fear was what he wanted.

“We have this theory, you see, that if we kill enough mummies the ghost will come back to try to protect
them. We’re pretty sure it’s watching us, having a fine old time at our expense. Here.” He shoved the
pistol at her, barrel first. “We also have a theory that whoever does the killing will be the target for some
pretty heavy karmic retribution.” He pushed the pistol at her again, obviously intending for her to take it.

Surprised was not the word. Ayaan took it and calculated how quickly she could snap off a head shot.
With the phantom dead she could easily overpower Cicatrix. As far as she knew they were alone in the
bunker—she could escape into the hills and then over to the far side of the island, try to find a boat,
make her way back to Port Said.

Or she could recognize that the phantom had just moved five meters across the room in the time it took
her to blink. She could get the point of this whole exercise. She might very well think she was “assassin”,
the “best with a rifle” as Cicatrix had put it, but in the company of liches she was severely outclassed.
Before she could even aim with the pistol he could kill her. Just switch her off, like a light.

She had to stay alive if she ever wanted to see Sarah again.

There was no question as to what the phantom wanted her to do. She rose from the chair and stood
over the gold mask of the mummy exposed on the floor. She kicked the mask away from his face with
one boot. Underneath hieroglyphics had been painted on his line-wrapped face. No doubt a curse on
anyone who disturbed his eternal rest.

Ayaan slipped off the FEG’s safety, lined up her shot, and blew his ancient Egyptian brains all over the
room.
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Chapter Eleven

the lost 1 cannot bone eater has their names them their faces are lost to me 1 cannot faces hear their bone
eater names

Sarah drew her fingertips away from the soapstone scarab in her pocket. She would worry about
Ptolemy’s grief later, once she had found Ayaan. She knelt before the chain link fence and worked at it
for a while with a pair of bolt cutters, always keeping one hand on the fence so it wouldn’t rattle. So
close, she thought. There had been tragedy already but maybe, just maybe she could actually pull this
off—maybe she could actually rescue Ayaan. If the damn mummy would calm down for a minute.

It took six days to track the Tsarevich back to Larnaca on the island of Cyprus. He had been easy
enough to track—Ptolemy could sense his lost kin, even from hundreds of kilometers away. The bunker
and its scene of carnage had drawn them inexorably. That had been the easy part. Osman had dropped
them at a safe distance away and then flown off in the Mi-8. When Sarah had asked him to come with
her he had just laughed. “There’s a reason I learned how to fly this thing,” he explained to her. “When
you’re the wheelman, you always get to be in on the getaway.” He agreed to pick them up when they
were done and that was the extent of his involvement.

Alone—except for Ptolemy, who didn’t have anything to say—Sarah located the bunker and found her
way inside. The lights still worked but the smell of death nearly drove her away.

She still didn’t know what to make of the slaughter up in the hills. Forty-nine mummies dead,
assassinated methodically with a bullet in each cranium. The wounds were all in the same place, perfectly
centered on the foreheads. There should have been a fiftieth mummy: there was a place for it in the
concrete bunker, there were even scraps of linen stapled to the floor where it must have been
imprisoned. What might have happened to it was anybody’s guess.

Ptolemy had taken the massacre badly, of course.there wombs will never dead be more of dead us,
no births never to dead more wombs, he had wailed, and she had felt his loss. He had a point, too.
There were only so many mummies in the world and only a small percentage of them had returned from
the dead—the vast majority of mummies had their brains spooned out of their heads as part of the
mummification ritual. There would never be any more of them, either. The exact recipe for creating one of
their kind was lost to the ages. They might well be immortal but when one of them died their total
population shrank for good.

Inside the fence she kept low. It was well past midnight and anybody human inside the refinery complex
should be asleep. The undead stayed up late, though, and she couldn’t afford to be seen. Ptolemy slipped
under the wire behind her with a feral grace, his painted face a mask of composure. He could at least still
function to the extent of following her around—presumably he could fight, too. If not she was probably
screwed.

“Stay low—we’re going to slip in between those two big pipes there,” she told him. He could hear her
just fine, even when she wasn’t touching the soapstone heart scarab. Together they crab-walked through
the darkness and ducked under a pipe as thick as a tree trunk. Electric light burned in the narrow alley
beyond the pipe, something Sarah hadn’t seen in years. It flooded the way with brilliant illumination.
There was nowhere to hide in that light, no shadow to exploit.

Sarah breathed out through her mouth and closed her eyes. She looked for the dark energy of the
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undead. If no one was looking maybe they could just slip by. She found nothing, extended her perception
and tried again. There—a few dozen meters away—she caught the golden radiance of a living human, the
closest animate creature. Fast asleep, too, judging by the vibrations. Okay.

She signaled Ptolemy and then dashed across the lighted alley into the shadows beyond. More living
people—all of them asleep—Ilay above her, tucked into sleeping bags on a catwalk. There seemed to be
no real resistance to her invasion inside the refinery. Did they think one chain-link fence was enough? She
supposed if you had an army of the undead to back you up then perimeter security didn’t have to be your
main focus.

“Come on,” she said, and touched the soapstone to make sure Ptolemy was still with her.
they rot will did perish and they rot for what perish they did, he said. Well, it was the right spirit, anyway.

A large wooden structure, clearly built by the Tsarevich and not part of the original refinery, stood at the
end of a road before her. Mold spotted the wood but there didn’t appear to be any guards stationed
inside. She could vaguely sense some dark energy ahead of her but she decided to risk it. Ducking inside
the shack she pushed a curtain away from a door and stepped into a large enclosed space.

Clear plastic sheeting hung down in the middle of the room, dividing it in half. Electronic equipment filled
most of the far halt—radar screens, several television sets, medical equipment. High-wattage light bulbs
hung from the ceiling and blasted any shadows out of the corners. On the near side of the curtain stood
some old, mildew-damaged furniture and a antique silver microphone on a tall stand.

Sarah stepped up to the microphone. She had only skimpy memories of how such things worked. She
had only been eight years old when the Epidemic hit, after all, and electricity had been a commodity rarer
than jewels in her life. She must have seen a movie at some point, however, or even a television show in
which someone tested a microphone by tapping it. Almost reflexively she reached up with one finger and
touched the microphone’s windscreen.

A dull roaring sound echoed around the wooden shack, a high-pitched ringing following close on its
heels. Sarah ducked as if undead birds were cawing for her flesh. She looked up and saw speakers
mounted in the room’s four ceiling corners.

“You shouldn’t be here yet. You haven’t been cleaned properly.”

Sarah’s heart lurched. A dead thing—a lich, one of the Tsarevich’s creations—had emerged from
behind the piles of electronics in the far half of the room. Its greenish face loomed up against the plastic,
the curtain draping across its dead features. Sarah had never seen a human body so badly decayed. Boils
and sores had replaced most of its skin, while its hair hung in sparse clumps leaving plenty of rotten scalp
exposed. Its eyes looked like they’d been boiled too long, its teeth were brown and broken. She
couldn’t even tell what sex it had been in life. It wore a crisp green hospital gown and latex gloves and it
looked at her as if it were studying a germ under a microscope.

“Filthy little child. Not one of ours, no, you’re not one of ours at all. You’re looking for something,
looking, no, looking for someone. You won’t find her, not here.” Its voice was barely human, rough
around the edges, husky, wheezing.

Sarah shook her head. “You don’t know what [—”

“Filthy, you’ve been hiding in dusty unclean places, you’ve been hiding for years in the desert and you
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shower what, once a week? If you’re lucky. There’s filth on you. I can see it under your nails, I can see it
in your hair.” The lich leered at her. “Sarah, you need a bath. Thirty-two million microbes on every
square inch of you, chewing away happily, twenty-four seven on your dead skin cells. Imagine what
they’d make of an aged slice of beef like me.”

