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Without you the Death Walkers would still be a handwritten first draft with nowhere to go because I would’ve given up on myself a long time ago.
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​WESTRAY, ORKNEY ISLANDS

Nikolai shivered at the mouth of Charybdis; a cavern splitting open the bottom of a coastal cliff and too far north for sunlight's warmth to counter the chill from either the ocean or the watery grave inside. The layers of jagged sandstone above the cave resembled centuries of dried blood. Anything, or anyone, who fell from the edge would be swallowed by the stony maw as the incoming tide filled the inlet.

“I am so sorry,” Nikolai said to the golden-haired girl beside him, the one immune to the splashing seawater. “This is a horrible way to die.”

The first duty of any Death Walker extended to rescuing ghosts from a fate worse than their original death, but after the tenth victim in a row, Nikolai longed for a new assignment.

A foul wind from inside the cave mixed with Scotland’s salt spray, sickening the air. The rot and decay painted a gruesome landscape of the things trapped inside, and the ghost whined.

“Patience, malyshka,” he murmured. “Our journey is nearing its end.”

Squeezing his wide shoulders between two ‘teeth,’ Nikolai struggled inside. Going deeper, he pushed his way past slimy stalagmites, his harness scraping against each outcropping. His eyes teared and stomach roiled from the saccharine sweet halitosis filling the cavern.

“Maybe we don’t go too far. I don’t have my nightlight.”

Glancing to her, Nikolai considered sending her ghost to the Neutral Plains with his right hand, but held back. He did not want to add to the trauma of her death before sending her on.

“I will be your nightlight, trust me.” Nikolai answered over the splashing and gurgling caused by him and the tide entering the cave. The jerky tugging, coupled with the stench of decayed plant and animal carcasses, teased at Nikolai’s equilibrium.

The young victim followed with timid steps, keeping to the remaining rays of light and scrunching her nose.

“I don’t like the smell. It’s awful. It makes me wanna–” She paused. “Mister, how come I’m not sick?”

“You are dead and are smelling dead. I think there are several skeletons swimming in the water here, including yours. You said you were lost.” Nikolai paused to grunt as he navigated past decaying plants. “Lost and alone. I hope to bury you and help you rest.”

“But it smells really bad.”

Nikolai resisted taking a deep breath. “Yes, it does. It smells as bad as a Revenant.”

Nikolai stopped, his foot raised in midstep, as he spied the bloated corpse in an eddy. Something entangled the torn, water-logged yellow and white pinafore, holding the body in a swaying motion, creating the tiniest ripples in the water.

“Reh...vuh...nent? Is that what killed me?” Her haunting voice echoed around him.

“No, you drowned.” Nikolai knelt down, reverently collecting her remains. “A Revenant would devour your soul and shrivel your body. Nothing but nature and misfortune has marked this corpse.”

A deep, wordless moan rose from the back of the cave.

Nikolai froze. Stalactites and stalagmites stood as silent sentries, and small shards of light bounced off the trembling water. Silence lay like a heavy cloak on his shoulders, and not a single drop of water from the stalactites echoed off the cavern walls when the moan receded. Dust danced around him, catching his attention, but he dismissed the fine particles, intent on finding the source.

A breeze, flowing against the mouth of the cave. Nikolai struggled to brush off the sound and finished wrapping the corpse in his harness. Fastening the straps over his shoulder, he forced a smile and turned to the little spirit.

“Our mission will conclude soon. Now we take you out of here before the tide comes in.”

“Is it that easy?” The little girl’s voice quivered.

The water level touched his lower calf, but Nikolai assured himself, again, there would be plenty of time before high tide.

“It will be,” he lied.

Nikolai pushed off of one stalagmite and waded toward another closer to the mouth of the cave. Slipping on a loose rock, he slammed into the stalagmite he’d aimed for.

Another moan rose above the splashing and gurgling of the dank seawater. The miasma of the cavern pressed around him, stagnant and stifling. The young girl shivered next to him, silent and searching.

The girl is not Revenant yet, otherwise her spirit wouldn’t be here and neither would I. So, what made that noise?

“Wha–what’s that?”

“A simple trick of the rising tide.”

The lie rolled off his tongue like water, reassurance over honesty, but he still waited a few moments before continuing to slink from stalagmite to stalagmite, using their rough and slippery surfaces to wade through the deepening water. Water sloshed near his thighs now.

Nikolai marched to the mouth of the cave, fighting the choppy tide, until he snagged his foot on something near the cave’s opening.

Irritated, he kicked to dislodge himself. Whatever trapped him pulled–Pulled. Unlike any rock or root Nikolai would expect to find down here. A growing sense of alarm took hold, and he slipped into his training.

“Go ahead of me.”

The spirit obeyed.

Nikolai grunted as he ripped his leg forward, instead slipping and falling into the putrid muck.

The tragic spirit froze, her weeping eyes fixing upon the abyss at his back, and released a harrowing scream.

She dissolved into a frantic wisp of mist, hurtling into the gaping dark of the cave.

Nikolai flipped over. His eyes narrowed at the festering hand clamped onto his ankle, and he shook his leg.

A head shot from the water, devoid of hair, skin, and half its jaw. The creature’s milky eyes stared at Nikolai as it yanked him closer.

“Trouble never comes alone.” Nikolai spat. He pulled in the opposite direction, not caring if the bone snapped from the pressure. Better a broken leg than a Revenant bite.

A crisp pop echoed overhead as his leg came free, throwing Nikolai into the muck again. He twisted to the side to keep from crushing the harnessed corpse.

Sharp rocks clawed limbs, bruised ribs, and the tide rubbed salt into the wounds.

Nikolai surged upright, facing the Revenant with lethal intent to unmake the corrupted soul. Purging these monsters brought a wicked satisfaction; a duty every Death Walker relished.

Howling in triumph, the decrepit ghoul shot to its feet, barrelling forwards to impale Nikolai with its sharp claws.

