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  Chapter 1


  Mouse


  Cairo, Egypt: Present Day


  This neighborhood is full of ghosts. Everywhere I look, a memory lingers. Most of them are ugly. There, in the long shadow of the Tulun Mosque, I met Mohammad the first time. Three blocks to the east, just beyond that silk and tech market, I betrayed him.


  With my mind on the past, it’s unsettling to see so many people on the street. The Cairo I remember was little more than a ghost town. In the forty years since I first left, the city has regained its reputation as the loudest place on earth. There are women in hijab pushing prams, men in suits subvocalizing stock tips on the LINK, kids begging for credit uploads, marketers hawking cheap plastic crap, and students flirting real-time. Electric motorbikes whiz through the narrow streets, while gear twinks scoot by on steam-powered contraptions of all manner, despite a plethora of signs posted in English and Arabic forbidding anything but pedestrians.


  All the activity makes my head hurt, especially before my “morning” coffee. Of course, I’m not supposed to be drinking anything before sunset, it being Ramadan, but, in my opinion, the bigger sin would be subjecting anyone to me, non-caffeinated.


  I take a steadying sip and watch the sun set in deep pink and purple polluted splendor on the glassy-expanse of the Great Pyramids.


  If you’re unhappy, why come here at all, father?


  Page’s note blinks on the handheld that, a moment ago, had the Guardian’s entertainment section. “You know, I was reading that,” I say.


  No, you weren’t. You were staring morosely at the tech market.


  Of course he can track my focus. Mostly, Page lives in my head via all the mouse.net bits that miraculously started working after I hung out with an angel who was probably Satan. But that’s another story.


  Page knows how cranky I am when I first wake up. No one should be in my head before I get my first jolt, so often he’ll talk around me through various electronic devices. It’s disconcerting to say the least when your hotel toaster tells you good morning in your own damn voice.


  I know I’m supposed to call him Strife or some other crap-ass moniker, but he’s always been my Page, so screw that.


  You have no respect for me.


  I roll my eyes. Track that, Page. “You sound like a teenager,” I tell him. “I came here for you, you know. You asked me to, remember?”


  I asked to go to Mecca. Specifically, I reminded you that you have not yet performed hajj, and you are getting up in years. This, however, is not Mecca. Mecca is precisely 1,285 kilometers east of here.


  “Patience, grasshopper,” I say, taking another sip. I have to crook my elbow close to my body to keep from being jostled by passersby. Too damn many people, I tell you.


  Merciful Allah, I sound old.


  Technically, you are “elderly.”


  “Oh thanks for that one, Page. I am so never calling you Strife.”


  “All the kids sub-vocalize these days, you know.” It’s Deidre. She’s come to join me at the cafe. “You should learn.”


  I shrug. I’m not sure why she agreed to tag along on my little sojourn to the homeland. Maybe the heat is good for her hip joints too. Or maybe it’s because Michael is AWOL again—off to heaven or wherever he goes—and the only apparent perk of being the mother of the messiah is that she returns your LINK texts now and then. Why I let her come, well, that one’s easy. I’m a sucker for a pretty face and size six undies no matter how old we both are.


  Her hair, like mine, now has a lot of gray. The whiter-than-blonde bits have come in wiry and wild, and somehow even more “I just rolled out of bed” looking. It still turns me on. Intensely.


  Like her eyes, which always seem to be scanning for the criminal element that just lurks behind my own.


  “Don’t you start on my age as well. I can kick both your asses,” I say.


  I wouldn’t count on it. She’s still “packing heat.”


  Page uses my eye to highlight the silhouette of the colder steel hidden under Deidre’s light linen blazer. “Cool. Do you do x-ray vision, too?”


  Sure. But I doubt you’ll find it very tantalizing.


  He shows me her bones and a soft outline of skin and flesh, mostly blurred by layers of clothes. He’s right. Not very sexy, except in a medical thriller sort of way.


  When my vision returns, it’s to Deidre’s scowling face. “All these years and you’re still looking for a peep show?”


  I smile impishly and shrug. “I’m officially a dirty old man.”


  “You’re officially irritating.”


  A waiter appears and deposits the Turkish coffee she ordered via the LINK. I’m weirdly jealous, even though I have full access to mouse.net which is the primary interface of Cairo—and, well, most of North Africa. But, my LINK connection is still slag, how any of my connections work still baffles me.


  You made a deal with the devil.


  “Oh yeah, that’s right.”


  “That you’re irritating? I’m glad we agree.”


  “Ha, ha.” I sip my coffee and shoot her my best sarcastic side-long glance. “I was talking to Page.”


  “Say ‘hi’ for me.”


  “Hi for me,” I dutifully repeat. Tapping the hard lump at my temple that once held the state-of-the-art wire-wizard LINK gear, I add, “Do it yourself, you’ve got the LINK.”


  You two are like an old married couple.


  “What, like you and Dragon?”


  “Say ‘hi’ to her too, will you?” Deidre says just to bug me, and picks up my handheld to scan the headlines, which Page has nicely replaced for her.


  What are we doing here, father?


  My eyes can’t help but return to the silk market. I can almost smell the dust and rot of the Blackout Years. “We’re here to put some ghosts to rest.”


  Blackout


  I was trying to find God when Allah sent Mohammad.


  Blinding afternoon sun cast long shadows through the courtyard of the Ahmed Ibn Tulun mosque. I stumbled through the shifting sand that covered the courtyard. My blood stained the few exposed cobblestones in dark, unholy spatters. I’d come here by instinct, drawn by a memory of peace and safety.


  I should have known the blackout had destroyed everything that had once been good in my city.


  “Hello?” my voice reverberated in the empty arcades, bouncing through pointed stone arches. “Could someone please help me?”


