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      “Well,” Cole Danvers muttered as he lowered himself down, his hands still grasping the ceiling three meters up and his arms at almost their full extension, “this is going sideways fast.”

      This hadn’t exactly been the plan. The plan had been clean and simple. Rodrick dispelled the wards around the building. Tish rerouted the alarms. Mace stood watch outside, either distracting or, if necessary, dissuading any security patrols. And Cole and Lorelei stealthed their way in, walked soundlessly down the hall that could no longer see or sense them, and right up to the display case, where they would pick the lock and remove their prize.

      That was what they’d mapped out.

      Only, it had turned out the wards were a lot more complex than they’d been led to believe. A lot more complex than a low-level bureaucratic building in what had been the Ute sector of Denver really warranted. There were a lot more alarms, too. A lot more. Not everywhere, though. The regular office areas were fine, just the standard door alarms and motion sensors that got switched on when the last worker left and the lights went off. But the main corridor, perhaps because it was lined on both sides with display cases filled with items that presumably had some significance, value, or both, had alarms every few feet, and not just motion sensors. It also had temperature, light, metal, and magic sensors.

      And, of course, the prize was displayed in a case midway down that corridor.

      As a result, it’d taken Rodrick three times as long as they’d allotted to dispel, trick, or break the various wards. Tish had been working furiously at the same time, and had managed to spoof or short out or turn off all the alarms as well.

      They hoped.

      But that all meant they were way behind schedule. They’d expected to have two hours to leisurely stroll in and acquire the piece.

      Instead, they had ten minutes.

      And they still weren’t one hundred percent sure they’d found everything.

      So they’d come up with a new plan on the fly. Rodrick and Tish were supposed to be safely outside in the van, out of sight and ready to cover their tracks as soon as Cole and Lorelei returned. Instead, they had to be inside, closer to the systems each one was trying to counter.

      Which meant Cole and Lorelei had been forced to herd the elf and the dwarf into the building, guiding the novice thieves through the more mundane elements of breaking into a secure site and keeping them from setting off anything from sheer clumsiness and inexperience.

      Then they’d had to set the two up in a pair of adjoining cubicles while Cole and Lorelei headed toward the main corridor, trusting that neither the mage nor the decker would do something to put the whole building on lockdown and leave them all trapped and waiting for the police to arrive.

      Trust, Cole had learned, was a dangerous, dangerous thing.

      “What the hell’d they do?” he demanded when the alarms had begun to blare and the steel mesh had slammed down across the door they had just been reaching for. He jerked his hand back just in time to keep from losing his fingers to the descending barrier. “Rodrick? Tish? Status report?” But the comms produced nothing but static. “Balls, there’s a jammer.” Why hadn’t Tish caught that?

      “Doesn’t matter,” Lorelei had pointed out, sounding just as frustrated as he felt. “What’s done is done. All we can do now is try to figure out how to get around it.”

      Cole had sighed, but nodded at his partner’s comment. She was right. They’d find out later which of the other pair had set something off. And what. And how.

      Assuming they all survived to regroup and discuss it.

      For now, they had to figure out a way into what had been an office corridor and was now a deadly steel box, lined with who knew what other deterrents designed to keep them from getting anywhere near their goal. They wouldn’t be able to take even one step through that place without setting something off, and that was assuming they could even get past the doors.

      One step. Hmm. Cole had backed up a pace and studied the hallway ceiling. It was a standard drop-panel style, the panels forming an acoustic barrier to help keep the noise of so many people walking and talking and typing and working from becoming a distraction. Above those tiles would be a support frame to hold them in place, and then above that would be the actual ceiling proper.

      That was something he could work with.

      Tapping Lorelei on the shoulder, he’d pointed up. She’d frowned, her eyes following his gesture, but then she’d smiled.

      “Yeah,” she’d agreed quickly. “Let’s give it a shot. Nobody ever thinks to look up.”

      They’d hurriedly backtracked a little further, into the nearest cubicle, and from there they’d hopped up on the desk. It had held Lorelei’s slight figure just fine, but had creaked ominously when Cole added his own weight. It wasn’t his size, he knew, but the cybernetic components built into him—even with lightweight metals and ceramics, they gave his slim build a disproportionate heft. Fortunately, the desk had held, and it didn’t have to support both of them for very long.

      Cole had extended his hands upward—the advantage of some of those same cybernetic systems—and had gently punched one of the tiles up and out of the way.

      Lorelei had turned to him with a smirk. “Give a girl a hand up?” she’d asked with that slow, sensual smile she knew perfectly well he couldn’t resist.

      He hadn’t been sure exactly what she’d meant—his arms were strong enough to support him even at full extension, but he didn’t have much to grab onto up there—but nodded anyway. He’d nearly fallen over from surprise when she threw her arms around his neck, wrapped her legs around his waist, kissed him—and then stretched upward, both hands on his extended forearm, both legs shifting and pushing her higher, and shimmied up his arm like it was a fire pole. Feeling her lithe form gliding over and then past him, watching the smooth play of muscles beneath her silky skin, had been far too distracting. But Cole still hadn’t turned away.

      Instead, he’d made sure to keep his hand latched onto the support strut beside the shifted tile. It probably wasn’t enough to hold his weight—it seemed to be bearing Lorelei’s well enough for the moment, though that was probably because most of hers was actually dispersed along his arm and the rest of his body.