“You missed your mark.” With a swift pirouette, Nikolai snatched the Revenant’s brittle wrist, effortlessly deflecting the charge. “Now I show you where lobsters spend winter.”

At the same time, he let the skin and muscle melt away from his left hand, exposing the skeleton underneath. The Osseus.

Twirling the abomination, Nikolai thrust his Osseus into the creature’s crumbling ribcage.

“You picked the wrong Death Walker today, Revenant.” Nikolai squeezed the ghost’s blackened heart. A nasty smirk sliced up one side of his face.

A beam of light cleaved the ghost down its center, splintering its shriveled body between the bones of Nikolai’s palm. Skin, meat, everything unraveled and disintegrated into fine kernels of ash. The Death Walker shook the solitary fragments of a soul ill-spent into the fetid water.

“Dasvidania, Bezdushnyy.” Nikolai spat at the creature’s ashes.

The burbling of the incoming tide remained, the cave no longer haunted.

Another vermin exterminated. Now, to return to the task at hand.

Nikolai frowned and hitched the corpse strapped to his back higher.

Water undulated around his thighs, trying to pull him away from the entrance. The growing current battered at Nikolai, ravenous for a new victim.

Nikolai’s inner voice howled two words: Leave, now!

He fought against the tide, wading his way through the neck of the cave. The rushing water and narrow walls pitched him against slimy rocks. Jagged spikes sank clammy fingers into his shirt to capture him, but he continued forward, ripping his clothes. He twisted his body to receive most of the abuse and spare the girl's corpse.

Wisps of sunlight bounced off both cavern walls and water, dizzying everything. Nikolai stumbled; skinning a knee on the rough cut flooring. He braced against a stalagmite with his eyes shut to stop the swaying sensation of the earth below. The temporary peace granted after eliminating the Revenant shattered. Charybdis became a carnival funhouse, swallowing him in a maze of echoes and reflections.

“Get up.” A tiny voice pleaded, drowned out by the roar of the waves.

Something small tugged his sleeve.

He touched the little hand clasping the fabric. “You came back, malyshka.”

Delicate pressure from fingertips that shouldn't be there soothed his panic and renewed his strength.

“I’m sorry I ran. I was scared.”

Nikolai nodded and pulled himself up. Bracing himself against a column, he faced away from the entrance. The soles of his boots scraped the rough ground for traction as he backed out of the cave, resisting as eddies and the tide pulled him in changing directions.

With each step, the darkness in the cave receded. The stench grew overwhelming, the noise and echoes dizzying, but manageable if you didn’t let the light hypnotize you into losing your direction.

After minutes stretched to eternity, Nikolai forced his way backwards out of the cavern, and he heaved the biggest sigh of his life. As the world settled, he opened his eyes, and frowned back at the cavern's mouth.

Its natural guise, a small hole at sea level, appeared out of place with the rest of the coastal scenery. Nausea bubbled up in his stomach as he realized that in another ten minutes, this watery pit would’ve become his tomb.

“Don’t apologize, little bunny?” Nikolai asked, glancing down at the ghost girl anchored to him. “It terrified you.”

The girl nodded.

His lips twitched into a small smile. “But now you are safe. In a few hours, this cave will be distant memory.”

Cinching the harness’s straps tighter to prevent the body from slipping out, Nikolai climbed his rope ladder to the top of the cliff. There, the little girl’s final rest waited. He needed to finish the ritual before her spirit became restless. With his strength bled dry, a second Revenant would spell his doom.
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Soil and sandstone fell into the new grave. With each shovelful, Nikolai covered sightless eyes, made the little girl’s body invisible to the world, and lightened his heart. He forced the last shovelful of dirt onto the grave. With his human and skeletal hands working in tandem, Nikolai patted it down, compacting the dirt. Adding stones and shrubs, he hid her burial.

Leaning against the shovel, Nikolai ran the back of his hand against his forehead to catch the sweat. He frowned up at the sliver of the moon rising on the horizon. Burying her took up the rest of the day, and the sun sank low on the horizon.

He faced the little spirit girl.

Her translucent body shook in front of her grave. Her azure eyes glossed over as she knelt down, touching the ground above her mortal form. A breeze passed by, without ruffling her blonde curls or her yellow and white pinafore. She flickered as if disturbed by the world she no longer played a part in.

Nikolai walked around her grave, standing across from her, and coughed.

She raised her head, meeting his eyes.

He extended his human right hand for her to grasp. “It is done. You need to go now.”

The ghost girl's attention dropped to his hand, studying it in hesitation.

His fingers twitched. Time crawled from minutes into millennia. Nikolai considered his options.

Should he force the issue?

Patience, Nikolai, she will surrender, and experience all that entails. But she lived, and needs time to say goodbye.

His memory of the rotting ghost in the back of the cavern provided a pretty convincing counterargument.

But he waited.

At last, Nikolai let out a heavy sigh, his generosity diminished. He raised his left hand, needing to act soon.

Then the little spirit took hold of his right.

She closed her eyes, raising her face to the pale moon and released a sigh of relief.

“Thank you, Nikolai.” Her small voice trembled as she spoke. “I’m ready now.”

He nodded.

Pressure shivered throughout Nikolai’s body as her spirit shimmered with the gathering of energy. Bowing in respect, Nikolai uttered a benediction.

“This flesh falls, but the journey continues. Let the threshold wash away the rot of your mortal life. Return to those who knew your triumphs, and strike forward into the Neutral Plains. The weight of your chains is broken.”

She flickered, and faded into the night, her soft laughter chiming in the wind.

He embraced the surge of electricity flowing through him. He breathed in deep, drinking in the aroma of heather and clean air surrounding the hilltop.

Exhaling, Nikolai let loose the extra spectral energy and slipped from Death Walker to human form.

With his mission complete, he didn't belong at this grave anymore.

Walking back to his truck, Nikolai glanced one final time over his shoulder at the grave. Every step lighter now, he might float off the ground to do laps around the world.

