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        11-12-2081

        12:13 A.M. Local Time

      

      

      Just beyond the evening glow of Lille, France, where the sprawl gave way to vast tracts of automated farmland and corporate-owned chateaus, two SUVs, one new and one very old, rolled to a stop in the darkness formed between towering rows of wheat.

      Grim Fox squeezed out of the new vehicle first. He was small for a troll, barely cresting 2.5 meters of caramel skin and dense, ropey muscle. His one remaining horn was a curled ivory extension etched with tribal markings that, even after working together for two years, EnJee had never taken the time to decode. EnJee watched him scratch absently at the space on his head where the other horn lay sheared to a stub like a forgotten tree stump. The troll yawned, stretched, and immediately dug in the jacket pocket of his suit for a candy bar.

      Shen, climbed out after him. She wore a black tactical jumpsuit with a gear harness suspending a holster under each armpit. She pulled her long black hair into a ponytail, showing elven ears studded with earrings, and a long neck marked with a snaking curve of tattoos meant to resemble lines of computer circuitry. The emotichrome ink glowed orange as her pale skin prickled against the cold night air.

      EnJee watched all of this, lazily stepping out of the second car, a Toyota Gopher that had seen better days. Despite the age and the dents, EnJee proudly recognized he still managed to look worse for wear than his car. His long, pointed ears were battered and puffed like a boxer. He had a large gold hoop through his lower lip and brown skin so dark it was almost black.  He was bald save for a sprout of green hair that shot straight up from the top of his head, giving him the look of a vintage troll doll.

      EnJee stretched, loosening his thin frame after a drive that felt days long. He ducked his head back into the vehicle and said, “You plan to sit in there all night?”

      Their fourth member, Nero, was not a metahuman. He was olive-skinned and slight of build. He liked to remind them he was Italian, wearing the nationalistic distinction like a meta-race unto itself. His face betrayed boyish features and hair that stretched past his chin to tickle the base of his neck. Nero didn’t look relaxed like the others. In fact, he looked terrified.

      Grim Fox cleared his throat the way he always did when he wanted the floor. “Can we go over it one more time to make sure everyone knows their part?”

      After a round of nods, he said, “Okay. Our target is a female human—blond, one-point-six meters tall. She should be in room 219. At this hour, I expect she’ll be asleep. The four of us will enter the compound using our decoy vehicle. Nero will provide spell cover to match our identities to the guests the facility is expecting.”

      “Easy peasy. So long as our boy here can do the fancy spellwork he promised, neh?” EnJee said.

      “I told you I could.” Nero sounded serious, but the way he rubbed the cross hanging from his neck told Enjee he wasn’t so sure as he sounded.

      Grim Fox cleared his throat again. When all eyes were on him, the troll continued, “Once we’re inside, EnJee will lock down the matrix and cameras while Nero and I handle interior security and retrieve the target. Shen, you’ve got anything that comes at us from outside the building. We get her out and then get back here to switch cars for the ride home.”

      EnJee shrugged, folded his arms, and turned to study the lead car, a jet-black 2080 Rover they’d acquired for the job. His particular Londoner accent crackled through the night air. “Seems like such a waste, don’t it?”

      Shen’s reply was a melodic sound. “Sure, you’ve always struck me as the type to travel in luxury cars and eat oysters. Oh, and dodge police when someone figures out their car is missing.”

      “No, he’s more the type to glitch the Johnson’s car right after a run, because he thought we got shorted on the deal and watch from a safe distance as it plows into a parked cop cruiser.” Grim Fox said, his grin showing teeth.

      EnJee shrugged and grinned back. “That’s what I love about these long-haul jobs. The banter.”

      He reached into the backseat of the Toyota Gopher and retrieved an aluminum briefcase. He popped it open, revealing a drone roughly the size of a golf ball, which he tossed high into the air. It buzzed to life, hovering momentarily before it sped away over the hill and toward the only chateau in the distance.

