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1


“I don’t suppose there’s a chance,” I say, “that we get the day off on the grounds of, you know, saving the world yesterday?”


Felicity Shaw, director of MI37, sworn defender of Britain’s sovereign borders from threats thaumaturgical, supernatural, extraterrestrial, and generally batshit weird, arches an eyebrow at me.


Which is pretty much the answer I expected.


And then a zombie T-Rex tries to bite my head off.


AN HOUR AGO


“I don’t suppose there’s a chance,” I say, “that we get the day off, on the grounds of, you know, saving the world yesterday?”


Shaw looks up from her newspaper and arches an eyebrow at me.


It’s not like it’s a lie. We genuinely did save the world yesterday. Hell, it’s barely been twelve hours since I was helping banish an alien the size of Texas back to its own cold and desolate dimension. And now I’m on a train to London to try and put down a zombie T-Rex.


“It’s barely the whole world this time, Arthur,” Felicity points out to me. “It’s just the Natural History Museum.”


“Oh, well then,” I shrug, “I’m totally up for risking life and limb again. Forget I said anything.”


Shaw appears to take this more literally than I’d hoped.


Not that, in fact, I am too worried. Hell, I saved the goddamn world yesterday. A creature so alien it almost turned my sanity into a small squeezable plaything was involved. And I was on the winning side. How much trouble can a T-Rex be?


But complaining about it is easier than dealing with the other thing I did yesterday. Which was sleep with Shaw.


Sleeping with your boss, my television has reliably informed me, is rarely a wise decision. Relationships, especially new ones, are tenuous things with only a frail grip on life. Like a newborn monkey on the Discovery channel—adorable and sweet one moment, flinging shit at the camera the next.


When you add on the fact that you and your boss work for a clandestine government agency that deals with threats to national security that are a little more than mundane, the whole not-sleeping-with-your-boss thing seems to take on an extra layer of urgency.


Not that I regret the act. Not at all. Far from it. And it’s not just the usual gratitude I’d feel towards anyone looking to get Biblical with me. Shaw is a genuinely smart, funny, and attractive woman. She is… well I could get sappy, and there’s the rub, as Hamlet probably wouldn’t have put it. Because Shaw isn’t a sappy woman. She’s a highly trained monster killer.


A highly trained monster killer who seems entirely unfazed by the whole bedding-of-a-subordinate thing. There again, since I met her, my life has been on an oddly accelerated track. Forget saving the world for a moment, it’s barely a week since she recruited me from the Oxford police force where I was happily chasing down a serial killer. My entire training for this job has consisted of a lifetime’s dedication to Kurt Russell movies.


The fact that the aforementioned serial killer is now my co-worker, Kayla, and that her superpowers are only outnumbered by her psychoses is entirely incidental at this point.


Still, the fact that Shaw’s out in the field is odd. The directorship is a largely behind-the-scenes role. She hired me as the field lead.


Not for my own mad monster-slaying skills—that’s a little bit of a work in progress—but rather my mad cat herding skills. Kayla is not Shaw’s only troublesome employee.


So—the question niggles in my brain—why exactly is she on the train with me? What exactly happened in Shaw’s bed last night?


Aside from… well… I am intimately aware with the mechanical aspects. It’s the other…


Well…


And of course, I should just ask her. I saved the world yesterday. I can now confidently say that Felicity Shaw is not the scariest thing I have ever faced. But still the train rattles on, and I rattle about in it, and we continue to avoid the subject.


NOW


“You know,” I say to Shaw, “I sort of expected this to go better.”


She doesn’t reply. She’s too busy kicking in a door and looking for an exit route.


I take aim with my pistol and provide covering fire. To be honest though, the aiming thing is barely necessary. The T-Rex is the size of a bus and is heading straight for me. Moldering flesh hangs off its massive head. Gray, gelatinous eyes roll in that head. The bullets ping and pop off its cheekbones, exposing the yellowing skull.


It takes another thunderous step in our direction.


“You getting on any better with that door?” I take the time to ask.


“You getting on any better with slowing that fucking thing down?”


I try aiming for its kneecaps.


Another footfall like a grenade going off.


“Oh sod it.” I’d be doing as much good with a popgun. I turn and lend my foot to Felicity. We both kick the door at the same time, and the hinges decide to give before the lock. It crashes to the floor revealing a narrow corridor lined with precious-looking things.


Despite the years of human cultural history packed along the walls, what really appeals about the corridor is that it’s a sort of not-T-Rex-width narrow. Right now that’s my favorite kind of narrow.


Felicity and I break into the sort of run Olympic sprinters would be proud of. A roar crashes after us. Massive vases—priceless testaments to mankind’s artistic achievements—shatter in our wake.


Felicity dives around a corner and I follow her. I slam my body up against the wall. I decide to tell myself I’m taking cover. It sounds significantly better than “cowering.”


FIFTEEN MINUTES AGO


It’s raining when Shaw and I head up from the Underground station. A police car and several chaps in uniform are arranged around the museum gates. A small crowd of tourists is gathered before them.


We flash ID and the uniforms let us through the cordon. I get to learn epithets for queue jumpers in fourteen different languages.


A man in a beaten-up brown suit is waiting for us beyond the museum gates, trying to look inconspicuous against a backdrop of rhododendrons. He peers out at us from beneath a sagging umbrella as we draw close.


“You military intelligence?” he asks us. His voice is all cockney.


“Yes,” we both answer at the same time.


“Inspector Chevy.” He grimaces as if the sound of his name upsets him. “Don’t ask me much, ’cos I don’t know bollocks.” He seems to be struggling to decide which one of us he should be addressing. “All I have is that something went down about two hours ago. By the time I get here, we’re clearing folks faster than curry clears the colon, and some civil servant is telling me no one’s allowed in, including my lads and lasses. Folk are on their way, I’m told. In the meantime, civilian militia is slowing stuff down.”


“Civilian militia?” I double-check I heard that right.


He stares right back. “I bloody told you,” he says. “I don’t know bollocks.” He wrinkles his nose. “Anyway, I sit here, twiddle my thumbs, and then Glum and Glummer show up and give everyone the creeps, and now you’re here.”


He nods at the steps that lead up to the museum’s grand portico. Two figures huddle together in the rain, one improbably tall and slender, the other shorter and improbably pissed off at the world.


A smile crosses my lips. More co-workers: Clyde and Tabitha.


“Just go in, sort it out, and don’t tell me nothing.” Inspector Chevy shakes his head like a dog shedding water.


“Thank you, Inspector.” Shaw gives him a warmer smile than he deserves. “We’ll take it from here.”


“Bloody right you will.” He makes a hunched retreat back to the uniforms at the gates.


“Britain doesn’t have a civilian militia, does it?” I thought I knew the answer to that, but assumptions haven’t done me well since I joined MI37.


“No.” Shaw nods.


It turns out there is a wide gap between affirmation and reassurance.


NOW


“That’s not a good sign.”


I stare at the approximately T-Rex-sized hole in the wall of the Hall of Mammals. I look down at my pistol. “No chance MI37 has a stash of much bigger guns hidden somewhere on site, is there?”