      Within seconds she had reached the ceiling and was grasping the struts, though she still had her legs folded around Cole’s arm as she stuck her head up and through the opening. “Looks clean,” she’d called down, her voice muffled by the tiles. “I doubt the tiles will hold us, and not so sure about the grid either, but it’s wide enough, and I’m not seeing any sensors.”

      Which made sense, actually. The only things likely to be moving through that space were rats, and the building personnel wouldn’t want alarms blaring every time a rodent went darting around.

      “Try this,” he’d suggested, digging into the pack slung over his shoulder. He’d extracted what looked like pair of a disks with handles set into them, and had passed them up to her.

      “Magnetic grapples? I doubt they’ll help—ceiling looks like standard plaster, not metal.”

      “Sure, but there’s got to be support beams,” he’d replied. “Those’ll be either metal themselves or wood with metal studs. I’ve souped up the magnets on those things, they should be strong enough to get a solid grip even through the plaster. And they’re powerful enough that one can support my weight, once they’re latched on.”

      He could tell she was still skeptical, but she hadn’t had any better ideas so she’d given it a try.

      And had let out a soft yelp of surprise when the first grapple had clamped on. “It worked!” He could just make out her giving the grapple a good tug. “And it’s solid. Nice!” But she’d glanced back down at him, her pretty features twisted into a frown. “But there are only two of them, and two of us, and we’re going to need two each to move forward.”

      Cole had thought about that, too, and he’d come up with what he hoped was a viable solution. “There’s another way,” he’d answered slowly. “I think. It’s going to be a little tricky, though, and it’ll be slow going.” He’d explained what he had in mind.

      “That’s crazy,” Lorelei had replied at once. But she’d grinned as she said it, and she’d laughed. “I’m up for a little crazy right now. And it’s not like we have time to come up with anything better.” It had been maybe a minute since the alarm had started, and despite their banter they both knew they didn’t have a lot of time left.

      She’d set the second grapple and then transferred all of her weight to the first one as Cole grabbed the second. He’d jumped off the desk, the surface groaning again from the weight, and then reeled himself up, retracting his hand into its forearm housing so his entire body was lifted toward the ceiling.

      Once there, with his head and shoulders above the tiles, he’d smiled at Lorelei. “Ready?”

      She nodded, and without a word reached over and again wrapped her arms around his neck. “I think you just wanted an excuse,” she said teasingly as she switched all her weight to him.

      Cole had smiled at that, and kissed her quickly, in part because he could and in part so she wouldn’t see how concerned he actually was. He knew the single grapple could support him—he’d used them several times, and of course the standard method was to hold one as you detached the other and slid it out ahead of you, then switched to that one so you could move the first one again—but his and Lorelei’s combined weight was probably pushing it to its limits. He’d have to be quick.

      Reaching out with his free arm, he’d grabbed the second grapple and detached it. Then, still holding it firmly, he’d extended his arm as far as it would go, and planted the grapple there.

      Next he’d reached into his pack again and retrieved the coil of tightly woven hemp rope. Only as thick around as a pencil, it was strong enough to hold easily three times his own weight.

      Now came the tricky part. Normally, Cole would have attached a smaller magnetic clamp to the cord’s end. But the clamp wouldn’t work with the grapple—the two magnetic fields didn’t interact properly—and he’d only now realized he should have tied the cord before moving the grapple. He could pull the grapple back and start again, but they didn’t have time for that. He had to tie the cord securely to the grapple where it was.

      Using only one hand.

      It wasn’t the easiest thing he’d ever done, but fortunately it wasn’t the hardest either, and after a minute he’d managed to tie a good solid knot. A sharp tug had confirmed it would hold. He’d handed Lorelei the other end, and she’d quickly knotted it around the closer grapple.

      Now they had a line stretching from one to the other, and their weight would be distributed across the two grapples. And the space between the ceiling and the tiles was big enough for them to wrap arms and legs around the line and shimmy their way across.

      Lorelei had gone first, of course. Cole had followed, refusing to let himself be distracted any further by the sight of her gliding ahead of him. It had only taken a minute to reach the second grapple, and then Cole had grasped it firmly with one hand, twisting his body into a cross-legged, hunched position so he could still fit above the tiles. Lorelei slung herself into his lap, her arms around his neck again as he’d reached back, detached the first grapple, brought it to them, and then twisted so that he could sling it past him and connect to the ceiling farther down.

      And then they’d resumed their sideways climb.

      Halfway through that second leg, they’d passed the wall separating the office area from the main corridor. Fortunately, as Cole had hoped, the wall above the drop ceiling hadn’t been completely finished—why bother, when you knew that area wouldn’t be visible to anyone but maintenance?—and had been nothing more than a bare panel. Cole hung there, waiting like a hungry spider on its line, as Lorelei extracted a small laser from her belt and cut a hole through the panel in front of her.

      And again, as they’d hoped, no new alarms went off. Those were all set in the corridor itself, down below the drop ceiling. The area up here had been completely ignored.

      Lorelei carefully removed the piece she’d cut away, setting it gently atop several tiles so it wouldn’t fall through, and they’d resumed their trek. Both of them had been keeping track of the distance as best they could, and they’d only gone a few meters into the third leg when Lorelei had stopped. “It should be right about here.”