After months of scouring the Orkney Islands for any sudden or violent deaths since the last patrol, in case unfinished business held their spirits behind, sending the last ones on to their eventual resurrection acted as a balm to his tired soul.

The child would live again, eventually, and hopefully a life that could be enjoyed more than she enjoyed this one. Humans cycled between the Neutral Plains and life, never going to Tartarus or Elysian, where the gods resided.

Life goes on, as humans love to remind each other.

A ringtone fragmented Nikolai’s rare peace into stark, bleak reality. With a groan, he fumbled between his shovel and the truck keys for the cell phone ringing in the pocket of his camo pants. Sighing, Nikolai pressed the Talk button, bringing the mobile to his ear.

“What is it?” Nikolai barked, annoyed that this was the fourth time his commander called to check up on him in two days.

“A new directive,” a cold voice said.

Nikolai’s nerve-ending buzzed, and the small hairs along his neck and arms stood at attention.

This is not my commander.

Nikolai snapped ramrod straight as if a bucket of ice water poured down his back.

The General!

As he listened, each imagined cube caused a shiver slipping down his sweat-drenched shirt. He gulped the air, and his legs wobbled. His heart hammered a Russian jig in his chest. A slight breeze could knock him over.

The cavern retreated into a distant memory with terrifying speed.

I. Am. So. Dead.
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​Chapter Two
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​WASHINGTON, D.C.

Less than two weeks later, Nikolai stood in the capital of the North American continent. The General’s missions demanded expediency, yet always included a component or two that mere mortals couldn’t anticipate.

He found a package waiting for him when he arrived at his hotel. A simple cardboard box containing new identities, clothes, and instructions: Enter the Smithsonian museum and attend the investors’ Egyptian Presentation before noon. Determine if a black book with Death Walker script is in the collection and bring it to me. You may find support in Frumentarii Snowborn during this mission.

No name followed the note, nor did it explain why he would send a Frumentarii from Eastern Europe instead of one assigned to the North American continent. The Paraguay mission taught Nikolai that he wouldn’t be on his own plate. Best to finish this mission before heading back to the Motherland.

He marched across the green lawn connecting all of the Smithsonian together in fanciful harmony. Humans flocked as birds, in collections of social groups, colors, and families. They smiled and laughed, going about their business, while he stalked through them, ready to collect the souls of the dead.

A dense crowd surged against the museum doors, hungry for whatever exhibit or lecture lay inside. Nikolai retrieved the letter. His eyes tracked the ink one last time before he nodded and shoved it away.
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Nikolai made his way into the massive auditorium where a woman commanded the stage, addressing the crowd. She stood at a modest height, curvaceous in a crisp tan business suit. Her red auburn hair, drawn into a ponytail on the crown of her head, dangled against her sun-kissed neck. Thick shadows from the overhead fluorescent lights hid her eyes as she took turns speaking to the crowd and consulting her notes.

She spoke of Egypt.

Nikolai couldn’t follow everything she described because of the unfamiliar names and jargon. Nefertari, Due-boys, and Cue-vee stood out with repetition.

Images flashed on a projector in the middle of the stage in syncopated rhythm with the woman’s impassioned speech. Her posture straightened and her expression brightened as a new star. Beside her, those index cards she clung to earlier in the speech, lay forgotten on the podium.

Conviction guided her.

Dismissing her was the tactical choice. His mission blueprints held no record of her existence. Yet, her voice held him captive, a heavy velvet anchoring him to an unclaimed seat. The fracturing light in her eyes pinned his focus. When she paced the stage, his gaze tracked her every step. His autonomy slipped away, replaced by a fierce, cellular command to protect that he couldn't explain. He drank in her every word.

A shadow sheared through the room. A foul draft of rot and split bone slammed into his senses, shattering the spell.

Revenant!

Nikolai blinked, his vision clearing. A creature of shriveled flesh and withered bone shambled toward the podium, wrapped in a tattered, smoking shroud. The ballroom light bled right through its chest cavity.

A fresh one, starved of souls.

Its hollow sockets remained glued to the speaker, ignoring Nikolai and the hundreds of warm bodies filling the rows.

Stupid beast. A Death Walker offers a far richer feast than any human soul, yet the creature is drawn to her like a moth to a dying star.

Nikolai dug his fingernails into the armrests. His pulse hammered against his ribs, but he locked his left arm down. Under his skin, the flesh bubbled, threatening to slough away into a gelatinous ooze and expose the jagged, oversized skeleton beneath. Transforming in a room full of mortal eyes meant exposure.

He stood up anyway.

Slipping into the aisle, and squeezed past the rigid shoulders of rapt professionals. The audience sat frozen, leaning forward like marble statues. They didn't blink when his coat brushed their faces.

Chaos loomed a heartbeat away. A single wrong move would broadcast the existence of man-eating ghosts to the evening news. He needed to intercept it silently. But the phantom was closing the distance, its jaw unhinging to expose a throat of absolute pitch.

At that moment, the woman at the podium stuttered; her face frozen in terror at the approaching ghost.

“Come to me, Death Walker.” The restless spirit clambered up onto the stage, slavering as it rose.

She’s a Death Walker? Nikolai clenched his jaw and burst down the aisle, keeping both Revenant and woman in sight.

“By the power of Thoth and Osiris, I banish you back to Duat. May Ammut swallow up your shriveled heart and be damned for eternity, foul beast.” The woman brandished an ornate blade with a blunted tip. “I command you to leave.”

A susurrus rose in the audience as the presenter went off-script.

“Death Walker,” the creature hissed, its breath reeking of the grave. “Your gods cannot save you.”

She doesn’t act like any Death Walker I’ve met.

The woman hurled the dagger at the Revenant, then crouched behind the podium for protection.

The weapon sailed through the air like a gossamer dream, singing its release, but it didn’t sink into flesh. It went through the ghost, clanging against a display case.

