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LOS ANGELES


Wasn’t no mystery to it.


Jellybean knew where all the customers got to. ’Cept for the neediest fiends, they was all hunkered down in the hovels as evening fell, watching cable news and hiding from monsters.


Jellybean shot a dark, Pepsi-flavoured stream of spit through the gap between his front teeth. A thin tendril of sticky-sweet drool dropped onto his Lakers singlet, staining it. Right now, looking over the empty car lot in front of the Retread Warehouse, the only souls he could see were the ones Stross owned, looking bored with business. Moping around in front of the ’done clinic. And that was some telling shit right there. The corner with the methadone clinic was always busiest. There were a couple of packs of runners here and there, little kids, not running anywhere right now, on account of having no fiends to step and fetch it to.


‘Monsters,’ said Jellybean, shaking his head.


At first they’d been great for business. Dope fiends spilling out on the streets to party, everyone talking a big game about N’Orleans. And when the army and that dumb cracker kicked ass outside of Omaha? Man, that was like Christmas and Thanksgiving got high and had themselves an orgy with the Fourth of July’s hot sister. Fiends were kickin’ it. Not just fiends though. Everyone, the whole city. You could hear music all over and there was fireworks and everyone was out on the street, and then that Super Dave asshole turned up in LA to party in person?


Damn. They banked some foldable currency that day, Jose.


Not much since though.


And not today, that was for damn sure.


Couldn’t hear no music now either, but you could see fireworks in the gathering gloom, if tracer rounds counted. You could hear the crackle and hammer of automatic weapons all over LA. Sometimes, like just now, long ropy streams of fire, all orange and yellow, flew up from the earth, racing away into the sky. You heard sirens, of course. But they weren’t always racing toward the gunfire. Fat Skin told Jellybean the cops weren’t even busting motherfuckers for open carry. Not even hassling, bro! They just pointing, saying, monsters-be-that-a-way-son. Go git.


And that was terrifying, because Jellybean Johnson might not go to church these days, but those nuns they beat the fear of God in deep. And flip over the fear of God you gots your fear of the Devil and all his works.


Devil’s work was what happened down N’Orleans. And the Devil’s fiends be those sabre-tooth orc motherfuckers with Godzilla’s own cojones. Them and the dragons and the fuckin’ zombies they got shambling around the ass-end of Nebraska now.


Jellybean searched for the gun at his hip, even though he could feel the weight of it there. He just needed to touch the grip, to reassure himself.


Thing was, the mayor? He’d lost his shit. Weren’t one damn monster anywhere inside LA. They all out in the desert getting smoked by the air force. But whitey already freaked the fuck out. Open carry was proof of that.


That’s what scared Jellybean. White money was the most powerful gang in the city. It didn’t just rule, it was an absolute fucking monarch.


Didn’t need demons coming in here to tear this city down. It was gonna tear itself apart because the king gone mad.


Jellybean could feel it coming.


Wait.


No.


He could hear it. Screaming.


Not just the random screaming of some bitch gettin’ schooled by her old man, or someone gone crazy on bath salts or something.


A lot of screaming by a lot of people.


They could hear it down on the corners too, he could see that.


Dog-10 and the King were already weapons out, hard up against cover. Knees bent, Dog-10 leaned into the corner of the 7-Eleven and bobbed his head around, gun first.


Jellybean heard the flat crack of the pistol, slightly muted by distance.


Two shots, a pause, then three.


Then all at once everything broke open down on the streets. The corner crews blasting away at nothing Jellybean could see yet. The runners fleeing, adding their tiny high-pitched cries to the swelling crowd noise that rolled toward them like a big surf.


He fumbled his own weapon free, looking for something to shoot. Jellybean saw movement a few blocks away. Hundreds of people, maybe thousands. All running and screaming, all coming straight at him. The roar of the crowd swelled and swallowed the gunfire. First Tonik broke and then Fingaz, and then all of Mr Stross’s soldiers be running.


Jellybean found himself doing a stupid dance, a little two-step. One step toward the rusted ladder that would carry him to the ground. One step back toward the AK leaned up against the roofline.


No way would Officer fuckin’ Friendly be letting Jellybean Johnson step out with a Kalashnikov. But that sort of artillery was precisely what a captain needed to own this area of operations.


That’s what Stross always called the hood. The area of operations. Didn’t matter which hood. It was always the area of operations to Mr Stross.


Jellybean stood, dancing from toe to toe, at the broken, grimy parapet of the Retread Warehouse, with his mouth hanging open as a human tide washed over Stross’s area of operations. You could see those peeps were running from something. So many of them screaming, looking back over they shoulders, sometimes stumbling and tripping when they turned. Getting ploughed under, trampled by the madness of the herd.


Well, fuck Stross and fuck his operations, Jellybean decided. He turned and ran as fast as his stumpy, overstuffed sausage legs would carry him toward the creaky ladder that would deliver him to the ground. He had time, just enough time he was sure, to jump into his ride and lay down some tyre smoke headed for anywhere but here.


He had no idea what the crowd was running from, but it had to be something as bad as N’Orleans. Had to be monsters for reals this time.


His hand drifted to the gun at his hip as he made the ladder and put his foot on the first rung. But of course he couldn’t climb down while he was holding a big-ass .45.


And then he understood that he couldn’t climb down at all. Because he was too late. The monster was already here.


Standing – no, floating! – actually floating like a magic motherfucker directly below him in the dark, shaded lee of the Retread Warehouse.


Jellybean didn’t stop to take in the show. He got a quick impression of some long thin streak of evil misery, somehow drifting a foot or so above the ground, and his balls crawled up into his body and kept on going. They crawled so high, so fast, they might have choked him if he hadn’t reacted with the quick wit and immoral ruthlessness that had allowed him to rise so high in the esteem and organisation of Mr AOR Stross.


Without thinking on consequence, Jellybean Johnson aimed the silver-plated big-ass Colt and unloaded half the clip directly into the melon of that spooky floating motherfucker directly beneath his feet.
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Dave’s gun dropped to the floor with a loud, metallic clatter. He flinched, expecting it to go off, but it didn’t. He had carefully removed the magazine and thumbed the safety on before warping out of the underground garage to infiltrate the Russian consulate. If by infiltrate, you meant put a wrecking ball through the place.