“Arthur,” Shaw looks at me, “we had to take the train to a national emergency. What on earth makes you think I have the budget for better weapons?”


“Saving the world. Like we did yesterday.” And that really does seem relevant here.


“At what point in between you taking my clothes off and now did you see me debrief the budgetary committee?”


I shrug. “All I’m saying, is that this would go significantly better if someone gave me a bazooka.”


God, I would love to have a bazooka. Though I think I’d be tempted to just frame it and hang it on the wall of my apartment, which would rather defeat the point. So, I suppose I want two bazookas. One for aesthetic purposes, and one for blowing the living crap out of zombie dinosaurs.


Still… I look down at my pistol.


What would Kurt Russell do?


God, that question gets me in so much bloody trouble.


Still, it does simplify matters. I step through the hole.


TWELVE MINUTES AGO


Tabitha and Clyde wait on the museum steps. Tabitha—five feet of angry Pakistani goth largely covered in white ink tattoos. MI37’s researcher, and computer expert. A walking, talking… well, cursing database of forbidden knowledge. She appears to have shaved half her head since I saw her last. The remaining hair is dyed a deep maroon. The newly exposed skin is pale, like coffee with too much milk in it, covered by a fine grain of stubble.


Man, I wish I hadn’t just thought of furry coffee…


Clyde is harder to get a read on. This is largely because of his recently adjusted physical status. When I first met Clyde he was a scruffy, nerdy-looking man in tweed who kept talking about electricity as the universal lubricant between realities, and who put batteries in his mouth to do magic. Then his head was invaded by an alien. And then I shot him, which I’d rather not think about. But he was dead. And then… God, this is complicated. But there was an ancient, magical, Peruvian mask that he’d written his personality onto. There was a good reason for it at the time, I’m sure. But we had that, so we had a back-up Clyde. So now Clyde is a blank wooden mask strapped to the body of an impossibly tall, impossibly thin, elfin-looking man.


And that’s actually one of the more normal things that I have to deal with.


Clyde, though, has decided to compound the mind-buggering by forgoing his traditional collegiate attire in favor of a decidedly un-Clyde-like hoodie, a leering skull emblazoned across the front, bisected by a zipper. The hood itself is large enough that it could be used to smuggle small children through border checkpoints.


I raise both my eyebrows. “I know. I know,” Clyde says. “Fully aware of the wardrobe situation. Compos wardrobis. Not real Latin that, of course. I mean the real Latin would be…”


Shaw adds another raised eyebrow, making a triumvirate.


“Well,” Clyde continues, “it’s just… All my old clothes were back at my flat, and last time I went there I wasn’t a wooden mask strapped to a lanky blond giant. Not that I should be demeaning about a chap’s physical appearance, of course. Rather impolite as I am sort of wearing him. Not exactly self-deprecation anymore. But anyway, the thing is, Tabby rather wisely pointed out that the whole mask thing may lead to some concern amongst civilians, the uninitiated, plebs, muggles, et cetera, and that some sort of hood device might be in order. And then, I did rather fancy the idea of some sort of cowl with moons and stars and such, proper Gandalf gear, but it’s Sunday, and I’m suddenly seven feet tall.”


“Friend of mine,” Tabitha adds. “Owed me.”


Clyde gives one of his profoundly expressive shrugs that seems to sum up the whole story of how the hoodie was acquired. And Clyde may now be a digital copy of the deceased man I called a friend trapped in an ancient Peruvian mask, and he may not look like my friend, he may not even sound exactly like him, but Clyde is somehow undeniably himself. It’s good to see him. I smile.


“I’d be lost without her.” Clyde turns his head and the mask stares blankly down at Tabitha. I imagine it’s meant to be a tender gaze.


Tabitha rolls her eyes.


But, yes, I was not the only one to celebrate saving the world last night.


“Excellent,” Shaw says in a slightly perfunctory way. “Good thinking.” She clears her throat. “Any actual insight on the situation?” She looks from Clyde to Tabitha.


Tabitha whips her laptop from a shoulder bag with the speed of a Wild West gunslinger. “Not much,” she says. “Extra-reality animating force. Most likely. Summoned. Invested into T-Rex skeleton.”


“Wait,” I say, because I need time with these things. “An animating force. From another reality?” Tabitha nods to let me know I’m keeping up. She looks bored.


“An animating force,” I repeat, “from another reality. And jammed into a T-Rex skeleton.”


“Invested into it, actually.” Clyde corrects my nomenclature.


I mask my inner bewilderment with balderdash. “So not really a zombie T-Rex then,” I say. “Just a skeleton.”


“Disappointed?” Tabitha asks.


And I have to concede it isn’t quite as cool as I’d hoped, but that’s not an entirely professional thing to admit. So instead I go with, “Do we have any idea who did the whole summoning and investing bit yet?”


“Quintessential bad guy,” Clyde says. “Nefarious plans and all. Ready to be thwarted.”


“Well.” Shaw claps her hands. “No time like the present.”


I look around at the gray day, the dripping bushes, the gaggle of angry tourists. “Anybody know Kayla’s status?” I ask. Because if your team does include a supersoldier, it seems to make sense to have her around. There’s nothing like a superhuman swordswoman to make the animated T-Rex skeleton blues go away, I find.


“Oh,” says Shaw with a shake of the head and another pat on the arm, “she probably jogged here already. Takes her half the time the trains do.”


“Probably taken care of everything already,” Clyde says. “Knowing her.”


TWO MINUTES AGO


I would be the first to admit that Kayla and I have not always seen eye to eye. Take the time she stabbed me in the lung, for example. That said, I am more than willing to be the bigger man, to move past our differences, and face evil side by side.


Or, to put it another way—where the hell is she, and why the hell is my bacon not being saved?


Instead of waiting for an answer, I start running.


I’m not sure it’s exactly what Kurt Russell would do, but sometimes self-preservation has to win over your traditional eighties action movie muse.


Behind me the T-Rex’s jaws slam shut. A triceratops skeleton that formerly resembled excellent cover starts to look more like matchsticks. Stringy flaps of moldering T-Rex skin quiver at the impact of the monstrous jaws.


Shaw comes up from behind a bench, firing. Chips of bone and rotten flesh spatter away from the T-Rex’s chest. It doesn’t even turn to face her.


I definitely thought we were going to make it further than ten feet into the museum.


Clyde stands in front of Tabitha, arms out, protective. She seems oblivious, tapping madly away on her laptop. I’d love to take the time to appreciate the sweetness of the moment, but I’m too busy crab-crawling backwards over the ruins of an information booth and trying to keep the T-Rex from bisecting me. I take a few potshots at the zombie’s eyes. The T-Rex seems to have maxed out on fury, so they don’t even serve to piss it off anymore.


Clyde grabs a battery from his pocket. With elegant, piano-player fingers he slips it up under the surface of the mask, into his mouth. He bows his head. The T-Rex advances. I hit the back wall. Shaw reloads desperately.


Tabitha says something inaudible to Clyde. His arms explode outward, violently flinging fistfuls of nothing at the ragged dinosaur skeleton.


It squeals, staggers sideways, trips over itself. Its head smacks against a mezzanine walkway with a spattering of plaster.