Gasps and shrieks erupted from the audience. Chairs clattered to the ground. The squeaks of sneakers and dress shoes deafened the room as they surged like a tidal wave to the exit doors.

Nikolai shoved through the mass of bodies to reach the stage. He raced the first drop of blood. The moment the ghost’s tongue tasted her spill, she died. He refused to face another Revenant gorged on Death Walker flesh.

Murder oozed from the Revenant’s hungry gaze, and its talons scraped against the podium covering their prey.

Humans barrelled into each other to vacate the building.

Nikolai slammed into the ghost, transforming his left hand as he wrestled it.

They’re too busy running from the insane presenter to track my movements, I hope.

The fetid ghost-corpse clawed at him, bent his upper arm, and battered his head. A furious kick sent him tumbling across the stage, slamming into the same display case the dagger embedded its blade.

He groaned and sagged forward, cradling his throbbing head on his knees. Nikolai’s skin itched and he shivered, pulling himself back onto gelatin legs.

The Revenant held the woman now, and she beat against its arms with a statuette of a black jackal with gold-tipped ears and eyes.

I can’t let the Revenant eat her.

Backed into a metaphorical corner, Nikolai invoked his special talent. “Relax, now.”

Both woman and ghost deflated, their postures softening as if the puppet master cut their strings.

With them pliant, he scrambled across the stage and leapt onto the rotting ghost. Nikolai thrust his Osseus into the monster, tearing it apart from the inside.

The triumph in the ghost’s eyes dissolved into abject horror as light split the creature and crackled. A hurricane of thunder and lightning disintegrated the ghost to a pile of smoking ashes fluttering, useless, to the ground.

Nikolai’s legs wobbled, threatening to buckle under his weight. He clenched his fists until his nails cut small crescents into his palms. Focus, you aren’t finished.

He reached out with his right hand to the woman.

Her eyes darted between the human hand and the light dusting of ash on Nikolai’s skeletal arm. Her nostrils flared, and a strangled whine fled from her throat.

“You’re safe now.” Nikolai leaned forward, delivering as warm a smile as Siberia in the summertime. “I won’t hurt you, and the ghost has been erased.”

“Erased?” The woman asked, but didn’t reach for the proffered hand.

Nikolai let out a sigh. “I can explain more, but not here, please.”

You cannot force her.

The woman opened her mouth, then closed it. She shook her head, and grabbed his hand.

A bolt spread through Nikolai from skin contact. His world expanded. A sense of déjà vu returned; the same moment, reversed through the woman’s eyes.

Her eyes widened in sync with his. His chest rose and deflated with hers.

She thrust her left hand into the ghoulish monster attacking the stage.

His panic vanished, stolen by a flood of compliance from the stranger's words.

Phantom nerves joined their hands by skin, muscle, and bone, as if one arm transitioned into the other.

The stench of curdling blood and fetid meat warned Shani before the Revenant appeared. Centuries of training snapped her alert, tracking the threat.

Nikolai’s nerves dissolved as he spoke to the crowd about his success; the map recovered from secret rooms within QV66.

A burning, deep inside both of them, a fire kindled by the presence of one another, heated their skin. Tears brimmed along the bottom of Shani’s eyelids as hundreds of rotting ghosts, dead children, and a macabre life—centuries old—flipped like photographs in a picture book. She lived the exact experiences shaping Nikolai into the man who killed ghosts to rescue humans. The stories of becoming a whole person, of Imorata, came true. The blaze left an emptiness between her legs to fill with him.

Nikolai clenched his teeth. Her name, her past, flooded his mind: dozens of Egyptian dig sites, years of college lectures, and the way Erik replaced her parents. A life without violence, of socializing with humans, and Revenants relegated to campfire stories. He possessed every Death Walker story Erik shared, fantasies about inhuman monsters fighting human spirits. His lips hungered for her.

The bolt bound the two of them. Flames consumed their loneliness and brought desire. Their soul, reunited, sang overjoyed at being together again. The single soul, fractured across lifetimes, fought fiercely against its separate hosts to remain whole.

This sensory overload didn't just share information; it demanded submission. As Shani’s modern traumas instincts and Nikolai’s ancient instincts locked into place, the sheer gravity of their combined existence threatened to erase where he ended and she began. Standing on a precipice, terrifyingly complete, and entirely exposed to one another, this disturbed Shani, frightened Nikolai, and bewitched both.

“Shani.”

“Nikolai.”

They spoke each other’s name in unison, like estranged lovers at last reconciled. Chaste hand-holding fueled the building tension. The brief touch made the space between them suffocating.

Nikolai pulled away first.

Shani rolled away instinctively. The ravenous hunger reflecting through Nikolai’s eyes haunted her.

“Shani.”

Erik, at her side, pulled her into his arms. She buried her face into the crook of his shoulder. His hand ran through the snarls in her hair, trembling as if he rescued her from the maw of Charybdis.

“Shani, you are safe now.” His voice brought honey and sunshine; always there, always comforting.

Her brain swam, pulled out by an embalmer’s hook from the stranger’s command, then soaked in palm-wine after touching his hand. As she returned to reality, her legs trembled.

Eternity passed in a span of seconds as she let loose a sob. The swarm of memories assaulted her, the overwhelming detail suffocating her identity. They were evanescent: the childhood friends gone for centuries, the scandalous mission in Paraguay, the amnesia after the Frumentarii wedding in Rostov-on-Don, and spelunking in Scotland to rescue a dead girl. She experienced the life of a supercentenarian multiple times over, but not all memories last, and most faded away into the background of her subconscious. Now the stranger resonated within her more clearly than any previous boyfriend, more than her own parents. He mirrored her soul perfectly. Shani shuddered from the experience and the sudden loss of Nikolai’s touch. 

You’re safe now. You’re safe. Safe. The mantra repeated, tamping down her rising panic, slowing the skip of her heart.

