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For my dad, the old lion in winter.




PROLOGUE
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On a warm evening of the second day of Autumn in the year of our Lord, 2015, Supervising Agent Donald Trinder, of the Office of Special Clearances and Records (OSCAR), went out to catch him a goddamned Russki.


Trinder’s Russki was a colonel of the GRU no less; the Glavnoye Razvedyvatel’noye Upravleniye or Main Intelligence Directorate of the Russian Federation. Not just an agent, but an in-field controller of deep cover agents and a femme-most-fatale. Trinder insisted on belt and braces, and safety pins all around, to ensure it was not he who ended up pants down and red-faced at the end of the night. He didn’t care that the FBI and local law enforcement assets under his control thought him a pompous ass. Neither the feebs nor local law enforcement had found this woman. OSCAR had.


He had.


And now she was his.


Right on the knocker at 1930 hours, nine government fleet vehicles rolled out of the underground car park at 26 Federal Plaza, bearing thirty-three special agents, including twelve heavy hitters from Manhattan’s FBI SWAT team, all of them under the temporary authority of the Office of Special Clearances and Records. Also known more simply as ‘The Office’, or even just ‘Clearance’.


The convoy moved west on Chambers for five blocks, escorted by two police cruisers. By prior arrangement with Metro Transport their progress through the thick, early evening traffic was hastened by staging a pulse of green lights between Federal Plaza and the target address on W27th Street. The two cruisers did not power up their flashers. The long train of heavy black vehicles did draw the attention of some New Yorkers as it passed, some of whom used their phones to take photographs of the convoy, doubtless posting them immediately to Instagram or Twitter, and causing Trinder to wonder for the umpteenth time how anybody in his line of work was expected to get anything done in secret these days.


The soft warmth of the summer just gone still lingered in the evening air, and in the lead vehicle, a black Chevy Tahoe, Supervising Agent Trinder was sweating. He rode up front on the passenger side–the shotgun seat as he liked to call it–with the climate control pushed all the way down to Antarctic, but his bespoke three-button blue suit was a heavy wool blend that he had had tailored at a very reasonable price in Hong Kong. It looked smart, but did not breathe well. The heavy ballistic vest he wore over it did not breathe at all. Every special agent rolling in convoy toward the small art gallery in Chelsea was similarly attired and weighed down by armour. Boss’s orders.


The twelve tactical operators riding in two anonymous commercial vans just behind Trinder’s Chevy were kitted out in armour, helmets, combat goggles and tactical black. They too looked the part but Trinder still worried about their combat load-out and readiness. They were not the Hostage Rescue Team (HRT), which he had requested. Twice. They were part-timers. Amateurs, really.


The FBI’s New York office, like all regional offices, maintained a tac squad of part-time volunteers. Certainly, they received extra training, MP-5s, M4 carbines and specialised equipment. The very name of the squad–Special Weapons and Tactics–would otherwise be a misnomer. But Agent Trinder worried that his twelve borrowed operators were not quite special enough. OSCAR did not have its own strike team, in spite of Trinder’s tireless bureaucratic scheming toward that end. OSCAR was a clearing house, not a barracks, as he had been told so many times. Reassurances from higher up that many of his operators this evening had military backgrounds, some within the United States Special Operations Command (SOCOM) community, did not allay his concerns. They weren’t going after a bunch of broken down insurgents in some Afghan slum. This was one of the GRU’s top field operatives. This lady had game, probably been to Afghanistan, or worse, Ukraine or Chechnya. She wouldn’t just be familiar with the playbook. She’d have authored some of the best chapters.


Supervising Agent Donald Trinder had thus seen fit to remonstrate with the FBI’s Assistant Special Agent in Charge Malcolm Preston, the part-time commander of New York’s part-time SWAT team, that he was mistaken if he thought this would be some sort of cake run just because the target was a woman and her intention tonight was not to openly subvert the United States of America, but rather to launch an art exhibition. The art, after all, was part of her cover.


And anyway, were you to ask the opinion of Supervising Agent Donald Trinder, when he was off the clock and entitled to a private opinion, he would definitely tell you that as threats to the long-term survival of these United States went, artists and communists (all Russians being commies at heart) were not a thousand miles removed from each other, or Ay-rabs or gay marrieds or that damned Rachel Maddow woman.


As the police cruiser ahead of him swung off Chambers for the quick run up West Street, Trinder could only wish that his request for a full HRT squad had been approved. Or even his request for a couple of backup NYPD SWAT teams in BearCat armoured vehicles. Or a helicopter. Just one lousy helicopter.


It wasn’t that he thought they couldn’t execute the mission with the assets to hand. It was that he had been thwarted in his wishes and when the mission was done, he would be forced to plan a terrible ass-fucking on everyone who had so thwarted him.


He sighed and shook his head.


There just weren’t enough hours in the day to get to everyone he needed to ass-fuck.


* * *


Special Agent Rudy Comeau needed to take a piss–badly needed to take a piss. The empty Big Gulp bucket of Fanta on the bare wooden floor of the small room hadn’t helped. But maybe it could now. If Special Agent Dee Madigan didn’t object to him pulling out his Johnson and relieving himself in front of her. Or even behind, in the corner, perhaps.


Of OSCAR’s four stakeout teams on this job, Overwatch Three–Madigan and Comeau–had the prime location. They were comfortably seated on the top floor of a five-storey walk-up on W27th, with a God’s eye view of the target address, a couple of surprisingly comfortable 1950s vintage office chairs from which to conduct their surveillance and, blessed be the Great Pumpkin, a thin trickle of sweet, sweet chilled air from a rumbling unit hanging precariously from one of the room’s two sash windows. What they didn’t have was a toilet. That was down on the next floor and with Trinder rolling on them Comeau didn’t want to abandon his post just to take a leak.


Well, he did, but he wasn’t going to, because that puckered asshole seemed to have eyes everywhere.


Rudy Comeau frowned. That hadn’t come out right.


‘What’s up?’ asked Madigan. Like him, she had decided to hazard the wrath of Trinder by removing her jacket to enjoy just a little bit more of the cool air leaking out of the old, groaning ventilator. Unlike him she wasn’t full of fizzy orange soda. Special Agent Madigan kept her eyes on the prize, training a small pair of Zeiss binoculars on the entrance to the renovated warehouse across the street. Already 143 guests (she had counted them) had been ushered along the small red carpet by two dark-suited attendants.


‘Four more,’ she announced, without taking the binoculars from her eyes. ‘You get that, Rudy? You sound like you’re doing a riverdance back there.’