  Since I spoke in Arabic, my words had been directed at God, who I still secretly hoped lived here within these ancient, sacred walls. My pleas received no answer, however. God, it seemed, like most Cairenes, had moved on to better real estate.


  Trembling legs could no longer support me, so I crumpled to the ground, with a soft, muffled, “Fuck, goddamn, mother fuck.”


  Of course, it was these words that Allah heard most clearly.


  Peeking around the curved edge of an archway, a boy close to my own age appeared like an angel, a shy cherub. His round face was made even more spherical by an overgrown halo of hair and wispy beard that encircled his chin. Short, willow-thin, he flitted like a nervous sparrow.


  “Hey,” he said, echoing the English with which I’d chosen to swear. His tone was high and light and nervous. “Are you okay?”


  Given the blood that had started to seep from the deep wounds in the flesh of my backside, the only appropriate answer seemed, “No, not really. You?”


  Strangely, this seemed to delight him. He crept closer. I could see the flash of a wide, bright grin on his dark face. “You really do speak English! My prayers have been answered.”


  At least that made one of us.


  In deference to his joyful mood, I promptly passed out.


  The next few weeks were lost in fever-induced haze and dreams of virgins-who-were-sometimes-men and boys-with-soft-lips and sweet songs of angels.


  Music continued into my first forays into wakefulness. I heard English nursery rhymes and calls to prayer in mangled Arabic. It was the last bit that shook the final webs of fever from my brain. I have always been a word nerd, and I simply had to survive long enough to correct his pronunciation.


  I woke up saying the Arabic accurately over and over and over again, and him, kneeling at my side, chanting carefully along.


  “Oh hey,” he said, looking deeply into my eyes as though searching for signs of intelligent life. “You’re really in there now, aren’t you?”


  “Mostly,” I said, finding my voice thick with disuse.


  Dusty sunlight pierced ragged gauze curtains in sharp, bright shafts. We were no longer in the mosque, this much I could tell. The room was narrow and hardly large enough for the two of us. I lay naked in a pile of clean, fresh straw. Straw? I picked up a brittle, yellow stem in my fingers and examined it in disbelief. What, did I awake in a manger?


  No, the more I looked the egg-shell white walls and acoustic tile ceiling, I realized was an abandoned office building.


  My companion smiled happily, almost goofily at me. “I’m Mohammad, by the way.”


  “Christian,” I said, noting the irony with a cough of a laugh.


  He handed me a water bottle stamped with the UN Peacekeeper’s emblem, and I drank deeply.


  “Christian?” He repeated. Then he shook his head, and pointed to his chest. “No, I’m a Muslim. Sunni.”


  “Cool! Me too.”


  Mohammad’s frown deepened. He peered into my face. “Are you still in la-la land?”


  “I don’t know, am I?”


  Very seriously and deliberately, he explained, “This is Cairo. Egypt. You, uh,”—I couldn’t wait to see what he’d come up with here—“had an accident.”


  An accident? Yes, that was a pretty accurate description of my life thus far, and I couldn’t help but laugh more robustly this time. He backed away, nervously. I had to put poor, confused Mohammad out of his misery. So, after wiping the tears from eyes, I put my hand to my heart, “Christian is my name. Christian El-Aref, lately of Maadi British International School before, you know, the apocalypse.” I may have made some exploding sounds here, and mimed the rushing of all that black water that rained down on the city when the Aswan dams broke, because Mohammad went a little pale.


  I tended to forget that most people lost their families rather horrifically that day. My mother, at least, had sense enough to orphan me years before the flood. I really only knew my Aunt Fatima and my extended family through her crisp, formal letters. Careful reading between the lines had given the impression of a limp tolerance for mother’s little Infidel-fathered bastard.


  Honestly, I’d originally considered the flickering lights of the first waves of the blackout a liberation from the British Boys’ School, which I thought much like escaping the island in Lord of the Flies. Until I actually made my way into Cairo, that was. Then it became obvious the world was so very much uglier than anything I could have imagined.


  “Oh,” I said, reaching out to touch his hand in apology. “I didn’t mean any disrespect, you know, about the flood and… well. Sorry.”


  Mohammad awkwardly shrugged out from under my gesture. There was something about the shy way he tilted his head away from me that gave me pause. Was he gay or something?


  Don’t think I have something against being queer. But, unconsciously, I shifted my ass, feeling sharp stabs deep inside. Suffice to say, I was still a little, uh, sensitive about that topic having just come from where I had. Which reminded me to be grateful, “Thanks, by the way,” I said. “You saved my life. I owe you one. Or maybe a dozen.”


  We laughed together this time. It was the start of a beautiful friendship, not unlike, say, other famous bosom buddies: Robin Hood and Friar Tuck, King Arthur and Lancelot, and Jesus and Judas.


  Jesus and Judas?


  Yeah…


  But that’s getting ahead of things.


  Those first few days of my recovery, I was dependent on Mohammad for everything. Too weak to forage for myself, I waited like a baby bird in the nest for him to return in evening with water, and Praise Allah, sometimes, food. Mohammad always came “home” before sundown in time for evening prayers. It had been our routine for the last several days at any rate. He’d show me what bits he’d found, we’d eat any food there was, and then, he’d pray.


  I was still too mad at Allah to join him.


  “I don’t get you,” I told him, after one particularly sparse day. We’d eaten dry, weevil-infested flour he’d found in a dumpster. My stomach cramped. “Do you think God is listening? Seriously, dude, look around. He wrecked this place and then packed up and left with the rest of the evacuees.”


  He sat back on his heels. “If you believe that, why did I find you in the mosque?”