      EnJee said, “Nero, while our digital eye is opening, why don’t you take a look at the astral, see if there are any surprises over there dear old Mr. Johnson forgot to tell us about.”

      Nero grunted and settled back and closed his eyes. He sucked in a deep breath, exhaled, and then slumped in the seat. When he opened his eyes a few moments later he said, “Everything matches the intel we got. There’s a mage on-site, but she’s sleeping. From the looks of things, she’s probably the on-shift doctor. Definitely not a threat.”

      Even after being out of work for so long, everything was still playing out as expected. Runs of this sort didn’t offer up the nasty surprises until it was much too late to do anything about it. That’s why EnJee always did his homework. However, to hear it from his crew, he’d get lost in the plot, checking not only the job and the Johnson, but every nuance of the run that felt off.

      Now he cleared his throat and said, “You three ought to know I looked at this dust-up a little closer.”

      Shen rolled her eyes and the other two fought to suppress groans.

      EnJee said, “No, hear me out on this. The villa is owned by a corporation called Biologic Technologies.”

      Grim Fox said, “That supposed to mean something to us?”

      EnJee shrugged. “That’s the tricky part. All I found was it was one of the casualties of the Dragon War. Biologic was completely dissolved when the big boys went head-on at each other. All of its holdings dispersed among other corporate entities. No living trace of the corporate name, except for a klick up that road.”

      Grim Fox asked again, “I mean, what’s that change about our job?”

      EnJee paused. “Nothing on the surface, but—”

      Shen cut in, “Then let’s just get it done, EnJee.”

      The four of them wore that look of dreadful excitement that always came before the action. Their fixer, Vash, called the job a liberation. Every time he used language like that, EnJee knew they were running for some slotting corporation. It also told him the person they were coming to “liberate” might not be expecting their midnight call. However, that was the business. Import, export. Extractions and relocations. Only, over the past few months, business for their crew had dried up entirely. A win here could mean more work.

      EnJee’s face curled up into a sneer that might have been resignation and said, “All right, then. Nothing left to do but the doing.”

      He started to walk back toward the Toyota, but Shen interrupted. “Wait. I think there is something Nero needs to hear before we go any further.”

      All three of them turned to her. She looked gravely at Nero and said, “EnJee’s got 30 nuyen on you screwing up the plan.”

      Even in the dark, Nero’s blush was obvious. He looked nervously between the group and said, “Seriously?”

      EnJee shrugged. “It’s a new spell. You have a…particular history with new spells.”

      Grim Fox added, “By ‘history,’ he means you screw them up first time.”

      Nero grimaced. “So you bet against me as well, Grim Fox?”

      “No. I took his action.” Grim Fox paused thoughtfully, then added, “And hers.”

      Nero flashed a look of anger at Shen, who only shrugged in return. Then he said, “I’ve explained this before. You’re asking me to keep multiple spells working for an extended time, in addition to the one I only recently learned.”

      EnJee shrugged. “Meaning?”

      “Meaning weaving together that many strings of mana is difficult to achieve. Sustaining them in a combat situation is unpredictable, to say the least.”

      A smile worked its way around the edges of EnJee’s lips “Meaning?”

      Nero sighed and said, “Meaning, what happens if I do screw this up?”

      EnJee said, “Depends on whether or not Grimmy here covers the bet.”
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      Three kilometers up the road, the vine-covered walls of Chateau Bergerie hid a network of security sensors that crisscrossed the open fields leading to the main house. EnJee saw all of it through a small viewscreen display visible in the corner of his cybernetic eyes, below which a data feed scrolled all of the Horizon-built Flying Eye drone’s pertinent information.

      From its vantage point above the site, their Flying Eye showed all three buildings associated with the chateau. EnJee knew from both his research and common sense that the guests stayed in the main house. A second smaller building near the first held cybertechnology suites—fully outfitted surgical suites where the wealthy patients were treated to the best delta-grade cyberware available. A twinge of jealously fired through him. Most of his ware was a decade old. Even back then it hadn’t been bleeding edge. A load of new ’ware running hot in his veins could prolong his career another few decades. Except slots like him couldn’t afford the best. It went to corp hack jobs like tonight’s target.