‘I’m gonna be pissing a river in a minute,’ he muttered.


‘Oh for fuck’s sake. I told you not to drink so much. Just go in the goddamn cup, will you. You got another ten minutes before Trinder turns up. Go on. Doesn’t bother me. I got five brothers, you know. Grew up in a goddamn sausage factory.’


‘Thanks, Dee,’ he said, with relief. It was funny how you could hang on and on and on when you had to, but as soon as you were offered the prospect of deliverance it was like the floodgates had to open right the fuck then. He grabbed the oversized soda cup and hurried into the farthest corner to relieve himself, groaning with the pleasure of release as he let go.


‘Holy shit, Rudy,’ said Madigan. ‘It sounds like you’re hosing a kettle drum with a fucking firehose back there. Keep it down, would you?’


‘Sorry,’ he said even though he wasn’t. But he did direct the stream down the deep, steep side of the Big Gulp container. That set up a whirlpool effect that he couldn’t help but find a little bit fascinating.


‘What’s happening now?’ he asked to draw attention away from his bathroom visit. ‘Any sign of the target?’


‘Clocked her twice through the windows on the second floor, workin’ the room. She’s really good. I don’t know whether she takes her cover super serious, or whether she actually needs a second gig because the GRU pays like shit… Overwatch Three,’ she confirmed, reaching up to thumb the button on her headset. ‘Another four entrants, two Caucasian female, one Asian female, one African-American female. I make that 147 civilians. Over.’


* * *


Shosanna Nguyen was getting nervous. She had been a special agent of the Office of Special Clearances and Records for only two months and she didn’t feel very special at all. Two months and one week ago she had been a brand spanking new agent trainee at OSCAR’s small Boston campus. Truth be known, she still thought of herself as being on probation. They could put you in the field and they could call you special but nobody would believe it until you had proven yourself. Special Agent Shosanna Nguyen had been perfectly content with the idea of putting her hard-working ass to the grindstone for however many years it would take to prove to her more experienced colleagues that they could depend on her.


But all that went out the window the moment Donald Trinder laid eyes on her.


Oh, it wasn’t like that. Trinder was a legendary asshole, but not in some busy-handed creepy uncle kind of way. No, the moment he’d seen her hurrying through the New York offices, carrying two fat folders full of complaints about hate speech on Facebook that absolutely nobody wanted to deal with, he had reached down from on high and plucked her from the obscurity of noob status to raise her to the exalted realms of Special Clearances.


Why? Because she was Blasian, the daughter of an African-American father and a Vietnamese mother, blessed with just the right mix of ‘exotic’ looks that Supervising Agent Donald Trinder deemed critical to ‘infiltrate the target function’ on the Varatchevsky case. Translation? Trinder thought a little Blasian girl would slip in sideways to an art gallery opening where a big dumb white bastard, like Donald Trinder for instance, would ‘stand out like dogs’ balls’.


‘Although you might want to think about getting yourself a face tattoo,’ he suggested. ‘Just a temporary one. Your arty crowd, they go in for that sort of thing.’


And here she was, Special Agent Nguyen, way out of her depth, rocking a black leather pant suit and Maori design henna tattoo that obscured half of her face, trying not to be too obvious about not drinking the champagne she’d been nursing for twenty-five minutes, and trying even harder not to keep hitting up the waiter with the shrimp cocktails. Because they were delish, and she’d look mighty funny trying to waddle at high speed after an escaping Russian spy if this all went wrong.


She mingled with the crowd, avoided being drawn into conversation with anyone, kept her distance from the target, and tried not to be too obvious about what she was doing. She wasn’t there to take this Warat or Varatchevsky chick down. Trinder and her overwatch team leader had been red hot on that point. She was simply there as a pair of eyes to warn of any last-minute problems. She bobbed her head, pretending to listen to music which she could not hear in the Skullcandy earbuds she wore, the cord with an inline mic running down inside her jacket. Occasionally she would talk as if chatting to a friend at the other end of the call, just giving her the goss on the fabulous night she was having in the Big Apple.


‘Yeah, it’s pretty cool, there’s lots of cool people, gotta be about 150 people here now, and man, you should see the security guys, they’re as big as houses, they’re cool but…’


In this way, keeping up an inane line of chatter, she fed details back to the overwatch team about what was happening inside the gallery, and received occasional terse updates on what was heading toward all of these beautiful, rich, fabulous Manhattanites. And she was not worried about the security guys, such as they were, given that her Glock 27 loaded with Hydra-Shok .40 S&W party favours was snugly tucked away in her Hello Kitty purse.


‘Strike team, seven minutes out.’


To this information, she reacted in character.


‘That’s awesome, bitch.’


It was not hard to track the target. Karen Warat was a striking blonde woman. She would have drawn the eye in any room. But here, at her own event, everywhere that Karen Warat–or Colonel Ekaterina Varatchevsky–went, her presence was signalled by a discernible rise in delighted chatter and the click of phone cameras. Some people were even toting digital SLRs to capture the magic. Thankfully they were not photojournalists, as best Shosanna could tell. Not even freelancers. The reviewers had all been in for a pre-show earlier that afternoon. There were probably a dozen or more bloggers in the crowd, of course, but Trinder was not much fussed about them.


‘They can be contained,’ he’d said.


Special Agent Nguyen pretended to admire a pair of twelfth century fighting knives from what was now Vietnam. The long, curved daggers looked brutal, and not nearly as decorative as most of the other ancient weapons and armour on display. Keeping Warat on her radar, she glanced briefly at the small card explaining the provenance of the pieces. They had been captured by the forces of Kublai Khan when he invaded the northern reaches of Vietnam and were taken as booty by one of his soldiers, probably a Korean. The knives had disappeared for a few centuries after the collapse of the Mongol empire, before reappearing in a museum collection in the seventeen hundreds. Looted during the Boxer Rebellion, they had fallen into the hands of an American collector, who was showing them tonight as a personal favour to Ms Warat. She was, in addition to being a full-blood white Russian agent of the GRU, a successful dealer specialising in rare weaponry.


Recalling her briefing notes, Special Agent Nguyen could not help but wonder if Varatchevsky’s early, and officially curtailed, career as a champion fencer might have had something to do with her obvious fascination for this sort of martial ephemera.


She realised with a start that while she had been wondering about her target’s early teenage years, the Russian colonel had slipped out of sight.