  I didn’t have a good answer so I picked at the straw, snapping the brittle stems in my fingers. “I needed something, I don’t know.” I looked at him. “Hope?”


  “Exactly,” he said, as if that explained something. “That’s what I get too.”


  “You get hope from prayer?”


  Mohammad nodded. Shyly he stared at the floor, and rolled up the towel he used as a prayer rug. “Plus, it used to make me feel less alone.”


  But now we had each other. It was the gift Allah had given us both. But, that was a little too vulnerable and awkward, so I teased, “Yeah, I love you too, man.”


  Wadding up the towel, he threw it at me. It flapped in my face. “Shut up,” he laughed, though I thought there might be a bit of an edge in his tone.


  “Just kidding,” I reiterated, though I wondered if things were more serious for him. I owed him my life, so I said, “Unless you want to, you know… I mean, I could,” Merciful Allah, what was I offering? But it was the only thing I knew I had of any value. And, it wasn’t like I hadn’t gained the skill set to make it work—for one of us, anyway. “It would be no big deal.”


  The way he looked at me I knew I’d said the wrong thing. Mohammad stood up and I thought he might leave. Instead, he smoothed the filthy fabric of his pants. His gaze focused on everything in the empty office except me. He shook his head, “That’s not why I helped you.”


  “Why did you?”


  He frowned at me for a long time. Then, his stomach growled noisily and he shrugged, “Stupidity? I thought how great it would be to have to have another mouth to feed when I could barely fill my own.”


  “Good thinking,” I said with a sarcastic point at my brains. “Plus you can always eat my corpse when I die.”


  “Yeah, that was what I was really thinking of—stockpiling for future cannibalism.”


  “Aren’t all great friendships based on cannibalism?”


  “Without a doubt,” he said, finally looking me in the eye. We spent the rest of the night talking about old holos and games and other inconsequentials from Before. I thought we were cool—


  … until he didn’t come back the next night.


  When the sun went down without him, I struggled to the window. I gripped the sill with white knuckles hoping to catch sight of him coming down the street. The place he’d brought me was an empty office building, much of it still under construction. We were far enough from the mosque’s spires that I wondered as I always did, where he’d found the strength to carry me so far.


  Now I wondered if I’d die here, alone.


  My stomach lurched from more than hunger.


  Then, I saw him. In my relief, I almost shouted and waved. But just as I lifted my arm, he stopped and looked around furtively. Was he being pursued? I dropped my hand and held my breath. I watched as he slipped into the alcove of a shop’s doorway. He undid his pants, slipped them down to his knees, and crouched.


  I knew I should have looked away, but even from this distance it was hard not to notice what was missing—or rather, what had never been there in the first place.


  Present Day


  “Let me get this straight, we’re looking for a guy named Mohammad in Egypt? Needle in a haystack, anyone?” Deidre asks with a laugh, as we stroll down the narrow, crowded marketplace streets. A layer of fine dust covers the pavement, but my mind’s eye still sees corridors of impassable sand dunes. How did they dig it all out? Or are we walking over someone’s grave?


  “Or maybe not,” I say, absently, my voice straining to be heard over the callers hawking fresh fruit and dried halal meat. The smell of baking bread rises above the press of humanity.


  “Not in Egypt? Or a Mohammad that’s not a guy?” She’s making a joke, but it’s not funny. You would have thought after all those years of knowing Ariel that she would have got her head around transgender people, but no. I give her a grimace because I hadn’t meant to say anything out loud. I sucked at keeping secrets. Her eyebrow arches at my silence. “Okay. A girl named Mohammad? Well, at least that narrows it down a bit.”


  “Mohammad is just… Mohammad, okay. Forget I said that. He…” I falter, feeling the guilt crushing down on me like the heat and humidity of this place. I swat at a mosquito. “Look, I don’t even know if he’s still alive. It’s been, what? Forty years?”


  We could go to Mecca and pray for guidance.


  “Praying has never once helped me,” I snarl to Page. “Anyway, we will get to Mecca. I promise.”


  Eid Al’aray in less than a week, father.


  My heart sinks, and I mutter angrily, “I know. We’ll make it.”


  Deidre eyes me suspiciously. “You know look you old when you talk to people that no one else can see, right?”


  Just past the tech and silk stalls, we turn the corner, and it looms over me, literally casting me in the shadow of my own, sordid past. The building looks much as it had when I brought Mohammad here all those years ago.


  The tall, forbidding white-washed walls that enclose the compound glow faintly pinkish in the setting sun. Armed men stand in silent sentry at the cardinal points, unnoticed by most of the crowd below. Beyond the walls, brilliant floodlights illuminate an opulent palace with ornately curved, gold-painted window frames and tall, thin turrets. It could be a miniature Egyptian Taj Majhal, but I know it’s really hell on earth.


  “I always knew you were kinky, but, what, you’re into boys now?” She looks at the building I’m staring at and shakes her head. “I can’t believe we came all this way just to go to an illegal brothel. Can’t you find things like this in New York? And really, is this cool during Ramadan? Before you go on hajj?” Deidre’s lips form a thin line of mock disapproval. She’s trying to tease, but I’m not there with her. I’m somewhere else entirely. Somewhere far in the past.


  “No, there’s no place quite like this.” My voice is fragile.


  It surprises me to realize how scared I am. The chill that snakes up my spine has everything to do with standing in the long shadow of this place. I left here with the clothes on my back in bloody ruins, but now I return as an internationally recognized wire-wizard, LINK-thief extraordinaire. But still my knees threaten to buckle.


  Sensing I haven’t been listening, Deidre drops her act and considers our plan. “I don’t know what you’re planning, but I’m not going to be able to get my gun in there.”