      EnJee readjusted the drones view to zoom in on the last building: the pool house, which also held associated therapy rooms for patients in recovery. The space was large, perhaps a dozen acres in total. Yet the biological presence in the outdoor spaces was minimal.

      “Alright, Shen,” he said. “Ready to see your end in all of this?” He keyed her into the drone’s feed so she could follow along through her own cybernetically enhanced eyes.

      In the woods, small four-legged creatures loped through the forest, looking like animals at play from this distance. The Flying Eye zoomed in tight on a pair of the creatures, revealing what they truly were: drones, Ares cheetah drones, to be specific. Their small heads were littered with sensor portals that mimicked the appearance of eyes from a child’s nightmare. The legs bent and stretched in an unnatural mimicry of their namesake. Each shift revealed the dangerous ring of small-caliber gun ports poking from their shoulders.

      Shen muttered, “The rules of engagement are bullshit, EnJee. I cannot believe you couldn’t get us a better deal on this.”

      “The real problem is that this is the only job he could get us at all,” Grim Fox chimed in.

      EnJee said, “Easy. The client said we couldn’t kill anyone. That doesn’t mean we can’t send a few rounds in their direction if things don’t go as planned. Besides, the guards are decorative. The real threat is those drones out there. You’ll need to pick them off if the time comes.”

      “You’re goddamn right I will.” Shen walked over to the Toyota and retrieved her Crockett EBR Sniper from the trunk where it sat in a hardcase. They left that truck on the side of the road and all four of them piled into the Rover for the last stretch of the journey. Grim Fox drove the rest of the way, with Nero beside him while EnJee and Shen prepared in the back.

      When they could see the gate from the road, EnJee jacked into his deck, making the quick handshakes with the system he’d worked out days ago. Security professionals insisted the weakest part of any network is the human element, but good hackers knew better. Network designers always took costly shortcuts.

      In the case of Chateau Bergerie, the shortcut existed in a largely forgotten automation node where the recycling dumpsters interfaced with the waste management scheduling system for the local service. When the dumpster contacted the company to schedule a pick-up last week, EnJee was waiting to piggyback off that interaction and ride the interface directly into the heart of the Bergerie node. From there it was easy to create a back door that offered a glimpse into the other scheduling systems.

      He was back nearly instantly. “Scheduling records still show one Gordon Gemmell scheduled to arrive tomorrow morning. I slid a note into the file that says he may arrive overnight. All right, Nero. Time to make us beautiful.”

      Nero closed a fist around the small wood and metal cross that hung from his neck and whispered an incantation. Then he reached out and placed one hand on Grim Fox’s cheek. When the spell was complete, Grim Fox wore an entirely different face. Then Nero turned his body to place a hand on EnJee’s cheek, repeating the process. The elf morphed into a red-haired white man. Finally, he set a hand on Shen’s lap. He breathed in a long rattling breath, and on the exhale, Nero and Shen appeared to blip entirely out of existence.

      When the car approached the front gate, all the sensors and cameras saw were two men in the car. One, a handsome ork who had the look of a driver and likely personal bodyguard. EnJee, the single visible passenger in the back seat, was now a white man, red haired and freckled, with a smile that looked like it belonged to a trideo star. EnJee waved to the camera while the driver announced him as Gordon Gemmell. The wrought iron gate trundled open, and the car drove slowly into the compound.

      “Nice on you, mate,” said EnJee. “Cleared the first hurdle. Just hang in there.”

      An invisible Nero grunted in response.

      From what little EnJee understood of magic and the explanation Nero had fumbled through twice already, the strain of maintaining a single physical mask spell that could fool both organic and inorganic detection measures was not a high burden. However, combined with the second physical mask and the invisibility spells the mage extended to himself and Shen, the strain challenged the limits of what he could bear.