      Cole nodded. That matched what he’d been tracking as well. Sliding forward, he’d nudged her past the spot a little so he was directly above it. Then, with his legs coiled around the line to support him, he’d reached down past his head and slid the tile out of the way.

      Sure enough, he was looking down onto the main corridor. And even from here he could see the display cases lining the walls to either side. From their earlier reconnaissance he knew they held various holopics and certificates and medals and other small objects.

      And, nestled among the rest, the amulet that was their target.

      “Do you have another line?” Lorelei had asked, but Cole shook his head. “You could stick your hand out and I could slide down your arm again,” she’d suggested next. But without something to grab hold of, Cole wouldn’t be able to support her weight adequately. And if she fell, she’d wind up right in the middle of all the alarms and wards Rodrick and Tish had supposedly shut off, but were now probably back on.

      “It has to be me,” he told her instead. “I can lower myself down, look around, see what’s been deactivated and what’s still hot. If it’s clear, I can get you down then—with my feet on the ground it’ll be easy.”

      “And if it’s not?” she’d asked. They both knew she was far better at disabling locks and alarms than he was.

      He’d just shrugged. “Then I’ll improvise.”

      Now, hanging from both hands, Cole glanced around—and his eyes went straight to a small, blinking red light almost directly across from him.

      A light that was very clearly an alarm, and that also very clearly had just detected his presence.

      “Okay,” he muttered. “Time to improvise.”
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      A second light blinked into existence beside the first, and Cole winced. From years of studying security systems—so he could circumvent them—he knew exactly what that meant.

      The first light was the sensor.

      The second? That was a laser—rare, and expensive, and completely out of place here, but what wasn’t? He was sure that’s what it was, though.

      Which meant he had maybe a second to act, at best.

      Not enough time to pull himself back up, so instead he let go. With one hand, anyway. That shifted his weight, and he swung to the side—

      —just as a beam of ruby light pierced the air right where he had been an instant before.

      The beam only lasted a few seconds before winking out again, which gave Cole a brief respite as the laser recharged. But that would probably only be a few seconds at most. He had to get out of its path before then.

      Lunging with his free hand, he managed to grasp the line again and start hauling himself upward. The laser fired again just as his legs were in its path, but he must have been twisting around just enough because he didn’t feel a sudden, searing pain as a beam pierced flesh and bone. A second later he was clear, and then he was back up above the tiles, safely wrapped around the line.

      “That didn’t look good,” Lorelei commented once he’d stopped swaying. She’d reversed her position so her head was next to his, her feet pointing ahead toward the farther grapple while his were aimed at the one behind them. “For a second there, I thought I might need to start shopping for a new partner.”

      “Nice to know you care.” Cole leaned forward to wipe his brow against his forearm. But the motion caused his entire body to contort—and in the process, a small screw sprang loose from one of his many pockets.

      “No!” Lorelei shouted, lunging for the stray disc, but her grasping fingers just missed it as the screw plummeted, gaining speed as it fell past them and out into the main corridor.

      Cole could only watch, cursing silently, as it activated sensor after sensor in its descent.

      The first laser missed it entirely.

      The second caught its upper edge, carving a thin sliver off to drift down after the rest.

      The third hit the screw just below the head, slicing that off so two pieces were now falling, a cap and a small cone.

      The fourth was dead-center, slicing the body of the screw down the middle.

      The fifth was waiting when the screwhead hit it, and neatly bisected that tiny dome, leaving two hemispheres to flutter to either side.

      Apparently the remaining pieces were too small for the sensors to detect, because they didn’t trigger any additional attacks on the last of their trip to the ground.

      “That could’ve been us,” Lorelei pointed out as they both stared down at the fallen coin. “Heck, it almost was you. When I find out what Rodrick and Tish messed up to switch everything back on, I’m going to—”

      But Cole wasn’t listening. Instead his eyes were still fixed on the bits of screw down below, and on what had happened to it as it fell. And on what that might mean for the lasers it attracted, their battery packs, and his and Lorelei’s own safety.

      “Quick,” he whispered. “Do you have any data sticks on you?”

      “What, you want to reprogram the lasers? I don’t think that’s how those things work, do you?”

      “Data sticks,” he repeated, ignoring her quip. “Or anything else around that size and weight.” He was already digging in his own pockets, pulling out a handful of odds and ends like more screws, nuts, washers, and clips. You never knew when stuff like that might come in handy.

      Lorelei grumbled, but a second later she handed over a small assortment of her own, data sticks and clips but also safety pins, barrettes, and a tiny tin of lip balm. “Stealing things makes my lips dry,” she said with a shrug when he shot her a questioning glance.

      Accepting the items, Cole studied the space below them. “We’re right over it, I think,” he said, and she nodded. “Okay, here goes nothing.”

      And he tossed the entire assortment directly below them.

      Even though he’d braced for it, the sudden barrage was still enough to startle him. Sensors and lasers went berserk as what must have been twenty small items suddenly entered their field. The air was filled with the zap of the lasers, the sizzle of the beams finding targets, and the acrid tang of scalded metal and melted plastic. Smoke drifted up toward them, and Cole and Lorelei both fought the urge to cough as the small fog enveloped them. The onslaught lasted at least a solid minute, and Cole estimated that no fewer than a dozen lasers had fired—what kind of office building was this?—and each at least three or four times, maybe more.