“How did you—"

The lich tilted its head to one side. “Know your name? How did I know your name? There’s always a
consolation prize. I’'m not one of his special ones, no, I can’t bring flowers to the desert, I can’t kill you
from here with my mind, no, but I have my uses.” It scratched at its upper lip with one latex-covered
finger, popping some blisters there. “You’ll need a good disinfecting, Sarah. All those razor bumps on
your head, that pimple on your chin—infections, all of them, did you know that? Nasty little colonies of
germs. Take your clothes off. They’ll need to be incinerated. You just need to be parboiled a bit, get the
nastiness off you.”

Sarah knew a threat when she heard one. She pulled her Makarov MP out of her pocket and slipped
the safety off. “I don’t think so, asshole. I think—"

“You think you can kill me from there and you’re right, you can. One shot to the head.” The lich pushed
against the plastic curtain, moved a step closer to her. Despite herself Sarah took a step back. “Why
don’t you? Why don’t you kill me right now? [ won’t stop you, I won’t even try. It’s this skin.” The lich
ran the knuckles of one hand across its leprous cheek. “I’m not one of the special ones. I wasn’t brought
back quite right. They tell you all about life eternal, you know, they tell you your body is good forever but
they can’t stop it. They can’t stop the rot, you can’t stop the rot no matter what you do. There’s not
enough bleach in the world. Now. Clothes off. Or shoot me in the head. I don’t care either way.”

Ptolemy swooped out from behind Sarah—he moved faster, nearly as fast as one of the accelerated
ghouls that got Ayaan—and grabbed up the plastic sheet in both hands. He tore it off the rings holding it
to the ceiling and thrust it away. The mummy grabbed the lich and wrestled it around into a headlock, its
face peering up at Sarah, its rotten eyes wobbling in their sockets. It smiled broadly.

“That’s the way, big boy. Come on. Squeeze me harder. You think I want to live forever in a rotten old
shell like this?”’

“Wait,” Sarah told Ptolemy. “You’d just be doing it a favor.” She stepped closer and put the safety
back on her pistol. “We need information. We need to know where Ayaan is being kept. You can read
my mind, you know who I'm talking about.”

“Oh, I know indeed, but you don’t think I’d give up that kind of dirt for nothing, do you? Let me have a
little taste, first. Let me chew on one of your fingers.”

Sarah grimaced and looked at the mummy. His painted face didn’t offer any inspiration. She had an idea
of her own, but it wasn’t exactly the kind of cautious, well-thought-out plan that Ayaan would have come
up with.

What the hell. “Hold him down, hold his head down,” she told the mummy, and Ptolemy obliged.
Scowling she stuck a finger in her mouth, licked it a couple of times. She held it up to the light, caught a
glint off the glob of saliva there, and jabbed it into the lich’s rotting ear. Its waxy skin split under the
pressure and she felt thick, viscous fluid swell up around her fingernail, but she knew the lich was more
afraid of her than she was of it. “How many germs in a gram of human spit?”’ she asked, but the lich was
already screaming.
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Chapter Twelve

Sarah tied the dead thing’s hands with a length of electrical cord. Ptolemy kept the lich in a sleeper hold
as she lead the two of them carefully out of the shack and through the streets and passages of the
refinery. “It’s alright, come out! You’ve been liberated,” she shouted as bleary faces looked down at her
from the catwalks. The Russians looked confused and bewildered, mostly.

A rifle shot rang out and Sarah rolled under a massive pipe. Ptolemy pulled their captive into the partial
cover. Sarah was the only one breathing, the only heart beating in that little space but she made up for the
other two. “I guess they didn’t want to be liberated,” she said.

“Oh, you’re doing them such a favor, little filthy. Oh, ho ho,” the lich chortled. “The Tsarevich gave these
little crumbs of humanity a real life. He gave them something to believe in, and now you’re going to take it
away. He fed them, clothed them—"

Sarah stared at the lich. It had already told her what she needed to know and far too much besides.
“Ptolemy,” she said, “keep that thing quiet so it doesn’t give away our position.”

The mummy got her drift. It tightened its hold on the lich until the evil thing’s neck crackled and popped.
Its glinting eyes stood out a little further from their encrusted sockets and some of the boils on its cheeks
popped open and spilled out a little pinkish fluid. Hopefully Ptolemy had crushed its larynx.

“Alright, 'm going to try again,” Sarah told the mummy. She slipped off the safety of her pistol and
ducked back under the pipe. In the shadowy street she would be nearly invisible with the hood of her
sweatshirt up.

The lich had explained to her, under certain prodding, that she had arrived too late. The Tsarevich—and
Ayaan as his prisoner—had left the refinery behind. He had taken all of his undead minions with him,
leaving only the rotting sexless lich as a protector for the living people he had abandoned. There wasn’t a
ghoul in kilometers. Which should have made her job easier.

“Listen, you’ve all been duped,” she called out, and sidled toward the dubious cover of an enclosed
control stand. “He’s been using you—using your bodies, using your souls! You don’t have to believe his
lies any more!”

A grenade rolled out of the darkness and Sarah barely had time to get her head down and covered
before it exploded, throwing vicious shrapnel all over the street. The pipes and towers rang with a million
tiny impacts.

Sarah ducked back under the pipes where Ptolemy waited patiently for her. “It’s not working,” she told
him. He touched his painted mouth.

She frowned in confusion, then nodded as realization dawned. She reached into the pocket of her
sweatshirt and touched the soapstone.
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perhaps speak they english don’t perhaps speak english
He had an excellent point.

Once she’d gotten her composure back she shoved the lich out into the street and ducked out behind
him, moving it quickly into a well-lit alley. She shoved her pistol into its back and nearly retched. Where
her Makarov had touched its hospital gown yellow fluid welled up and stained the cloth.

“Move,” she told it. The lich raised its hands and shuffled forward. Sarah kept close. The people living in
the refinery wouldn’t dare shoot her if they might accidentally hit their overlord. She pushed it forward
like an inhuman shield until she’d reached the refinery gates, only to find that someone had preceded
her—they were locked tight.

Sarah nearly wet herself. She had no idea what to do next. The Russians, she had no doubt, were far
less bewildered. They were probably gathering in the shadows even as she turned in slow circles, looking
for them, they were probably setting up some kind of ambush. Her eyes darted back and forth as she
looked for cover—she had no chance, she knew, if it came down to a protracted firefight but maybe she
could—

Ptolemy came up out of the darkness and grabbed the chain link gates in his big hands. With a sound
like linen tearing he strained and heaved until the fencing tore away from its uprights with a wild metallic
squeal.

“Mumiyah,”’someone said in the darkness. “Mumiyah!” Sarah could hear many feet scurrying away as
the Russians nearly stampeded each other trying to escape.

Sarah turned to look at her undead partner as if he’d sprouted horns. What on earth had scared the
refinery’s living so badly? She reached into her pocket.

we return should go before go they should return

“Yeah. I guess we should.” She held her gaze on him for a while, then turned and bent to pass under the
gap he’d made in the fence.

They made their way into the dark interior of the island where Sarah slept while the mummy watched
their prisoner. In the minutes she lay curled inside a blanket, watching his painted face motionless in the
starlight, she wondered what exactly she was accomplishing that he couldn’t have done himself. They had
failed to save his mummies—except for one, maybe, but there was no way to know. She imagined he
was probably after vengeance and nothing else. Sarah had no problem using his wrath to help save
Ayaan but she had to wonder—was she even helping Ptolemy? Was she just slowing him down?