‘What the hell!’ Trinder yelped. The dark-suited spook flinched too, although whether at the sound of the gun landing on the concrete, or at the sight of Dave disappearing and then reappearing in the literal blink of an eye, he could not say. The agents flanking Trinder reflexively dropped into a shooter’s stance, each reaching for their weapon. Dave knew them from Las Vegas. Comeau and the woman called Madigan. They both realised what had happened at the same time, and he saw the uncertainty in their eyes. They had seen him do this before. The man, Comeau, was the first to lower his gun. Madigan followed only when Trinder gave her permission to stand down.


‘Sorry,’ said Dave, nodding toward the pistol he’d dropped on the floor. ‘Told you I’m not great with guns. An uncle tried to teach me, when he was sober, which wasn’t often. He did show me how to turn it off though and take the bullets out.’


Trinder, not really hiding his disgust, was about to speak when the rumble and crash from the half-destroyed consulate building rolled over them. Probably a supporting wall or another part of the second floor collapsing. The sound of smashing glass arrived as a tinkling counterpoint to the deep bass notes of his demolition work. Trinder looked more shocked than he had when Dave performed his little magic trick of popping into and out of the world. A cell phone buzzed, and Trinder took a BlackBerry from his pocket. He looked at the screen, not really paying attention. He turned it off. His eyes, bloodshot and a little jaundiced now that Dave looked, darted up toward the street.


‘What the hell did you do out there?’ he asked. He sounded almost fearful.


‘Yeah, about that,’ Dave said. ‘The whole sneaking into the embassy thing didn’t go so well.’


Agent Comeau took a few tentative steps toward the garage ramp, his knees bent and his shoulders bowed as though he expected this building to fall in on top of them too.


‘I think the Russians are going to need another consulate,’ Comeau said when he was able to see something of what had happened up on E91st Street.


Trinder looked as though he had been poleaxed, and Dave even felt a little sorry for him. He himself was still coming to terms with everything that had happened, and he’d at least had some time to get used to the idea. Enough time to sneak into the consulate, explore the building, track down Karen Warat and destroy a couple of rooms – the better part of a whole floor really – fighting her at warp speed. Enough time to all but get his ass handed to him before Lucille saved that same worthless ass. And how she’d managed that, he still couldn’t say. Time enough to get beaten to a broken and bloody pulp, to recover, to fight to a dishonourable draw and then to cut a deal with Warat, or Varatchevsky, or whatever her name was, and to return here to the garage under the Office of Special Clearances and Records. Or under a building these guys leased, at any rate. He doubted this was Trinder’s actual Death Star.


Dave had done all that in the space between two of Agent Trinder’s heartbeats. But for Hooper it had taken nearly three-quarters of an hour.


Nothing had changed in the basement garage. Trinder and his goons hadn’t moved, except for a step or two backward in surprise at Dave’s magic act. The same cars, mostly black SUVs, were still parked in the same slots. The elevator doors were closed, the car still up on the fourth floor where OSCAR had offices. But outside on the street all was violent disorder. Screams, honking horns, the muted thunder of the Russian consulate imploding. It had to be messing with Trinder’s head. Had to be messing with all of them.


‘You might want to run up there and grab your mole,’ Dave said. ‘That little girl you had holding the door open for me, if that’s what she was doing. I put her out on the street. She’s probably freaking out. It looked like one of the embassy guards had figured out she was up to no good and, you know, since I just demolished half the building they’re probably going to want to beat her with rubber hoses or something while they ask her about it.’


‘Agent Madigan,’ said Trinder, rubbing his eyes. ‘If you would.’


The woman in the black pants suit said, ‘Yes, sir,’ and hurried up the ramp, holstering her weapon as she went.


‘Anything else I need to know, like what the fuck happened?’ Trinder said.


Dave shrugged and pushed gently at the gun on the ground with the toe of his boot, carefully turning the muzzle away from Comeau.


‘Had no trouble getting in,’ he said. ‘That little cutie you had on the inside just held the door open for me. I wandered in, had a look around. Didn’t see anything on the ground floor, just a bunch of office workers. There were a couple of gorillas guarding a staircase down a hallway, so I checked it out. Poked around upstairs, found your spy, or you know, she found me. There was no warping around her. She hadn’t slowed down at all. Matter of fact, I’d have said she was chock full of ’roids and amphetamines, she moved that quick and hit that hard.’


Agent Comeau, a wiry-looking Mediterranean type, rejoined them from the foot of the ramp where he’d been trying to keep an eye on the street. He looked Dave up and down. A very sceptical look.


‘But you’re okay now? And you don’t have her with you. So what happened up there?’ Trinder jerked his thumb toward the street.


‘She pretty much kicked my ass, damn near killed me, in fact,’ Dave said, hefting the splitting maul up into the palm of his hand. ‘Lucille here is the only reason I’m still alive.’


‘Oh, this is not good,’ said Trinder, mostly to himself. He was looking at the ground, his eyes sweeping back and forth as though he might find something there to help him.


‘Nah, it’s okay,’ said Dave. ‘I got better.’


‘That’s not what I meant,’ Trinder snapped. ‘I understand it’s the case, Mr Hooper, that you weren’t particularly good at listening to Captain Heath. But you’re not even listening to yourself. You just told us that one of the most dangerous hostile agents ever set loose in this country had no trouble defeating you in close combat. You, the superhero.’


The way Trinder said ‘superhero’, it sounded as though he didn’t really believe it. Dave got that a lot.


‘Well I wouldn’t say she defeated me,’ he said. ‘She just kicked my ass is all. And look, I gave her plenty to be gettin’ on with. So in the end we called it a draw.’


‘Where is she now?’ asked Trinder, sounding very tired.


‘I dunno,’ muttered Dave, reminding himself of one of his sons. When neither of the OSCAR men looked happy with the answer he followed on. ‘I think she was going to go talk to her boss.’


Comeau’s eyes went wide and Trinder stared at him.


‘She what?’ The senior agent’s voice sounded small and cracked.


Dave held up his hand, forestalling the ass-chewing he sensed was coming.


‘Look, she knew all about you guys. It’s not like I gave away any secrets or anything. She obviously knew about you because she escaped when you tried to arrest her. Remember that? When you fucked everything up?’


Trinder did not look as though he appreciated being reminded of the bungled raid at the art gallery opening a week or so earlier. On the day the monsters crawled out from the UnderRealms.


‘Yeah, she’s got your number, buddy,’ Dave said, grinning at him. ‘But I don’t think you have to worry. We had a talk. All she wants to do is go home and kill monsters for mother Russia. Thresh. And Morphum, and Krevish and Djinn. She doesn’t like you much, Trinder, but she doesn’t think you’re a monster. Just an asshole.’