Emotional overload pulled like quicksand. Relaxing offered clarity, but instinct urged a fight, a lash outward against the intensity. Shani held her adoptive father tight around the neck while tears streamed down her face.

The security officers restraining Nikolai vanished from her perception.

The silence left behind in the auditorium escaped her.

Sensation fled her legs during the walk beside her adoptive father.

The Dubois died decades ago, yet those same emotions surfaced because of the rancid spectre attempting her execution. Saved by a stranger, a man who witnessed his own parents perish by another spectre’s claws, the memory lingered. Intervention back then remained a haunting question, though which "back then" stayed unclear.

Erik shrugged out of his coat, wrapping it around her shoulders. “Come, Shani. Let’s grab you some coffee.”

“What happened?” Shani asked. “Who fought the zombie?”

“Shh.” Erik soothed her, escorting her away from the auditorium, the ruined presentation, and her crumbling career.
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​Chapter Three​
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Shani didn’t lift her head from Erik’s shoulder until he sat her down in his office. The Curator skipped the presentation. Erik, operating as Administration Archaeologist, would be reporting the disaster to him. Unless the news already arrived.

News of a failed presentation travels fast in the archeological world.

When that happened, and it would be soon, Shani would need a creative exit strategy. Maybe something that ended with her as a lumberjack in the thick of the Appalachians, if possible.

Her breath came out ragged, and her lungs burned. Her throat clenched, fighting to draw in more air.

“The zombie...er ghost...” Shani’s tone echoed back at her as harsh and accusatory. “It called me Death Walker. Erik, please tell me Death Walkers and Revenants are stories.”

Erik avoided eye contact. He moved toward the office door with determined steps, but turned around when she fell silent.

“I’m going to speak with the Curator. You should stay here and relax. At least until you stop shaking.”

Shani sat straighter, wanting to protest, but he’d already left. Her teeth chattered. She hated being alone and left in the dark ever since the tomb collapsed on her parents.

I'm not staying here.

She sprang out of the chair and grit her teeth.

If you run from this you’ll never stop. You must face this head-on.

That ghost could be one of many. Thousands could be crawling through these walls ready to seize her while she remained alone. Neither Erik nor that stranger, Nikolai, were in the room to stop them.

Shani scanned the room, expecting her mind to summon the foul creatures.

“You should heed Frumentarii Snowborn, Ms. Dubois.”

A shadow dislodged itself from the opposite wall, and the light revealed the man from earlier. 

Ra, my imagination does summon monsters!

Erik’s oak desk stood steadfast between them.

Shani glared at his left hand, now relaxed at his side, following the arm up to his face.

“What’s wrong with your hand?” She demanded. “No human hand exposes bones and sinew. Yours did when you ruined my presentation. What are you?” 

Blue eyes—the color of the Hoplia Coreulea scarab beetle—met hers, and an intense torrent rushed to expose her. He expected her to know the answer already.

Nikolai brought up his left hand, holding it out for Shani to examine.

He drew a slow, deliberate breath. “All Death Walkers wield an Osseus, a weapon forged to destroy Revenants.”

She flushed. “What do you mean, Death Walkers? What in the name of Duat are Revenants? You can't all be enta jameel with the hair color of fertile silt from the Nile, the body of Min, the voice of–”

Then she forced a sharp breath out through her nose. “One question at a time.”

Shani raised her left hand displaying delicate fingers, a gift from her father’s family, fanned out and away from her. Her short fingernails held some dirt, and calluses marked her fingertips, but no rancid flesh or scarabs feasting on gray meat greeted her. To the best of her memory, her hand never existed as anything but human. 

Nikolai sat in the guest chair, flexing his fingers like a cat stretching their claws. “Revenants, like the one onstage, are human spirits. When they die, and fear death or the hereafter, their spirit stays. Sometimes they become...hungry...and devour the dusha of the living to regain a physical body again.”

Sitting relaxed in her adoptive father's office, he acted opposite from the intense warrior who dusted the mummy holding her. 

Memories of countless frigid, homesick winters in Siberia threatened to overwhelm her; Shani concentrated on how normal Nikolai’s hand now appeared. 

His arm, large and strong, hid rippling muscles beneath the cuffs of his sweater, and she undressed him with her mind, exploring the contours of– Focus! You aren’t a teenager.

“Are you a Death Walker?” Shani asked, sure of the answer, but needing confirmation.

“I am, as are you.”

“Bullshit!” Her nostrils flared. “I’d remember being some undead killer, and I lack a skeletal arm.”

“Osseus–”

Pressure gathered around her ears. “Silence, Kafa! Keep your Ra-sworn hand to yourself. A Revenant hunting in a sea of humans proves nothing. I am no Death Walker. I am human.”

Nikolai leaned forward, closing the space between them until she couldn't retreat. “Under normal circumstances, you might survive behind your shield. But the Revenant ignored the crowd. It came straight for your throat. Stop lying to your own blood, Ms. Dubois. You are no human. You never were.”

Shani launched at the desk, the flat of her palms slamming against the wood, her face inches from his. 

“You lie. Revenants attack humans, you said, not. Death. Walkers.”

Nikolai drew in a deep breath, and small muscles in his face and hands tensed as he settled back into the chair and stared at the floor. He controlled his tone, as taut as the wires of an arched harp.

“Revenants grow stronger gorging on dusha.” His voice dropped, the words a husky scrape against her ear. “A Death Walker’s soul is a prize. It restores their flesh. I witnessed the feast myself.”

Shit, his parents. “I’m sorry.”

An awkwardness fanned out between them, settling as a wool blanket but without the comfort or warmth.

Nikolai shook his head. “Regardless, the important question is, how did the Revenant find you here? You are a Death Walker born without any memory of what you are. We call them unawakened, and it is the duty of any awakened Death Walker to protect them.”

“Thanks, but no thanks.” Shani walked around Erik’s desk and made her way to the door. “I can take care of myself, I’ve learned judo and how to fire a gun and...”