  “Getting in is rarely the problem. Trust me, it’s getting out that’s hard,” I say, a cold dread settling deep in my guts.


  I’m standing perfectly still in the middle of the sidewalk, causing the flow of foot traffic to ripple and reform around us. A man passing us looks at where I’m staring and clucks his tongue. Women mutter, some in derision, some in prayer.


  It’s ironic, really. They’re disgusted by what they think I’m after in this place, but they’d have a bit more sympathy for the plight of the person I left here.


  I ignore them all. A multitude of thoughts jitter through my head, none of them terribly helpful, when a familiar—no, exceptionally memorable—red-haired figure strolls up to the front door of my past hell and pulls out a key like he owns the place.


  “Morningstar?” Deidre sounds as shocked as I am. “What in God’s green earth is he doing here?”


  “I suspect if Morningstar is involved, God has nothing to do with it,” I say.


  Agreed.
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  A MOUSE THAT ROARED: How Free Access Saved North Africa


  By Keela Ryü

  Forthcoming from Doubleday Harcourt Penguin, 2111


  Excerpted interview of Mouse; footnote commentary by “Page”/Strife


  “I’d hoped that the LINK would be the great equalizer. Like the Internet before it, the LINK started out mostly as a military venture. The LINK was envisioned as a way to command vast armies from the comfort of the war room, and for troops to spread important information quickly amongst themselves. I guess it worked like a charm during the Medusa War. Whatever.[1] That was before my time[2]. All I know was that it didn’t take long for some enterprising folks to realize how awesome it would be to have all that shit you used to have to carry around to communicate[3] conveniently tucked away in your head, ready to use, literally, at a blink.


  And it is awesome—if you have it.”


  
    [1] It is unclear why my father seems angry or dismissive here. Perhaps he is thinking about the saying popular in countries occupied by the peacekeeping force during the Medusa War: “Forget battle plans: the fastest thing LINKed between two peaceforcers is the location of the nearest bar.”


    [2] Not really. He was six.


    [3] Historians say that this may have included any number of external wireless or mobile cellular devices. From what I can uncover, before the LINK many people had a separate phone, Internet-accessing device, electronic calendar, GPS and potentially dozens of other individual methods of coordinating and managing their personal and business communications.

  


  


  Chapter 2


  Morningstar


  Cairo, Egypt: Present Day


  The blinding brightness of the desert sun reminded me of Them. I suppose, unconsciously, that was what drew me to Cairo in the first place—memories of the celestial city and my former, shining glory at God’s left hand.


  I slid into the darkened foyer quietly, hoping not to alert the staff. The sudden chill of the air-conditioned interior made my flesh shiver. Despite my attempt at stealth, one of the boys appeared at my side in an instant. My eyes hadn’t adjusted so I squinted at him, as he held out his hand for my jacket, “What is your pleasure this evening, master?”


  “Turn up the damn heat,” I muttered, refusing to relinquishing the linen suit coat I wore. “It’s as cold as Hell in here.”


  He bowed his head, complying with my demands instantly. The hum of the fans dropped a notch as he LINKed his command. “Anything else?”


  Truth be told, whenever I thought of God my mood fouled. I wanted nothing more than complete wicked debauchery to take my mind off the past. “Send up dinner and—” Mentally, I tried to run through the list of each of the boys in the house and their special skills, but my brain drew a blank. “—someone very pretty I can hurt terribly.”


  “Yes, master,” he said with another slight bow. “I’ll be up as soon as food is ready.”


  I looked at him intently for the first time and noticed his angelic, nano-enhanced, youthful face. His dark curls and ice-gray eyes reminded me of someone I once loved. “Yes,” I snarled. “See that you are.”


  Blackout


  Michael was always beautiful in a way I could never be. His faith shone like a beacon, sharp and fierce, cutting through any darkness—even my own. He looked so much like Them that sometimes the very core of my being ached at the sight of him. Often I think God created him just to taunt me.


  I hated Michael.


  Yet despite what many would have you believe, it wasn’t always so. Once, in this very city, I offered my hand in friendship.


  Admittedly, when I first saw him perched among the ruins of downtown Cairo, my intention was to corrupt him. I was pushing a canoe along the narrow tributaries and by-ways of the Nile’s new landscape. Gliding through an artificial canyon of half sunken buildings, the boat bumped along rapids caused by debris. The moon blanketed everything in a soft silver, silent light. Pigeons huddled sleepily in muddy, shit-spattered nests wedged into window crevices. In the eddies that formed in the corners, human detritus swirled: plastic cups, cigarette butts, aluminum cans, and a child’s toy doll. I smiled. I couldn’t help but find the destruction lovely.


  Michael squatted like Rodin’s famous “Thinker” atop a ragged bit of the remains of the Opera House. Moonlight etched the edges of his finely sculpted body causing his muscles to stand out in sharp relief against the inky darkness.


  Though he wore human costume, I recognized him instantly.


  “Admiring Mother’s handiwork?” I asked.


  “So many dead,” he said, giving me only a cursory glance before returning to his survey of the necropolis. “What were They thinking?”


  The hurt in his tone made my heart flutter. It sounded almost like a loss of faith. Perhaps it was something I could capitalize on. So I had to ask, “Don’t you know?”


  As I came up beside him, the side of my canoe scraped against the edge of the Opera House wall. Gnats congregated in a thick swarm the instant I stopped moving. He watched me as I batted at them uselessly. “I suppose you’re here to gloat.”


  “Why would I dance when Mother’s people are drowned? That’s your crew’s M.O., not mine.”


  Michael stiffened at my reference though he tried it hide it. His battalion had danced when the Israelites escaped captivity in Egypt and Father, that tricky old bastard, had admonished them for it. A small taste of my own shame for loving Allah more than His mud creatures, but that was another story.