      The luxury electric vehicle moved almost silently down the long, poplar-lined road leading to the villa. In the spaces between the trees, digital eyes of the cheetah defensive drones stared back at them. Biologic or whoever was in charge here had spared no expense of perimeter security. EnJee heard Shen clear the safety on her Crockett. If Nero’s spells failed now, there would be no payday, just a hopeful escape.

      Before long, the trees ended, revealing a picturesque villa. The main house was three stories tall and with over a dozen windows on each level looking out towards the road.

      EnJee tapped back into his own drone’s optical feed and called out the situation up ahead. “We have a welcome party. Two security guards at the bottom of the stairs.”

      One of the two guards was smoking, hanging back behind the other to hide his unprofessionalism. The Rover rolled to a stop in front of the guards at the base of the wide staircase leading up to the Chateau’s main entrance. Grim Fox held to his character. He climbed out of the vehicle, purposefully ignoring the pair of guards as he walked around the car to let his passenger out of the back seat.

      One guard approached the car while the smoker turned away, finishing his cigarette. EnJee stood up, stretching like a man who’d spent too long in the back of an automobile, and said, “I’m here to check in.”

      The lead guard studied his false face for a moment and then looked down at his datapad. where he found the matching image. Finally, he said, “Apologies, Mr. Gemmell, you are quite early.”

      “Yeah, I wanted to settle in before all the cutting started.”

      Neither guard took to his joke. They shared another glance between them before the second guard called into the main desk. “We’re bringing Mr. Gemmell up to his room.”

      EnJee thanked the men and told his driver to bring the bags up. The lead guard held up a hand and said, “I’m sorry, Mr. Gemmell, but we cannot let personal security into the building. We can take your bags up for you.”

      “Mr. Gemmell” tried to look impatient. They’d expected this part, but he had to stay in character. He marched up the stairs leading to the entrance and called back, “Well, get on with it then.”

      Grim Fox turned to the officers and shrugged. He said, “I can show you where the bags are. He brought a lot of them.”

      The two men followed Grim Fox around to the back of the car, where he knew the angle of the vehicle created an artificial blind spot in the camera network. The trunk opened with a whoosh, which was quickly followed by the thwop-thwop of subsonic DMSO rounds slamming into the flesh of each man’s neck. Grim Fox moved quicker than anyone that size had any right to, and caught each man before he fell. He settled them against the trunk, careful not to expose them to the cameras.

      Then EnJee was inside the building. He strode up to the check-in desk that doubled as a security station at night. Smiling at the guard seated there, he pulled out his own Ares SIII and fired two shots into the man, who slumped into his seat.

      EnJee leaped over the counter and jacked into the security hardlink. In seconds he had control of the cameras and slaved the drones to a patrol pattern that took them away from the entrance. He left himself a back door into the wireless feed so he could continue to access the security while they were on the move. Into his commlink he said, “Right, we’ve got the cameras. Get those two sleeping beauties up here in case anyone happens to look out the window.”

      Moments later Grim Fox pushed through the front door, an unconscious guard over each shoulder. The air behind him shimmered slightly. EnJee raised an eyebrow and said, “That you, Nero?”

      Nero, sweating heavily and clutching the cross at his neck, blipped into existence behind Grim Fox. Grim Fox dumped the two guards behind the security station.

      “Shen still on point outside, then?” asked EnJee.

      Nero nodded with some effort.

      “Right, then let’s change it up, shall we? How’s about you turn me into one of these guards here if it isn’t too much trouble.”

      Nero put his hand to EnJee’s face again. He felt a tingle, the uncomfortable sheen of magic washing over him, as Nero shifted EnJee’s appearance from the budding trideo star to the guard who normally manned this station.

      He checked himself out in the reflective screen of his commlink while Nero slid on a pair of AR glasses and rolled over one of the other fallen guards for a look. The mage took a long, rattling breath, and then his face and clothing transformed to match the features of the guard. He finished the look by snatching the commlink off the guard’s belt and clipping it to his own.