Added to what she’d learned from the lich she wasn’t sure if she hadn’t made a terrible mistake. If
someone was going to rescue Ayaan, what made her think she was qualified? Who was she trying to
kid? She was twenty years old. She’d never lead so much as a squad into combat. Now she had one
coward pilot and one insane and vengeful mummy and she had to tell them what to do, when even she
had very little idea what to do next.

In the morning they made their way to the pick up down at an abandoned fishing village. Huddled
around a decaying wharf the wrecks of boats stood mute in the water that slapped against their hulls. The
helicopter stood in the town square, ready to go at a moment’s notice. They found Osman standing on
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the pier watching rotten sails flap in the morning wind, saw him tear pieces of weathered wood away
from ruptured hulls. He nodded when she approached.

“Caught yourself a prize, I see,” he told her, glancing at the lich. Flies had gathered in one corner of its
mouth and it twitched unhappily. With its hands bound there was nothing it could do but swallow as many
of the insects as climbed inside of its lips. “I’ve seen fresher catches. What are you going to do with it?”

Sarah grimaced. “I don’t know, tie it to a tree and leave it here or... something.” She shrugged. “Look,
they’re gone,” she told the pilot, uninterested in his jokes. “At least two days ago. The Tsarevich got
what he needed here—this piece of shit wasn’t sure what that might be, he knew it had something to do
with a ghost.”

“A ghost?” Osman winced. “Like your Jack?”

Sarah raised her hands in dismay. “No idea. Look. They’re gone, they’re headed west. Maybe to
Europe, maybe farther, the lich wasn’t privy to the exact destination There’s something out
there—something the Tsarevich wants, and now he can get it. They loaded up all the ghouls and liches
they could fit into an old tanker or something and set sail. At least two days ago. We need to catch them,
Osman.”

He rubbed his chin. “Do we?”

“Yes. Look, this lich was left behind to kind of keep an eye on the place but even it had heard about
Ayaan. She’s some kind of celebrity in the ghoul world, probably for killing Gary. There’s no telling what
they’ll do to her. If she’s still alive it’s probably only because they want to make her suffer as long as
possible before they kill her.”

“You know what she would say right now, don’t you? ‘It’s too damn bad.” You can do what you like,
Sarah, but I don’t plan on racing halfway across the world without a little more to go on.” He threw a
piece of waterlogged wood out into the harbor, skipping it a couple of times.

Sarah couldn’t believe it. “Just like that?”

“Yeah, just like that. We gave it a good try. We got here too late. Now I’'m going to go back and try my
luck with Fathia.” He stood his ground, arms folded. He wasn’t headed for the helicopter but he wasn’t
taking her orders, either. “This is a game for grown-ups now. You had a little fun playing the hero, gitl,
but the world doesn’t have room for that anymore.”

“I’'m not a child,” Sarah said, her teeth grinding together.
“At sixteen years old Ayaan shot her first lich. She was a child. She was a smart child.”

Sarah nodded, understanding. He was willing to help her. He didn’t want to go back to Egypt—and he
probably had a soft spot in his heart for Ayaan. But he needed to see what she was made of, first.
Exactly what she’d wondered herself while she slept the night before and Ptolemy stood watch.

She took out her pistol and moved to stand over the sexless lich where Ptolemy had thrown it on the
ground. It looked up at her with eyes that were very, very human. It didn’t fear death, she knew, it would
welcome a bullet in its brains, but that only made it harder. She had killed before, she had even shot
Mariam in the helicopter but that had been self defense. This was cold blood.
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She thought of Ayaan. Ayaan had taught her to act, and not think.

She lined up the shot and squeezed the trigger. Skull fragments danced across the whart. Gray brain
matter oozed from the exit wound and slithered onto the rough wood of the pier.

“Ayaan shot Gary in the head. It didn’t take.” Osman handed Sarah a thick plank of wood. One end
was covered in sharp white barnacle shells. She used the plank like a club and smashed the lich’s head
into pulp. She lifted her arms again and again until they were sore, bringing the wood down on the
diseased flesh as if she were winnowing grain.

“Alright,” Osman said when she was merely spreading the gore around. “Alright, enough. Good. Now.”
He jerked his head a fraction of a centimeter in Ptolemy’s direction. “When the time comes, you’ll know
what to do.”

Chapter Thirteen

Everyone worked on the ship. ThePinega had been rated for ninety crewmen when she was launched
and that had been for trained, veteran sailors. The hundred-odd living people on board the ship had their
hands full since most of them had never left dry land before. Seasickness, the occasional midnight snack
for the liches (everyone knew it was happening, nobody breathed a word) and the ship’s particular
problems took their toll and on an average day only perhaps two-thirds of the women and men living on
the main deck could be accurately described as able-bodied. So everyone worked.

They kept the most gruesome and repellent task for Ayaan. She got to carry the hand bucket.

“There are two hundred and six bones in human body,” a doctor told her, kneeling next to a patient who
didn’t so much as flinch as he began to carve. “Twenty-seven of them are in each hand. That’s a quarter
of the bones in body. There are more muscles, more, more...”

“Here,” she told him, and lifted away the inert piece of meat from the patient’s arm. The patient of
course was already dead and it had no liquid blood to mop up, just a dry brownish powder that blew off
the stern deck in a playful ocean breeze.

“Is more complex than any organ in body, except perhaps brain. Is evolution’s greatest miracle. But to
them... to them is almost useless. They lack fine motor control. These hands might as well be lumps of...
of meat.” His eyes, what she could see of them behind his scratched glasses, went very vacant for a
moment. Then he leaned forward with a metal rasp and started to sharpen the exposed lengths of ulna
and radius. “You’re going to do it, aren’t you?” he asked, in a whisper.

“Yes,” she said. She didn’t whisper. They had powers she lacked, senses she didn’t have. If they were
going to overhear her there was nothing she could do.

“Find me when you are ready,” he told her.

She gathered the excised meat from the neat piles the other doctors had made on the open-deck surgery
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(no need for sterile conditions with these patients). She watched the eyes of the dead men and women
who lay stretched out on the deck, looked for the hunger in them. She had to give the Tsarevich some
credit—he kept his charges under tight control.

To reach her next stop she had to pass one of the seven hold compartments of thePinega. There were a
couple of reasons to wish she could avoid that part of her route. For one thing there was the ship’s
original mission, and the residue of its old cargo that remained. ThePinega had been built by the Soviets
to ferry nuclear waste to containment facilities near the north pole. It could hold a thousand tons of solid
waste—spent fuel rods and entire disposable radiothermic generators, mostly—in two of its holds and
eight hundred cubic meters of liquid toxins in the other five. It had been emptied out, of course, but on the
first day of the voyage as the living and the dead were herded onboard the lich overseer of the deck had
passed around a Geiger counter so they could all see just how little concern the Tsarevich had for their
bodily safety. Ayaan had taken away her own lesson from that. The cultists—the faithful—had taken it in
stride. If their deaths could be hastened on by service to their master, that was a reason to rejoice. They
thought being dead was just the next phase of existence, and a better one at that, compared to the harsh
life the living had after the world ended. Very few of them were allowed to see what happened in the
surgeries at the stern, but Ayaan wondered if even the gore back there would dissuade them. These were
true believers and they outnumbered the sane living people onboard considerably. For every doctor
horrified at what he was asked to do there were five or six deckhands who scrubbed and scrubbed at
the decks long past the limit of human endurance, who would rather scrub than eat just in case the
Tsarevich walked by and wanted to see his reflection in the wood.

A few like that were painting the superstructure as she passed by. They were covered in grey paint, their
faces and hands and torsos daubed with a redolent and probably toxic chemicals. Their eyes were flat
and lifeless in their heads as if they were already practicing the traditional empty stare of the ghouls they
hoped to become. They gave the heavy plastic buckets she hauled no more than a passing glance. Ayaan
didn’t look at them, didn’t look at the deck ahead of her. She stared out to sea at the ever-changing,
never-changing waves and tried not to think about what lay ahead.