Behind Clyde, Tabitha fist pumps.


I’m back on my feet. The T-Rex struggles to gain its own. Head down, I scramble toward Shaw.


The T-Rex bellows again. Clyde balls his fists, pulls them into his chest, preparing the next blast. I imagine I can hear him muttering magical gibberish underneath his mask.


The T-Rex arcs round. Its tail blurs, traceable only through the wake of destruction. A vase becomes so much powder. A brontosaurus femur becomes a complicated jigsaw puzzle.


Tabitha and Clyde become rag dolls.


The tail connects, lifts them both into the air, slaps them carelessly away. Clyde barrels over Tabitha in midair. He hits double doors. They swing wide. Both figures tumble through. Dismissed.


The T-Rex peers at where I’m hunkered beside Shaw. I aim at its nostrils and attempt to widen the holes. The T-Rex screams, its undead breath wafting over us, filling my nose with the scent of decay. It is definitely more of a zombie T-Rex and less of a skeleton T-Rex.


I am less enthusiastic about this fact than I was a few minutes ago.


Shaw fires. The bullet ricochets off the T-Rex’s ribs with a whine, buries itself in a wall somewhere.


The T-Rex paws the ground with a massive foot.


I pop my pistol’s magazine, slam a fresh one home. I turn to Shaw. “I don’t suppose there’s a chance,” I say, “that we get the day off on the grounds of, you know, saving the world yesterday?”
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NOW


The T-Rex is gone from the main hall. Priceless artifacts crashing to the ground mark its progress a few halls distant.


Tabitha and Clyde stagger through the door on the hall’s opposite side, arms around each other more for support than to display affection.


“Well,” Shaw says. “That wasn’t exactly according to plan.”


Maybe we should claim the plan was for us to have our arses handed to us. Still, a new one wouldn’t go amiss. Step one: dealing with information gaps.


“Didn’t we agree it was going to be a skeleton?” I say. “It’s… fleshier than I expected.”


“Showing off. Bad guy is, ” Tabitha says, without even opening her laptop. “Glamour.”


I love the way this job just keeps finding new concepts to totally mess with my head. “English version?” I request.


“Illusion magic,” Shaw supplies.


“OK,” I say, processing that. “Obviously the kicking-everyone’s-ass plan has issues. Probably time for a more nuanced approach.” I try to think at the same rate my heart is beating. “While the T-Rex is the only thing trying to nibble our legs off, it’s a secondary problem.” I nod to myself, and hope the others come with me on that one. “Whoever created it is our primary target. We take him down, the T-Rex falls too.”


“Agreed.” Shaw nods. Which is nice.


Tabitha rolls her eyes. Which is not.


“Excellent,” Clyde says. “Totally agree. Except… well, not really an objection, just a question. Seeking clarity on just one issue. Probably just being dense. But this chap we’re trying to find. Or chap-ess. Villainy is gender neutral, I’m sure. But anyway I was really just wondering, how do we find him? Or her?”


I open my mouth. Close it again. I look to Shaw to see if she wants to leap into the leadership breach, but she doesn’t seem to have anything to add.


I’d rather come up with a better plan than following the T-Rex. The further we can keep from that bastard the better. I scan the hallway in search of inspiration. It looks like a bomb went off. Rubble is strewn everywhere—chips of marble, porcelain, bone, and pottery. I see the remnants of the information booth that I stumbled through—the tattered entrails of a computer, discarded ballpoint pens, a crushed security camera…


Security cameras…


“Security cameras!” I say.


Everyone looks at me. There’s a familiar moment of panic that I should have gotten over by now. “The T-Rex can’t have destroyed all the security cameras in the museum yet,” I say.


“Good thinking.” Shaw nods tightly. I get a moment of warm fuzzies. “Tabitha,” Shaw turns to our researcher, “a floor plan.”


A few moments and violated firewalls later, Tabitha says, “Basement.”


We move in a tight diamond. Shaw takes point, Clyde tails behind. I can hear the coppertop clacking against his teeth beneath the mask. I walk next to Tabitha, the shaved side of her head. She catches me looking.


“Nice haircut,” I say. I try to breathe enthusiasm into the compliment. I am not so good at that.


Tabitha gives me the finger. It’s rather sweet for her.


She guides us to a locked door marked “Staff Only” and Shaw produces a rather complicated-looking key which opens it without protest.


“That legal?” Tabitha asks.


Shaw ignores her. Which pretty much confirms that Shaw is apparently the type to carry around rings full of illegal skeleton keys.


This is the point where I should be charmed to find out something new and previously hidden about my new girlfriend. Being intimidated… well, I’ll pretend that’s close enough.


Stairs lead down. I go to take a step, but Clyde catches my elbow. I stand aside, but suspect chivalry probably isn’t his motivator for letting Shaw and Tabitha go first.


Clyde shuffles his feet and doesn’t say anything. It’s a maneuver his new body doesn’t seem designed for. A movement from his old self.


“So,” I say, taking a stab at the most obvious topic, “you and Tabitha.”


“Yes,” he says. He doesn’t sound as enthusiastic as I’d imagine he would, given the length of time he let the crush fester.


But I suspect I know the fly in the ointment. Devon. The girl, not the shire. Because, I’ve no idea how Clyde feels about the south-west of England, but Devon-the-girl is Clyde’s ex of about ten hours. I also suspect she’s the main reason Clyde didn’t go back to his flat and try to find more suitable attire, no matter what he says to the contrary.


“Well, I’m sure…” I start. “I mean… I assume Shaw’s going to declare you dead. Which obviously—”


“Oh,” Clyde says. The sort of “oh” that means that something unpleasant is going to happen to my assumptions again.


“What?” I say.


“I may have phoned her.”


That one actually rocks me back on my feet. I have to take a step backwards.


“You did what? You’re in a new body. You’ve left her for another woman. Why did you…?” I can’t finish. I can’t comprehend the logic. Why would you do that to a nice girl like Devon?


“Well,” he twists his long elegant hands, “I didn’t sort of in any way take into account the declaration of death thing. And, anyway, the really important news, I thought, and maybe my judgment was clouded at the time by the, erm, well, I don’t want to go into details. But Tabby was involved at the time, and if we could leave it at that…”


God, please let us leave it at that. And this is hardly the most appropriate time for this conversation. Except Clyde is our big gun, the only one who the T-Rex even seemed to notice. And, more importantly, he’s a friend. Plus, for a man without a face, Clyde looks remarkably shame-faced.


“You see,” he twists his long elegant hands, “the thing is, well… I was thinking… Usually a mistake, I realize. But Devon wasn’t aware of the entire situation vis-à-vis my sudden reduction in corporeality. And I thought, well, Tabitha suggested, helpfully I think, though maybe in retrospect I should have reconsidered, but… Well I didn’t want to have to muddy the waters while clarifying the whole relationship point by having to clarify the whole being-a-wooden-mask point, so I sort of, maybe, perhaps, and, like I say, hindsight, twenty-twenty, all that stuff, but I sort of broke up with her over the phone.”


Wow.