Trinder was about to say something when his eye was drawn to the ramp, which Madigan now hurried a young woman down. The pretty little secretary Dave had removed from the consulate before he and Warat had torn the place down. So, it looked like he got at least one thing right today. Trinder waved Madigan and her young charge past and they hurried toward the elevator, which pinged open just as they arrived. Another woman stepped out, dressed in the dark suit Dave was coming to think of as a uniform for these guys. He recognised her instantly from Las Vegas. He knew his notoriously sketchy memory had received an upgrade from his recent embiggening, but there’d have been no forgetting this chick. A smoking hot Asian, with half her face covered in some sort of tattoo. Dave had to adjust his grip on Lucille, moving her slightly to conceal the sudden, unseemly bulge in his black combat coveralls. His memory wasn’t the only part of him that’d got a tune up.


‘Anyway,’ he said, trying not to think about the tattooed hottie, ‘there’s no way you can stop her from getting home.’


Unless a sniper puts a bullet in her head, I suppose.


‘If you could live with 50,000 nuclear warheads pointed at you for so long, I reckon you’ll cope with a treacherous blonde and her samurai sword. She’s going to tell her bosses the same thing about me, which you may not care about, but I do.’


Both Trinder and Comeau turned their attention fully back to Dave.


‘You didn’t think I’d thought it through, did you? Because if you have a hard-on for taking Varatchevsky out of the game, it has to be a lay-down certainty that your opposite number back in the USSR feels the same way about me. Right?’


‘It’s not the USSR anymore,’ said Trinder.


‘Beatles reference,’ said Dave as the exotic young woman hurried up to them. ‘Anyway, my super friend and I have agreed we won’t be doing any more UFC cage matches. In fact, we’re going to catch up in an hour or so, after she’s talked her guys off the ledge, and we’re going to swap information. The thing she killed, this big-ass Thresh daemon, it’s not like Urgon. It knows different things, which seems to mean that she knows different things. It’d be cool if she and I could compare notes and –’


‘Absolutely not,’ Trinder barked. He spoke so abruptly, so loudly, that the young woman who was jogging toward them flinched. It was a more obvious reaction than the slight flush Dave had seen on her caramel-coloured features, the widening of her eyes, when she’d got a whiff of ol’ Super Dave’s secret sauce. ‘You can’t share intelligence with an enemy agent.’


And then Trinder froze. His teeth, yellowed by nicotine, bit off the end of the last thing he had said. His nostrils flared and his eyes slitted, giving him a dangerous canine appearance.


‘What the hell?’ said Dave, and then realised someone other than him had hit the pause button. Comeau was frowning, hands on hips. The Asian chick had been caught mid-stride and was actually floating, suspended a few inches off the concrete floor. Dave could see now that she wasn’t Vietnamese as he had thought, but some mix of races which had passed through Southeast Asia at some point, with a good pinch of African-American stirred into the melting pot. The doors on the elevator from which she had emerged were starting to close, and he could see Madigan and the shoulder of the young Russian woman through the gap. He looked back toward the ramp, surprised, yet not at all surprised, to find Colonel Varatchevsky, still rocking her spanky black motorcycle leathers, striding down from the street. A sword hilt poked up over one shoulder.


Dave’s first thought was that she had come, or been sent, to retrieve the traitor, the secretary he had rescued.


‘I thought we were gonna be cool,’ he said. It sounded like a protest, a weak one. He didn’t see how he could stop her taking the girl back without an explosion of cartoon violence that would bring this building down around their ears just like the Russian one.


‘I heard what Agent Trinder said. You can’t share with the enemy.’ Karen smiled.


She took her foot off the accelerator – it had to be her; Dave had done nothing – and they dropped out of warp.


‘Yes he can,’ she said, raising her voice, addressing Trinder directly.


The tattooed female agent gave a little squeal of surprise as she landed and found the enemy in their midst. Trinder cursed and Comeau drew his weapon again but Dave put a hand on his arm. Comeau’s draw seemed inhumanly fast, until you understood what ‘inhuman’ really meant.


‘Don’t, man,’ said Dave, easing the agent’s gun arm back down. ‘She’ll kill you before you can even squeeze off a shot.’


‘I will,’ said Karen, a statement of fact, not a threat.


‘Stop her, Hooper. Put her down,’ Trinder demanded.


‘Stop her doing what?’ Dave asked. ‘If she was going to do anything, it’d be all over by now.’


‘Mr Trinder, sir?’ It was the Asian girl. Trinder seemed even more unhappy at being interrupted than he was at finding Karen Warat in his basement. Probably, Dave thought, because he knew he could safely shift his ire on to his underling.


‘What?’ he snapped.


‘It’s Washington, sir,’ said the young woman. And then she faltered in her already nervous delivery, her eyes flicking toward the Russian spy, before being drawn to Dave. Always to Dave.


Colonel Varatchevsky spoke before Trinder’s agent could continue. ‘She came down to tell you what I came to tell you, Hooper,’ she said. ‘The monsters are back. They’re here. In the city.’
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‘Boston has been trying to reach you, sir,’ the agent confirmed. ‘And the Pentagon. And Homeland.’


‘I turned my phone off, Agent Nguyen,’ snapped Trinder. ‘With good reason.’


‘Yeah, because it’s a BlackBerry.’ Dave smirked.


He thought he saw Agent Comeau suppress a grin. Karen Warat was eating protein bars, peeling the wrappers and inhaling the contents as though she were loading bullets into a gun. Dave wasn’t feeling all that hungry, yet, but he knew he’d burned through a lot of his reserves fighting her, and then repairing the damage from that fight. He patted down the pockets of his coveralls looking for something to eat.


‘What does Boston want?’ asked Trinder, with the air of a man who didn’t care for the answer.


Nguyen tried to keep her face blank, but failed. Even the boss-looking tattoo couldn’t hide her grimace. She really didn’t want to be the messenger.


‘You’ve been ordered to detach Mr Hooper back to OSTP for temporary –’


She didn’t finish. All of the colour which had previously leached away from Trinder’s features came flooding back in a hot, red flush.


‘The hell I will,’ he said, loud enough that it echoed around the garage.


‘Sir, if you would just turn on your phone …’ Agent Nguyen said, or tried to. Her cute little mouth froze in a perfect ‘O’.


Dave was ready for it this time.


‘Will you stop doing that!’ he said, turning to Warat, the only other human being who was still in motion. She had frozen the others, or warped with Hooper, or whatever the fuck it was they were doing when they did this. He was beginning to understand how annoying it must be when he did it to other people.