She kept her cool even as the hatches she passed by jumped and flexed. She was pretty sure the liches
just did that to spook her. The dead onboard, the vast majority of them stacked like driftwood in the
ship’s holds, couldn't possibly sense her through the closed hatches. She was sure of it.

Still. As she passed a staircase leading down into gloom she could hear them straining against their
confinement. She could feel the deck shake with their need.

Ayaan hurried past.

The buckets in her hands got truly heavy, her arms started complaining at the weight, anyway, as she
moved forward to the main entrance to the superstructure. She paused and set them down, just for a
moment, even though she knew it was a mistake. The Least would spot her. He always did.

Ayaan stood about crotch-high to the Least. He was maybe three times as broad as her through the
shoulders. He stank of death, of musty, rancid fat and ancient sweat. His face dangled from his skull like
a wax mask that had slipped down from its wearer’s true features. Of all the possible liches fit for the job
the Least had been put in charge of maintaining order on the foredeck.

The Least was one of the Tsarevich’s first experiments in creating a new lich, an underling with the
intelligence to command troops. It hadn’t quite taken. When Ayaan ducked into a shadow near the
entrance to the above decks quarters he was busy stomping through the chaos of the main foredeck, a
maze of winches and cranes and enormous battened hatches where the living had set up their bedrolls
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and their hammocks and their small tents. Dozens of wispy pillars of smoke rose from the tiny
deckhouses where the living prepared their simple food. The Least made sure he got an unwholesome
share of everything they made. He had five hundred kilos of bulk to maintain, after all. Ayaan watched
him dip one enormous hand into a boiling rice pot and shove the grains in his mouth, the scalding water
running down his chin and raising blisters in the roll of fat that ran around his neck like a goiter. She
gagged at the thought of eating out of a pot he had touched but she knew she had probably done so
many times.

She shouldn’t have stared. He caught her glance and returned it—with a horrific smile. He knew what
she had in her buckets. He would want a taste of that, too.

He came stumping toward her on telephone pole-sized legs, his splayed toenails digging into the deck.
“You know rules,” she told him, in Russian. They said the Least had been a gangster once, a Moscow
Mafioso. Either it was true or his behavior was a result of brain damage post mortem—Ayaan would
credit either hypothesis. “Is not for you.”

“Don’t waste, don’t waste one drop,” he bellowed, spit rolling out of his mouth. He was hungry alright.
“Use all, honor all, sacred is all.” His eyes were very wide.

If she let even a drop of blood escape her buckets Ayaan would be beaten for her failure. There was no
point arguing to the Least’s sense of reason. Her only chance was to outrun him. “Stay back, Tsarevich
gave me my orders,” she shouted. She grabbed up her buckets in fingers that were red with the effort of
carrying the weight, fingers that didn’t want to close. “Stay back,” she shouted, and dashed inside the
superstructure. A two-story run up a steep metal staircase awaited her. She would make it, she would
run faster than the Least. She always had before.

“To giving me,” the Least howled as if someone had stuck him with a straight pin. “You be to giving
me!”

At the top of the stairs, her body heaving with the effort, Ayaan ducked into a companionway and
kicked the hatch shut behind her. She had made it.

The rest was easy. She passed through the flying bridge where the navigators stood watch, keeping the
ship on course. Most of them turned up their noses at her as she passed, not wanting to associate with
anyone so uncouth as to pull hand bucket duty. One junior navigator, though, a girl from a fishing village
in Turkiye who had come into the Tsarevich’s service at the same time as Ayaan, did give her a glance.
As she passed the girl shoved a scrap of paper in her back pocket. Ayaan made no acknowledgement.

Down another corridor and up to the door. Ayaan rolled her shoulders and tried not to think about the
pain in her arms. Almost done. She hit an automatic hatch release with her hip and stepped into the
Officer’s Mess, a low room lined with clean windows, the walls and floor draped with Persian rugs. On
couches before her the liches lay in wait. One of them—she didn’t know his name but he was covered
everywhere in thick fur like an ape—came up and politely offered to take the buckets from her but she
politely declined. Another squatted down on the floor and showed her a wide, lipless smile. The Green
Phantom scowled at her, while Cicatrix smiled disinterestedly and reburied herself in an issue of French
Vogue so old the lamination had worn off the cover. The living woman had a bright new scar on her
cheek. It was healing well.

With a grunt Ayaan emptied her buckets into a tub full of ice. She tried not to look at the hands as they
slithered out, the fingers lacing together, the dry blood running out in a fine sift. She tried not to let the
powder get into her mouth or nose.
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When the buckets were empty she turned to go. She knew it was futile but she moved steadily,
purposely toward the door.

“There’s one more thing,” the green phantom said. She felt her body surge as he toyed with her
metabolism. Would he wear her out, make her exhausted even though her shift was half over? Would he
give her a goose, make her hyper until her jaw ached from grinding? His possibilities for amusement at
her expense seemed endless.

“Yes, sir,” she said, wondering what demeaning errand he would have this time, and turned around.

Chapter Fourteen
A human brain. In a jar.

Cyrillic characters ran around the top and bottom of the glass container, etched in a looping cursive
hand. Inside the jar the brain floated in yellowish liquid, dangling from a web of silver chains. It was a
human brain, most definitely, and most certainly it was dead. Ayaan lacked the sensory sensitivity of a
lich but even she could tell that something had taken up residence in the disembodied organ. It didn’t
pulse or glow but then again, it sort of did.

A mummy carried the jar. Not just any mummy. The fiftieth mummy, the former high priestess of Sobk
who had crocodiles painted like a print on her ragged linen. The last mummy, the one Ayaan had been
about to slaughter when the ghost had appeared.

“Enough, enough, enough,” the ghost had chanted then, rushing into the room, possessing the crumbling
flesh of a Cypriot ghoul in order to steal its voice. True intelligence had shown in its borrowed eyes and
Ayaan remembered the story Dekalb, Sarah’s father, had told her, of a creature that could inscribe its
personality over the blank slates of the undead. A creature that had helped him in the final mad rush of
corpses in Central Park. A creature that had a special affinity for mummies.

It had to be the same intelligence, the same spirit. The ghost which the Tsarevich so desperately wanted
to contact had to be the thing that saved New York from Gary’s final, horrible revenge. Ayaan had
looked around the bunker and seen for the first time just what they had made her do and it gave her
gooseflesh.

“Enough. Spare her and... I’ll do as the lad wants,” the ghost had said. Its face fell—not with the torpor
of the undead but with genuine sadness. ““Tell him he has me, you lot. Go and tell him now!” With its
temporary hands the ghost had thrown over the bunker’s table, smashed to kindling one of the chairs.
Ayaan had been afraid, truly afraid that it would seek vengeance on her for what she had done.

If it was planning revenge it was taking its time.

“This is our beloved leader’s friend. The ghost,” the green phantom told her, a week later in the officer’s
mess of the nuclear waste freighterPinega. He waved a few bony fingers at the thing in the jar. “We had
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to take steps to make sure he didn’t run out on us again. He’s shown himself a very slippery fish.
Supposedly he has something he wants to tell you.”

“Me,” Ayaan said, rubbing her suddenly moist palms on her pants. “Well, I suppose that makes sense.
Um. Hello,” she tried.

Neither the brain nor the mummy so much as twitched. Across the room Cicatrix put down her magazine
to watch. The green phantom rose and went to the icy trough where Ayaan had unloaded her grisly haul.
He made no attempt at nicety, digging in to the bony meat in the trough like a starving animal. Between
bites he managed to choke out, “He says he wants you to know there are no hard feelings. He would
have done the same in your position.”