This sounded better in my head.

“And I am here for her.”

Both turned towards the voice.

Erik filled the doorway, carrying a black leather tote.

Shani hugged him and relaxed in the safety he provided, ignoring her bag.

His hand smoothed along the backside of her head; she sighed, allowing her shoulders to unkink and fall.

A rustling behind her dragged her and Erik from their shared moment as Nikolai stood.

“You must be Frumentarii Snowborn.”

He stepped up directly behind her, his scorching body heat pinning her in place.

She turned around to face him again with her adoptive father by her side.

A smile spread along Erik’s lips, and he extended his hand to the newcomer. “Frumentarii Vladimirovich, good to meet you at last. I appreciate your jumping in to handle the Revenant.”

Tension iced Nikolai’s voice. “I am surprised you failed to help Ms. Dubois first.”

The two men flanked Shani, circling each other like rival crocodiles over an antelope collapsed on the riverbank.

It rubbed her the wrong way.

“I was busy han–”

“I could’ve taken care of it myself.” Shani pushed herself away from both men, needing some distance.

Your hand and dagger went straight through the creature. How exactly would you have ‘taken care’ of it? Shani fought to bury the question before it showed in her eyes. 

“Shani.” Erik took a heavy sigh, his shoulders drooping. “It’s my fault. My method of awakening you failed. You should’ve been able to protect yourself.”

“Awaken me?” Shani rubbed her temples, a low moan escaping her lips. Fear made her tremble. The image of patient, empathetic Erik shattered, replaced by a monster. What about her parents? Did Death Walker blood run in their veins, too? How did they die? “I'm not asleep. Death Walkers are children's nightmares. Fables from your homeland.”

Nikolai tilted his head, a ghost of a smile playing on his lips. “Perhaps. But whenever did I say those nightmares are fake?”

Her cheeks grew wet, and someone pulled her into their arms. She continued to sob in the warm darkness.

“Let’s get you home, Shani.” Erik whispered in her ear, stroking her hair.

“Da, we can continue our conversation there,” Nikolai said, closing the distance. “Free from public–”

“You are not coming with us.” Erik tightened his embrace around Shani’s shoulders.

“You cannot keep me from her. We are Imorata.”

Erik paused at Nikolai’s words, then pushed her out to arms’ length. “Is this true, Shani?”

“You never included an Imorata in your stories,” Shani snapped, throwing up a shield. Behind her eyes, his mind bled into hers. She never invited the images invading her brain, yet Nikolai's memories of touring Europe with two other Frumentarii unspooled in her head anyway. The stolen past burned, a cruel contrast to her own history, where the faces of her mother and father faded to ash.

“Did this man touch you?”

“Yes, on the stage, before you helped me.” She said, eyes on her adoptive father. Can you love at first touch?

“Is that all?” Erik shook his head at Nikolai. “Then you’re not Imorata.”

Together, they left the stranger in Erik’s office.

Shani slumped forward, pressing her weight into her adoptive father’s arms. A cloud of army ants churned through her head, blacking out her vision. She fought to stop the world from swaying and to breathe.

“Shani, are you alright?” Erik’s hand rubbed her back.

“Primtoc.”

Erik froze again at Nikolai’s voice and swung around, his face three shades whiter.

Nikolai stood in the office doorway, his blue eyes transfixed on Shani.

She sucked in a deep breath. The clamp constricting her breathing vanished without a suggestion of being there in the first place, replaced by the thundering of her heart against her ribcage.

“We shared Primtoc, Frumentarii Snowborn. The raw electricity when Imorata first touch. I lived in Egypt as a girl. I remember holding you in my arms when I finished college.” His Russian accent thickened in anguish. “Memories are fading, but when you both left the room, my breathing constricted and sorrow overwhelmed me. One moment, and all the happiness of the world faded.”

“It happened to you, too?” Shani asked.

Erik said nothing.

Frost and razor-sharp edges replaced his glacier-cool gaze. His perpetual grin disappeared into a line as thin as a national border. Before anyone else could react, he took a step forward and smashed his left fist into Nikolai, knocking the younger man to the ground in a single punch.

“Disaster take you, Erik!” Shani’s eyes widened, surprised as the words left her mouth. “You masked familiarity with friendship!”

“No,” Nikolai said, standing and rubbing his cheek, “this is our first meeting. But I understand why he is angered.”

Erik huffed and turned away from him, taking a moment to count to ten before opening his eyes to Shani’s. His hands clenched and unclenched along his sides.

“I am busy tonight. He no doubt has a hotel room, but you’ll be safe taking him to Baltimore, if you want.” He paused and half-turned. “I’m sure he’ll be a perfect gentleman without me around.”

She nodded. “If something happens, you’ll kick his ass.”

She stepped aside, letting Erik pass before squaring her shoulders against Nikolai's shadow. Any attack from him invited instant retaliation; Erik possessed ties to a vicious underworld security network, an unhinged circle of rogue mercenaries, far detached from the police.

“I saw your past when we touched,” Shani demanded, refusing to let her voice tremble.

Nikolai gripped her outstretched hand, the raw energy of the connection flaring between their palms. “Agreed. Lead the way.”
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Nikolai’s plans fractured before noon. His operational orders from the General omitted any mention of Revenants, finding Imorata, getting struck by his contact, or trapping himself in a vehicle with an unawakened Death Walker.

“What’s Primtoc, and why did Erik punch you?”

The question brought back a tender throbbing along Nikolai’s cheek, and he frowned. “That is a loaded question. I am not sure if you are–”

“Humor me.” Shani jerked the car into the next lane.

Nikolai slammed against the door. Maybe fighting the Revenant at the museum is going to be the easiest part of the day.

“Primtoc is the sharing of memories, when you and I touched for the first time.”

Shani glared in his direction. “And Erik’s mad about that?”

Their car veered into the right lane, and a horn wailed behind them.