‘We don’t have time for their bullshit,’ said Warat, tossing him an energy gel. ‘I just orbed out of the consul-general’s office while I was explaining why I had to cut the third secretary into sushi chunks. We have monsters to fight. So eat up, Super Dave.’


He caught the packet and frowned.


‘You know, you really shouldn’t call me that unless you mean it,’ he said, emptying the gel with one squeeze. He didn’t mind blowing off Trinder. The guy was turning out to be even more of a pain than Heath; although, admittedly, not nearly as much as Compton had been. And since Karen hadn’t said or done anything about that little Russian woman he’d rescued, the smart money was on getting her out of Trinder’s building before she noticed Agent Madigan spiriting the girl away. He’d explain it to Trinder later. Couldn’t let big bad Colonel Varatchevsky catch them in the act.


‘Okay. Let’s go,’ he said. ‘Where are these critters at?’


Dave hefted Lucille across one shoulder. She was humming their special tune again.


‘Forty-second Street,’ Warat said as they jogged up the ramp.


East 91st Street looked even worse than it had before. Traffic had been piling up outside the ruins of the consulate, smoke and people pouring from the wreckage, when Karen hit warp. Dave could hear a long, unnatural wail which had to be sirens, and one police car, its flashers caught turning, threw a crazy blue glow up the side of the buildings. The cops had driven their patrol car right up onto the sidewalk and been busy trying to direct consulate workers away from the burning building, while ordering rubber neckers to get the hell back across the street. To get the hell out of the street altogether. The frozen tableau looked like some sort of cinematic special effect to Hooper, and he realised he had never really seen so many people caught in his … what? His warp field?


‘You did this, right?’ he asked, waving a hand at the unmoving chaos.


‘You helped,’ said Karen.


‘No, I don’t mean the demolition job. I mean the pause button, the warp field, whatever you call it. I didn’t do it, you did, right?’


She strode on down the sidewalk, weaving her way around the living human statuary.


‘Yeah, come on,’ she said. ‘I want to try something.’


Dave found himself wondering if Karen had caught a whiff of his super-powered pheromones. She hadn’t given the slightest hint that she was affected by them. He’d seen the flush colouring Madigan’s cheeks, and the sexy Asian chick with the tattoos on her face as well. They got within about twenty yards of him and he could tell they just had to …


‘Knock it off, you fucking idiot. I wouldn’t suck your dick if it blew espresso martinis.’


Dave almost tripped over his own feet he stopped so suddenly. Karen rolled her eyes.


‘The Threshrend are empath daemons. All the sects use them. When I get close enough, I can tell what they’re thinking, and, God help me, you’re even easier to read than they are.’


‘You can read my mind?’ asked Dave, alarmed at the idea.


‘Don’t worry,’ she said. ‘You’re more Dr Seuss than Tolstoy. Now get on. I want to try this.’


She swung a leg over a motorcycle, a big-ass rice-burning Jap number.


‘You ever try this?’


Dave looked dubious.


‘You mean riding? While, you know …’ He twirled a finger to take in the stalled world around them. ‘No,’ he admitted. Probably because he’d presumed it wouldn’t work. Or if it did, that any machinery would just run stupidly slow.


Warat seemed to have none of his reservations. She had a key for the motorcycle, perhaps explaining the leathers she wore. One long leg scissored over the bike, she seated herself, turned the key, flicked a succession of switches and thumbed the ignition. The bike roared into life.


‘Get on,’ she said, indicating the pillion passenger space behind her.


‘I don’t normally need to be asked twice to climb on for a lady,’ said Dave. ‘But what about helmets and Lucille and your nasty little friend there?’ He indicated her sword. ‘Last guy who touched that thing, I heard his arms fell off.’


Warat regarded him with a look verging on contempt. She slid the scabbard off her shoulder, examined the sword and tossed it at him without warning.


‘Catch!’


‘Fuck!’ squawked Dave, but he couldn’t help himself, plucking the sheathed weapon out of midair. No body parts fell off him.


‘I don’t think it will be a problem.’ Warat smiled. ‘That guy you heard about didn’t even touch the blade, just the scabbard. Get on. It’ll be quicker and we’ll save energy.’


He passed her sword back, frowning. ‘You know, for a traitorous bitch, you’re quite an asshole.’


She passed one arm through the old leather strap of the katana’s sheath and seated it comfortably on her back again.


‘I’m not a traitor,’ she said. ‘I’m a patriot. Just not for your country.’


Dave was still trying to get his head around the idea. Her voice, her looks, her energy, everything about her was so American. He carefully climbed on the bike, a Honda, gripping Lucille up near the business end, and slipping his other arm around Varatchevsky’s waist.


‘Nice abs. You work out, right?’


‘Just because the sword didn’t cut you doesn’t mean the sword wouldn’t cut you. Now shut the fuck up and hold on.’


Warat leaned forward slightly and Dave felt one arm flex as she fed power into the bike. They leaped away from the sidewalk and threaded through the chess pieces of all those motionless bystanders and consular workers. He felt awkward, riding behind her, as though he might spill off at any moment, but Warat seemed entirely comfortable. Her body flowed with the bike as it leaned one way then the other. Immobile figures blurred past on both sides as she accelerated away from the weird, 3D still of the burning building. He adjusted quickly, finding his balance in a way he knew would not have been possible a week earlier.


By the time she leaned into the turn onto 5th Avenue, Dave was seated as comfortably on the speeding Honda as she was. He’d only ridden a motorcycle once in his life. A disastrous misadventure at a county fair as a teenager. He’d put the little dirt bike straight through a fence and come out of hospital with twelve stitches and a promise never to ride again. Now he felt as though he could take the wheel of this thing and give the Russian a run for her money. Just as soon as she showed him which buttons to push to turn it on and off.


Sadness caught him by surprise. Marty Grbac would have loved to race this bike.


They roared down the avenue, heading toward 42nd Street. Dave found it easier to keep his gaze forward, over her shoulder, watching her anticipate the moves needed to plot a course through thousands of motionless, or nearly motionless, vehicles. He knew the stasis wasn’t total, that the world was still moving, but that they were moving through it on some hyper-accelerated fast track. He also knew that even using the motorcycle, they were still burning energy, running down their reserves, to hold the warp field in place.


Or maybe he was wrong.