Such… Devon… Just a nice girl. And why would you…


Except, maybe he wasn’t wrong. At least if he didn’t realize we were going to declare him dead. In that situation, how can you both show up on someone’s doorstep as a mask, and dump them in the same conversation? But holy hell.


“How long were you guys dating?” I say, which is not an entirely politic question.


“Twelve years,” Clyde says with remarkable succinctness. “Jesus.”


I can picture Devon—an impregnable fortress of happiness in sudden and abrupt defeat. I feel bad for her. She deserved better. But I don’t know exactly what better would be in this situation.


I start down the stairs. “Assuming we make it out of this place in the usual number of pieces,” I say to Clyde, “you want to grab a pint later?”


“That does sound like a rather good plan.”


So that’ll make at least one today if the security camera thing doesn’t work out.


Above our heads, the T-Rex roars. A rattle like gunfire replies. I remember Inspector Chevy talking about civilian militia. And where are they in all this? Who are they? Remembering the way Shaw’s bullets ricocheted off the T-Rex’s bones, I rather doubt I’ll get to meet any of them.


The security room is a poorly lit, low-ceilinged room with far too many TVs coating one wall. Three are blank. Others show the rooms above us, some still whole, some less so. But no T-Rex. No villainous spell-caster.


I rather expected an array of colored buttons and glowing panels worthy of James Tiberius Kirk and boldly going where no man had gone before, but instead there is just one desultory-looking computer the same shade of brown as the seventies.


“Tabitha,” Shaw says, and nods at it.


And should that be my line? Not that I should begrudge my boss taking charge. And I don’t really know why I should object to someone taking the pressure off me. Give me more time to concentrate on not being eaten. Except… Does she not trust me? Is she just being protective of me, now that we’re an item? Is she thinking of taking me out of the field?


Am I just over-thinking things?


Tabitha sits and starts pressing buttons. The TVs switch images with little spits of static. One by one by one. Another hall. Another. The same hall from a different angle. The same shots of nothing and nobody.


“Faster,” Shaw urges.


“This is it.” Tabitha seems unsure of whether to give her evil eye to Shaw or the computer. “My Google fu: strong. My security knowledge: excellent. My supernatural ability to overcome shitty programming: not real. Could rewrite the program. You got a spare half hour?”


Shaw shakes her head, more in frustration than in answer. Tabitha keeps clicking. The images drag through their cycle. Another hall. Another. Another. Nothing. Nobody.


From the corner of my eye, I catch Clyde standing next to me, twitching. I look at him to be sure, to try and work it out. Tabitha clicks. An image changes. Clyde twitches. She clicks. He spasms.


Every time she hits the button—a tremor running through his body.


“They’re wireless,” he says, catching my eye.


“Come again?”


“All the cameras,” he says, gesturing to the screens with a trembling hand. “No wires. Pinocchio-esque, one might say. Well, one probably wouldn’t. Horrible adjective, but you get the idea.”


Tabitha looks up from her console. “How do you know that?”


Clyde tilts his head, saying nothing. I try to read him. He used to be so obvious, every emotion writ large across his face. But now there’s nothing. Utterly blank. He looks… inhuman feels like the wrong word. But suddenly what he’s lost is very apparent.


“I can feel them,” he says. “I can…” He trails off.


“What?” Shaw urges. “Information, Clyde. Keep the team in the loop.” She sounds like she’s summarizing a training manual.


There’s a decent chance that instead of worrying about why she’s in the field, I should be taking notes.


Still Clyde says nothing. Tabitha is watching him, some distant cousin of concern on her face, finger poised above the keyboard of the computer. The televisions illuminate us in wan light.


I’m trying to think of something incisive and commanding to say when all the TVs go white. Tabitha is a black gothic silhouette framed next to the computer. The edges of Shaw’s face are shown in sharp detail.


Clyde’s body snaps up like a dancer’s. He’s balanced on the tip of his toes, body arched back. Like a live wire is stuck to his spine. A violent shudder runs down his spine, through his arms, his legs. He starts to shiver, a violent tremble.


“Clyde?” Tabitha has cranked up the volume of her concern.


The blare of light from the TVs is unrelenting. And then something flickers, a trembling shadow from the monitors. Everyone’s gaze twitches. Clyde twitches. An image appears on one screen. Then on another. Clyde twitches again. He starts to jerk. Another image. Another image.


“Not me,” Tabitha says, her professional calm definitely abandoned now. “It’s not me.”


Still Clyde twitches. Still the images change. Faster now. One image. Another. Another. My eye tries to track the images but they pick up speed. Clyde is shuddering, no gap between each jerk. His mask shakes, precarious on his head. The spasms grow larger, more violent.


“Clyde!” Tabitha is out of her seat, reaching out to him.


“Clyde, stop.” Shaw’s bark is intended to be obeyed.


But he doesn’t. His fingers blur. His wrists.


Electrocution? Except there are no wires. No electricity. And I’ve seen Clyde electrocute himself in the name of magic. This is different. Something stranger.


A seizure?


I move toward him. I grab his hand, try to calm that at least. It’s like trying to wrestle a runaway jackhammer. I scan the desks for a ruler, something I can jam in his mouth to try and stop him from chewing his tongue off.


Suddenly Clyde stops. The TV images stop. Clyde stands still, panting hard.


You could hear a pin drop. At least you could if Clyde would stop panting for two seconds. We’re all staring at him. I let go of his arm. It seems a little odd all of a sudden.


Clyde flips an exhausted hand at the TVs. “There,” he says, and there’s a smile in his voice even if it’s not on his face. “Got them.”


His mask is focused on the TVs.


Our eyes flick there.


Sixteen images. Sixteen continuous feeds. Not a flicker on them. A shattered door. A wall with a T-Rex-sized dent in it. A T-Rex denting walls. An Asian woman, early thirties, firing a semi-automatic pistol. A teenage girl with headphones the size of soup cans over her ears and a revolver in each hand. A middle-aged black man with… wait, is that an assault rifle? Seriously?


And more. A bullet-pocked security bench. Shattered glass on a mosaic floor. And there—Clyde’s quintessential bad guy. A stocky, hard-faced woman. A substantial amount of robotics strapped to her left side. A vast spark arcs from a wall toward her, then leaps away from her outstretched palm and beyond the limits of the camera’s vision. In another screen the black man leaps sideways. The screen goes dark. The image blinks, another angle of the man sprawled out, a smoking scar in the floor behind him.


And I don’t know how—I’m actually a little scared of “how”—but Clyde’s right. He’s got them.
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We all take a moment to be a little stunned. Which is a nice change of pace, I think.


“I didn’t know I could do that.” Clyde sounds as shocked as the rest of us look.


Tabitha is staring at the computer. “You did that? How?”


“I…” Clyde shakes his head. “I could feel them. In my head. Like thoughts. And then… I don’t know. Just thinking about them differently. And on the screen…”


“You, sir,” I say, wrestling my confusion under temporary control, “are one useful bugger, aren’t you?”


“But, was it…? Are you wireless?” Tabitha asks.


“Not now,” Shaw’s voice cuts through. She points to the screen. “We will work this out. But not now. Now we go save the day.” She slides the action back on her pistol to emphasize her point.