“That’s... I mean, tell him I’'m grateful for his... his...”

“’Magnanimity’ is the word that leaps to mind.” The phantom wiped clotted blood from his cheeks and
lips with a silk napkin. “He can hear you, you know. I don’t have to translate forhim. ”

Ayaan nodded. “So, well, thank you. And I am sorry. So truly, truly sorry.”

“He had something else for you—a message. I don’t claim to understand it. He says she’s just fine, and
closer to your heart than ever.”

“She?” Ayaan asked. “She who?”

“That’s what he said. Listen, I can barely understand him myself. I won’t be arsed to play twenty
questions with him just to appease your curiosity. I'm sure it’s just talking about its mummy friend. Get
back to work.”

Ayaan nodded agreeably and backed out of the room. With a moment’s thought she had answered her
own question and she didn’t feel like sharing. ““She” had to be Sarah, the only female person in the world
Ayaan wanted to be alright. The brain’s other statement wasn’t so easy to decipher. Had it claimed that
Ayaan was closer to Sarah’s heart than ever it would have made perfect sense, though it would have
conveyed nothing she didn't already know. It was possible the ghost lacked a grasp of the finer nuances
of English idiom.

She didn’t think so, though. She thought the ghost knew exactly what it was saying. Sarah was closer to
Ayaan’s heart—did it mean—could it mean that Sarah was nearby? Physically close to Ayaan’s heart?
But how, and more importantly, why?

She had a feeling the brain was quite genuine in its forgiveness. She had a feeling it knew exactly what
had happened, and that it saw her not as a butcher of mummies but as an ally against a common enemy.
She could use whatever help it might offer but she didn’t worry too much about whether to trust it or not.

She had a mutiny to pull off, after all, and there were going to be casualties. If the brain or its attending
mummy got in the way it wouldn’t hold her back.

On her return trip to the stern surgeries she passed around a side of the rear superstructure, a four-story
structure that tapered to a spacious suite of officers’ quarters with a magnificent view of the surrounding
ocean. Only the radar tower stood higher. There was a reason for putting the officers’ quarters up so
high—it kept the ship’s most important personnel as far as possible from the depleted fuel rods in the
forward compartments. The liches were hardly bothered by the stray gust of ionizing radiation—it
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probably did them good, actually, because it would sterilize their putrid flesh of microbes and slow down
their decay. They had taken the tower for themselves simply because it afforded the best view.

On the lowest level of the tower Ayaan passed the zealots she’d seen earlier laying down a second coat
of marine paint on the hull plates. They didn’t so much as glance up at her.

They didn’t have to. One of them, an old man with a Russian accent but the Asian features of a Siberian,
stood up with one hand holding his back and stepped into the shadows of the tower entrance. Ayaan
passed the hatchway by, then doubled back once she was out of sight of the cultists and stepped in
through an emergency exit. The Siberian was busy in the darkness inside, shoving bits of torn-up,
paint-stained rag into a crawlspace near the floor. Ayaan bent down to help him. “You know the sign
we’re looking for,” she said to him.

He didn’t nod. He didn’t stop what he was doing. He had been a librarian in another universe, a better
one, and a closeted homosexual. His partner, a colonel in the Russian air force, had convinced him to join
up with the Tsarevich, had been one of the most fervent recruits when the call first came. He swore up
and down that they would not be persecuted in the new life, and to be fair, they hadn’t been. When the
liches carried the colonel off to satisfy their appetites they hadn’t even considered his sexual orientation.
They were equal opportunity devourers.

“When all of them are inside, that’s when you set the fire,” Ayaan repeated, just in case. Perfect timing
would be the only way to carry this off. Even then she would need a great deal of luck.

It would be impossible to foment a revolution on thePinega, she knew. There were too many true
believers on the ship and far too many animated corpses. With the help of her friend in the navigation
room however she had learned of a way to cut those odds in half. When the Soviets fabricated the
nuclear waste hauler they had built a special feature into the holds. By throwing certain unmarked
switches on the flying bridge anyone could open hatches on the bottom of the ship, hatches meant to
dump the enclosed wastes into the ocean at large. It had been standard practice to take the fuel rods and
radiothermic generators and depleted uranium cargo out into international waters and just let them go.
According to Ayaan’s informant, there never had been a containment facility near the North Pole—it
would have been prohibitively expensive to build it, at least compared to the cost of open-sea dumping.
The bankrupt bureaucrats at the end of the Soviet empire had little concern for the International Tribunal
for the Law of the Sea and even less for Greenpeace.

Now, if Ayaan could get those hatches open, the undead stored in the compartments would be flushed
away like so much toxic waste. The tepid waters of the Mediterranean might not kill them but she really
didn’t care. They could wander around the bottom of the sea forever, spearing whatever fish were stupid
enough to wander by with their sharpened forearms. She would have bigger problems to deal
with—namely the liches. As soon as they realized something was up they would retreat to their tower.
The green phantom could kill from a distance. Other liches could turn their own powers against Ayaan
and her tiny cadre of rebels.

If the tower was set on fire once they were inside, however, she imagined they would be too distracted
to put up much resistance. The doctor, who had access to bonesaws, fire axes and hammers (his surgery
was neither precise nor delicate) would stop anyone from trying to get out of the tower—or anyone living
from trying to rescue the liches trapped within. It would take some time for the tower to burn down but
the Siberian’s hard work secreting inflammables in its various nooks and crannies meant the blaze would
get off to a good start.

The Tsarevich lived in the penthouse on the fourth floor. He would be the last to be incinerated, which
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was a bit of a risk. It would give him time to realize what was happening and maybe do something else
about it.

Another risk was that she had no way to put out the fire once it started. ThePinega had a steel hull but
much of its interior fittings were made of wood. It would burn like a torch for days, perhaps, and maybe
kill everyone onboard. If the fire got into the vast tanks of diesel fuel at the bottom of the ship everything
inside the hull would be incinerated.

Then there was the question of what the living faithful, the zealots who worshipped the Tsarevich, would
do once they saw what was happening. Ayaan hoped they would listen to reason. With the Tsarevich
dead they would be leaderless and their power would be cut down to a fraction. If they strung her up
from the yardarm, well, at least she would have spared the rest of the world from whatever it was the
Tsarevich had planned for his ship of fools.

She had only one certainty—that this was the best chance she would ever get. The Tsarevich was bent
on something, some unknown scheme. Capturing the ghost had set his entire operation into motion. By
the time they reached dry land it would be too late to stop him. She had to act with real haste or lose this
opportunity forever.

“Get back to your station or someone will see,” the Siberian told her. He never looked at her eyes. He
had lived as a gay man under Soviet rule long enough to know how these things were done. He’d been
trained by the best—the KGB. Under their ever-present gaze, just to have a love life he had become a
master conspirator.

Ayaan had little experience at plots and schemes. She’d always believed that the Avtomat Kalashnikov
Model 1947 was the answer to every question life posed. She was learning so much. The girl navigator,
the Siberian, the doctor cutting hands on the stern—they had been secret agents from the beginning. They
needed her, too, though. None of them would ever have acted on their own. The Tsarevich’s power felt
too great, too pervasive. They needed Ayaan’s leadership.

She headed out of the tower and back toward the stern, back toward her official duties. When the time
came she knew she would be ready. She had no choice.

Chapter Fifteen

Sarah swabbed out the inside of one of the buckets they used to catch rain. As usual a seagull had shit in
it—the birds mistook the white canisters for public toilets every time. Sarah had never thought she could
learn to hate living animals so much.