Maybe they hadn’t hit pause on the whole world. Maybe they were in something like a bubble, bending space and time around them, and only them. Urgon knew nothing of this ability and Dave was no better informed. He didn’t know how he’d even begin figuring it out. Whenever he was in warp anybody who might help him, a friendly Nobel-winning physicist for instance, was frozen out of the effect.


The Honda screamed past a line of yellow cabs which were crawling slowly – very fucking slowly now – past Saks. He wondered how the drivers and passengers would experience the motorcycle’s passage. As an inexplicable blur of light and sound? A small sonic boom?


Dave held tightly to Lucille, who was humming louder as they moved downtown. Could Warat hear it too, the murder song? He supposed not, since he couldn’t hear any backing vocals from her magical sword.


And then his stomach clenched.


Hunger.


A second pang, stronger and lasting twice as long quickly followed.


‘Stop,’ he yelled in her ear. ‘Pull over.’


He was pushed into her back as she applied the brakes and brought them to a fast stop near the intersection of 5th and E49th Street.


The bubble didn’t burst. Everything and everyone but them remained suspended.


‘What?’ Karen asked, exasperated.


‘Sorry. You gotta gimme a second. Honest, it’s important.’


‘It had better be,’ she warned.


He dismounted the Honda. Light blazed from storefronts and above them from office windows climbing away into the sky. Turning a quick circle he estimated he could see thousands of people, hundreds of vehicles. And beyond them? The whole city, a stopped watch. All of existence, frozen.


His stomach cramped again and hot flushes followed cold chills through his body. There was no way they could be doing this to the whole world. He’d been turned into some sort of mystical freak, but he was still an engineer and he knew that the energies needed to affect all of existence like this – even mystical energies – were so vast as to be impossible. Whatever effect he and Warat had generated, and were maintaining, it had to be limited to them. They couldn’t, for instance, be dragging the planet out of its orbital track. But even limited to some temporal bubble around the two of them alone, there was a cost. Just as there had been a cost for all of the energy he’d spent fighting her.


Karen was starting to look annoyed.


‘We don’t have time for you to scratch your balls and ponder the mysteries of magical physics,’ she said, obviously reading him.


‘Just give me a minute,’ he said testily. ‘They’re not going anywhere.’ He waved his hand at the tableau around them.


‘No, Hooper. We’re the ones not going anywhere.’


Dave let her protests fall behind him as he found what he wanted a short way down 49th. A steakhouse.


‘One minute. Promise,’ he called back to Warat as he started toward the restaurant. Another racking gut cramp doubled him over, almost tripped him as he mounted the sidewalk at the corner. He was careful not to bump into anyone as he passed. He could probably impart enough energy with a tap to send them flying when his time stream synced with theirs again. Best not to take the chance.


He recognised the steakhouse as part of a chain operation, but a boutique chain. Smith and Wollensky. There was one in Houston that was popular with the carpet walkers at Baron’s. Dave left Lucille by the door and carefully picked his way through the suits at the entrance and into the main dining room. His mouth flooded with saliva as he smelled chargrilled meat and melted cheese and the salty goodness of deep-fried carbs.


‘Sorry, darlin’,’ he said to a waitress as he ghosted past her. ‘I only got time for a dine and dash.’


Two bizoids in dark suits and hundred dollar haircuts were already tucking into their mains at a nearby table. Without ceremony or apology he scooped up the long-boned rib eye of the older, portlier gent and, grimacing, the steak tartare of his companion. The loose pile of nearly raw meat started to come apart in his hands, forcing Hooper to stuff the lot into his mouth. He had memories of hating this dish, but when the uncooked flesh hit his taste buds it arrived as a revelation.


‘Fark,’ he gargled, surprised at how much he blissed out to the taste and mouth-feel. If they got through this latest orc attack he was definitely coming back for more. He’d even pay for it. Or get Trinder to. He hurried back out, licking his fingers and stuffing a couple of baked potatoes into his pockets. He grabbed up the enchanted splitting maul and tore huge bites from the rib eye as he trotted back to Warat through the unmoving crowds and traffic.


‘You want some?’ he asked, around a mouthful of half-chewed meat.


Her face curled into a disgusted expression, but she took the proffered bone and bit off at least half the remaining flesh. She chewed and swallowed quickly, as if not wanting to be caught at it.


‘You really know how to show a girl a good time, don’t you?’ she said, wiping blood from her chin.


‘They had fries. Smelled good too. I could grab some?’


‘No. Hurry up and finish.’


He did as he was told, throwing the bone into the gutter. Seated securely behind her again, he leaned forward slightly as they accelerated away. His cheek touched the hilt of her sword; the same sword which had cut down the agent who’d tried to grab it during Trinder’s raid on her art gallery. It wasn’t even giving Dave a close shave. He wondered if Varatchevsky would be able to pick up Lucille. Only he had, so far.


The early evening traffic along 5th Avenue whipped past them in a neon blur. The roar of the big bike drowned out the weird background rumble and hiss of the city he’d been aware of since they’d entered warp. Warat weaved through the river of light and steel with fluid grace. A slight shift of her hips to one side, a faint lean to the other and the speeding motorcycle threaded this way and that with Dave doing his best to flow with it. He bet she’d never crashed a dirt bike through a fence because she panicked and forgot the difference between the throttle and the brake. She slowed down appreciably as they hit the intersections, but only to about half speed, and only long enough to pick a course through the cross-traffic. On the far side of the barrier they roared away.


Dave recognised the lions in front of the New York Public Library from about a block away, at the same time as he felt Lucille grow warm and light in his right hand. Her song started to fill his head, as it had every time they raced into a fight with the Horde. The traffic seemed thicker at 5th and 42nd, in a way it hadn’t been at the previous cross street. Warat slowed and approached the intersection with greater caution, taking them through the dense, frozen parade at something approaching a reasonable speed, maybe thirty or forty miles per hour.


As they rounded the corner and sped up again he noted the first signs of a change. Far ahead of them the street was jammed with pedestrians and vehicles. He could see people caught sprinting away from something. Some looking back over their shoulders. Some with their heads down and their arms pumping like they were in the last few seconds of a dash for the hundred metre Olympic gold. All of them immobile, trapped by the magic spell that allowed Dave and Varatchevsky to warp from E91st to 42nd Street in less time than it would take those sprinters to move a few inches through space. Karen laid them on a fast track down the centreline of 42nd, and the Honda shrieked as she cranked the throttle. Buildings blurred past, the greenery of Bryant Park a verdant smear on his left. They were moving too quickly for Dave to make out the features or even the outlines of any individual pedestrians, but by the time they were a block down from the library he could tell that the crowd was a mob in full, terrified flight. Lucille felt as light as bamboo in his clenched fist, her battle hymn something he felt as well as heard, the chorus of unseen angels. It filled him with her needs. Her hungers. He felt himself press into Karen Warat’s leathers, into the scabbard and hilt of her sword as she slammed on the brakes.