      Finally, all was silent.

      “Okay, you’ve succeeded in slaughtering the contents of our pockets,” Lorelei commented, breaking the quiet. “So what?”

      Cole smiled in response. “Now for the real test.” Taking out a single metal washer he’d held back, he flipped it up. It arced to eye-level, then curved and began to fall.

      Together they watched as it dropped below the tiles and into the killing zone.

      And nothing happened.

      “Yes!” Cole resisted the urge to wave his hands over his head in triumph—seeing as how they were still clamped to the line, that would have been a bad thing. But he was thrilled.

      So was Lorelei. “Clever,” she admitted. “You used the chaff to burn out the lasers.”

      “They may still recharge,” he pointed out, “but I think I’ve bought us a few minutes, maybe more. And a few minutes is all we need.” He grinned at her. “Shall we?”

      In reply, she leaned over and gave him a quick kiss. Then, hitching a line of her own to the one strung between the grapples, she slid down it like a spider intent upon its prey. “Try to keep up,” she called as she dropped.

      For half a second Cole worried he’d misjudged, he’d missed a few lasers, or that he’d underestimated their battery life or recharge time. But Lorelei descended quickly and smoothly, her way unimpeded, and after a second she lightly touched down upon the floor.

      Which triggered a whole new wave of klaxons, and forced her to jump hurriedly back up as the floor beneath her gave way, revealing a deep, dark pit right where she’d landed.

      “What the hell?” she demanded, glaring up at Cole as if he were somehow to blame for all this. “Who puts security like this in a bloody office building?”

      Not having any sort of answer for that, he shrugged, already lowering himself down by his hands again. He glanced about as he got close to the floor, then switched the vision in his left eye to infrared. They’d been too high for it have much use before, but now he could clearly see the pit below Lorelei as a darker, cooler shape—

      —and the rest of the floor around them as a solid mass.

      “Huh.”

      “Huh what?” she demanded, still dangling from her rope. “What does ‘huh’ mean? Is it good or bad or ‘oh my god we’re so dead’?”

      “More puzzling, but possibly good,” he replied absently. After staring at the floor another second, he came to a decision.

      And stepped down, planting first one foot and then the other firmly on the carpet.

      “Wait!” Lorelei shrieked, but then stared at him standing there only a foot away from her. “Wait, what?”

      “It’s just in the one spot,” he explained, reaching out to pull her toward him. She let him, releasing her grip on the rope as he set her gently on the floor, taking a half-step back so she had room past the pit. “The rest of it’s solid.”

      “So they only set a pressure plate and a pit right there?” she asked, glancing around. “Right in the one spot we needed?” Her pretty features twisted into a grimace. “What the hell’s so special about this thing, anyway?”

      “Don’t know, don’t care,” Cole answered. “Above our pay grade. We’re just here to nab the darn thing and hand it off to the client.”

      “Right, right.” With a sigh, Lorelei turned toward the glass display case on the wall ahead of them and just in front of the pit. “Well, you’re going to have to anchor me, handsome—I can’t very well pick a lock and hold onto a rope at the same time.” And she leaped into his arms.

      Cole just barely caught her in time, wrapping his arms around her waist even as her legs twined yet again around his middle. He held on, leaning back and keeping his feet planted well apart to take the added weight as Lorelei twisted and then leaned away from him, putting her head and shoulders right above the pit.

      And directly facing their prize.

      “Hello, my pretty,” she whispered, lockpicks already in hand. The actual display case lock was fairly standard, and within seconds she had that undone and the glass panel swinging open. Then she reached in for the object they’d been sent to retrieve.

      And tugged, first gently but then harder, frowning. “It’s stuck.”

      “What?” Cole stared at their target. It wasn’t much to look at—just a thumb-sized gold disc with what looked like a shard of ruby embedded in the center like a red cat’s eye. And it appeared to be looped over a simple hook against the display’s back wall, without a lock or charm in sight.

      Yet Lorelei was now yanking on it with both hands and it clearly wasn’t budging.

      “Here, let me.” Reaching past her, Cole wrapped the fingers of one hand around the amulet, keeping his other arm around Lorelei herself. He felt the disc in his hand, cool and oddly tingly, and then a faint jolt traveling up his arm into his chest as he brushed against the ruby.

      And the amulet came free in his hand.

      “Hey, that’s not fair!” Lorelei protested as he extracted the amulet from the case and tucked it safely into one of his pockets, then secured the pocket itself. “I must have loosened it for you.”

      “Sure, that’s it,” he agreed easily, amused but careful not to show it. Lorelei, he had learned, could be prickly when crossed. “Okay, let’s get out of here.”

      For just a second, she paused. “You know, part of me just wants to charge down this stupid corridor, shouting at the top of my lungs,” she admitted with a wicked grin and a gleam in her eye.

      “You’d be Swiss cheese before you got three meters,” Cole reminded her.

      “Spoilsport,” she grumbled, but didn’t argue further. Instead she clambered up onto his shoulders, using him for support as she grabbed her rope and began hauling herself back above the ceiling tiles.

      Cole waited until she was safely gripping the line above before he retracted his arms and rose back off the ground as well.