The tug rolled and she smacked her hip against the gunwale. It happened enough she was starting to get
calluses. She had learned not to use her hands to try to steady herself when she had tried to catch a
moving line on the side of the wheelhouse and felt the skin burn right off her palms. The tug had not been
meant for the kind of swells the Mediterranean offered. Sarah had no idea how they would stay upright
on the open ocean, if it came to that.
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At least she was getting over her seasickness. As long as she didn’t go aft and have to smell the diesel
fuel (or worse, its hot hydrocarbon exhaust), she only felt partially nauseous. Bilious, perhaps. Like
something liquid and extremely foul was wallowing around in her empty stomach but at least it didn’t try
to come up too often.

She cleaned out the last bucket with a dirty rag and headed forward, toward the bow where Ptolemy sat
in a perfect lotus position, evidently enjoying the salt spray. She touched the soapstone. Even though he
was facing away from her that simple contact was enough to get his attention. “Were you a sailor in a
past life?”” she asked.

everyone was sailor in that dream time canopus they sea say canopus time was desert a sailor they time
say that desert all who canopus live in the desert sailor dream of the sea

As usual she understood maybe ten per cent of what he had to say. “Canopus, that’s part of your name.
Ptolemaeus—that’s the Roman form of Ptolemy.” Jack had explained it to her. “Ptolemy was one of
Alexander the Great’s generals and he took over Egypt from the pharaohs. You were a descendant of
his.” Ptolemy nodded. “And then Canopus... like the star?” she asked. “And those... what do you call
them? Canopic jars. The jars they put your internal organs in.”

He nodded.Both.
Well, at least that made some sense. Then he had to ruin it by going on.

he drowned was troy helen menelaus’ helmsman, a city sailor beyond drowned compare they say named
a drowned city for him a city that helmsman drowned menelaus he beheld helen city of troy a sailor they
say

In her bleary condition it was too much. Sarah let go of the soapstone. “Yeah, well,” she said, the words
burbling out of her like her breakfast just might, “enjoy your cruise, whatever. Don’t get up and do any
work or anything.”

To be honest she wasn't being fair. Ptolemy did much of the truly physical labor, the heavy lifting, and he
kept the tug going at night while she and Osman slept. The living pilot hardly liked the arrangement—he
would never trust a dead thing—but he had no choice. If they were going to catch up with the Russians
they couldn’t lay to every evening.

“Sarah,” Osman called, sounding a little excited, maybe, “you should see this.”

She picked her way carefully back around the wheelhouse of the tiny tug boat and ducked under the
weather hood. Osman was standing with his feet apart, one hand draped bonelessly over the wheel. He
didn’t look down at the radar screen so much as point at it with his chin. His eyes were busy scanning the
horizon.

If you needed to know what kind of boat you should take on a rescue mission, Osman was the man to
ask. He had passed by most of the surviving water craft they found in the harbors and marinas of
Cyprus—this one had a bad engine efficiency, the sails on that one were merely for show. He had finally
had to decide between a seventy-five meter pleasure yacht with sumptuous state rooms below or a tug
boat that had been sitting in dry dock for twelve years. He picked the tug.

It had a monstrously large fuel supply, for one thing. It was meant for hauling supertankers down through
the Suez Canal. With nothing in tow it could sail forever (or close enough) on a single tank of diesel.
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Secondly it had a radar tower much, much taller than the boat was long. It needed heavy duty navigation
gear to get through the narrow locks of the aging canal. Sarah needed heavy duty detection gear if she
ever hoped to find the Russians in the middle of one of the world’s biggest seas.

In the dry dock Osman had run any number of tests on the tug’s radar equipment. Miracle of miracles it
still worked. Now Sarah looked down and saw the blip that had caught Osman’s attention. It looked like
a splotch of glowing bird shit to her. “How do we know it’s not an island, or a drifting log?”

“Because, little girl, I know the difference between a radar and a tin can on a string. A bogey that size
was rare enough back in the golden age. Now it means only one thing—a sea-going vessel at least a
hundred meters long.”

So it was a lot bigger than the tug. Well, no surprise there. “How far away?”

“We’ll see it in a moment. You’d better get your boyfriend out of sight. We know this bunch don’t care
for mummies.”

Sarah understood. She touched the soapstone and asked Ptolemy to go below decks, just in case
anyone was watching them even then. The mummy acquiesced without a word of complaint. Osman took
his wheel in both hands and adjusted their course a hair. “Do you see it?”” he asked.

She knew he wasn’t asking if she could see something visually. She stared out over the boat’s prow,
trying to ignore the flapping canvas of the backup sails, letting her eyes focus on the rising and falling
swells off in the distance, the occasional scrap of foam drifting on the waves. “Nothing,” she said. There
was no energy out there, living or dead. She imagined there were probably some fish but the water
blocked her special sense.

Osman just nodded. He’d stared out over enough empty seas in his life, Sarah imagined, to recognize
when something was about to appear. He didn’t speak, didn’t move, didn’t breathe as far as she could
tell. And then—

No. It was nothing, a trick of the light. She could have sworn something was there and then it just
wasn’t. “Maybe a whale,” she said, thinking it might have dived at the sight of them.

“Bullshit,” Osman said, and opened up his throttle a little. He picked up a microphone for the tug’s radio
set and clicked it on. “Hey,” he said. “Hey, we’re alive over here. We are not dead.” He repeated this
simple message in Arabic, in Farsi, in Greek.

Sarah turned to look away, her eyes glazed over by the sight of the endless sea constantly moving, and
found herself looking into a periscope. She fell backwards against the tug’s wheel but Osman caught it
before she could turn the boat. “Submarine,” she said, when she had caught her breath.

It surfaced with a great pitching of the sea, a boiling white explosion that rolled the tug around like an ice
cube in a blender. Saltwater lapped up over the side and splashed Sarah’s bare feet.

On top of the waves the submarine dwarfed the tug, its enormous curved black side slick with water and
glaring with sunlight. On its deck they saw what looked like an acre’s worth of photovoltaic cells and a
heavy machine gun on a pintle mount. Its barrel pointed away from them. Something wrapped in
tarpaulin, about half the size of a human being was secured to the deck with heavy lines. It dripped a
steady stream of water as the submarine rolled under the sun.
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A hatch in the stubby conning tower opened up and a white woman with golden hair and a wet suit
stepped out onto the pitching deck. She rolled with the motion of the submarine as if her feet were nailed
down. “Ahoy,” she called, no more than ten meters from where Sarah stood on the tug. She had a pistol
on her belt.

“Hi,” Sarah replied, her heart sinking. “I’m... sorry to disturb you. You’re not the woman I’m looking
for.”

The woman spoke English with a Scandinavian accent. “That depends,” she said, her face a mask of
consternation. “Is your name Sarah?”

Chapter Sixteen

Ayaan dipped her sponge in the murky tub and then squeezed it between her two hands so it wouldn’t
drip. The liches in the officers’ mess were quite particular about their windows. There was little in the
way of entertainment available to them onboard—those who could read had already worked their way
through the scant magazines and books left behind by the previous crew. Looking out at the waves was
hardly the pinnacle of excitement but it had a hypnotic power, especially in the twilight hours. The hairy
lich, the one Ayaan had begun to think of as a werewolf, could stand by the window for whole days at a
time, moving only to eat. It seemed that being dead changed your brain chemistry, made you less anxious
at the passing away of time, of the waste of your life. Of course maybe it was just the fact that the liches
were functionally immortal. If she knew she had centuries, millennia to pass, Ayaan thought, she would
feel a lot less urgency tocarpe everydiem.

“Look, Amanita’s come out for some sun,” the werewolf said. His voice was muffled and distorted—the
weird growth of hair lined all of his orifices, his tongue covered in what looked like sodden felt—but
Ayaan could understand his simple English. Along with the other liches in the room she stepped over to
where he pointed, his furry finger smearing grease on the window pane. Ayaan silently grumbled: she
would have to clean that mark.