‘Jump,’ she said.


And then she was gone and he was airborne as the bike impacted with the side panel of a yellow cab.
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He was aware of time stuttering back into motion just before they struck the vehicle. Warat was there and then she wasn’t. Her body tensing, muscles contracting before she seemed to fly directly up, as though launched from an ejector seat. Dave, who wasn’t ready and who didn’t jump, saw the yellow cab move suddenly. Not toward him, but across his field of vision as they dropped out of warp and the world transitioned from stasis to movement without the slightest lurch of inertia. He heard screams, and the honking of horns. He heard the crunch of metal on metal, and had time enough to realise it wasn’t the bike hitting the taxi. And then the bike hit the taxi anyway and he was thrown into the sky and over the roof.


Everything slowed again, but not with the strange temporal distortion of whatever magic powered his ability to warp time. It was that purely subjective, deeply human experience of his senses coming fully alive. The same way perfectly normal people recalled time slowing down in a car crash, or some other non-mystical catastrophe. The simple biological quickening of a nervous system flooded with neurotransmitters.


Dave hit the accelerator, thinking to stop his flight, but of course that merely stopped the world around him and he flew on just as quickly as before. He grunted in agony as his vision pixelated and his brain seemed to press painfully against the inside of his skull.


What the fuck?


He dropped out of warp, the pixelation and the pain receding immediately. He saw the cab shunted sideways by the force of the Honda striking it, but the larger vehicle did not shear in two or fly apart, as he’d half expected. The windows exploded outwards in a shower of safety glass and he heard more screams.


At least he wasn’t spinning, tumbling end over end, but his flight was uncontrolled, and he could see he was going to hit the asphalt and skittle half a dozen people. Even though Warat was spinning and tumbling, she looked like a gymnast executing a routine. She spun once, twice and landed on the road, boots thudding down, knees flexing as she dropped into a shoulder roll and came up with her sword drawn.


And Trinder expected me to kick her ass?


Dave shook off the thought as his own landing fast approached, undignified and dangerous. Without any of the Russian’s skills or native grace he simply tucked himself around Lucille in a ball, and swore as he hit the road surface and felt his shoulder break. Again. The pain was huge but dull, as it always was now, and washed away almost immediately in the bathing warmth of endorphins and whatever magical fucking fairy-bots coursed through his bloodstream to make good broken bones and torn flesh. He felt the muted impact of those unfortunate enough to be caught in his path as he landed among them. He tried to close his mind to the muffled cries and startled shouts, and one sickly snapping sound, which had to be somebody’s leg breaking. There was nothing to be done for them. Not yet. He knew, from Lucille’s battle hymn filling all his secret places, that the Horde were upon them.


But where was Warat?


Dave climbed to his feet, muttering apologies and cringing at the sight of the seven – no, eight – people he’d just knocked down. One of them, an old woman in a bloodied head scarf, wailed and clutched at her leg that was bent all wrong at the knee. He struggled to reconcile the banal with the bizarre. A Gap Kids store, the Walgreens on the opposite corner, neon lights and giant posters for Stephen Colbert’s Late Show and Amazon’s Man in the High Castle, gunshots cracking out ahead of him, muted only slightly by the roar of the fleeing mob, a dead Fangr, cleanly decapitated, midnight dark daemon ichor pulsing from its neck stump.


More shots, fired rapidly, but singly. Not the automatic weapons fire he’d grown used to, or thought he had, in Omaha and New Orleans. Probably cops and probably only two of them.


He was about to punch the accelerator when somebody else did. Warat, of course.


The crowd stopped. The screams and honking horns and general chaos died away to that familiar distant rumble and hiss. But his vision fell apart in broken pixels again. The pain, the iron fist squeezing his head from the inside was back, and his hunger …


The bubble popped and all around him chaos and human madness surged back into motion. The uproar of thousands of voices hammered and clawed at his ears. Frantic, horrified, unbelieving. Dave was buffeted and knocked off balance, almost losing his footing in the surging tide of the terror-struck mob.


He tried one last time to pause the world, and failed. The pain and blinding disorientation was too great. He pushed through the crowd, trying to exercise some care, but keen to break free. To find Warat. He moved about ten yards, when his stomach cramped and his head swam. He almost stumbled to his knees, but he was clear, or relatively clear, of the worst of the crush and he could see the Russian spy again.


She stood in a clear space at the meeting of Broadway and 42nd, a rough circle surrounded by nine daemons. Three Hunn. Five leashed Fangr. And one of a type he had only seen once before, on a screen in New Orleans, but which he, or rather Urgon, recognised as thresh.


No.


Not as thresh, but Threshrend. A fully mature adult. Battle scarred and grown into its power.


A daemon superiorae.


A boss motherfucker.


Two cops, both looking freaked out, stood a short distance behind Warat, pointing their guns at the monsters. The showdown had locked up the better part of the intersection. From the crushed and burning vehicles Dave could only assume the Hunn and their thralls had just jumped in and started laying about them with heavy war hammers and battle-axes.


The daemons looked wary, even fearful, of the naked flames from burning cars and the firewall kept them from rampaging up toward Times Square or further down into the theatre district. Traffic was piling up behind the obstacle, and getting worse as people abandoned their vehicles and fled.


The only thing stopping the tiny monster war band from forcing their way out of the intersection and charging down the terrified masses was Colonel Karin Varatchevsky, and two of New York’s finest, looking very much like two of New York’s most freaked out.


Bodies lay everywhere, extravagantly mutilated. But human corpses were not the only lifeless remains at Broadway and 42nd Street. Dave counted two Hunn and three Fangr down. Two of the Fangr looked like they’d been shot but a third, like the dead Fangr he had seen a few seconds ago, had obviously been carved up by Karen and her blade, which was dripping darkly. The surviving daemonum snapped and snarled at her, hunkering down on their powerfully muscled haunches, which twitched and spasmed as they either restrained themselves or tried to work up the courage for another rush.


None of the Hunn had Warat’s full attention, however. That she reserved for the final member of their war party. The Threshrend daemon. As best Dave knew, they were empaths who amplified the feelings and, to a lesser extent, the thoughts of friend and foe alike. Urgon regarded them as little more than meat trumpets for blowing before battle.