Nikolai cut his eyes to the side mirror. A red truck missed their bumper by inches. “The element of surprise caught him off guard. It caught me, too.”

“I’ve never experienced it when holding someone's hand before.” Another glare, as if she didn’t trust him. Her hands clenched the steering wheel tight enough, Nikolai worried the wheel would come off.

“What did Snowborn tell you about Death Walkers in these ghost stories?”

To awaken Shani as a Death Walker, Nikolai needed to establish a baseline. And maybe distract her from questions like Primtoc and Imorata until he could figure out the best way to explain they're destined for each other.

“The gods created them to destroy Revenants. They often disguise themselves as human and can kill with a touch.”

Nikolai inhaled to interject when the horn wailed and a stream of cursing obliterated his thoughts.

“They’re mistaken for mediums and spiritists,” she continued, “since they can see the Shut that survives physical death. Sem priests, in particular, would combat evil spirits. They were the priests who–” Shani screwed up her brow.

Nikolai’s breath hitched, and his body hardened at her cute face.

She repeated the expression a lot during her presentation before the ghost interrupted.

She must love Egypt as I love Siberia.

“That is not too distorted a story.” Nikolai cut her off. “Death Walkers inspired the idea of psychopomps in a general sense. The first stories I came across originated in Mesopotamia about Namtar, their god of death. As we spread, many cultures invented similar views; grim reapers, King Yama, Thanatos, and Samael.”

“What do Death Walkers look like if they aren’t human?” Shani swerved to avoid ramming into a deer carcass.

“Beautiful.” A memory intruded; his transformed reflection. “Terrifying. We can be mistaken for monsters, despite our mission to escort the dead onward to reincarnation and destroy Revenants.”

He took a deep breath and rubbed along his left arm, massaging the knuckles of his hand. It was human and no longer dangerous. “In our true forms, we seem decayed, necrotic, but without maggots crawling inside us.”

“Maggots?” Shani turned down another street with a fluid motion. “Here you are explaining about how I’m going to turn into a monster, now you go off on a tangent about maggots. Why are maggots important?”

Nikolai considered her clenched jaw and worried expression. Could he reassure her? Several times he opened his mouth, but closed it, gaze dropping to his knees pressed against the glove compartment. “When I am around Revenants, their stench and decomposed forms bother me. I remind myself I am not them, and I focus on that.”

Silence stretched about between them and stayed for a few moments before Shani spoke. “Show me your Death Walker form, please?”

“Ms. Dubois, you freaked out when I exposed my Osseus. We should take slow steps. Otherwise you might–”

“Run for the hills?” Shani snorted. “I’m not fragile. You shouldn’t hide things from me, especially about the Imorata and Death Walkers.”

“The last thing I find you is fragile,” Nikolai assured her. “In truth, I do not want to overwhelm you. This is life-altering for both of us.”

Out of the corner of his eye, he saw Shani nod but say nothing. They continued in silence as Shani maneuvered through traffic.
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Shani parallel parked her car in front of a row of three-story brick houses along 31st Street.

How does she know which house in this row of identical houses is hers?

Two pillars framed either side of the blue and white porch indicating where her house ends and another begins. His body cramped up, imagining how small the interior must be.

Nikolai wrinkled his nose. “This is where you live?”

“Hey!” Shani whipped around, sporting a frown. “This was my parents’ home. Show respect, and help me bring things in from the museum.”

Nikolai expected this mission to be an in-out job but it kept growing more complex. How do I talk to her about Imorata?

The question would need to wait until later, if later ever came. For now, he walked around to the trunk, prepared to play along with her ridiculousness.

She opened it and pulled out the black leather tote Erik had handed her in his office, then pointed to a stack of three cardboard boxes next to the back wheel well.

“I need help getting these inside, so people aren’t tempted to break in to steal them.”

“I am not American, but I would think it illegal to smuggle out priceless treasures from your employer,” Nikolai protested.

“Funny, Nik, but those are office supplies and the broken projector I used during my presentation.” Shani marched to the brick building with her sumptuous hips swaying from side to side. “I need to replace the bulb in it.”

Shrugging, he hefted the boxes on his shoulders and followed her up the blue and white porch.

Gods willing, tonight I’ll figure out how to deal with this new predicament.

As Nikolai entered, his eyes widened at how spacious and elegant her house was. The stained glass door opened up to a foyer of intricate scrollwork and waist-high molding on the walls. His boots glided on polished hardwood floors, worn soft from a century of use. 

Orange spice and vanilla bowled him over as he crossed the threshold into the main parlor. The aroma brought some of the fading details learned from the Primtoc to his surface thoughts and soothed the tension in his mind.

“Set the boxes down here, please,” Shani said, as she likewise sat her bag on the dining table.

Crossing under the wooden grille separating the two rooms, Nikolai placed the stack of boxes next to her load. Flames kissed his cheeks as she came closer to unpack them. Twisting around to hide his cheeks and stiff cock, he walked back into the parlor and out of her way.

Warm beige walls complemented a chocolate tone furniture set. Sighing, Nikolai sank into the couch’s buttery leather cushions, letting its contours mold itself to his body. He resisted the impulse to prop his boots on the sparkling glass coffee table. Freed from the wretched teardrop of a car, Nikolai’s muscles relaxed.

The couch faced a generous flat screen television set above a fireplace mantle covered in candles.

This woman has taste.

Nikolai leaned back, releasing a moan. He could stay here for the rest of his life.

Hold on!

Is that an Egyptian pyramid holding up the glass of the coffee table?

It is.

The pyramid acted as a central leg supporting a round glass table instead of a gold cap. The silvery figurine of a dog lay over the glass as a centerpiece; Nikolai found himself recognizing the pharaoh hound found in royal tombs.

Standing, he scrutinized the cozy room, horror growing as he found the tacky decorations hidden in plain sight. The fireplace had the wings of Ma’at as a mantle. Framed scrolls featured Egyptian myths instead of the animal sketches he had dismissed them as. Gauzy curtains, covering her large windows, flowed with hieroglyphics.