She is so obscenely badass at that moment I have to admit I am briefly distracted by thoughts of some very naughty things indeed.


But, she’s right. Now is not exactly the time for that sort of thing.


“Where are they?” I ask, pointing to the three people with guns. Surely the militia that Inspector Chevy was talking about.


Clyde bows his head. A shudder runs down his spine. Some of the cameras start panning about, zooming in on pockmarked displays and wall posters.


And OK, that’s a little creepy.


But still useful. “Minerals,” I say. There are large crystalline chunks of rock scattered everywhere. A picture of a volcano against one wall. It’s not the hardest piece of detective work I’ve ever done.


“Route incoming,” Tabitha says. She moves even as she taps on her laptop. “Got it.” Shaw kicks the door open and we’re off again.


TWO MINUTES LATER


Finally: Kayla. She’s waiting for us in the lobby when we get there.


Except… The word “supersoldier” obviously has some baggage that comes with it. The captain of a certain nation across the pond is probably responsible for that. There are images of thick-armed men with can-do attitudes, patriotic shields, and Lycra outfits that laugh in the face of fashion laws.


Our supersoldier kicks disconsolately at rubble. Her hair is greasy, disheveled, reminiscent of someone who either just got out of bed or out of a high-end Soho beauty salon. Her shirt is more wrinkled than an octogenarian’s elbow. I’m pretty sure her shoes are on the wrong feet.


To be fair, this is worse than normal. And, considering her week has probably been worse than mine, she’s doing pretty well.


I, at least, am not down two foster children. Kayla on the other hand is dealing with the fact that one of hers had her brain eaten by aliens, and that the other became a demigod who popped the first one out of existence. Basically, she’s been through a lot lately and if she wants to take it out on her wardrobe I’m not going to comment. “There you are,” I say, as gentle and supportive as it’s possible to address a woman you once believed was a serial killer and who popped your lung one time.


“Situation?” Shaw ignores the softly, softly approach and cuts straight to the chase.


Kayla shrugs. “Just got here.” Her Scottish brogue is so thick right now, individual words are barely discernible.


“You OK?” I ask. It’s a stupid question. Kayla’s not been OK since she was twelve and the aforementioned aliens took over her family and she had to kill them all to survive. I can’t think of anything that could have happened recently to have improved that situation.


Kayla doesn’t even tell me to feck off, though, which rather underscores the severity of how not OK she is.


“You need to sit this one out?” I ask.


Shaw gives me a sharp look. Apparently that is not the plan. For her part, Kayla gives me a lack-luster middle finger.


“That’s the spirit,” Clyde says.


I can hear roaring and fully automatic fire and explosions, and the clock ticking. And we do not have the time to counsel Kayla now. And I know Shaw thinks we need her. And I know Shaw is probably right. She usually is. But, punctured lung or no, I do not want to see Kayla come to harm because her head is so far out of the game it’s in another building.


“Kayla?” I say.


“We need her.” Shaw’s voice has an edge. I think it’s a testament to our budding romance that she doesn’t just directly tell me to shut up.


Kayla sticks with the sullen silence. She doesn’t even disappear at superhuman speed looking for something to stab. Just shuffles into line behind Tabitha.


It’s a bad call. I can feel it. If Kayla doesn’t get hurt then someone relying on her will.


“I think—” I start.


“We need her.” Shaw’s voice is a rod of iron coming down on the floor. And I get the feeling that’s what it’s like when she pulls rank.


I consider pushing it, but it seems early in the relationship for open insubordination.


Shaw turns her back, leads the way. Tabitha saunters past, a little smile on her lips. “Just fuck her,” she says. “Not with her.”


MINERALS EXHIBIT


The floor is a glittering death trap. Shards of rock attempt to turn my ankle every step. One slip and I’ll come up studded with more gems than a rapper’s necklace.


The gunfire has risen from a background crackle to an insistent thunder. Bowel-shuddering roars underscore the soundtrack of violence. We break into a run through the detritus of the battle. Double doors mark the line between us and harm’s way.


“OK,” I say, trying to think it all through as we accelerate. “Clyde, you’re the only one the T-Rex seems to notice. You focus on that. Tabitha, you stay here. Give Clyde the info he needs. Stay out of harm’s way. And Kayla—” I glance over at her. I’m still unconvinced we can rely on her. But I can’t think of anyone else here who can deal with the T-Rex’s full attention. “—you buy Clyde the time he needs to take it out.” Which leaves. “Felicity—” I start.


“You and I are on the primary. Take out the wizard responsible for this. Defending the Weekenders is secondary. They got themselves in this mess.”


She’s the boss. But who are the Weekenders? Then there’s no time to ask. The doors fly wide. Shaw slides through them like Rooney sliding in to put it over the goal line. I shove my earpiece into place. Clyde barrels after Shaw, his substitute body shifting up to ridiculous speed. I elbow my way through. Sweep my pistol in a large arc.


Destruction. Pure and simple. The T-Rex stands at its heart, head pressed to the ceiling. It twists, fixes its piggy eyes upon us, scrapes great swaths of plaster free.


It’s meatier than the last time I saw it. For all the ammunition emptied into it, it’s somehow got more flesh on its bones. Scabs of green skin stretch over the exposed muscles of its barrel chest.


Lightning lances across the room. A display case disappears in an explosion of steel and splinters.


I blink in the aftershock, seeking the source. The far end of the room is raised, separated by a few steps and a low stone wall. Bullets chew the wall’s surface, while I scan for signs of life.


Clyde and Shaw huddle behind the remnants of another display case. The top has been sheared away, glass scattered about them.


I run. Head down. The T-Rex roars. The glass on the floor jumps and rattles. By the time I crash into the display case I’ve sweat through my jacket. I peer around the corner. The T-Rex is lowering its head. Where’s Kayla? Isn’t she meant to—


The double doors swing wide and Kayla saunters through. Like John Wayne with a hard-on for gunslinging. Except Kayla is about a hundred and fifty pounds lighter than John Wayne. And has no guns.


Lightning strobes past her. A crater appears in the wall behind her. Stone shards fly. She doesn’t even flinch. Her sword blade trails her, bouncing and skittering off the floor.


The T-Rex unleashes another shuddering howl. Kayla stops walking. My pulse finds a higher gear.


The T-Rex paws the ground like a bull with ’roid rage. I swear it curls a lip in a sneer. It reveals teeth. Sharp and glistening now. Teeth for slicing, for tearing. Kayla just stands there, unflinching.


The growl builds like an oncoming train. The T-Rex paws the floor. Its talons tear great chunks of rock free.


And, seriously, is Kayla ever going to look up? It just doesn’t seem safe at this point.


The T-Rex charges, each footfall an earthquake. Its jaws stretch. And stretch. I open fire. Everyone opens fire. Its flesh ripples as bullets pour into its sides. It doesn’t deviate an inch. Just barrels on. Death and dust billow in its wake.


It’s not slowing. It’s yards from Kayla. Feet. Inches. She stands so still. The T-Rex brays in victory.