      And not a moment too soon, he noticed, as behind him several of the laser-sensor combos began to wink to life again.

      But they had the amulet they’d come to get, and they were still in one piece. Provided they could get back out of the building unharmed and undetained, they’d done it. The job was almost over.

      Still, considering how many surprises they’d had on this one already, Cole decided he wouldn’t relax until the client had the prize and they had their money.

      After all, better safe than sorry.
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      Sure enough, they had no sooner headed back into the office area and dropped back down to the ground—retrieving the magnetic grapples and the line between them before they descended—when Rodrick and Tish rushed over to them. The former had light coruscating about his hands and eyes, a sure sign he was either about to cast something or in the process of maintaining an existing spell, and the latter had her deck in her hand and her stubby little fingers flying across the keys with shocking speed and dexterity.

      “We’ve got a problem,” Rodrick declared.

      “Yeah, we kinda figured,” Cole shot back. “What happened with the alarms? And the jammer? You guys were supposed to take care of those!”

      “We did!” the mage replied, his narrow features flushed. “All the ones we knew about, anyway. There was a second set nested beneath, set to go active only if the normal level was breached or frozen. There was no way to predict that.” He shook his head and echoed what Cole and Lorelei had already said while trying to get to the display: “Somebody went to an awful lot of trouble to protect this place. A lot more than you’d ever expect for a boring old office building.”

      Tish had yet to look up from her deck, but now she added her first contribution to the conversation, which was as blunt as ever: “Did you get it?”

      “Yeah, we got it.” Cole patted his pocket, but didn’t pull out the amulet. They could all admire it later—if they got out of here. Which was the priority right now. “So what’s the problem?”

      “Yeah.” Rodrick sighed and swept long, dark hair back from his face. He looked tired. Cole knew from working with other mages that magic could be exhausting, and the elf had clearly been forced to operate at a much higher level than expected since they’d broken in here. And from the sound of things, they weren’t done yet. “The building’s on lockdown.”

      “We kinda guessed from the steel bars and mesh panels over all the doors and windows,” Lorelei said. She’d been lounging against one of the desks, but Cole could see she was actually coiled like a spring, ready to move at a moment’s notice.

      “It’s more than that,” Rodrick continued, giving her a brief glare. “Apparently they’ve got a protocol in place for something like this.” He gestured toward the back of the wide office space, where a wash of white light swept across a distant hall. “It scans the entire place, bit by bit, for anyone and everyone left inside. Compares them to its personnel rosters, approves the ones authorized to be here—” He actually gulped, looking even paler than usual.

      “—and fries the rest through a grid built into the floor,” Tish finished for him. The dwarf looked more angry than afraid, but from what Cole had seen that was normal for her. “I managed to reroute it so it started at the far end first, but the rate it’s going?” She shrugged. “We’ve got maybe five minutes, ten tops, before it hits us.”

      “Could we dodge around it?” Lorelei asked. “Head to a section it’s already covered, and then just wait until it’s done?”

      But Tish was already shaking her head. “It’s smarter than that. It doesn’t leave an area once it’s been scanned, it just expands into the next one. Like somebody painting a floor—the patch they did first isn’t as wet by the time they reach the last one, but it’s still gonna leave a mark if you step on it.”

      “What about going up again?” was Lorelei’s next suggestion. “That worked before.”

      “Not this time,” Roderick answered. “The electricity may start under the floor, but it arcs all the way to the ceiling. You’d get cooked as easily up there as down here.”

      Cole was thinking fast. “I’m guessing you’re trying to shut it down and not having any luck?” he asked, and Tish nodded. “Right. Stop working on that.”

      That got her attention enough for her to actually look up at him. “What? But if I can’t shut it off before it gets to us—”

      “You won’t be able to,” Cole interrupted. “And you’re wasting your time on it. I’ve got a better idea.” He grinned. “Get us into the system instead.”

      “That’s what I’m trying—” she started to say, but this time Lorelei was the one who cut her off with a sharp gasp.

      “Damn,” the elven thief whispered, straightening. She shot Cole a bright smile. “That’s brilliant!”

      “I’m missing something here,” Rodrick muttered, glancing back and forth between them.

      “Probably lots of somethings,” Lorelei agreed, then covered that with a sharp but sweet smile to counter his glower. “What Cole means is break into the personnel records and create files that make us look like employees. You know, people who’re authorized to be here. Then, when the sweep reaches us—”

      “It’ll pass right over us, because we’ll be on the approved list.” Tish was nodding appreciatively. “Yeah, that is smart. And those records have barely any protection at all, since that’s not where they figure anyone’s gonna try breaking in. I can have us set up in a jiff.” She stopped talking again, her fingers moving at even greater speeds, her heavy features furrowed as she began work.

      Two minutes later, the four of them stood in the hallway, side by side, as the white light of the scan swept toward them. “Either this is gonna be a piece of cake or it’s gonna hurt like hell,” Tish said softly. She had her fists bunched at her sides like she could fight her way through the security measure, but if she’d done her job correctly, she’d already won this fight. Still, Cole could hardly blame her for being nervous.

      The light reached them and enveloped them in a blinding white glare. “Individuals located,” a computerized voice announced. “Initiating scan.” The light intensified until all Cole could see was shrouded in a haze.