She's beyond obsessed!

“You have cheap replicas throughout your house?” He rapped his knuckles on an Anubis statue standing sentry in a corner. “They are nothing but resin and lousy paint.”

“What’s wrong with it?” Shani called from the other room. “Egyptian art is beautiful no matter if it’s real or a knockoff.”

“You sound like Kayin.”

“Who’s Kayin, besides someone with superior taste?” Shani rummaged through her bag.

“Another Egypt-loving nut,” Nikolai said in a dismissive tone.

“Sounds like someone who wouldn’t nitpick my choice of furniture.” She pulled out a large object swaddled in tissue paper.

Nikolai turned back to the fireplace, his attention fixated on a picture enshrined by waves of white candles varying in length from use.

A young man and woman wore clothing fit for long days and nights spent in the desert. They clasped the hands of a lanky girl about seven or eight years old–eight–wearing a thin dress protecting her from the bright sunlight. Picking it up, he ran his fingers along the picture. The little girl, now decades older, still sported the dusting of freckles across her adorable nose. And dimples when she smiled.

In the background was a white tent behind gold and jeweled artifacts scattered over a table. Many people, dressed in desert fashion similar to the couple, scrutinized the items.

Revisiting the memory fascinated Nikolai, despite it belonging to Shani; the brutal sun beating down her neck, the scent of copper and sweat, and camels grunting and humming in the distance. Her memories of losing them resonated in his mind, as if they died that morning.

“I’m sorry for your loss,” Nikolai whispered.

Behind him, something heavy thumped against another hard surface, followed by scuttling feet.

A delicate hand snatched the picture out of his.

Shani's wide eyes, her pupils swallowed by a sea of green, fascinated him.

Nikolai wanted to drown in them, but ducked his head like a scolded child, feeling his spark of curiosity smolder away.

“I–I would rather not talk about them.” Shani's voice trembled in rhythm with her chin.

She replaced the picture on its shrine of glory while Nikolai peeked.

He couldn’t turn away.

Her fingers caressed the glass as he had, tracing the same trail, but with such tenderness it brought with it the memories of a young mother combing through a little girl’s snarled hair. Something moist blurred his vision, and he wiped it away before she noticed.

He followed Shani back to the dining room table where the large object, now unwrapped, showed itself as a leather tome.

The book.

Dark, ancient leather covered the codex from the presentation. It screamed incongruity at him. A silver scythe twinkled from the cover, and Nikolai fit the pieces together; this was the book General Menethes ordered him to retrieve.

Tremors shook his hands as arc after arc shot through his nerves like exposed wires.

“Are you alright?” Shani squeezed his shoulder, then pulled away. “I’ll make us coffee. Maybe something with hazelnut or cherry.”

Nikolai’s hand snaked out, catching Shani by the wrist, pulling her back around to face him. “Coffee can wait.”

What am I saying? I’d love for a mug to calm my nerves.

“First, I have questions, Ms. Dubois,” he said, guiding her over to the parlor.

Nikolai sank into the marshmallow depths of the chocolate leather couch again, losing himself in its serpentine squeeze as he stretched the kinks out of his calves from the car ride.

Shani didn’t sit down. “You already know my name, and if you’re going to stay here, I prefer to be called Shani.”

“Please join me, Shani.” Nikolai patted the cushion next to him.

She sat on the plush chair across from him. “I have many questions as well, Mr. Vladimirovich.”

“Ask me.” He studied her careful movements.

A tic to her jaw, and a glance between his features to the book sitting on the table, and back, spoke volumes. She didn’t trust him, yet she resisted the urge to drive him from her house with the fire poker.

Nikolai crushed the fantasy of her pursuit before it fully formed. Focus on the present.

“You aren’t convinced Erik’s stories are going to awaken me, and you say you won’t transform. How am I supposed to be awakened?”

“Most Death Walker awakenings are slow and gradual, but it is sometimes fatal. Frumentarii Snowborn no doubt intended the safer path, but we are running out of time.”

Shani pursed her lips, folded one leg over her knee, and her arms over her chest. “What do you mean? Why can’t unawakened Death Walkers stay clueless?”

Nikolai rolled his shoulders to work out a persistent stiffness. A pot of hot coffee would do wonders right about now. Or her hands on—

“Revenants hunt the living. They catch the scent of Death Walkers and covet our dusha like a drug. One already singled you out, blind to the surrounding crowd. If you awaken, you can track and kill these creatures. Stay blind, and your scent will drag a ravenous horde down upon this city, painting the streets in human blood.”
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The suggestion of Revenant hordes chasing her down chilled her blood.

“You’re kidding, right?”

He's not joking.

Shani shivered in the moment before rubbing her temples.

Nikolai’s gaze traveled down her curves, and she imagined his strong hands following.

“Why the fuck don’t you skip the doom and gloom and get to the lusty advances? I’m good at defending myself against perverts.” Shani huffed, without intending to say anything.

Nikolai stiffened where he sat, slack-jawed and clenched fists at his knees.

With an angry bulge straining against his pants.

Oh, fuck.

“Okay, now I need coffee, and to change this shirt. We will be coming back to this topic afterwards.” Shani stood.

His nostrils flared, and he folded one leg over a knee and coughed. “Coffee would be good, food better, and do you have a phone I can use? I need to update the General.”

“The General?” The title conjured up his memory of a mission in Scotland and a voice that could freeze the ice caps on the other end of a cell phone.

The room cooled by the mere mention of this figure.

“There are five Generals who lead the Death Walkers, but only one walks the Earth at a time. I am here, under orders, from General Menethes, as is Frumentarii Snowborn.”

“Why do you call him Frumentarii Snowborn?” Shani screwed her eyebrows together. “He called you Frumentarii, too. Is that a rank?”

“One we adopted ages ago.” Nikolai sighed, rubbing the
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