      EnJee said, “Good on you, mate. You might win this bet after all. I’ll stay in the system and keep you updated on the location of the physical security. I’m pushing directions to target to your hardware. Follow the yellow brick road.”

      Nero grunted in response.

      EnJee continued, “Remember the situation. They’re running Mitsuhama’s Beta Seven security system. That means if an officer independently triggers a security alert—”

      Grim Fox finished the thought, “—The physical security elements are all locked down and the drones placed on high alert until every officer gives the all-clear over their comm.”

      “Glad to see you studied the plan,” said EnJee.

      Grim Fox’s smile didn’t look at all friendly. “Maybe you forgot it was my plan to begin with.”

      When they’d planned this out, Nero had explained the mask spell only worked if the person being mimicked was roughly the same shape and size as the runner. None of the guards they encountered were even close to Grim Fox’s size, so they needed to come up with another way to allow him to move freely through the building. They settled on invisibility. Nero insisted he could juggle that many spells at once, and so far he’d been right.

      Grim Fox’s security driver appearance fell away, and a moment later, the troll blipped out of existence.

      Nero headed for the staircase. Though he couldn’t see Grim Fox, through the security feed, EnJee noticed the stairwell door stay open a little longer than it needed to after Nero went through it.

      “Good luck, mate.” He only mouthed the words so that none of the runners would hear him. Then EnJee turned his attention to the guard slumped in the seat beside him. He grabbed the guard’s commlink, studied it, and then pocketed the device.

      Chateau Bergerie’s primary interior security camera system was not the least bit invasive, limited to a few sweeping hallway feeds, stairwells, all entrances. Outside, overlapping outdoor coverage was delivered by a score of roaming drones. The secondary security feed, the one likely known only to a handful of managers and higher-ups, gave access to each of the rooms. The cameras watched you while you slept, while you went to the bathroom, and everywhere else in between. EnJee tapped into both feeds, watching the vehicle outside where Shen was keeping watch on the perimeter, then turning his focus on Nero as he moved up the north stairwell.

      Ahead, a guard was moving past the stairwell door and further down the intersection. EnJee said, “Hold just a second.”

      Nero waited for the all-clear, and then continued out of the door and through a T-shaped intersection toward the room where their target was sleeping.

      EnJee switched to the room’s interior feed, watching as the door handle turned and the their target sat up in bed, surprised and staring at the small figure clouding her doorway.

      The woman, barely a wisp in a pile of sheets, started to say something when the air shimmered around her. She stiffened and then went limp, still upright but supported by something EnJee couldn’t see on the camera. A moment later, the woman blipped out of existence.

      “Well done,” said EnJee. “All I can see now is you.”

      Nero didn’t respond. He took a step, staggered a moment, and steadied himself in the doorway. EnJee switched back to the hall cameras, tracing the camera path back to the staircase and checking for the guard he’d seen earlier. He found him and another one coming out of a door, only a few meters away from Nero.

      “Move gently, mates,” he said. “Two guards coming. They’ll see you cross—”

      But it was too late. Distracted by concentrating on his spells, Nero walked right into the intersection. The pair of guards were engaged in a conversation, and at first, only one noticed him. Then the other turned and his jaw dropped.

      EnJee barely had the time to mutter, “Bollocks,” before the entire run went to hell.

      One guard frantically jabbed at a device on his left wrist and then fumbled for the holster at his side. The other guard continued to look confused while the first one screamed something that sounded like “Merde, merde!”

      Three things happened at once. The guard raised a pistol and got off a single shot that seemed to disappear into the empty space between Nero and the guards. Then both guards flew back as if struck by an invisible explosion. Grim Fox blipped into existence, his back to the guards and down on one knee, cradling the woman they’d been hired to retrieve. Then everything in the Matrix went red.

      EnJee said, “Bloody hell. Alarms are running hot in the system. I can’t hold them off unless I’m jacked into the hardline. The system is moving to yellow. Next step is to seal the exits and reset the drones. It’s time to leave.”