And then, finally, she moves. The sword flies out, my heart leaps, my stomach drops—


Kayla bats the T-Rex’s head out of the way. The dinosaur skids past her, slams into the wall. It sways, dizzy. Kayla looks like she never moved. Standing, sword loose at her side. Barely watching.


The T-Rex recovers fast. It spins. Its tail races toward her. She ducks. But… well, it’s too fast to call it lazy exactly, but by Kayla’s standards it’s barely moving at all.


The T-Rex spins again, lunges. The flat of Kayla’s blade drives its head up. The ceiling plaster crunches under the impact, hemorrhages wires and air conditioning. But there is no follow-up. There is no death-defying leap, no stabbing, or slicing, or dicing. Just these halfhearted dismissals.


The T-Rex comes at her again. Again. Again. She slaps at it, twitches aside. Again. Again. Again.


“You know,” says Clyde, crouched beside me, “I’m not sure that is the spirit after all.”


Damn it. I should have said more to Shaw. I should have stood my ground. Except… Where is the line now? Which side of the bed? “Kayla!” Shaw yells, trying to break through, trying to snap her out of the funk.


Another lightning bolt. The three well-armed civilians on the other side of the hall dive for cover. Chunks of ceiling rain down on them.


“Plus side,” I say. “The T-Rex is distracted.” Lead with optimism, I figure.


Shaw nods. “We move on the primary. Clyde, prepare whatever you’ve got. Arthur, get close. I’ll cover you.”


Ah, point man, my favorite. Still, I need to put in more time at the range if I want to be a good enough shot to hang back and snipe at things.


A couple of deep breaths, then I go for it. Head down. Arse out. Break cover. Scramble forward.


Bullets fill the air. Knowing they’re not aimed at me doesn’t make it any better.


I make it to one display case, spot a pile of rubble that looks like cover, dive for it. Behind me, the T-Rex bellows. I want to turn, to look, to make sure it’s not closing, not chewing on Kayla while she stares at its teeth, a look of boredom on her face. But I can’t because here comes the lightning storm.


I’m half running, half dancing. And screw cover, it’s down the middle of the hall now. I fire blindly. The room explodes around me in strobe flares of light. Stone and wood and glass score my cheeks. I scream obscenities, and then just scream. I’m barely on my feet now, skittering forward. I can’t see. I can’t—


The blast lifts me off my feet. It feels like being the center of the world. A great, tearing change in perspective, slamming me into the very heart of creation. Suddenly all there is, is white, is pain—a great hollow sphere of it surrounding me.


And then back to reality, to flying across the room. A sprawl of limbs as graceless as balled paper tossed at a trashcan.




4


I land. The impact jars my bones, blurs my vision. My teeth chomp on the inside of my mouth, draw blood. I roll like a rag doll. My limbs are distant memories.


Instead of the wall ending my passage with a crunch, it’s a person with an “oomph.” They collapse on top of me. My eyes focus for at least a second. It’s the pretty Asian woman with the automatic pistol. She sits up, shakes plaster from her hair. My head is in her lap. She smiles down at me, curiously calm in the middle of the madness.


“Hello,” she says, “I’m Aiko. Nice to meet you.”


I go with the more casual, “Gnnnfgg nnn.”


I try to roll off her. There’s a blinding pain in my left shoulder and my left foot. That whole side of my body feels loose—skin and bone turned to so much jelly.


“Arthur! Arthur!” Someone’s calling my name. I go to turn my head but decide to spasm helplessly instead.


Shaw skids across the floor. Clyde flails his way through lightning strikes behind her. Shaw grabs me off Aiko’s lap. Claims me.


“You’re alive?” Shaw says. She runs a hand over my forehead.


I’m blinking a lot and twitching so that seems to confirm it for her. She does the thoughtful thing, turning away and emptying a magazine in the direction of the lightning-slinger. It’s rather sweet.


Another lightning bolt blasts past. Clyde yells. Shaw curses, tugs another magazine from an inside pocket. I struggle to bring my limbs online, managing to use my right elbow to get upright.


The Asian woman, Aiko, leans forward, puts a hand on my shoulder.


“You should probably—” she starts.


“Get off him,” Shaw snaps. “And get out of here. We don’t need casualties.”


Aiko bristles visibly. She removes the hand from my shoulder. That’s good—bearing the extra weight was a little much for me right now. “Where were you while we staved off a double-digit body count?”


Shaw fires in the direction of the lightning-slinger without taking her eyes off Aiko. “I am more than happy to arrest you for illegal weapon possession.” She wears a tight smile.


Another different decision from the one I’d have gone with. And I’m going to have to call her on one of these, but right now I’m playing the twitching injured guy, so I let her have it.


The T-Rex interrupts the nascent feud. Its tail sweeps overhead. Display cases detonate. Glass shards and mineral missiles fill the air.


“Will somebody make that fucking dinosaur extinct already?” Shaw yells. She looks distinctly less cool than when we arrived here. For people who saved the world yesterday, we’re looking spectacularly outclassed.


“Clyde,” I manage, “what have you got? Anything that can evict an animating force?” The words are strained.


Clyde touches his earpiece. “Tabby,” he says. “Trying to think of a way to remove an animating force. Anti-magic doo-dad. Wondering, if you have a moment that is, if you could check the database.”


If she has a moment? What the hell does he think she’s doing out there? Crocheting mittens for any reanimated triceratops she happens across?


Kayla still bats at the T-Rex’s head as if disciplining a troublesome dog. Shaw mutters her name along with some select curse words.


“Animating force,” Tabitha’s voice comes back. “Invested in skeleton.” Though the T-Rex is hardly a skeleton now. Skin covers most of it, exposed muscle and gristle the rest. “Rather than removing force, remove skeleton. Nothing for force to cling to.”


Filet a T-Rex. Well that should be easy.


“Explosive kinetic force, located centrally?” Clyde says.


I like the bit where he uses the word “explosive.”


Tabitha grunts.


Clyde nods. Then he looks to Shaw. “Excuse me,” he says. “Don’t mean to interrupt—”


“Spit it out.”


“I don’t suppose you happen to have a grenade on you, do you?”


Which is a slightly more mundane solution than I was thinking we’d go for. I could have thought of blowing it up with a grenade.


Shaw reaches into another inner suit pocket and removes a thin steel canister. I am beginning to think I should never go through her pocket book.


“Excellent,” Clyde says lightly as more of the room disintegrates around us. “Just need to get it inside the T-Rex now.”


And, I admit, I would not have thought of that bit.


Shaw blinks. “All right then,” she says, and goes to stand up.


I’m not entirely sure if it’s because I have tender feelings for Shaw, or because of a sense of duty, or because of the blows to the head, but I reach out a hand to stop her.


“No,” I say. “You’re still a better shot than me.” I manage to get my face muscles to stop spasming long enough to smile. “Primary objective and all that. You stay here, shoot the evil cow with the lightning, protect Clyde. I’ll go.”


“Arthur—” she starts.


“Oh,” I smile, “I can’t have been that good in bed.”


That line clearly sounded cooler in my head. Even Clyde’s blank mask looks shocked.


I rather hope the T-Rex does get me now.