And then the screaming started.
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The Chairman’s Suite at the Bellagio was a great place for a hangover, or it would be, if Dave had one, which he didn’t. And that was just awesome. Sure as hell he’d made a champion effort to get himself a hangover, but despite his best efforts–or maybe his worst–here he was in this expensive hotel suite, on this enormous and bouncy bed, atop this small but even bouncier Saudi princess, while he chugged a super strong Belgian beer and scarfed down a really excellent breakfast burrito. The beer, his fourth, could probably fuel a ride-on lawn mower. But the princess, his first, was a much better ride and a helluva lot more fun than any goddamned lawn mower.


‘America! Fuck yeah,’ he roared for no particular reason beyond the dizzying joy of being alive, as he bucked away in time to AC/DC’s ‘Shoot to Thrill’. The music pounded from a massive TV that loomed over them like the screen of a drive-in movie theatre. The Chairman’s Suite had two bedrooms, but one had been an early casualty of some super-powered romping. Kneeling on the second bed, the unbroken one in the other bedroom, Dave did his best to take a bit more care.


‘I fucking love this show,’ he yelled, after swallowing a mouthful of burrito, ordered by the suite’s full-time, by now exhausted bartender who was herself a significant hottie and the reason the Bellagio was going to need to do some repairs to the sunken bar. Structural repairs.


‘Fuck yeah! A classic of American cinema!’


Ostensibly he was commenting on the Dukes of Hazzard YouTube clip they were watching–or rather he was watching, the princess being indisposed and somewhat facedown at that moment–but Dave Hooper could just as easily have been making a larger comment on the strange turn his life had taken this past wild week.


To be sure, he was not a guy who was entirely unfamiliar with jungle sex in hotel rooms, and beer and burritos for breakfast. He was, however, more familiar with the kind of hookers you took to Motel 7, and six-packs of 7-Eleven Game Day Ice to wash away the sour taste afterward. Maybe, if he was really flush, he sprung for a Big Mac. But there had not been much to spring at his middling stage of life. Not until a few days ago. Now, he was permanently sprung.


‘Sprung,’ he chuckled through the mouthful of meat and cheese.


The burrito was a step up in quality too. Some kind of tasty Italian ham and bacon in there, they’d told him; they being the accommodating management and ever friendly staff of the Bellagio, who insisted on comping him into the Chairman’s Suite lest he have to drag ass back to the budget dive the government had rented for him when he was stranded in Vegas at the last minute. Dave Hooper was a hero, a superhero even, and the Bellagio did not turn away genuine American superheroes just because Uncle Sugar was too fucking cheap to pony up for anything better than a three and a half star flop house, a couple of blocks beyond the frayed edge of downtown. No, the Bellagio did not do that–not when genuine superheroes were so damned good for business, it didn’t.


And there was no question that having Dave at your tables was good for business. Half the city had crowded in to get a little touch of him last night, once word got out he was there–and the Bellagio’s hard-working PR flacks made damn sure that word got out fast. It seemed the other half of the city had dropped by to get a look at Lucille, currently resting on a hastily built display in the main entrance to the hotel. There was no chance of anyone stealing his enchanted splitting maul. Only Dave had been able to lift her up there on to the black satin cushions, and only Dave would ever be able to take her down. In his hands she seemed to weigh far less than the factory-specified twelve pounds of American steel. To anyone else, Lucille was heavier than the super dense mass at the core of a neutron star.


It bothered him only slightly that he seemed to be able to hear her whining to him about being abandoned. Stupid enchanted hammer was as bad as his ex-wife.


Thoughts of Annie were enough to wilt him slightly, forcing Dave to refocus on the princess. A few moments of concentrated effort and she started moaning all over again, causing him to harden, and a happy, mindless grin reappeared on his face.


‘Sprung,’ he giggled again. ‘Totally sprung.’


This end of the world shit had all turned out so well. For him, at least.


Dave had rolled into Vegas, quietly, modestly, around chow time yesterday, a couple of hours after their flight to 51, or Nellis, or whatever the fuck they called it, had been forced down by the dragons…


Well, okay, back it up again, he conceded, while enjoying the vision of Jessica Simpson backing it up toward the camera, and while Princess–er, Mulan?–backed it up toward Dave. Only he’d said they were flying to Area 51. Captain Heath and Ashbury and that puckered ass Compton just called it ‘the base’. (Dead giveaway in Dave’s opinion. Had to be a cover for something X-Filey with a name like that.) And no dragons–or Drakon, as Urgon, the daemon in his head, reminded him–had come anywhere near their slow-moving transport plane on the uncomfortable haul up from New Orleans. It was just that every flight all over the damned country was grounded now because a bunch of big-ass fire-breathing lizards had dropped out of the sky on top of half a dozen planes, some big, some small and one of them Air Force fucking Two, no less.


That particular dragon hadn’t flame-grilled old Joe Biden. He’d been waiting to pick up his ride at the other end. But, long story short, millions of angry, frightened travellers were stuck wherever Homeland Security and their freaked-out air traffic controllers had ordered the planes to put down.


Hence the cheap hotel room. Las Vegas was full, according to Compton.


Everywhere was full.


Including, for once, Dave Hooper. He tossed the remains of the burrito aside and, as AC/DC gave way to Motörhead (‘Fuck yeah!’), Dave Hooper turned his full attention back to Princess Mulan or Pocahontas or whatever her name was.


‘Holy shit!’ another voice cried out. ‘What time is it?’


Dave ploughed on with just a bit too much enthusiasm, collapsing the bed frame. Wrapping his arms around the Saudi princess as they rolled out of bed in a hurricane of sheets and comforters, he found he could keep the beat going while getting to his feet.


‘Damn,’ he said happily, taking in yet another broken bed.


The voice was female, light, corn-fed. A blonde and breezy American voice. Midwestern charming despite the discernible edge of panic. The sort of voice Dave Hooper was familiar with from an unknowable number of titty bars. The anonymously pretty blonde girl emerging from beneath the rumpled sheets of Dave’s ginormous bed could easily have been asking him if he wanted ‘more Buffalo wings with the next jug, honey’. But instead she was cursing in a very focused and unfriendly fashion, putting up her little fists and punching him on the shoulder while the princess ignored them both, continuing to grind her ass back into him.


‘You promised me. You promised that you’d give me an exclusive this morning. A live fucking cross. And I promised New York, Dave. I promised them.’