      “Matching to personnel records,” came the next declaration, followed a few seconds later by “Personnel records found. Individuals cleared for office activity.”

      They all breathed sighs of relief. Then they all had to gasp for breath when the computer system spoke again, stating, “Unauthorized item removal detected.”

      Oh, drek, Cole thought, his hand going to his pocket. They hadn’t even thought of that, but of course a place like this would inventory everything—and enter those items in its database right along with its employees. You could move a pencil or an eraser without a problem, sure, but in lockdown mode it would check to make sure expensive stuff like server racks were where they were supposed to be—and any relics and artifacts as well.

      Like the one he was now carrying.

      His hand snaked into his pocket and closed tightly around the amulet. Would the system fry them for having it? Or would it just demand that they return it? Or, more likely, incapacitate or otherwise restrain them until the authorities could come and retrieve it? Either way, they were going to have to—

      “Identity confirmed,” the security system declared. “Item removal authorized.” And the sweep passed over them, the sudden darkness leaving them all blinking as the wall of white light continued on down the hall.

      “What was that?” Lorelei asked as soon as it had passed them by. She kept her voice to a whisper, as if somehow that would fool a security program capable of scanning DNA.

      “No idea,” Cole replied, releasing the amulet and pulling his hand out of his pocket. “But I’ll take it. Let’s get out of here before it changes its mind.”

      The others all nodded. “Which way?” Rodrick asked. “The way we’d planned, or—”

      But Cole had already thought about that and dismissed the idea. “It thinks we’re legit,” he pointed out. “If we try sneaking back out through the air ducts, it’s going to be forced to revise that assessment, and I’m not willing to assume it’s too dumb to figure that out. Are you?” The others all shook their heads. “So we leave the way any good little office worker would—out the service entrance.”

      There wasn’t anything that needed to be said to that, so they started walking. The office building had a main entrance, of course, but that led straight to the corridor he and Lorelei had just come from, and there was no way they were going back there, even with the computer thinking they were allowed to be here. There were two side entrances, however, and one opened right onto this office area. That was where they headed now, and when they reached the plain metal door they paused long enough for Tish to check the alarms and locks surrounding it.

      “All clear,” she announced, smirking. “Looks like the systems actually unlocked it for us when it saw us approaching. Helpful, that.”

      “Very.” Cole grabbed the door’s lockbar. “Once we’re out of here—”

      “Already done,” the decker assured him smugly. “Our records are time-sensitive.”

      “Nice.” And with that Cole pushed the lockbar and shoved the door open.

      It was still the middle of the night—with everything that had happened, he’d half-expected it to be broad daylight outside, with people heading to work. He paused a second on the threshold to let his eyes adjust to the change in lighting, then dropped into a defensive crouch when someone large and hulking loomed into his peripheral vision.

      “You bozos about done?” Mace—Stonemace Lifecrusher to his close friends and associates—demanded, stepping into the light above the door just enough for them to see it was him, his signature stone mace hefted in both hands. “’Cause I’ve already had to put one patrol down, and sent another off on a wild goose chase, and there’s a third on its way. But I figured you’d hit a snag when the comms dropped.”

      “Yeah, we did, but we got past it,” Cole replied, stepping all the way out of the building and heading toward the ork and the comforting shadows around him. “Let’s get the hell out of here.”

      He heard several mutters of agreement behind him, but didn’t look back as he followed Mace along the exit route the big ork had cleared for them. At this point, the job was done, so the team wasn’t really a team anymore. Just a handful of individuals all hired for the same purpose, and all interested in getting away and getting paid. That meant it was in each of their own best interests to make it away from here safe and sound, so he’d let the others worry about that themselves. Even Lorelei. Anyway, she was a big girl. She could take care of herself, and wouldn’t appreciate him suggesting otherwise.

      Besides, he had the amulet. As long as he got out of here okay, he’d get paid. And if some of the rest of them—particularly the two newbs, who had nearly gotten him killed—were too slow or stupid to escape? Well, that just meant a bigger cut for him.

      Cole thought he could live with that.
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      “Right, the meet’s set for tomorrow, nine a.m. sharp,” Mace reported as he stomped back in through the door, tugging it shut behind him. “Meet here at eight-thirty and we’ll all go over together.”

      “Go where, exactly?” Rodrick demanded, but the big ork shook his spike-adorned head. “Oh, come on,” the mage practically whined. “You’re not even gonna tell us that much? What’s it gonna hurt? You’ve got the damn thing already!”

      That had been the odd thing about this job. Mace was the one the client had contacted in the first place. He was the one who had come to each of them and invited them into it. And he’d been the only one in contact with the client throughout the process. It had been Mace who’d told them what building they were hitting, and Mace who had then—once they’d cased the place the first time—revealed what their exact target was. Cole had wondered more than once whether the whole “client” thing was just a smokescreen, and Mace himself was the one behind this job, but although the ork had proven himself surprisingly savvy for someone as rough and tough as he was, he hadn’t struck Cole as the mastermind type.

      Not that it really mattered in the end. As long as the money was real, Mace could have the amulet all to himself for all Cole cared. Still, it seemed like an awfully elaborate ruse to maintain, especially now when they had the amulet. And if there wasn’t a client, why wait until tomorrow to pay them off and send them on their merry ways? So Cole had to assume that there was a client, and they would in fact be doing the handoff tomorrow as Mace had said. He didn’t see any harm in their knowing where the meet would take place, either.