To cover the moment, I grab the silver grenade and run toward imminent death.
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Running is harder than I’d hoped. My left side still feels numb and weak. My feet skid on discarded rubble. I fear I look like I’m creating my own Olympic event—half hopping, half limping.


I hug the left-hand wall, desperate to avoid the T-Rex’s gaze. It thrashes back and forth, dominating the central aisle. Kayla thumps it desultorily on its head. It roars, spraying her with prehistoric phlegm. The grenade is a solid weight in my hand.


“Its mouth! Open its mouth!” I scream at Kayla. I don’t know how else to phrase the absurd request.


Kayla turns slowly, arches an eyebrow. The T-Rex lunges, jaws snapping. She sidesteps casually.


“Its mouth,” I yell. “Open!”


Kayla gives a heavy shrug.


“Please!” I’m close enough that I don’t want to get any closer. I can smell its breath, foul as a charnel house.


The T-Rex lunges again. Kayla sidesteps again. The gaping mouth of the T-Rex whistles by her. Toward me. Knife blade teeth lancing at my head.


I try not to close my eyes. I hurl the grenade at the beast’s tonsils. It bounces off one tooth, drops into the wide red maw.


Without much seeming care, Kayla slams an elbow into the T-Rex’s jaw. The mouth shuts very suddenly and very fast. Instead of the T-Rex’s teeth scouring my flesh from my bone, its nose thuds into my chest, sitting me down on my arse. The roar turns to a choking cough.


For a moment I think the grenade is going to come out the other way, coughed back at me in a fiery ball of death. And then, as the T-Rex rears backwards, I see a tiny flash of silver disappear down its throat.


It worked.


It actually bloody worked.


I’m so stunned I actually sit there and stare before remembering to scramble for cover.


The explosion rips through the room. Through the guts of the dinosaur. The rib cage distends, bursts through the rotten skin. Vertebrae, claws, bone shards embed themselves in the walls, a mess of reptilian shrapnel. The creature’s head barrels over the pile of splinters I’m pretending is cover. Its teeth slash the air one final time.


I stay there, waiting to be certain. Waiting to make sure the Grim Reaper has left the building. Eventually I uncurl, my ears ringing. The back of my jacket has been flayed, but I’m remarkably whole, just a few grazes along my back. Smoke billows through the room.


“Oh! My! God!” It’s the young girl with two pistols and enormous headphones. She paws them down around her neck, still holding the guns. Two platinum-blond pigtails bounce as she skips forward, almost prancing through the massive pool of blood that’s spreading across the room.


“You guys!” She stares at me, at Shaw, at Clyde, at Kayla. “You are so freaking awesome!”


To be honest, I am not entirely upset with that response. Modesty be damned. That looked pretty cool.


The job’s not done though. Shaw walks past the girl, heading toward the stairs. Clyde and I head after her, drawn warily into her wake, pistol out. Kayla stands watching us walk.


The blond girl dances after us. “I mean, did you guys see that?” she says. “With the grenade! And its head! I mean holy Jesus, I have never seen anything close to being half that cool. Not even on TV.” She pauses, thinks. “You guys should totally be on TV.” She nods to herself. “You would be massive.”


I wonder if I can get this girl to be a character witness at my next performance review.


We’re at the foot of the stairs. Shaw signals with her gun for me to go wide. I start edging along the wall and Shaw starts edging up the stairs. Clyde stands and watches us.


“Batteries?” Shaw says to him.


He gives an embarrassed shrug—proving that such a thing is possible—and slips two AAs under the lip of his mask.


She pauses at the top of the stairs, in line with the wall, not yet visible to anyone crouched behind it. I see her take two quick breaths.


I realize I really do not want to see her get shot. That I would be very upset. More than if it was Clyde, and despite the brevity of our association I’d already count Clyde among my best friends. And I realize that maybe I’m not so sorry about the joke about being decent in bed. Not as sorry as I ought to be anyway.


Shaw holds up three fingers, then two, then—


I move before she finishes the countdown. There is no way I’m going to let this wizard cow put holes in Felicity Shaw. I vault the wall. It’s not a maneuver that’s going to win me an Olympic gold, but I keep my gun arm free. I sweep the pistol along the length of the raised platform.


I point it at nothing. At no one.


“Shit!” Shaw, snapping around the corner, curses at the empty platform. She scans back and forth. There’s just one door. One route away from here, easily taken in the confusion. Shaw points to it. We start running.


The door flies open onto a corridor. More display cases line the walls. The stocky woman stands beside one. She has bad skin, bad teeth, and a bad perm. She looks a little like my mother. Admittedly my mother’s left jaw, shoulder, arm, and side aren’t encased in metal, but it’s still a little embarrassing that she’s the one who’s been handing us our arses so tidily.


The woman raises a hand. Sheets of steel shift with an electronic hiss. Engines whine. She extends the hand protruding from the metal arm. A ring of LEDs shine blue and bright around her wrist. With a quick movement she smashes a glass case. She grabs something large and silver—a sizable chunk of metal or mineral—off a velvet board.


“Put it down,” I say.


Shaw points her pistol. I mirror her movements.


The woman starts shouting, defiant. But I don’t start understanding. The language sounds familiar, though. Something eastern European? Russian perhaps?


Shaw cocks the hammer on her pistol. “He said put it down, you Russian bitch.”


So, definitely Russian then.


The woman laughs at us.


“I’m warning you,” Shaw says, but perhaps not loud enough to expect to be heard.


Lightning arcs out of the wall. Shaw yells, fires. But she’s not as fast as the Russian woman. The bullet whips through a white electric blur, slams into the wall. The corridor is abruptly empty.


Another electric blue-white light flashes from through an archway to the right.


“Fuck!” Shaw yells.


I’m already running past her. I skid at the archway, bunch my knees ready to put on another spurt of speed—


It’s a little dead-end room, an alcove with dreams of grandeur. It holds a great carved rock, a few spotlights, some poorly chosen wallpaper. And no Russians at all.


Shaw joins me, pistol still pointing. She thrusts it at empty space. We stare at each other. There was nowhere for the Russian to go and she’s totally gone.
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“Oh. My. God.”


I sit on the floor next to Shaw, my head on her shoulder. My hands are still shaking.


“Just, like, wow.”


Clyde seems unable to sit. He keeps glancing over at us, shrugging and turning away awkwardly. We seem to be making him uncomfortable. Right now I’m willing to be selfish.


“I mean, just like, totally…”


Tabitha strolls up through the devastated minerals display, her laptop held under her arm. She gives Shaw and me a look that lies somewhere between disgust and admiration. Kayla falls into sullen line behind her.


“This is so completely awesome!” the blond girl squeals. “There’s totally more of you.”


“Jaz,” says the large black man. He has the assault rifle slung over his shoulder. “Jasmine.” He speaks calm and slow.


The girl ignores him as he approaches, staring wild-eyed at Tabitha, who looks back as if she’s just discovered an all-singing, all-dancing turd.


“Jasmine.” The man lays a large hand on the girl’s shoulder. She looks up in surprise. “Calm down,” he says in the same slow way.


“But… But… Didn’t you see? They…”


He stares at her, impassive.