But Dave was laughing, Mulan was moaning, and Motörhead were not much interested in any live cross. He flipped over Mulan and started walking back to the bar and the snoring barmaid, carrying the princess in front of him. She laughed and gasped something in Arabic that Dave didn’t understand, but that was hawt if you asked him. Hawt enough to make him want another beer and perhaps more if the full-time bartender was willing.


‘Darlin’,’ he said, ‘I dunno why our two cultures can’t get on like this all the time.’


But Foxy–Dave had insisted on calling her ‘Foxy’ all night because she said she worked for Fox News–was not to be put off. She would be reporting, and America would be deciding, and there was no way known she was letting any reprobate fucking superhero ruin this chance for her.


‘Come on, Dave! Hurry up.’


Dave just grinned at her as he woke up the lady bartender to ask for a beer. She smiled slowly and happily when she saw him.


He got his beer, winked, and turned around to head back to the bedroom, ignoring the shattered dining room table behind him. It lay under piles of sweet, sweet swag that had started showing up from folks wanting Dave to say a few nice things about their fine products.


‘Can’t hurry the superhero, darlin’,’ he said, still ploughing into the princess, her legs locked around his back while her long black hair thrashed back and forth. ‘It wasn’t just my ass kickin’ skills got a power up in N’Orleans. They call me Captain Stamina now.’


He favoured Foxy with an exaggerated wink before making his point by ever so slightly hyper-accelerating while he held onto Mulan. Two seconds of Captain Stamina going at it like the Flash was enough to send Her Royal Hotness over the edge. Quite literally. When Dave let go on his final thrust she flew off him for a soft landing on the ruins of their bed, shrieking and laughing.


‘Great, you’re done. Think you can you get your pants on now, Captain?’ said Foxy. More of an order than a question.


‘Oh baby.’ He chugged his beer while admiring her. There was something about frustrated, angry blondes that really excited him. ‘You really aren’t a morning person are you?


‘No, damn it, I am a morning news producer. Now get your pants on, mister, you have a live cross to get to.’


‘Can’t I even have a shower?’ he asked, pointing down at himself. ‘A bit messy here. We could shower together. You could make sure I was scrubbed ’til my belly button shined.’


She marched through the ruins of the bedroom, past the shattered bed and ducked into a white tiled bathroom, also one of two in the enormous suite, this one still in usable condition. The water ran for a bit as Dave stood there pondering his situation, sipping the bottom half of his beer. When she emerged, she threw a wet towel across the room at him. He accelerated just a notch to catch it with his still erect penis, a feat he could not have managed even in his high school days.


‘Ta-da!’ he shouted until the icy cold moisture sank in. ‘Wooo! Not fair! Come on, have that shower.’


‘It’s not smell-o-vision, Dave. No one’s going to know. They just want to see your pretty face and hear about how you kicked monster butt. Especially after last night. People need a good news story. And this week, you’re it.’


Dave scrubbed and massaged himself with the wet towel in one hand while making sure every last drop of beer was drained from the bottle. He set the empty down with some care and patted the princess on the ass as he passed her by. She panted something in her native language which he took to be contented congratulations. He was inclined to just stand there in all of his naked awesome–and damn if he wasn’t all kinds of awesome these days–enjoying his beer and checking out his reflection in the full-length mirror at the end of the room. There wasn’t an ounce of fat anywhere on him. A description of a young Schwarzenegger came back to him from somewhere. Like a ton of walnuts stuffed in a brown condom. Or something.


‘Fuck yeah,’ he grinned, narrowing his eyes just a little, and totally believing that his hairline, which had been creeping backward ever since he got married, was now beginning to inch forward in the right direction, chasing the grey away with it.


‘Do you think my balls got bigger during the night?’ he asked. ‘What do you think, Princess? I think they got bigger.’


Mulan merely mumbled into the mattress, sated and falling toward sleep.


But he didn’t linger. Or not for long anyway. He had the excuse of a long walk toward the bathroom to enjoy the arresting vision of his ripped and naked body–was it possible his dick was getting bigger?–but he didn’t want to piss off Foxy too much. He was fast recovering from his last orgasm and his thoughts were turning naturally toward where he might find his next one. And, to be honest, he did recall promising to do this cross thing for her. And then he’d done all those things to her… so, turnabout was fair play, he supposed.


Plus, he was still pissed at some of those first stories that’d come out blaming the explosion and the fire on the Longreach on ‘human error’. Like it was his fault, him being the safety boss of the rig and everything.


Yeah, he could easily imagine some floor-walking asshole at Baron’s Petrochemical in Houston briefing the press against him, just to give themselves some wriggle room.


‘Well,’ he imagined them saying, ‘Hooper has always been a terrible fuck-up. We have files, detailed files…’


Yeah, fuck them, Dave thought.


Motörhead abruptly cut off, giving way to a rapid succession of infomercials, cartoons and talking heads until Foxy found what she was looking for–the vapid twitterings of some haircut and that chick from Survivor, the one where they dumped them in outback Australia. Fox and Friends, according to the scrolling news ticker. Yeah, now he remembered. He’d promised to give his first ever interview to those assholes, just because lil ol’ Foxy here was a damn sight hotter than the old scrote who’d fronted him at the craps tables last night and said he was from The New York Times and most interested in recording an interview with ‘Mr Hooper. For posterity’.


Dave had never been one for watching the news, unless it was sports. His ex-wife, on the other hand, was always obsessing about some bullshit story that meant nothing to anyone, but that was why she loved MSNBC. Annie’d go apeshit if he was in The New York Times. And a whole different kind of apeshit if he turned up on Fox.


He chose Fox, because a sexy producer plus pissed off ex-wife equalled all sorts of epic win.


He couldn’t tell what the Haircut and Survivor hottie were talking about because Foxy was already yelling that they were late, they were late, they were very fucking late, to which Dave responded that her bosses looked cool with it. He waved one hand at the screen while climbing into the jeans he’d discarded just inside the door last night.


‘That’s because it’s their job to look cool. But they are not cool, Dave. They are a thousand miles from cool. You think She-Ra managed to survive in the Outback because she’s cool? No, she survived because she’s a life-sucking hellspawn who uses kittens for sanitary pads. Can’t you use some of your superhero speed to put your fucking pants on? I’m going to lose my job if we’re not there five minutes ago.’


‘Okay, okay,’ he muttered, putting on a burst of speed which, far from helping, put them even further behind the clock when he tore the new pair of Levi’s as though they were made from wet tissue paper.


‘Shit,’ said Dave. ‘Tore my jeans.’


‘It’s a headshot,’ Foxy fired back at him. ‘We don’t need the pants. Let’s go. Get a bathrobe.’