  Michael shrugged as if I had no power to sting him, “Go away, Morningstar.”


  I brooded at him silently for a long moment. My neck muscles strained to watch him on his lofty perch a story or more above my boat. Always at his feet, I thought with a snarl. Forget that. I used my oar to push off again. “As you wish, Captain.”


  Perhaps my use of the honorific changed his attitude or, maybe, he recognized in our little exchange a shared disgust for the mysterious ways of our maker, but before I reached the next turn, he called out. “Wait.”


  Glancing over my shoulder, I stopped paddling and let the boat drift. He leaped gracefully from the building, spreading his arms, like wings, to slow his descent. Lightly, his booted feet touched the black water’s surface. He walked across the glittering wave tops like they were asphalt.


  Show-off.


  “Let me come with you,” my bitter enemy said.


  He had no idea where I was going or why I was there, yet he stood beside my canoe with his palm outstretched in friendship. Most times, I would have taken great pleasure in spitting and telling him in excruciating detail how he could fuck himself.


  But when I looked up into that face—that beatific, inhumanly beautiful face so much like Hers—I recalled how it felt when we were together, as one. The memory stabbed me like a physical pain. My trembling hand grasped his, and I found myself saying, “Of course, my prince.”


  Present Day


  I’d hardly finished trussing up my boy when the front desk buzzed. Irritated, I tightened a leather strap roughly. “What?” I shouted at the video phone in the wall.


  “Someone at the gate.”


  I swore. There was nothing like being interrupted to make my mood even darker. I didn’t spare the screen a second of my attention. Instead, I continued to buckle and clip, delighting in the strangled moans of my captive. “Surely, God gave you free will so you could exercise it, child. Make a decision.”


  “Yes, master,” the voice said contritely. “Normally, I would not allow access by a non-member, but I think you should see who it is.”


  It had better be Allah himself, I thought. I flicked my glance at the screen near the door. At first I saw nothing but a fist holding up a credit counter, but then, briefly, just beyond, I caught sight of gray-blond curls on a face that made angels fall.


  Not God then, but Her mother.
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  Disaster in Egypt Dams Fail, Millions Die


  February 21, 2059


  Associated Press


  Aswan, Egypt—At approximately eight o’clock GMT, the main structure of the High Dam at Aswan, Egypt collapsed, sending upwards of 43 million cubic meters of water rushing downriver. The second dam, called the New Dam, failed almost instantly. Though an evacuation order was sent automatically via the LINK, few had time to escape before the flood destroyed Luxor and ravaged Cairo, the largest city in North Africa and home to over nine million people. The dams supplied power to a large section of the Africa and the Middle East, all of which is in a complete blackout.


  Little official information is coming from the region at this time, but individual reports on the ground suggest that the disaster has been made worse by the fact that much of the area was undergoing the transition from oil-to-electric powered vehicles. While most countries have made the switch after the Medusa war fifteen years ago, the oil-rich countries have held on until the reservoirs depleted. Due to construction, many of the roads out of the affected areas were impassable.


  Also many people did not receive news of the impending disaster. Nearly two-thirds of the population of Egypt is under the age of majority, and many live at a poverty-level that excludes nanobot natal nexus vaccine, sometimes called the ’bot shot, critical to LINK installation.


  What caused the dam to fail is not known at this time.


  

  Chapter 3


  Mouse


  Cairo, Egypt: Present Day


  “What are the odds,” Deidre keeps repeating, like she can’t quite believe in the will of the Almighty even after everything she’s been through.


  We’re standing on the stoop of my past. The shade of the awning is surprisingly deep. I’ve forgotten about the quality of desert light which, like binary, is either on or off.


  The hand that holds the credit counter up to the electronic eye shakes. I try to control the tremors by reminding myself that I’m no longer a child, or a victim, or in desperate need of anything but vengeance.


  “Why is Morningstar here, of all places?” Deidre asks again.


  I fight the urge to roll my eyes. “It takes a two-by-four to get through to you, doesn’t it?”


  Those cute, clueless little eyebrows scrunch together. “What does that mean?”


  I’m saved from explaining the will of Allah by the door. It swings inward, gracing us with a blast of cool, dry air and the sight of a criminally underage pretty young thing. My guts clench at the sight of his studied glamour and distant demeanor, and I wonder: did I ever carry off that kind of presence or did I always seem like a rabbit ready to bolt?


  He gives me a long, measuring look, like he’s seen my kind before, but his eyes widen when he takes in Deidre. “Are you at the right place, sister?”


  “We’re together,” she says meaningfully and takes my hand. I’m comforted by her gesture, but I think, I wish.


  He spaces out for a moment, like he might be LINKing. After a half a second, he blinks. Then the kid shrugs delicately and steps aside. “Enter.”


  Inside, the lighting is dim. Ornate rugs hung for decoration bring the walls closer, imparting a sense of ducking into a tent. Soft pillows and low chaise lounges scattered across the wide, open floor continue the illusion. Strains of belly dance music drift through the heavily incensed air.


  It was a tourist trap for pervs.


  As I glance around the opulently decorated room at the beautiful boys of every size, shape and color, mouse.net hums to life and behind my eyes. As my gaze lights on each lounging guy, prices and erotic specialties flash up in a friendly, inviting, expensive font.


  The boy who’d opened the door for Deidre and me deftly separates the credit counter from my hand. The rest of the evening’s transactions can be done via the ethereal cloud banks of the LINK/mouse.net, but you have to have “cash” or its portable equivalent to enter. When the boy swipes my counter, I smile.


  You spiked the card, Page astutely guesses.