“You’re totally oozing over this one and you know it,” she tells him. “This is totally emotional repression on your part.”


“I’m squee-ing on the inside,” the big man deadpans. He nods his head in miniature greeting. “Malcolm West,” he says. “This is Jasmine.”


“Hi!” Jasmine pipes, bouncing on her toes.


“Hello,” I say, raising my hand. “I’m Arthur.”


“Awesome,” breathes Jasmine.


The Asian woman stops pulling bits of plaster out of her hair and looks up at me. “Aiko.” She smiles. “We already met.”


“Agent Arthur Wallace,” I say, smiling.


No one else from MI37 says anything. It seems a little unfriendly. I’m fairly sure we were all just fighting the same giant slavering T-Rex.


“So, how did you guys—” I start.


By my shoulder, Shaw clucks her tongue. I glance at her.


“The British government,” she says, not looking directly at me or the strangers, “does not recognize the Weekenders as a legitimate militia group. They do not endorse their activities. Its members are not privy to documents or information protected by the Official Secrets Act. They have not received any form of government-approved training.” The man, Malcolm, grunts at that. “Their possession of firearms is illegal, and it is the duty of British officials to hunt them down and arrest them before they harm others or themselves.”


She rolls her head to look up at me.


“Wait… We have to arrest them?” It seems like a pretty shitty way to treat them. “That’s not right.”


Shaw looks back at them, the Weekenders. Aiko shrugs at us.


“Maybe later,” Shaw says. “I’m tired and I need a shower.” She stands slowly, stretches, grimacing. “Come on, let’s get out of here.” She takes a step, then looks back at the Weekenders. “You are going to get yourselves killed. Maybe you’re going to get us killed.”


I’m going to give Shaw the benefit of the doubt and assume she’s still pissed about the middle-aged Russian woman making us look stupid in front of an audience. That’s no fun for anyone.


“Next time,” Shaw continues, “I will arrest you before I even bother taking on the threat. For your sakes. For ours.” She shakes her head. “Bloody amateurs.”


I don’t want to totally break rank, and Shaw’s made the official MI37 line pretty clear, but I would like to soften the blow if I can. I try to take everything that Clyde has taught me since joining the department, and I shrug apologetically at Aiko.


She sneaks me a grin when Shaw isn’t looking.


We file out. Shaw and I lead, Clyde and Tabitha hand-in-hand behind us, Kayla at the rear. Unfortunately there’s only one real way out of the building, so the Weekenders walk with us. Everyone seems to be rather pointedly ignoring each other.


Almost everyone.


“Is that, like, a real real sword?” I hear the girl Jasmine ask Kayla.


Considering Kayla doesn’t gut the girl, I imagine that an exploding T-Rex hasn’t cheered her up any.


Aiko falls into step with Shaw and me. “So,” she says, “what did the Russian grab?” She gives me a cheeky grin.


My eyebrows bounce up.


“I mean,” she goes on, “at first, I had it pegged as a pretty basic heist. Use the animated T-Rex to clear out mundane security, then use the window until the specialists arrive,” she nods to me and the rest of MI37, “to go for the precious stones, et cetera. But then,” she knits her eyebrows, “she goes for minerals and takes her sweet time getting there. And it also strikes me that maybe a T-Rex is a bit flashy. I mean, if she knew her stuff, and she surely seemed to, she could have swiped some jewels and been out of here without anyone blinking. But, like I said, she didn’t even go for jewels. So what did she swipe? What did she want you to see?”


For an amateur, that strikes me as pretty bloody good detective work.


“You on the police force?” I ask on instinct. Shaw clucks quietly.


“I teach first grade,” Aiko says. “It gives me profound insight into the way twisted minds work.”


I can’t help but chuckle.


“I believe I mentioned that you’re not privy to information covered by the Official Secrets Act, didn’t I?” Shaw says to her.


I stop chuckling.


At the entrance hall, Aiko says, “Probably better to go our own way from here.” She gives me a friendly wave. Shaw is quasi-glaring at me. I leave off returning the wave. Maybe it’s time to prioritize the women in my life and follow Shaw’s lead.


THE 2:34 FROM LONDON TO OXFORD


Rain graffitis the train window. Shaw and I are alone again, Tabitha and Clyde opting for the intimacy of Clyde’s Mini, and Kayla opting for solitude.


Shaw’s been quiet since we left the museum, wrapped up in herself. She hasn’t even chewed me out for the being-good-in-bed joke. That might be a good sign, but on the other hand my subsequent attempts at witty banter have been met with the same polite nods most people reserve for village idiots.


As Reading rattles past our windows, she finally looks up at me.


“We didn’t do very well there, did we?” she says. She looks anxious, small in her suit. Very un-Shaw-like.


It’s technically true, but I’m still feeling pretty buoyant about yesterday’s world-saving and today’s more explosive moments, so I say, “We blew up a zombie T-Rex. I think that was why we went there.”


“But the Russian who summoned it got away, didn’t she?” Shaw says. “We failed our primary objective, and she achieved hers. She stole whatever she was looking to steal. One woman defeated us. All five of us.”


“Cheer up,” I say, laying a hand on hers as I avoid the specifics of the argument. “We saved the world yesterday.”


Shaw looks out the window and then back. She’s smiling but there’s no humor to it. “But don’t you think,” she says, “that maybe we shouldn’t have let it get that far? Shouldn’t we have stopped things before anyone needed to save the world?”


Which is a tricky question. Because of course we should. But—


“Nobody else was trying,” I say. “Without us there wouldn’t even have been an eleventh-hour victory. Just no victory at all.”


“Hmmm,” Shaw says. I’m not sure I’ve convinced her. There again, I’m not entirely sure I convinced myself.
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MI37 HEADQUARTERS, OXFORD


Conference room B has changed in some indefinable yet profound way. Without losing its plastic chairs, or its cheap vinyl veneer-covered table, it has somehow become comfortable. The environs of MI37 have become reassuring. I think something might be wrong with me.


Shaw sits at the head of the table, once more the woman in full command.


“First impressions?” she says.


“Theft,” Tabitha says, without taking a beat. “Get us all excited about the T-Rex. Nab rock. Scarper.”


Shaw nods. But, something feels odd about that assessment to me. I remember what the Weekender, Aiko, said as we left the museum.


“This T-Rex,” I say, “wasn’t it the opposite of a distraction? Didn’t it draw attention to the theft rather than away from it?”


Shaw appears to weigh this. “Care to expand on that?”


“It’s just,” I say, “this Russian woman is a magician, so a zombie T-Rex seems like overkill for just doing some thieving. Why not a more surreptitious route? Just teleport the stone out of there or something?”


“Can’t teleport,” Tabitha interjects.


“What?”


“Teleportation,” Clyde says, “magico-physical impossibility.”


“Really?” I’m kind of surprised to find out that there are things that are still impossible.


“Oh yes,” Clyde nods enthusiastically.


He’s about to slap me with magical theory, I realize. I brace for impact.


“You see,” Clyde says, “I think we’ve established that magic works when human will, shaped by specific syllabic constructs, or spells, powered by electricity, punches a hole out of our reality and into another one.”
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