‘Mine’s wet. In the hot tub.’


And that was how Dave Hooper, American superhero, found himself hurrying through the corridors of the Bellagio Hotel, without pants, but wearing a dry towel and the fetching black silk blouse of a sleeping Saudi princess as a concession to modesty.


They headed for the double doors leading into the hallway where he found Chief Petty Officers Zach Allen and Harley ‘Igor’ Gaddis. The Navy SEALs were dressed in dark polos and khaki cargo pants with pistols at their hips and Oakleys on their mugs. They were talking about firearms while sipping coffee. Seated in comfortable chairs they did not give the appearance of being on guard duty. Dave noticed for the first time that Igor sported a simple wedding band on one of the thick dowel rods the man called a finger. Or rather, it wasn’t that he noticed the gold ring, but he attended to it for the first time as Igor lifted his coffee mug to drink. Dave rubbed at the smooth skin of his own ring finger. The imprint of his discarded wedding band was almost faded. Almost.


‘I’m thinking an Alexander Arms fifty cal might do the job,’ Igor said. ‘Just swap out the upper receiver and away you go. Better than trying to haul a Barrett around.’


‘Yeah,’ Zach said, taking note of Dave and Foxy without making any comment. ‘You’d lack the range of a Barrett and I don’t know that I want a bunch of those monsters turning my legs into drumsticks while I’m changing mags. Mornin’ Dave. Ma’am.’


‘When did you guys come on shift?’ Dave said, trying to act as though he emerged from luxury suites dressed like a transvestite every morning.


‘Six,’ said Zach. ‘Busy night?’


‘Up all night, am I right?’ He winked at Foxy.


‘Ma’am, I can shoot him, if you please?’ Igor said to the producer, who just shook her head.


‘After my live cross,’ she said, taking Dave by the arm as she worked her cell phone, requesting the concierge deliver a light blue business shirt to the hotel’s media centre ASAP.


‘Thank you, thank you, thank you, Armando. I love you, babe. And I owe you. Big time. Yes, it’s for Dave. Something stylish, but not too gay, no offence. No, I can’t give you a size. You’ve seen him. Make your best guess. And bring a couple of sizes on either side of that. Big through the neck and chest, narrow at the waist. Yeah, your basic male stripper.’


‘I was a stripper once,’ Igor supplied, trying to be helpful and possibly make some ground. Foxy ignored the six foot four SEAL completely.


‘Igor, one night drunk in a Manila strip club does not make you a Chippendale. It just makes you a little sad,’ Zach said, tapping his mike. ‘Asset mobile, overwatch in close order.’


Dave might have objected save for the fact he was hurrying down the hallway in his undies, a towel and a princess blouse, escorted by Igor and Zach, all of them whipped along by a small blonde hurricane, herself kitted out in nothing more than bed hair and the sole surviving waffle-weave bathrobe from Dave’s suite. Always a leg man, Dave was enjoying the sight of her brown calves and dainty ankles as she hurried on ahead of him. The robe was short enough that the slight H-shaped folds of skin on the backs of her knees were visible. He had always found that sight powerfully arousing, and he glanced to either side of him at his military escort to see if either of those good old boys were enjoying the view.


Igor looked pained. So enticing, so close and yet so far away.


Zach, on the other hand, smiled for a ghost of a second.


‘Dude, what would Sammy think?’ Zach whispered.


‘You know that’s not me. And Sammy’s cool,’ Igor said, trying to sound unrepentant.


The married man, Dave thought. You could always tell them by the clinking of the ball and chain.


Foxy finished her call to Armando the concierge, decelerating to drop back beside Dave but only to take hold of his arm and speed up again, dragging him along. It was early enough that most of the hotel guests were either still in bed or hanging on grimly at the gaming tables. The breakfast traffic hadn’t started up yet and Dave and his escort moved down the hallway toward the elevators without having to dodge around tourists or conventioneers.


‘You need to get up on what’s happened, Dave,’ Foxy said. Dave was aware of the feel of her hip against his, and was way more interested in getting up on Foxy than the news. ‘Normally this first interview would be all about you, but after last night they’re going to want to ask you about the dragons, and the demons, especially if they’re busting out all over, like the one in New York, and they’re going to want to know what people can do to protect themselves.’


Dave almost stopped in his tracks and Igor had to swerve to avoid running into him.


‘There were Horde in New York?’ he asked as they got moving again with a few excuse-me’s and apologies.


‘Yes,’ said Foxy. ‘What, they didn’t mention that on The Dukes of Hazzard?’


‘Shit,’ he said. ‘I didn’t know. That sucks. Anyone hurt?’


‘It was only one of them, as best anybody knows. And it jumped into the middle of some FBI thing. Totally unrelated. Got cut down pretty quick, but there were some people killed, some more injured.’


He hadn’t seen or heard anything of New York, but then he had been distracted and there was more than enough monster news from New Orleans, and now with the dragons, that maybe a lone monster didn’t rate the front page anymore.


‘The Feds locked down the scene,’ she said as they weaved through a couple of housekeeping carts. ‘They blacked out all the surrounding phone calls going in, and put all the witnesses into protective custody. Or quarantine or some shit. Hardly matters. No visuals, no witnesses, no story. And we got plenty of orcs and dragons to go around. So, what you got for us on that?’


‘But I don’t know shit about dar Drakon,’ Dave said, dropping into the old language without thinking about it.


‘What’s that?’ Foxy asked, turning to him but not stopping. ‘What did you call them?’


Dave had to think about it for a second. ‘Dar Drakon,’ he repeated, a little slower and more thoughtful this time. ‘That’s what the Hunn call them.’


‘Cool,’ said Foxy. ‘Right there, you can talk about that, everyone’s calling these things dragons, except for the freaks who think they’re like mystical visitors or some shit. You tell us that the real name is that Day-crone thing and right away we got a news lead. What else can you tell me about them? No. Hold that thought. You need to get across your brief.’


‘My briefs?’ Dave asked playfully as they pulled up in front of the elevator. She ignored him.


‘What a dick,’ Igor sighed.


‘I know, right?’ Foxy said, taking proper notice of Igor for the first time. ‘And yet… you know.’ She sighed, and shrugged. ‘What a dick.’


Igor nodded.


‘Come on, Dave,’ Zach said, sounding peeved. ‘Some of us didn’t get to party in the Frank Sinatra suite. Which floor?’


‘Down on five,’ Foxy said. ‘They’ve set aside a lounge for us.’