Warat held the gore-streaked katana toward the warrior beasts as a warding totem, but to the toad-like monstrosity with the forest of wandering eyestalks, the Threshrend, she held out her free hand, like a traffic cop. Dave supposed she had to know what she was doing.


Whenever a Hunn would inch forward she turned her body a few inches to meet the possible attack, but her gaze was focused on the ugly, wart-covered empath daemon.


Unsurprisingly, the crowd was thin around them. No sane person wanted to put themselves into that killing field. But that didn’t mean it was entirely free of nutjob bystanders. Dozens of witnesses remained, either too shocked and frightened to flee, lest that movement draw attention to them. Or because they were just dumbfucks with camera phones.


Dave carefully approached the cops, hefting Lucille into a two-handed grip. His head seemed fuzzier the closer he drew to them, and his hunger increased. Not ravenous yet, but already uncomfortable in spite of the nearly raw meat he had only just consumed.


‘Coming up behind you,’ he said, loud enough to be heard over the crowd noise.


‘Get back, you idiot,’ one of the police officers barked, never taking his eyes off the Hunn. Or rather, off their nut sacks which, as always, were swinging low beneath coarse chain mail and Drakon-hide armour. Dave had to admit, Hunn junk was a horribly mesmerising sight.


‘He’s with me,’ Karen said over her shoulder, still not taking her eyes off the empath.


The cop risked a glance back at Dave. His name tag read Chadderton. It took a moment but Dave saw the recognition light up the man’s eyes.


‘You. Oh thank Christ.’


‘Hey,’ Karen said sharply. ‘Who got here first and saved your asses?’


‘Sorry, ma’am,’ said the other cop. A woman. Dave couldn’t see her name tag.


The snarls and grunts of the Horde, the musky scent of them, recalled visits to the zoo with his kids. Happy days. Or happier than this at any rate. The moment seemed finely, if not perfectly, balanced, with Karen unable to do any more for some reason, undoubtedly related to her psychic face-off with the Threshrend, and the Hunn unwilling to take a chance that she’d carve them up the same way she had their nest mates. Dave thought about breaking the stand-off by taking one of the cops’ guns and shooting the biggest Hunn in the balls, if only to teach them the wisdom of wearing pants. But he wasn’t sure he could pull off the feat – walking up, smoothly taking the gun and making the shot.


He’d look like a bit of a dick if he couldn’t, and there were all those cameras on them, so maybe not.


‘What’s the problem?’ he asked, ‘You know. Besides monsters.’


‘Having a battle of wits here, Hooper,’ said Karen, nodding tightly at the Threshrend. He noticed for the first time just how strained her voice was.


‘Is this daemon bothering you, ma’am?’ he asked. But he could see from the way veins were starting to stand out on her neck that it was. The air seemed to crackle between Warat and the beast, the atmosphere so charged that he could feel the hairs on the back of his arms standing up. The terrible pressure inside his own temples had to be connected to whatever was going down between them, and he wondered if it was also affecting the Hunn and their leash.


Dave rolled his shoulder again – it felt good now – and he hoisted Lucille, smacking the hardwood handle into his palm. Crazy bitch was fairly whistling her happy tune, and he suspected it might even be soothing the sharp pain in his head and behind his eyes. He had the very strong impression that were it not for the enchanted splitting maul, he’d probably be as paralysed as those Hunn appeared to be.


Carefully sliding up beside Chadderton he said, out of the corner of his mouth.


‘Hey, my name’s Dave. Who are you?’


‘Chadderton,’ the man answered, his voice steady but tense with the effort of keeping it so. ‘Ted,’ he added, and shook his head as if surprised by something he’d said. ‘And this is Officer Delillo.’


‘Cool,’ said Dave. The woman didn’t reply or add anything to her partner’s introduction. Her eyes remained fixed on the largest Hunn. Dave could see she was aiming at its centre mass, which would do no good at all.


‘So. Ted. Officer Delillo. You guys got enough ammo left to put down that ugly ass hell toad over there. The one with all the eyestalks and the warts?’


‘I got three rounds left,’ said Chadderton.


‘Two,’ his partner offered.


‘Think you can shoot out the base of those stalks?’ Dave asked. ‘Its thick skull is a lot thinner there.’


‘Can try,’ said Delillo, her eyes flicking to Dave and widening a little. She had some trouble focusing on the Threshrend again. Dave held back his sigh. She dug his magic Old Spice. But she wasn’t hot, and this wasn’t the time.


‘That’s all we can ever do,’ he said. ‘Karen? Karin?’ he added as quietly as he could while still being heard. ‘You good to go?’


The Russian, who looked about a thousand miles from being good to go, jerked her head up and down and Dave continued his slow sidestepping shuffle toward her, leaving the cops behind, but making sure not to get between them and the Threshrend. Even ducking low at one point to give them the shot.


‘Don’t. Try. Orb.’ Warat grunted each word separately, and for a moment he wasn’t sure what she meant. And then he recalled her saying she’d ‘orbed’ out of the consulate to get him. Some Russian word for ‘warp’ maybe.


‘Yeah, already figured that. Old daemon Kermit there is fucking with us, right?’


‘Right,’ she said, almost a gasp. She was sweating and tremors ran through her upper body, causing the blade she still held to waver a little. One of the Hunn stepped forward uncertainly, but stopped as Dave turned on him. The beast’s nasal slits flared, as though he smelled something he really didn’t like.


Dave addressed them as a group, speaking in the Olde Tongue.


‘So, you boys aren’t from round here, are you?’


He expected the Threshrend, which he suspected was the superiorae of this small group, to answer, perhaps giving him a chance to try warping over there while it was distracted. Instead one of the Hunn spoke. The one with the biggest balls, of course.


‘You are the champion of this village?’ it growled, its deep, guttural voice noticeably slurred.


‘Dude,’ laughed Dave. ‘Are you drunk?’ But his smile faltered when he realised that yes, it was, and why it was so shit-faced.


Bloodwine.


‘You are the Dave,’ growled the Hunn, which had no leashed Fangr, either because Karen had slain them all, or because it was a free-roaming thrall-boss. The growl sounded garbled and indistinct. The creature’s face was crimson with fresh blood and dead meat hung in grotesque strips and chunks from its jagged fangs. ‘I have heard tell of your prowess in combat but it does not impress me, for I am Jägur and I shall have my battle name from you this night.’


‘Dude, really, you’re embarrassing yourself,’ said Dave. ‘You don’t even have a battle name yet? Bet your little weenie blade doesn’t have a name either.’