  I nod. Already a nasty bit of malware is quietly making its way through the financial byways of this business, rooting out hidden accounts, off-shore investments, and personal nest eggs. By morning the whole of it will be anonymously transferred to charity. I may be a fairly crappy Muslim, but one pillar of Islam I never shirk is almsgiving. Granted, most of the money I give away never belonged to me in the first place, but that seems like a minor technicality. I’m sure God understands.


  Unfortunately, the young men of the room are trained to notice even the most casual sign of interest, and one of them decides my smile and slight nod of agreement with Page qualifies. Beside me, Deidre makes a disgusted gagging noise when she reads his particular skill set.


  He’s black-skinned like Mohammad, and his delicate features remind me a bit of him as well. But he’s too tall, too muscular, and his voice far too deep when he asks, “What is your pleasure?


  But before I can wave him off, the door boy does. He looks at us both earnestly, like we’ve violated some taboo. I start to worry that they’ve detected my wyrm before it can do its work, then he says, “The master wishes to see you upstairs.”


  Dee gives me a concerned look, but I shrug. “Morningstar might have the information I’m looking for,” I tell her. “We might as well.”


  She gestures for the boy to lead the way, but he hardly needs to. I remember the way to the master’s suite. How could I forget?


  Blackout


  I never talked to Mohammad about what I’d seen that night. There were other clues, like the scars on his chest, but I kept my questions to myself. I was too afraid he’d leave me again. I no longer needed him for my survival, but I depended on him in new ways now. Besides, whatever he was exactly, it didn’t matter; I liked him. He was my friend.


  Not to mention the fact that we’d finally landed a gig that had real prospects—work that neither of us could do on his own. We’d become warhound poachers.


  Night time in the desert, especially during the blackout, was seriously dark. The dams had powered all electricity for much of North Africa, and all that was gone now.


  Instead, a glittering galaxy of stars stretched widely overhead and you could watch the battalions of communication satellites drift lazily across the sky. The view above went on forever, while, in the city, you could see less than a few meters ahead, if that.


  Despite the poor visibility, Mohammad and I were sure-footed as we made our way along the roof runs. No more than a haphazard collection of old scaffolding and two-by-fours—whatever people could find and lash together, really, even once precious bits of Persian rugs—the crude bridges spanned the streets that the desert had quickly reclaimed after the first of the spring sandstorms. In this neighborhood, the western edge of what was once Islamic Cairo, the streets belonged to the asp and the fennec fox. No human dared tread here, not with the threat of sink holes or cave-ins of unseen, buried structures.


  But none of that bothered us; we were giddy with the prospect of another “kill.”


  Mohammad laughed with unrestrained excitement. “Tonight we’re going to bag us a puppy dog.”


  We were excited because the Americans had recently started sending their warhounds into the city proper. Ostensibly, the dog’s job was to sniff out survivors. That, my friends, was bullshit. We found they didn’t much respond when one of us pretended to be wounded or even called for help in English. No, to catch these doggies, you had to throw them a “bone.” The scent of resources attracted them: credits, oil, or—luckily for us—any working bits of machinery, even memory chips.


  Chips, we had in spades.


  You see, Mohammad had some kind of second sense when it came to finding salvage. His mad retrieving luck had kept him from the clutches of the beggar kings, Deadboys, golems and parasites. It had kept us in food when I was recovering. Like me, he was small, bone-thin, fast, and agile. He could climb, shimmy, and spelunk with the best of them. Yet, somehow, when others came back empty-handed, Mohammad would find some weird bit of pre-apocalyptic magic that he could sell to Ahmed, the fence.


  Mostly Ahmed would simply trade a beating for the goodies. But sometimes, if he was drunk or sentimental or if we were lucky, he’d name a fair price: fresh water bottles, uncontaminated food or, praise Allah, medicine. Antibiotics were the new gold.


  Once Mohammad and I teamed up, Ahmed’s prices got a whole hell of a lot better. I guess he didn’t figure he could take both of us as easily. Plus, we’d started bringing in the good stuff—“learning” memory chips, motherboards, even weaponry. Shit the Russians or the UN or the Americans didn’t want “on the street.” Shit the black market ran on. We didn’t know it, but we were making Ahmed a bloody grand sheik.


  Ironic, given that he’d initially turned our trade down. He poo-pooed tech in favor of more obvious goodies, until I explained to him exactly what we had on offer and how valuable this stuff really was.


  “You know,” I said out loud, as we approached the end of the runs, “If I could get access to the LINK, we wouldn’t need Ahmed.”


  “Yeah, well, good luck with that,” Mohammad said, stopping to peer over the edge of the building. A wide boulevard had put an end to our bridge ways. The soft, silvery moonlight revealed a vast shifting dune below. Here and there in the valleys, the half-exposed frame of a car glittered metallically, its paint having long ago been stripped bare by the biting sand winds. French style lamp posts, too, occasionally triumphed timidly over the encroached desert—just tips and bits visible. It was impassible for us, but, to the robots, it was the Champs d’Elysses. And, we figured, the most likely route the Americans would choose.


  “I heard a rumor,” I said, coming up beside him. “The zabaaliin hired some nerds to start cobbling together all that garbage of theirs.” The zabaaliin were kind of our version of untouchables, they were a sect of Coptic Christians that used to officially collect trash and sort it by hand. The end of the world had made them rich. Their stock piles of crap turned into a mountain of resale when everyone lost everything. “They’re trying to build some kind of ancient land-line dial-up to the LINK.”


  “Dial-up to the LINK? Are they fucking out of their minds? Why not just stand on the roof and sing the ‘whale song’ and see if you can connect?”


  I made a noise. “Why couldn’t it work? People used to use hardware to talk to each other all the time.”


  “I’m just saying, taking a horse and buggy on the autobahn might not work out so well for the horse.”