Long before the doors of the elevator opened on a large party of drunken frat boys, Dave could hear them coming. Or at least Dave took them to be drunken frat boys. Maybe they were drunken software millionaires. Who knew these days? They were already pretty rowdy but as soon as one of them laid eyes on Dave, they erupted.


‘Holy shit! You’re that guy. Super Dave. You kicked fuckin’ monster ass down in N’Orleans, dude.’


‘Don’t encourage the egomaniac, please, sir,’ Zach said.


‘Why yes, son. Yes I did.’ Dave grinned at the boys.


‘DAVE!’ they shouted at once, and it was much better than being blamed for an explosion and a fire that had nothing to do with him.


Foxy cursed under her breath, Zach and Igor both broke out of character to roll their eyes and the frat boys erupted in cheers and hoots. Mostly for Dave, but in one confusing case somebody let go with a loud, lingering shout-out for some guy called ‘Leroy’. They poured out of the elevator in a sweaty, masculine wave punching Dave on the shoulder, slapping him on the back, trying to do the same with the SEALs who had kicked a lot of monster ass too. A couple of the boys finally paid some attention to Foxy, standing there in her little Bellagio signature waffle-weave bathrobe looking fit to blow steam from her ears.


‘Autographs, man. We need autographs.’


‘No. Beers. We need breakfast beers with Super Dave.’


‘Sooooooper Dave!’


‘Woot woot woot.’


‘Later, boys, later,’ Foxy cried out over the uproar. ‘You can have all the beers with Super Dave later. Right now he’s got some very important TV to do.’


‘Awesome,’ one of the drunken frat boys said, ‘What TV?’


‘Fox and Friends, guys. He’s going to be on Fox and Friends in just a few minutes. Get on Twitter or Facebook or whatever, tell everyone you met him and where he’s gonna be. Then go back to your rooms, turn on your TV. Fox and Friends,’ she repeated, slowly. ‘Hashtag it. He’ll do his bit to camera then I’m sure he’d love to have breakfast beers with all of you, isn’t that right, Dave?’


In truth, all Dave wanted was to get Foxy back to his hotel suite so he could do this take-charge piece of ass like her old man owed him money.


All of his appetites were running hot; had been since he’d recovered from the first real fight with the Hunn, in New Orleans.


Foxy prevailed upon Zach and Igor to gently remove the drunks from the elevator door, which was madly pinging in protest at being held open so long. The SEALs tried to manoeuvre Dave inside, suffering a slight delay while he posed for a few selfies with the bros, which they promised to hashtag as #SuperDave.


‘Breakfast beers later, fellas, for sure,’ he promised, waving them off. They cheered and hooted him some more as the doors began to close on them, still calling out a few final questions.


‘Dave, you eating downstairs? Don’t go there, man. They ran out of waffles.’


‘Dave, are you wearing that chick’s nightie?’


‘Dave, is that like a super boner?’


The doors of the elevator whispered shut on peals of laughter and the four grown-ups all pretended not to notice the massive erection testing the structural integrity of Dave’s Y-fronts.


Igor punched the button for the fifth floor and they rode down in awkward silence before Dave could stand it no more. ‘So, I’ve never been on television before.’


‘Don’t worry,’ said Foxy. ‘The camera won’t show anything below the waist.’


‘Give me strength, Lord,’ Zach muttered.


‘We can totally shoot him,’ Igor offered again. ‘He’ll probably get better.’


‘No one is shooting anyone until I’ve had my live cross,’ said Foxy, powering up the screen of her phone again and flipping through some sort of list on-screen.


‘Right. Dave. We’ll cover New Orleans after the first break, but there were six dragon attacks last night. And that’s leading everything today. Two of these things were killed. The one that attacked Joe Biden’s plane was shot down, I guess, by the escort.


‘Another one seems to have ridden an American Airlines passenger jet all the way into the ground. As best we can tell the other four knocked their targets out of the sky and then disappeared. Where the fuck you hide a dragon these days, I have no idea. But they’ve gone to ground somewhere.’


Dave thought on this for a moment.


‘Prey,’ he said at last. ‘They weren’t targets. They were prey. You know, like an eagle or a hawk taking a big fat pigeon.’


They all stared at him as the elevator dropped through another six or seven floors.


Igor faced Dave. ‘They were trying to eat Joe Biden’s plane?’


‘Probably hungry,’ Dave said. ‘Been a long time between feeds.’


‘Okay, we can go with that,’ said Foxy. ‘But let’s not get carried away with the Biden angle. We don’t want to turn him into some kind of victim, or a hero for fuck’s sake, not for just… not getting eaten. We got lots of good, innocent dead people on those other planes. Lots of dead dragon chunks too. We might push that. Anything you can tell us about that, Dave?’


‘Tell you what? I don’t even know where this happened. I was preoccupied.’ He smiled, to no good effect. Foxy just stone-faced him. Damn, but this chick knew how to maintain focus. He was certain she still wanted him. And it wasn’t just Bad Dave being bad. He could smell it coming off her. Same way he’d smelled it on Mulan and half the chicks in the casino last night. It was a musky, salty, meaty animal scent he could taste at the back of his throat.


He had to admit, he was sort of impressed she wasn’t blowing him right now. But she stayed on mission.


‘I’ll be feeding them the questions, and they’ll be asking you the questions. Don’t worry, it won’t be anything you can’t answer. There’s a seven second delay, so if you get nervous and swear, it’ll just get beeped. Oh, and the American flight went down over Montana, by the way. If that makes any difference.’


‘Not really.’


‘Okay,’ said Foxy. ‘So, news of the day. We’ve got six aircraft down. Two… dragons down with them.’ She shook her head, obviously tripping on the insanity of what she was saying, before gathering her wits together and pushing on. ‘So all commercial and noncombat military flights are currently grounded throughout the continental United States. Canadian airspace has also shut down. The Europeans will be closing their airports as soon as those flights currently in transit have made their destination. You got all that?’


Dave nodded.


‘Sure. That’s why I’m stuck here. Fair enough too, unless you want more planes getting bit in the ass.’


‘Yeah, whatever. Don’t bother yourself with the policy questions,’ Foxy told him. ‘We’ll have our own experts to do that. You just need to answer some basic questions about dragons. How dangerous are they? How do we kill them?’


‘But you already know the answer to that,’ said Dave. ‘Really fucking dangerous, and you kill them by shooting, I dunno, missiles or something at them. Whatever those air force guys did last night.’