      But still Mace refused. “Meet here at eight-thirty,” was all he said. “That’s it.” He waved a heavy hand toward the door. “In the meantime, get the hell out.”

      This time it was Lorelei who protested. “Why?” she asked, rising to her feet to confront the ork. Which didn’t really help all that much, seeing as how she was almost a head shorter than him. “This is a good, safe place—you said so yourself. Why can’t we just all wait here together until the meet?”

      Mace glowered down at her, a veritable legion of spikes, chains, studs, rings, and tattoos covering him in what amounted to modular armor, his right hand clutching the handle of the stone mace where it rose from its sheath on his upper leg. “’Cause I said so,” he growled through his tusks, “and it’s my place.”

      Lorelei stood her ground for a second, but when it was clear Mace wasn’t going to budge, she shook her head. “Fine, I’m out of here.” She glanced back at the rest of them where they were sprawled on the assorted couches and chairs clustered about the central table, her eyes lingering on Cole perhaps a half-second longer than Rodrick and Tish. “The rest of you coming? Unless there’s something that says we can’t all hang out together either?” she demanded of Mace, but he didn’t reply.

      Cole pried himself up from the couch. “Yeah, all right, sure. Come on, you two.” Then he reached into his pocket and extracted the amulet. “Here, you’d better hold onto this,” he said, offering it to Mace.

      But, much to his surprise, the ork shook his head. “Naw, keep it till tomorrow,” he said. Then he grinned, which was, if anything, more fearsome than his scowl. “Builds trust an’ all that. ’Sides, you don’t even wanna think about trying to cut me outta this deal…it’d be the last thing you ever did.”

      “Never even crossed my mind.” Cole continued dangling the amulet between them for a moment, then returned it to his pocket with a shrug. “Okay, fine.”

      Rodrick and Tish were standing by now, and Lorelei was at the door, so the three of them joined her and, after one last glance at Mace left standing alone in the room, pushed the door open and stepped outside.

      It was early morning—Mace had left at dawn to contact the client, apparently not trusting the rest of them enough to have the conversation in their presence—and Cole had cat-napped on the couch for a bit after they’d gone to ground here, so he felt reasonably well rested. But hungry.

      “Who’s up for breakfast?” he asked. Fortunately, Mace’s place was in the PCC sector as well, so they hadn’t had to worry about crossing borders after pulling the job.

      “You buying?” Lorelei hit him with her devastating smile, wrapping one hand around his arm to add further impact.

      But Cole had built up at least a small tolerance to her charms. “After we get paid, sure,” he agreed easily, patting her hand but not removing it. “Until then, it’s everyone for themselves.”

      “Food sounds good,” Tish agreed, cracking her knuckles. “Coffee sounds even better.”

      That drew appreciative sounds all around, and Rodrick nodded. “I know a place not far from here,” he offered. “Cheap, decent, not too loud. And they won’t care if we hang there for a while.”

      “Lead on,” Lorelei commanded, and Rodrick turned and headed off down the sidewalk, the rest of them falling into step behind him.

      “So what’ll you do with your share?” Lorelei asked Cole as they walked, her hand still on his arm. “Besides buy me breakfast, of course.”

      “Haven’t thought about it much, honestly,” Cole replied. He saw Rodrick straighten slightly and Tish tilt her head, so he kept his voice pitched loud enough that they could all hear him. “Get out of Denver for a while, to start. Both because there might be some heat from this and just because—” he shrugged, “—it might be nice to travel. Buy some new mods, maybe?”

      “Guns,” Tish suggested, not bothering to turn around—she had moved up to walk beside Rodrick so they were two by two, just like they had been during the job itself. “You could use some guns.”

      “I suppose.” She wasn’t the first person to tell Cole that—Mace had as well, and he’d heard it from other people over the years, too. He’d even been turned down for a few jobs because of it. Most cyborgs had built-in weaponry, after all. And some kind of armor or other defensive tech. Other than his arms and some of his optics, most of Cole’s modifications were more basic. More of the life-saving variety—his, not anyone else’s. He had an artificial spine, several synthetic organs, and part of both legs, as well as his arms and eyes and a few other odds and ends, weren’t original equipment. Even bits of his jaw and cheekbones were add-ons.

      In other words, before Doc had gotten to him, he’d been in bad shape. Most likely the result of some accident. At least that’s what Doc had guessed, and Cole had agreed it made sense. It wasn’t like he remembered anything different.

      Or anything at all, before he had woken up in recovery.

      Whatever had happened, it’d very nearly killed him.

      “What about you?” he asked Lorelei, shifting the focus away from him. “What’re you going to do with your share?”

      “Ooh, that’s easy,” she answered, a happy little smile touching her lips. “I’m going to buy me a penthouse somewhere. Maybe here, maybe some other city, I haven’t decided yet. But it’s going to be high up and have huge windows all around so I can look down on all the poor little people, and I’m going to fill it with expensive furniture and even more expensive artwork and then I’m going to throw massive parties that only the best people get invited to and everyone else is dying to attend.” She was practically bouncing with excitement just from picturing it.