  “Why? Your analogy sucks, man,” I told him. “The cars would just have to go around the horse, you’d still get where you were going. All roads are good.”


  “Yeah, but they don’t all lead to the LINK. You can’t just interface with dial-up. What’s your OS? The LINK is a full package. You’d need some kind decoder ring or something, and who understands all the bio-binary that makes up the LINK, anyway?”


  I had to shrug. How the LINK worked was still a mystery to me back then. From my point of view it might as well have been magic. Taking apart machines I knew. The rest? Not so much. “I still think it could work,” I muttered.


  Perhaps if we hadn’t been half-heartedly arguing we would have heard the warhound’s approach. My eyes should have at least been on the street, and not staring thoughtfully up into the wide, glittering expanse of the universe thinking it was about as far away as LINK access. A shooting star arched into existence in a flash. I’d thought it might be an omen, but for what, I didn’t know. Below, the hell hound had trained its sights and the gun had discharged silently. The next thing I became aware of was the floor giving way with a great explosion and we fell.


  Like a star.


  Like a morning star.


  Because he’d readied the rope by securing it to a load-bearing wall, Mohammad’s arm got caught by the nylon. Instinct caused him to grab hold when the roof gave way. His shoulder dislocated in a jerk. He was suspended like a marionette and slammed into the interior wall, breaking his nose and crushing his wrist.


  At the time, I thanked Allah the rope hadn’t twisted around his neck.


  Later, I wondered if that fact it hadn’t was proof positive that God hated us.


  For myself, I had the minor misfortune of having the wind knocked out of me and being the recipient of several nasty cuts and bruises. I was saved from worse damage by having actually fallen onto a corpse wearing a shock-absorbing flak jacket, but, believe it or not, I didn’t notice that fact immediately. I laid there, cradled in rat-gnawed dead arms, listening to Mohammad’s screams wondering if there were enough datachips in the world to pay for the intensive care he’d need.


  I suppose it seems uncharitable to be thinking of how much his injuries would cost us, but try to imagine Cairo after the flood. The closest hospital might as well have been on Mars. The Red Crescent had bugged out after only the first few weeks, even MSF had left us eventually. I’d seen kids die from infections that could have been prevented by a little clean water and the application of a simple skin spray.


  Breaking a wrist meant life as a cripple. At best.


  To my credit, I began to pull myself upright as soon as I could breathe properly. “Hang on,” I shouted to my friend, totally aware of the irony. “I’ll be right there.”


  The weight of my palm crunched through the soft bits of the corpse’s ribs. Like rice grains, maggots rained down on my hand. That this was a human body still didn’t entirely register, however. A lot of stuff attracted flies and smelled of death and decay in those days. Plus, the falling rubble had flattened what I hadn’t. I probably would never have figured it out, if not for the dull-green glowing numbers on the watch strapped to her decimated wrist. The seconds continued to tick around the analog face. The open roof let in a shaft of moonlight. I could make out long, thin fingers and delicate tear-shaped nails. Rats and maggots had made quick work of the soft bits, but the bones had been laced with bio-steel. Adamantium, the soldiers jokingly called it. I jumped to my feet. Merciful Allah, I’d landed on a peaceforcer.


  Finding the body was a coup, but the living needed me more than the dead. I left the soldier where she lay and I tried to figure out how to help Mohammad. While I’d been busy catching my breath, he gotten his good hand on the nylon. I might be able to scale the wall, but I had nothing but my teeth to cut the rope. Plus, then Mohammad would fall. He was already pretty messed up. Did he really need a swan dive onto rubble on top of all that?


  The room we now occupied was once someone’s apartment. A quick survey turned up some useful things. As quickly as I could I hauled a sofa underneath Mohammad’s gently swaying form. “Get it upright,” he suggested.


  I was already on that. A number of angry rats bailed from their nest when I tipped the threadbare couch on its side. The tips of Mohammad’s feet nearly reached. “Shit,” I commented, looking around for anything taller.


  “I think I can loosen the rope,” he said through clenched teeth. “Just make sure it’s steady.”


  If he wasn’t hurt, what happened next would have been comedic. There was a lot of twisting and swearing but he got the rope loose all right. Landing on the slender edge of the couch was hardly easy, especially given the short drop and the shock of pain when his arm was freed. I held steady, but his feet weren’t. He toppled. I lunged to catch him, and both of us bounced hard onto the concrete roof chunks. Two seconds later the couch slammed into us.


  I valiantly saved Mohammad from further damage by letting my face take the brunt of the couch’s momentum. Heroic, no?


  What followed was an unprintable tirade of the choicest words in both English and Arabic, and a lot of inspecting various injuries and more ear-scorching expletives. In the end, I righted the couch and we sat on it dejectedly and debated the finer points of limb dislocation. Mohammad tried to assure me that popping his shoulder back into place was easy. He’d seen people do it in the holos all the time. Yet, when I actually gave it a try, he had nothing but criticism for my technique.


  “I think maybe holo magic isn’t easily repeatable in real life,” I suggested after our last attempt ended in more swearing and a few tears. Not that I noticed the tears. That would violate the man code. “We need, you know, an expert.”


  “Like a doctor?” Mohammad sniffed.


  “No, an actor,” I said with a smile, but neither of us laughed. Instead, we stared at the floor again because we both knew how unlikely it was to find help of any kind any time soon. Except, I’d momentarily forgotten about the corpse. I hopped up excitedly, nearly tripping on some stray bit of roof.


  “What are you doing?” Mohammad asked, as I shuffled through the debris like a frantic dog.


  When I found the glow-in-the-dark watch. I held up the mummified arm triumphantly. “Tah-dah!”