      He jacked out of the system. He heard muffled gunshots coming from somewhere upstairs, along with booming shots from outside. He paused and felt for the stolen commlink, his backdoor access into the security network. With a few keystrokes, he linked the commlink personal area network. He heard more gunshots, this time from outside. These were clearer and a much higher caliber of weapon. Then he was on his feet running toward the exit. He burst through, DMSO loaded pistol in hand.

      All EnJee saw was an empty car and a clear night sky. He ran to the car, stopping just outside the car door as Shen suddenly materialized in the front seat, her knuckles white against the steering wheel, her Crockett propped up between the seats beside her. He glanced down at himself and discovered Nero’s spell was no longer disguising him either.

      “Bollocks.”

      Shen said, “I clocked seven drones headed right for us. Dropped the closest two, but that’s far from enough.”

      He climbed into the front seat beside her, looking back up toward the building where Nero was stumbling down the steps. Grim Fox followed, now holding the target the way a groom might carry his bride over the threshold. The samurai was less gentle about the way he shoved her into the back seat and slid in behind her. Shen didn’t wait for the order to drive, kicking up dirt and gravel as the car spun back around toward the entrance.

      The long, tree-line road felt like it was narrowing, closing in to a fine point like the light at the end of a too-long tunnel. EnJee could see the red glowing eyes of the cheetah drones deep in the forest growing closer with each passing second. A moment later, gunfire plinked like hail against the side of the car.

      Nero dove over their target, covering her with his body. He shouted, “Why would they shoot at us with their patient in the car?!”

      Shen stared at something flashing on the SUV’s dashboard. EnJee felt the car drift left and Shen quickly turned the steering wheel to correct it. “They’re shooting at the tires.”

      “Runflat tires, mates. It’ll take more than small caliber weapons to bring us down.”

      “I think they know that,” Grim Fox growled and pointed.

      Two cheetah drones raced up behind the car, mechanical legs pumping like jackhammers to close the distance. The lead one leaped, snapping its teeth at the rear bumper of the SUV. It missed and tumbled away. Six more swiveled in along and behind the car slamming into the sides.

      “More coming from the woods!” Nero said. He was still covering the target with his body.

      Shen barked, “How many? EnJee, can you do anything?”

      He didn’t waste words on a response. He tried accessing his backdoor into the security network. No—locked out.

      “EnJee?!” Shen’s voice had an edge of fear that wasn’t there before. He looked over in time to see a cheetah drone hurl itself against the rear passenger side window. The glass cracked from the weight of the impact. That drone tumbled to the ground unable to maintain its balance and momentum.

      Another leaped and the glass gave, showering down across the backseat. Shen swerved before the drone could latch on to the edge of the door and the mechanical creature fell away. A third one leaped onto the hood, its titanium claws punching through the hood.

      Grim Fox’s lowered his window and leaned out, drawing his sward in a single swift motion as the drone turned toward him. Before it could lock on and fire, he slashed out with his blade, hitting first and slicing off its head. The drone’s body spasmed and short-circuited, gun barrels spinning and firing uselessly into the sky. Using the point of his katana, Grim Fox  levered the drone off the hood, and it fell away.

      Two more drones bolted out of the tree cover and joined the chase.

      Enjee felt around in his Personal Area Network, reading the stolen commlink’s datastream for bits of information from the security feed and matching that info with what he read from his own spy drone to create a multi-dimensional view of the situation. Except he couldn’t get the network to show him the locations of all of the security elements. Security was on high alert. According to the system, they’d exceeded the threshold of allowable response delays. Out loud he said, “System’s locked. Too many officers didn’t check back in after the alarm popped.”

      “Gate’s closed,” Shen said, pointing.

      Grim Fox grimaced as he replied, “Ram it.”

      “That’s reinforced steel. And this car is mostly plastic!” Shen protested.

      Grim Fox said, “EnJee, we need something now!”

      Then EnJee was in the network, the battered, dark-skinned elf of the meat world replaced in what he called “real space” by a glistening black suit of armor with a plume of black smoke where a head should be and a massive double bladed battle axe. He slid down through the connection of the commlink he’d stolen moments before, riding the all-clear code into the heart of the security node.