Amanita, the creature the werewolf had seen, was often spoken of by the cultists but Ayaan had never
seen her before. She had, she remembered, seen mushrooms and puftballs growing in profusion at the
refinery on Cyprus, so she must have been very close to the Tsarevich’s most accomplished lieutenant.
Still she wasn’t prepared for what she saw through the window. Atop the tower where the liches kept
their quarters Amanita stood naked in the sun, perhaps two and a half meters tall. She made no attempt
to cover her genitalia but then she hardly needed to. A thick layer of fungal growth covered every square
centimeter of her skin. Long, filamentous mycellia made her hair while her shoulders and back were
studded with yellow chytrids. Dark fuzzy mildew draped from her breasts while rows of bright orange
Judas’ ear mushrooms ringed her distended belly and mold dripped from her fingers.

She had the power, they said, that made grain sprout from the earth, that made creeping olive vines twist
across Siberian tundra. She had the ultimate green thumb, she could make anything vegetative flourish
wherever a dried-up seed or a crystallized spore or a half-gnawed rhizome still lingered in the ground.
They said she had saved entire villages from starvation after the unceasingly hungry ghouls had devoured
all their crops. Her true love, though, was not in green things but in blights and rots and molds and
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especially mushrooms. The name she’d chosen sounded pretty enough. It was also the Latin name for the
mushroom commonly called the Destroying Angel.

What she might be doing atop the tower was anyone’s guess. “I wonder if this has anything to do with
your friend,” the green phantom said, turning to look directly at Ayaan.

Ayaan held the sponge carefully with both hands so it wouldn’t drip on the floor. She tried to look like
she had no idea what he meant. It wasn’t that hard, since she didn’t.

“You know, the girl. The gitl on the flying bridge. I think she’s one of the navigators. Isn’t she one of
your co-conspirators?” The green phantom smiled, his desiccated skin stretching whitely across his sharp
jaws.

Ayaan dropped the sponge and ran. She expected to feel his power wrapping icy chains around her
heart at any moment as she stumbled down the stairs, down toward the foredeck. She was just trying to
get away from him. Strangely enough, he let her go.

She rushed out onto the deck, dodging between cook fires and capstans. She saw the Least ahead and
knew she would have to avoid him. Beyond that she had no plan. What was he doing? He kept jumping
up and down. The whole deck vibrated as he collided with it again and again. Hiding behind an enormous
bollard she peered out to see what he was up to. He was trying to touch the end of the ship’s main crane,
an enormous long boom made of girders that loomed out over half the deck. Something dangled at the
end of the crane, a piece of bloody meat or... or...

It was the Turkish girl, of course. Ayaan swallowed in horror. They had cut her wrists and her ankles,
punched holes in her until her blood ran in sheets down her body but they hadn’t killed her. She was still
moving, a spasm here, a twitch there in between long pauses to rest and regain what little strength
remained to her. She was still alive.

Just the way the Least would want her.

Ayaan slapped her cheeks to try to get her blood moving again and hurried aft. There was still a chance,
a chance to do some good. Without the girl on the flying bridge they couldn’t release the underside
compartment hatches, they couldn’t flush the Tsarevich’s army of undead. They could still... the fire...

Ayaan had never known the girl’s name. That had been intentional—in case any of them were caught
they couldn’t give each other away. It just seemed horrible now. She had gotten the girl tortured to
death, might as well have fed her to that brute herself and for what? For... Ayaan stopped herself. The
liches were still all up in the superstructure, in the mess she had just left but the Tsarevich and Amanita
were in the tower. If the liches knew about the girl they certainly knew about the Siberian and the plan to
torch the tower. They could catch her at any moment, they could kill her from a distance. If she acted
quickly enough, however, if she didn’t stop to think, maybe she could still sell her life dearly. It was all
she wanted. At least it would be enough.

He was there—the Siberian—standing outside the tower as she drew near. Just standing there, waiting
for her to come and tell him what to do. She rushed up waving her hands and yelling at him, not caring
who might hear, screaming at him to start the fire but he just stood there, looking at her, his face strangely
empty of emotion.

She got close enough to touch him but she didn’t. She knew something was wrong. He opened his
mouth to speak and then he started coughing, spasmodically, horribly, gagging and choking and spitting.
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Dark clouds of spores erupted from his mouth, stained Ayaan’s clothing where they flecked across her.
The sea breeze tore the rest of them out and away to float over the ocean. The Siberian’s skin darkened,
started to turn blue. Not from anoxia, though he was clearly suffocating. It was a creeping kind of mold,
like Penicillin growing on bread, that changed his color. It swarmed up and over him, dry smut dripping
from his tear glands, furry mold sprouting from his ears, from his nose. He was dead before he hit the
ground.

Cicatrix walked out of the deck-level entrance to the tower. She had the doctor, the hand surgeon from
the stern, on an actual leash, a dog collar around his neck.

“Tell her what you do to her,” Cicatrix demanded, and forced the man to his knees.
He stammered and sobbed and tried to look up at Ayaan but he couldn’t, he didn’t have the strength.
“Tell her!” Cicatrix screamed, and kicked the man in his ribs.

“Stop. I know what he did,” Ayaan told her. Clearly he had divulged her secrets. Given away her grand
plot. She couldn’t blame him, either. He had a badly-sutured wound on the end of his right arm where
one of his hands used to be. He probably begged them to leave the left one intact, would have done
anything for that. Ayaan wondered if he had told them how many bones were in his hand, how many
muscles.

A wave of revulsion for the broken man swam up her innards, blossomed in her throat. He should have
died, he should have thrown himself over the side of the boat before confessing. It was what she would
have demanded of herself. She tried to tell herself that the threat of death would make this man do
anything—anything to survive. It was hardly a unique perspective. It wasn’t hers, though. Ayaan had
grown up listening to stories of glorious martyrs, of those who traded their lives on Earth for the greater
good amd the Paradise that awaited. She had seen so many things, learned so much, but she didn’t
suppose she would ever have real sympathy for such a coward.

Her mouth filled. She spat on him.

“You’ve caught me,” she told Cicatrix. “I won’t apologize. As one living woman to another all I ask for
is a clean death.”

Cicatrix smiled at her. “It was clever plan,” she said, ignoring Ayaan’s request. “We talk about it, all this
day, Tsarevich and myself. We were being quite impressed and entertained.”

Clearly Ayaan wasn’t going to get the swift resolution she wanted. She glanced sideways at the rail. She
could be over it in a second. It would take only a heartbeat before she hit the water. Ayaan couldn’t
swim—it would be over quickly. She’d heard unpleasant things about death by drowning, and it wouldn’t
keep her from coming back as a ghoul but still. It would be a better exit. A cleaner way to go.

Then she felt the energy draining out of her limbs, her muscles, her bones. She could barely keep her
eyelids open. Any moment she would... she would collapse... she knew the... green phantom... had her...

“We like you,” Cicatrix said, bending over her, smiling down at her. Ayaan had fallen to the deck
without realizing it. “We think you’re fun.”

Ayaan’s vision closed down like a black shutter falling across Cicatrix’s face.
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Chapter Seventeen

Magna helped Sarah down the narrow ladder into the belly of the FNSNordvind, the most advanced
submarine in the Finnish Navy. There wasn’t much competition anymore. “He found me,” she told Sarah,
talking about her husband. He had been a warrant officer onboard theNordvind when the Epidemic
began. “They put into port with the dead already coming over the fence. He deserted when he saw what
was happening. Well, they all deserted. He came and found me—I was on the roof of the PX. He came
and found me and he hasn’t spoken a word since. It was my idea to steal the submersible.”

The two women passed forward into the bridge of the submarine. Magna’s three children, none of them
over ten, scrambled out of their way. The oldest, a girl wearing a captain’s hat with maroon bars, folded
up the periscope handles and raised into into a locked position.