‘AIM-9X Sidewinder,’ said Igor. ‘And twenty-millimetre cannon fire. Though I think an A-10 might be better.’


‘What are you? An air force groupie now?’ Zach asked.


His colleague gave him a surprised look, to which he replied with a shrug.


‘It’s all over the war blogs.’


‘Thank you, soldier,’ said Foxy, favouring him with the sort of grin Dave hadn’t had out of her since she woke up. ‘That’s great detail. Our audience will love that sort of stuff.’ Igor nodded and coughed to cover the blush that crept up from his neck as the elevator stopped and the doors whooshed open.


A small crowd was waiting for Dave.
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They weren’t as rowdy as the college boys, but there were more of them. Maybe a dozen in all. And they were way more determined. They started calling his name as soon as they saw him.


‘Dave.’


‘Dave.’


‘Mr Hooper.’


Bellagio security–there were four of them, big slab-shouldered dudes in identical grey suits–seemed at a loss. One guy in a much nicer, more expensive-looking dark blue suit stepped forward with his hand out to shake.


‘Ms Knox, Mr Hooper, if you’ll come with me we have a media suite ready for you.’


‘Thanks, Alec,’ said Foxy.


Hey, thought Dave, I’ve been banging Foxy Knoxy. That’s awesome.


He allowed himself to be carried along in a flying wedge of hotel security, reinforced by Zach and Igor. Behind them trailed the small crowd of hangers-on who’d been hanging on since he’d exited the elevator. Dave wondered why this Alec dude didn’t just have his goons run them off. What was the point of having goons if they didn’t run people off?


‘Huh, yeah whatever,’ said Dave in reply to something Alec had said. He wasn’t sure what. He’d been distracted by the small crush of expensively dressed men and women trailing along behind him, calling out his name. They reminded him a bit of the photographers you saw at red carpet things like the Oscars, except that none of them were toting cameras. A few waved their phones at him, and one seemed to be gesturing to him with a large envelope of some sort, but he really had no idea who the fuck they were or what they wanted of him other than his undivided attention. He almost slowed down to ask them what business they had with him, but found himself carried along on a fast-running flood tide of hotel muscle.


‘That’s great, just great,’ said Alec, obviously pleased with Dave’s response, whatever it had been. ‘Armando has some outfits ready. We took the liberty of providing a complete ensemble.’


‘If we have time, Alec,’ said Foxy. She made to look at a wristwatch that Dave recalled hanging from the taps in the hotel suite’s spa. Instead she checked her phone, and swore under her breath again.


Dave was suddenly very aware of how he was dressed and how bizarre it must look and he was seized by the anxious certainty that somebody would take his photograph and his boys would see him splashed all over the web. But nobody else seemed to notice or care. The security detail merely hurried him along as efficiently as they could while manoeuvring to stop his well-dressed entourage getting too close. As they had done since leaving New Orleans, his SEAL escort merely tagged along, just making sure he didn’t disappear on them. Foxy Knoxy kept up a steady barrage of news bites and factoids she thought he needed to know. Hospitals in New Orleans were over capacity. There had been such a run on guns and ammunition that even the biggest retailers were being forced to ration what they could sell to individual customers. Fourteen cities had imposed curfews. The Feds were denying a second outbreak in New York. The president was still hiding somewhere in a secure and secret location.


‘Oh, and we’re getting unconfirmed reports of someplace in Georgia…’


She frowned at her phone as though somebody had sent her a porn link.


‘This can’t be right,’ she said. ‘Look, Reuters has picked up some Internet chat, Facebook posts or something, out of someplace called… Buttecrack,’ she frowned again. ‘Something about them fighting off a demon horde on their own.’


Igor chuckled.


‘I think it’s pronounced beau-cray, ma’am.’


‘Boo what now?’ she asked.


‘Beau-cray,’ said Igor. ‘But sure, yeah, everybody calls it “butt crack”.’


The faces of Igor’s companions obviously needed further particulars. He shrugged.


‘Dumbass small town names is my party trick. I got one for every state. And yeah, Buttecrack–beau-cray–is in Georgia. Beat out some real competition from Beaver’s Lick too.’


Foxy Knoxy shook her head as they arrived at the Bellagio’s media suite, or some room they had set aside as a media suite. ‘Just go with the French name if you have to,’ she told Dave. ‘It sounds like the sort of podunk shithole where Fox makes out like bandits.’


Then she stopped so quickly Dave almost tripped over her.


‘Shit! The hammer! We forgot the big hammer.’


‘Lucille? She’s downstairs. Want me to get her? She’d love to be on TV.’


Foxy Knoxy gave him a sidelong glance that may have spoken to a lack of faith in his sanity. ‘Damn it,’ she said. ‘They’re gonna want to see the hammer.’


‘It’s a splitting maul, technically. Marty Grbac’s–’


‘Yeah, whatever. We don’t have time for you to go get it. Alec, you got any… splitting mauls in-house?’


Alec, the hotel suit, stood by a double door, waiting to run a swipe card through the electronic lock.


‘I can ask, Ms Knox. But I don’t think so. There’s probably a sledgehammer somewhere, or a fire axe.’


She frowned.


‘Maybe not. Fucking Jon Stewart would probably find out and do us like a drunken frat girl. Okay. Forget the hammer. Let’s just go with Dave.’


Alec shrugged and swiped open the doors. He ushered them into a lounge room where two technicians and another nattily dressed man were waiting for them. The man carried armfuls of clothing.


‘Armando!’ Foxy cried out. ‘I love you. You are my new favourite.’


Armando, narrow of waist, thick of shoulder and long of ponytail, smiled and dipped into a strangely formal little bow. Could he have been any more gay? No, Dave thought. No he could not.


The room looked as though it was normally used as business lounge, but the techs–a camera guy and sound man to judge by their equipment–had pushed a lot of the furniture up against the walls to create a small, makeshift studio space. The video camera wasn’t a big studio unit, but it was a lot bigger and more expensive-looking than the camcorder Dave had used to capture his boys’ Little League games in happier times. Cables snaked across the floor. Harsh white lights burned inside spindly looking silver umbrellas, illuminating a chair perched in front of a bookshelf where he presumed they wanted him to sit.


The Bellagio goons deployed across the entrance to the suite, and the SEALs took up position inside, blocking any chance of access for the trailing entourage. Their cries grew louder for a moment as Dave stepped inside, but were cut off abruptly as the doors closed behind him.


‘So, who the hell were those guys?’ he asked.


Alec looked uncomfortable.