      Cole laughed, half at her enthusiasm and half at the future she’d painted. “I don’t know that we’re getting paid that much,” he joked. Though initially he had felt they were getting paid a stupid amount for what was supposed to have been a simple break-and-enter and snatch-and-grab. Now, given how much added security there had been, he was starting to think they’d actually earned the inflated paycheck after all. Still, even 150k, divided five ways, wasn’t going to buy that.

      Lorelei punched him in the arm with her free hand, which didn’t hurt at all thanks to the metal coils and other fibers running through his limbs. “Don’t ruin my fun,” she insisted, flouncing as if she were just some spoiled little rich girl rather than a danger-seeking professional thief. “If I can’t afford to do all that here, I’ll move somewhere smaller, where I can.” Then she hit him with a pout that would have done any debutante proud. “And you’ll come and visit me wherever I am, won’t you?”

      “Sure, if I’m on the invite list,” Cole agreed. Half of his brain reminded him that she was just manipulating him, but the other half—and the rest of him—still didn’t care. Not when she was standing this close to him, the heat of her slender body warming his side, her smile and her gaze heating him up even further, her scent of lavender and lilac washing over him and making his head spin…

      “I’m gonna get me a brand-new deck,” Tish declared, smacking her hands together. “Fairlight, top of the line, all the bells and whistles. And the inputs to go with it.” Unlike most deckers, Tish didn’t have any implants to link her directly into her deck or the systems she used it to invade. She’d claimed it was because she was old school, but Cole had suspected all along that it was more a matter of funds than principles. It sounded like he’d been right, but he generously decided not to point that out right now.

      “What about you, Rodrick?” he asked instead, tagging their guide into the conversation. “What will you do with your share?”

      “Some of it I’ll save for enchantments and the like,” Rodrick answered, still leading them toward the spot he’d chosen. “Some new formulae, reagents, things like that. The rest I’ll send to my mother.”

      “Your mother? Seriously?” Lorelei made a noise somewhere between a laugh and a snort, and even Tish rolled her eyes. “You couldn’t come up with anything better than that?”

      “She’s sick,” the mage replied, his tone a lot sharper than before. “She needs an operation, but the family couldn’t afford it. That’s why I took this job. It’s not exactly my regular gig.” He left the “unlike the rest of you” unsaid, but it still hung over them like a pall, killing the good cheer they’d all had a second before.

      “Well,” Cole said after the silence had dragged on a few seconds, “I for one am glad you were there. I’d hate to think how much drek we’d have been in if you hadn’t canceled those wards for us.”

      “The ones I managed to take out,” Rodrick pointed out, but his voice had softened a bit. “But thanks.”

      They didn’t say anything else until after they’d reached the café Rodrick knew and had chosen a table in back of the nearly empty restaurant, but at least it wasn’t as awkward as it had been. And once they’d all ordered food and coffee, their good moods seemed to miraculously resurface.

      “Can I see it?” Rodrick asked, holding out his hand. He didn’t have to say what “it” he meant.

      Cole didn’t even hesitate. “Sure, why not?” he pulled the amulet from his pocket and set it on the table between them all, careful to arrange the menus and water glasses and napkin holder to hide it from view to anyone passing by.

      “It’s not all that pretty,” Lorelei commented, poking at the medallion with one slender finger. “I think that’s a ruby there, but it’s not even faceted properly, more like a rough cut, and without inspecting it I can’t even tell if it’s got flaws or not.”

      Tish nodded. “I kind of like it, but if you’d told me it was junk jewelry, I’d believe you.”

      But Rodrick was staring at the amulet, clearly entranced. “Oh, no…” he whispered, his eyes huge. “You can’t feel it? The energy coming off this thing—it’s immense. Absolutely insane.”

      Cole studied the amulet with the rest of them. Lorelei was right, it didn’t look all that special. Or that pretty. Or that valuable. But it had sure had enough security around it to mean something to someone. And now that he really concentrated, he thought he could feel something from it, though it was faint.

      “Is it like a tingling in the back of your head, but also almost a glare off it like it was a bright light stabbing at your eyes?” he asked.

      Tish and Lorelei both looked at him like he’d gone nuts, but Rodrick nodded. “Yeah, that’s it,” the mage agreed, switching his gaze to Cole for a minute instead, one arched eyebrow rising even higher. “You must have some magic sensitivity in you, then. I had no idea.”

      “Me either,” Cole admitted. “So what does it do, then?”

      “I don’t know,” the mage answered after another minute. “It’s big, though. Really big.” He frowned. “What’s weird is, I couldn’t feel it all until you set it on the table. It’s like it was shielded before that.” He squinted at the amulet, holding it close to one eye, the other squeezed shut. “There’s some sort of writing here, I think,” he said after a few seconds of scrutiny. “I can’t make it out, though. I actually wouldn’t have noticed it all, but the script itself feels like it has some power to it. Strange. Normally you only see that in incantations, but I’m not sure why—”

      Tish interrupted, grabbing the amulet out of Rodrick’s hand and tossing it back to Cole. “Incoming,” she hissed.

      Looking up, Cole spotted the waitress approaching with their orders and nodded thanks to Tish even as he stowed the amulet back in his pocket. No sense risking everything now by letting someone else see the piece and possibly report it—and them.

      After the waitress
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