  Mohammad failed to share my excitement. “Wow, an antique. Thank Allah, we’re saved.”


  I had to admire someone who could muster that amount of dripping sarcasm while in screaming agony, but his uncustomary lack of vision frustrated me. To be fair, he probably literally lacked the ability to see the entirety of my find. The moon had moved. I should be impressed he could make out the watch from that distance. “This antique is attached to a dead peaceforcer, my friend.”


  His breath sucked in an excited hiss. It was several seconds before he could distill his thoughts, “Fully-loaded?”


  That was a good question, and one I hadn’t had the opportunity to investigate. Mohammad shouted helpful suggestions while I ransacked what remained of Officer Dead. She offered up one analog watch, a mostly uneaten combat-model flack jacket, boots, an UN-issued credit counter, and a Lawgiver. I flinched away from the gun because, well, I’m a sworn pacifist, but also because of rumors that, like their comic book namesakes, they were DNA-triggered. If someone else tried to use the Lawgiver besides its owner, the gun blew up.


  Greed briefly overwhelmed Mohammad’s pain. “Can you imagine what the peaceforce will pay to get that back?”


  I wasn’t nearly as comfortable at the idea of haggling with the United Nations Peacekeeping Force over a dead captain’s service weapon. I could far too easily imagine a scenario where we ended up in one of their ubiquitous “interrogation” cells. “Uh, we should sell it to Ahmed.”


  “He is going to rip us off. Again.”


  Well, there was that. “Maybe there’s another middle-man we could use. Someone with a lot of experience with peaceforcers.”


  “You know one of those?”


  Actually, I did. Granted, I had only just recently escaped his employ with my life, but I thought I was too smart to end up fucked over again. With Mohammad at my side and an ace of a Lawgiver up my sleeve, I figured we were damn near invincible. So, with a smug tone, I said, “He has a private doctor, too.”


  And so it was agreed.


  But before we left, Mohammad insisted I let him look for something in the apartment. The way he instantly headed for the bathroom, I was certain he was looking for some linen to fashion into a sling. I found a sheet in a closet, while he was still rooting in the toilet. “Hey,” I shouted. “I got one!”


  He came rushing out, but said, “What the hell is that?”


  “For your arm,” I said. At his frown, I added, “A sling? That’s what you’re looking for, right?”


  “No, I—” he stopped, and his mouth as worked around something he must have decided he couldn’t say. “Forget it.”


  With Mohammad’s injuries we had to be careful crossing back into the city. It was hard enough for the able-bodied to run the gauntlet of Deadboys, rat kings, golems, Gorgons, and ghosts. In less than a kilometer, we’d already had to avoid the notice of three zombies.


  Like their namesakes, zombies weren’t terribly clever. You had to be quick, but they made so much racket moaning and groaning that you were usually well aware of them before they even got a whiff of you. The best defense against zombies was to run away. Fast. Hunger had wasted them into mindless, easily exhausted skeletons wrapped in rotting, filthy rags.


  Luckily, fast was a relative term when it came to zombies. Mohammad wasn’t up for a hundred yard dash, but with a few quick turns and twists, we kept our distance from their mindless slobbering hunger.


  There, but for the grace of God and the mercy of Allah, go I.


  Although the ones that freaked me out even more were the ghosts. Women in long black shrouds of abbya, their faces invisible, drifted like shades from shadow to shadow. Silent as the grave, they never begged or jabbered mindlessly. They hardly seemed human any more.


  I caught sight of one just before she ducked into a narrow alley. Another bad omen, I thought, with a shiver. Anxiously, I tugged at Mohammad’s good arm.


  Apparently having also caught sight of the ghost stopped Mohammad dead in his tracks. His barely-there Adam’s apple trembled underneath wisps of beard. “Was she looking at us?”


  Who could tell with all that fabric? Yet I’d had the sense of being observed, too. “Maybe,” I said, but ghosts were usually harmless. “Why?”


  I watched his face as he struggled to find an answer. I saw a myriad of emotions twitch into existence before disappearing: pity, fear, and something I didn’t understand or perhaps misinterpreted that might have been longing. Finally, he shrugged, “No reason.”


  Liar. This was the stuff I wouldn’t touch, so I bit my lip.


  “We should go,” I reminded him. We picked our way along the street carefully. The sun was starting to rise, and the city, broken though it was, began to wake.


  Truthfully, it never slept, but in daylight Cairo made its shabby attempt at normalcy. Broken, electronic muezzins warbled a call to prayer. I glanced at Mohammad wondering if he’d heed it, but he had a grim expression on his face that stopped all questions. Anyway, this far in into the city where we didn’t know the lay of the land, it would be dangerous to stop.


  We’d reached the first of the high watermarks. Brown stained the walls to the second-story windows. The river smell, an oddly compelling scent of death, fish and green, hung in the humid air.


  We were nearly there. I propped Mohammad up against the wall of a nearby mosque. “We need to hide this stuff.”


  “Why?” he asked. “I thought it was our bargaining chip.”


  “Yeah, well, you know Ahmed? Franklin is much worse. He’d just as soon kill us for the stuff.” I found a loose cobblestone in the mosque’s wall and began pulling.


  Mohammad watched my progress with a dubious look. “Are you sure this is a good idea? I mean, going to this guy?”


  Of course it wasn’t, but sometimes a deal with the devil was better than nothing at all—at least, that was how it seemed at the time.


  After most sane people evacuated, certain enterprising citizens took up residence in formerly public spaces. One such person was Franklin del Rosa, the guy we were here to see, who took a shine to Beit El Suhaymi. The building that was now Franklin’s house had been built by a wealthy merchant in the mid-sixteen hundreds and preserved for centuries
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