He was moving slowly as he trash-talked the daemon, moving away from Karen who was still locked into her Thunderdome duel with the enormous psychic toad.


‘Am I right? Or am I right, Jerker. Was that your nest name? Jerker of the Hunn. And that mighty blade you’re packing, what are you gonna call that, urmin-tickler or something?’


The Hunn swayed from side to side, unsteady on its giant haunches. Its yellowed eyes squinted at Dave, or maybe just against the light of the burning cars. In a lower voice, and speaking directly to the Hunn now, Dave grinned nastily and channelled his inner python.


‘No chance, nest-wetting urmin-type. I burst my pustules at you and call your battle name a silly thing. You are but a tiny-balled wiper of this Threshrend’s bottom.’


He didn’t have any pustules of course, but the insult did its work. In what passed for etiquette among the Hunn, to purposely rupture a pustule into the face of an opponent was akin to issuing a challenge to a duel by way of flinging a freshly squeezed turd squarely between the eyes.


Dave saw the remaining onlookers flinch back as the young Hunn roared with ungovernable rage and leaped out of the crouch in which it had been standing. The howling bellow all but drowned out the flat, cracking reports of two handguns unloading five rounds into the head of the Threshrend daemon, and the war cries and snarls of the other two Hunn and their leashed Fangr.


Dave felt the pressure that had been building in his head suddenly fall away and, as he dodged to one side to avoid the first clumsy swing of Jägur’s cutlass-style blade, he was surprised to find the world suspended again.


Warat.


There was no time to check on her. Lucille sang her high keening tune as he jumped under the arc of the cutlass swing and drove the axehead of the splitting maul up into the Hunn’s breastplate, aiming for the vulnerable area just beneath its shield-wise arm, where the smaller of the creature’s two hearts lay close to the surface. The steel head bit through boiled leather and shattered hundreds of chain-mail links. Daemon-hide split, bones disintegrated and gore erupted from the wound in a slow geyser.


Dave whipped the hammer head back as the Hunn – moving slowly, but still appreciably faster than the human beings frozen outside Dave’s warp bubble – folded in on itself around the fatal wound. Fatal, but not quite fast enough for Dave’s liking. He spun Lucille in his hands and swung, bringing the flat, crushing surface of the hammer to bear on the creature’s head as it dropped toward the ground. Twelve pounds of forged and magical American steel punched through the thick, nobbled bone of Jägur’s skull. Twelve pounds which felt light in Dave’s hands, but which he wielded with all his power. The Hunn’s skull blew apart in an explosion of daemon ichor, grey-green brain jelly and shards of broken bone.


Lucille came free of the obscene wound with one fierce tug and a sucking sound that made Dave wince. Still half expecting to be forced out of the warp bubble at any moment, he braced himself for the rest of the war band, but it was too late. Warat had all but cut them down.


He shook his head in surprise at the sight of the Fangr, which were markedly swifter in attack than their lumbering Hunn masters, dying in profligate blood sprays on the edge of her hissing sword blade. She moved in a blur of fluid power, inhumanly fast with the speed and surety of long practice and elemental grace. Karin Varatchevsky – he had no doubt he was seeing the woman reduced to her essences now, without the layers of pretense and assumed identity in which she had cloaked herself for years – Colonel Karin Varatchevsky danced between the hulking, slow-moving carcasses of the Horde. Her blade flashed and hummed and described great, blurred arcs of lethal intent, and wherever she danced, Hunn and Fangr died. They came apart in big raw pieces and Dave was sure that he could discern the unnaturally drawn-out, grating shrieks of their deaths somewhere beneath the rumbling sibilance of the city’s elongated soundtrack.


The Threshrend, clutching at the gunshot wounds, which had further disfigured its ugly face, was dropping toward the road surface like a redwood felled by the axeman. Steaming loops and bags of internal organs, purple and green and yellow, spilled from a long diagonal slash which had opened its belly before Karin had turned her attention to the rest of the war band. But with the warrior daemonum now all slaughtered she spun back toward the slain empath, perversely reminding Dave of a ballerina in her leathers and heavy black boots. Her knees flexed as she crouched and leaped a good couple of yards toward the collapsing Threshrend. The sword twirled like a baton major’s party trick, raised on high at the last moment, and …


The bubble popped.


She brought the blade down in real time with terrible swiftness and resolution, neatly severing the creature’s eyestalks at the already ruined base. The sound of screaming all around them redoubled and changed in tenor, as people now cried out more in shock than fear. Warat stood without moving for a few seconds, and then she reached down to pluck a Subway sandwich wrapper from where it had become stuck to one boot. She used it to clean the worst of the gore from her sword. Dave, like the cops, was stunned into silence and stillness. His eyes fell to Lucille, recalling how she had come to life during the fight in the Russian consulate. He was convinced that if she hadn’t, Warat would have carved him up as easily as she had the war band.


‘Gonna have to ask you to put that away, ma’am,’ said Officer Chadderton. He was pointing his gun Karen’s way, his eyes flitting anxiously over to the chunks and slabs of cooling monster meat that lay all about them. ‘Somebody might get hurt.’
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Lord Guyuk ur Grymm could admit to himself, if to none other, that the scale of this human settlement, the brute size and weight of it, conspired to crush all gurikh from him. To extinguish his warrior spirit, to draw his claws and dull his fangs. It was just too … too much. Too vast and wrong to be endured. He tried to shield his thoughts, lest Compt’n ur Threshrend discern his weakness, but everywhere he turned, evidence of profound human dominion confronted him. Even worse, it seemed not to bother the Threshrend at all. But then, why would it? The creature was part human, at least in its thinkings.


‘Awesome, right?’ said the empath daemon, as if it knew exactly the blasphemy that had soiled Guyuk’s mind.


But, no, that could not be. Even Threshrend Superiorae were not given to the subtle reading of individual minds as strong and shielded as Guyuk’s. The Lord Commander of all Her Majesty’s Regiments Grymm dragged his gaze away from the towering palaces beyond the edge of these woods, a reserve of sorts according to the Threshrend.


‘Dude, I love it when a plan comes together, and my plans always do, because they’re not just awesome. They’re like the internationally recognised benchmark for awesome,’ boasted Compt’n ur Threshrend.


So. He had not been attending to Guyuk at all, or taunting him in the leastways, and the lord commander relaxed. Instead, Compt’n ur Threshrend had been partaking in his most favoured indulgence: congratulating himself.
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