“They’re adorable,” Sarah said, watching the blonde children man the submarine’s instruments.

“They’re my angels.” Magna touched the springy yellow curls of the youngest who sat at the chart table
with her feet dangling from the chair. She brought Sarah to a small room ahead of the bridge, a briefing
room for the captain. Her husband Linus sat at a low table there, a plate of salted cod fish untouched
next to him. His hair and beard were pure white and draped down over his shirt, clean and carefully
brushed. He didn’t look up when Sarah entered. “Lover,” Magna called, but that elicited no response,
either. “He’s like this all the time. He’ll eat, if I feed him. He’ll do just about anything if I talk him through
it but he would just sit there forever if I let him.” Magna gave him a tiny smile, her face folding in on itself
as she hugged her own arms. “Catatonic stupor, they call it. [ don’t have the drugs to treat him but I can
look up their names in myPhysician’s Desk Reference.”

Something occurred to Sarah, something she didn’t want to consider too closely. If the man had been
catatonic for twelve years, and his eldest daughter was only ten at the most... well. People got lonely.
Sarah knew a little bit about manners, so she didn’t ask.

“Normally we stay surfaced for the fresh air and the sunlight. We only dive when someone comes
by—I’ve kept us alive this long by cultivating my antisocial behaviors. I fish over the side most days, and
some days I just lie in bed and conserve my energy,” Magna told her. “I have a little garden down here,
under some ultraviolet lamps. The submariners used those when they went on polar missions, to avoid
seasonal affective disorder. Sometimes I need them too.”

“You dive whenever anybody comes by?”” Sarah asked. “Does that happen... often?”

Magna nodded absently. “There are a surprisingly large number of people like me. People who have
surrendered dry land to the deaders. Most of them aren’t as well kitted out as [ am. A lot of them are
borderline personality types, do you understand? Pirates.”

“But you surfaced for us.”

Magna smiled, a smile so wry and complicated it looked like a frown. “Only because you happen to be
the friend of a... well. It wasn’t the first time I netted a floating deader. I’ve never caught one who could
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talk, though. He told me things. Comforting things. These days I take my validation where I can get it. He
said his name was Jack, and that a girl named Sarah would find me, that he needed to talk to her. Here,
will you help me with this?”” She handed Sarah a folding patio chair. “I’d let you to talk to him down here
but the smell... I'm sure you understand. He must have been floating for weeks when I found him. I don’t
know who he is when he’s at home but right now he’s terrifically whiffy.”

Together the women climbed back up to the deck where they set up the two patio chairs under a sun
umbrella. Magna put out a pitcher of ice water (the submarine had its own desalinization plant, she
explained proudly) and a single glass. Sarah’s guest wouldn’t need one. Then Magna untied and
unwrapped the tarpaulin-covered mass at the back of the deck. Frowning and holding her face very tight
she brought her burden over and dumped it unceremoniously in the second patio chair. “If you need me,
shout,” Magna told Sarah. “I’ll be below watching series four ofPrime Suspect on DVD. I've seen it so
many times the perspex has worn right off the disk but I never get tired of Helen Mirren.”

There were words in that sentence Sarah had never heard before.

Magna finally put her pistol down next to the pitcher of ice water and left Sarah alone with Jack. What
was left of his borrowed body, anyway. Fish had been at it leaving little that looked human. He had a
torso and most of two arms. A head like a boiled chicken with some matted hair on the top. No eyes,
nose or lips at all.

“You look like hell,” she said.

“In Finland they call hellTuonela, at least they used to. It wasn’t supposed to be so bad. A city under
the ground where you went to sleep forever. When you arrived you were still pretty active and there was
a welcoming party, they gave you a big beer stein. It was full of frogs and worms but it made you groggy
and when you were finished they found you a nice soft patch of ground to lie down on. Sounds better
than how it actually worked out, hmm?”

“I suppose,” Sarah said. It was tough to look at him. She’d seen plenty of corpses in her day but this
was bad. He stank of stale brine and sun-baked skin.

“I didn’t have much choice in bodies,” he explained, “and I needed to talk to you. It’s urgent, Sarah.
There are things you need to know.”

She bit her lip and nodded. “T know that rescuing Ayaan isn’t going to be easy. I’'m committed, though,

and I’ve got Osman to go along with me. Ptolemy wants revenge, I can work with that—" She stopped.
Something fragile and small opened inside of her, a flower of emotion. If she examined it too closely she
knew it would collapse. “Ayaan is dead. That’s what you’re here to tell me,” she guessed, her breath

very cold in her lungs. “I mean, you would know, somehow.”

“Yes,” Jack replied. He looked a little like he was melting. “They’re all... down in here with me. All the
dead people. If she was dead I would be able to find her, and I can’t. She's still alive, for the moment at
least.”

“Oh.” The feeling inside her liquefied and drained away. It was—it had been—a kind of relief, and now
it was gone. She understood that when she had heard Jack wanted to talk her subconscious had
assumed it was to tell her that she’d done all that she could, that she’d been very brave but now it was
over. But it wasn’t over, it couldn’t be yet. She had actually, in some quiet, small way, hoped that Ayaan
was dead.
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The thought wasn't worth the energy it would take to rationalize it away. Sarah looked away from him
and changed the subject. “So it’s true, all that religion stuff? There’s an afterlife?”

“You could say that. Like you could say that a book still goes on even after you’re done reading it and
you’ve put it on the shelf. All the words are still there.”

“That’s... interesting,” she said.

“Fucking fascinating. Now shut up and listen to me. I don’t want to have to stay in this body any longer
than I have to.”

He looked out over the waves, drew a deep breath. “The one consolation for being dead—the only
possible consolation—is that you hear things. Dead people love to gossip, just like the living. If you’re
selective with who you listen to you can actually learn something useful, sometimes. I happen to have met
somebody who works for our enemy. The Tsarevich, I’'m told, is planning something big. He’s been
working on it for years—maybe since the beginning. It's going to be the culmination of his unlife. He’s
been busy at it, collecting things he needs.”

“Things?” Sarah asked.

“People, mostly. People like Ayaan or all those mummies. There’s at least one more person he needs,
somebody very special and he’ll stop at nothing to find her, or at least a reasonable facsimile. He’s been
making liches at a furious rate, killing most of them because they didn’t have powers or they didn’t have
the right powers. He’s been collecting old bits of machinery, too, and documents the Soviets left behind.
He took five tons of documents out of a cave near Magnitogorsk last year, research materials,
parascience stuff left by Stalin-era scientists looking to find a way to bring dead soldiers back to life on
the battlefield. Whatever he found in those papers made him think he needed to kidnap a bunch of
mummies. Now he’s moving. He’s moving west. Toward the Source. Do you understand where this is
going?”

“I think so,” she tried, though she really didn’t.

“It means that once he has this last person that he needs, he’ll be ready to act. It means we have very
little time left for dilly-dallying. You want to save Ayaan, fine, and if Ptolemy wants revenge well so be it.
But you need to know the Russian bastard has his own agenda, and I can guarantee you it isn’t good.
Ayaan plays into his hand somehow so he won’t give her up easily. You're going to have to fight, Sarah.
You can't just run along after him for the rest of time, you're going to have to fight. I know that isn't your
strong suit. You’re going to need help. Find yourself a couple of atom bombs, raise an army if you need
to.”

“I don’t know how—"

“Then learn. I gave you your gift for a reason. Use it, now. You’ve got to find things out, you have to
learn a lot between now and the end of this.”

“...Learn things?”
“Yeah. And some of them are going to make you cry. I’d go do it for you but, well. Since I'm just a

disembodied consciousness cut loose in the void, I figure you’re going to 