‘Yes, I am sorry about that,’ he said. ‘It is a difficult situation for the hotel.’


‘They’re scouts, headhunters,’ said Knoxy. When Dave looked perplexed, she waved her fingers to bring Armando over with his clothes and explained as Dave dressed.


‘Seriously, you don’t need the pants. Just get the shirt on and let me put a bit of makeup–’


‘Makeup? No way.’


‘Yes way,’ she said, ‘unless you want to look like a toothless crack whore.’


She ripped the silken shift from his chest with one ferocious movement.


‘Now that’s more like it,’ Dave said, but Armando was suddenly there slipping Dave’s arms into a light blue business shirt, while Knoxy patted at his face with some kind of powder puff.


‘The guys outside have been stalking you from the moment word got out you were staying here,’ she explained. ‘Most of them probably drove overnight from LA to get here because of the no-fly rule. Nobody from the East Coast would’ve been able to make it in time. That fucker from the Times was here for a conference.’


‘Hey, thanks Armando, but I can do my own buttons, dude,’ said Dave brushing the man’s flighty hands away from his abs. ‘So, who are they?’


‘One minute,’ one of the technicians called out. ‘Gonna have to go with a hand mic. No time for a lapel.’


He tossed Foxy a small black tube which she plucked out of the air with practised ease.


‘I’ll turn this on just before I hand it to you,’ she said. ‘Hold it about a hand span from your mouth, and don’t wave it around when you talk. Don’t touch the power button, just speak in to it normally.’


‘Sure, got it,’ said Dave. ‘But my wolf pack outside, who are they?’


She hurried him across the room and pushed him down into the chair facing the camera. Dave felt her fiddling around with something in his ear. ‘What the…’


‘It’s just an earbud so you can hear the questions coming from the studio,’ she explained.


‘But you said the questions were coming from you.’


‘Yes,’ she sighed. ‘From me, to New York, and from New York back to you.’


He wanted to ask what was the point of all that fucking around, why didn’t she just ask the questions of him directly, but a warning look made him back off. She rewarded that rare instance of common sense by answering his previous question.


‘The people outside want you as a client, Dave. Some of them will represent talent agencies, some of them the big PR firms, I think there was even somebody out there from Next Top Model. That’s making it difficult for Alec. He can’t fuck them off. They’re repping for some powerful interests who already have a relationship with the resort. But he’s running interference for me, aren’t you, sweetie?’


She threw Alec a smile and he nodded.


‘We do have relationships with these agencies,’ he explained. ‘Many of their clients are our clients too. I cannot just kick them to the curb. Only delay them for Ms Knox.’


‘And we love you long time for it, Alec.’


‘But of course.’


‘Thirty seconds!’


‘Now you will remember, won’t you, Mr Hooper?’ continued Alec, looking a little anxious in his expensive suit. ‘You tell the people watching at home how much fun you’re having at the Bellagio. How you really needed to unwind after New Orleans. How you can’t think of anywhere better than here in Las Vegas to do just that. All good?’


‘Err… Sure.’ He looked at Foxy Knoxy, who somehow managed to be the most commanding person in the room while dressed in a too short bathrobe. ‘Is that cool?’


‘More than cool, Dave. It’s a done deal. Alec has comped our suites and turned over the facilities of the hotel to the network while you’re here. And he’s made sure the other networks don’t get a fucking look-in. This is an honest to fucking God exclusive, Dave. And Alec helped me get it. Just give him a decent reach around, would you?’


Igor chuffed with laughter just behind him. Alec smiled and made a gesture with his hand as though he was shooing away a butterfly. ‘Georgia, it was nothing, really.’ He turned back to Dave. ‘I’m sure Mr Hooper will do fine.’


‘Ten seconds.’


Georgia–her name is Georgia Knox, Dave said to himself. Georgia. Georgia. Georgia.


Georgia Knox flipped on the microphone, handed it to Dave, positioned it at just the right distance from his face and withdrew out of shot. Alec smiled, nodded eagerly, and gave Dave two thumbs-up. The technician with the headphones pointed at the screen in front of Dave, which suddenly came to life with the smiling faces of the two weekday Fox and Friends anchors–whose names Dave promptly forgot when he saw his own face on a smaller screen-in-screen display in the corner. He was sure the whole country was now looking right at his junk.


The screen exploded in a riot of bright primary colours and blaring, vaguely martial music before the studio camera swooped in on the frowning face of the Haircut who announced that later in the hour they’d be crossing to Washington to hear some bullshit from some other Haircut about how Obama was fucking it all up and surrendering to the monsters before the war had even begun.


Or something.


Dave had all the trouble in the world not looking down to where his bare legs poked out from under the hem of the natty blue dress shirt Armando had put him in. And then Survivor Chick was smiling and talking about Navy SEALs and American heroes and even American superheroes and he thought he heard his name and it was all going by in such a rush that he wasn’t quite sure what Survivor Chick had asked him but Alec from the Bellagio was nodding and grinning and giving him another thumbs-up and that was enough of a cue for Dave to get rolling.


‘Thanks… guys,’ he said. ‘Right now I’m at the Bellagio which is just fucking awesome. I mean it’s… it’s a really great joint… Oh… Sorry… Damn… Anyway, yeah the Bellagio rocks. You should all stay here next time you’re in Vegas. I will be.’


He flashed a grin that he’d hoped might be endearing, but it came back at him on the monitor like Wile E. Coyote licking shit from a wire brush.


Survivor Chick didn’t look at all put out and even managed a giggle which might’ve been partway toward genuine. He expected to see Foxy Knoxy face-palming over in the corner, but she had some sort of headset on and was busy staring off at a point a thousand miles away, talking into the attached microphone, but in a voice so low he could barely hear her. She stood with one foot on a low, heavy-looking marble coffee table piled high with tapes, cables and industrial-grade plastic carry-cases. He heard his own name again, and with an effort of will dragged his attention away from the fine brown curve of Foxy’s thigh and back onto the TV panel where–


Elisabeth. That was her name.


–where Elisabeth seemed to be waiting for him to say something.


‘I’m sorry, darlin’,’ Dave said, breaking out his best boyish grin. Or at least one that unpacked a helluva lot easier than that last shit-eating grimace. ‘You’ll have to ask me that again. I’m nervous as hell here. Happy to kick monster butt sun up ’til sundown. But I’m afraid talking to a pretty girl like you makes old Dave a bit anxious.’


He fluttered one hand over his heart to emphasise the point.
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