      He landed in a crouch in the center of a virtual representation of a traditional minka home. An upturned arc of emptiness parted the black smoke of his head where a mouth should be. The tatami flooring beneath his feet felt real. There were sliding doors on all four walls. They’d kept the default immersion architecture, so finding the gate was only a matter of finding his way out of this house.

      EnJee turned to his left, raised his axe and hurled it through the thin wall, racing through the newly formed hole after it. Two more doors disappeared in this fashion before he found himself outside the house.

      Around him, a thousand stars of this virtual nightscape blazed down like searchlights. He saw the gate just ahead, and in front of it, a silver Basilisk flicked its tongue silently in his direction. He hurled the axe a final time, racing in behind the throw with a pair of daggers drawn. The Basilisk dodged the axe, its head jerking mechanically to one side, then slamming down towards Enjee. But he was ready. He thrust his digital dagger up toward the base of the code creature’s jaw. The blade extended, blossoming into a sword that plunged through the Basilisk’s underjaw and on upward until it exited through the top of its silver skull. The IC dissolved instantly.

      EnJee’s eyes popped open and slewed to the side, jittering for a moment before regaining focus. The gate seemed to move in that same instant, slowly shuddering open. Their SUV scraped the edge of the gate as it surged through. EnJee slammed a button on his commlink and the gate rattled shut behind them.

      EnJee breathed a low, rasping breath, turned to a half-conscious Nero in the backseat and said, “See, you aren’t the only person who can work magic.”
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      The shadowrunners switched cars in the fields outside of the chateau. Nero slumped against the back door of the Toyota, still groggy enough that he needed to hold on to the handle to keep himself from sliding to the ground entirely. He watched the others roll the second car into the dirt on the side of the road and set off phosphorous grenades inside to burn away any trace of them being there. One of Grim Fox’s tricks.

      Through fatigue-slitted eyes, Nero watched Grim Fox cram himself painfully into the driver’s seat of the Toyota. A shudder of guilt passed through the mage. It was his failure that had caused Grim Fox to take several rounds at nearly point-blank range back at the chateau. His dermal deposits and armored vest must have soaked up much of the impact, but still, Nero could tell he was favoring his right side.

      EnJee quickly slid into the passenger’s seat. That left Shen and Nero bracketing the target in the backseat. The target was hooded and still fast asleep from the effects of the neurotoxin Grim Fox had dosed her with when they grabbed her.

      Nero checked her pulse, measured it against a readout in the corner of his AR glasses, and said, “She’s stable, and should sleep the whole way.”

      Before long, he was unconscious beside her, head resting gently against the window.
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      Nero clawed his way back to consciousness somewhere along the way, staring into yellow wake of a Maersk heavy transport truck. He yawned and stretched, partially refreshed, but far from feeling strong enough to work up any decent magic.

      “How long was I out?” he asked one in particular.

      “Hour and a half. Maybe longer,” EnJee called back. The drive From Lille to Amsterdam was over three hours using the E17 and A2.

      “You good?” Shen said. She reached across the captive woman and put a hand against his arm.

      He nodded, forced a smile, and then fumbled through a few breathing exercises, too wracked with fatigue to keep focus on any particular one. The sum result was labored breathing and a feeling in his chest like his heart was trying to migrate to his throat.

      Shen squeezed his arm affectionately. “You did really well back there.”

      “Says the woman who bet against me.”

      Shen pulled her hand back. “I already apologized for that. Besides, I was going to spend the yen on you anyway.”

      She wasn’t lying. Her ink didn’t light up. It always lit up when she was lying, as if she had to force herself to feel something in order to break from the truth.

      “I hear a lover’s spat back there?” EnJee’s voice crackled from the front seat.

      “What you hear isn’t your business, omae,” Shen shot back.

      EnJee laughed, but Nero was focused on Shen. Grim Fox didn’t react at all. Their driver kept his eyes on the road as he drafted the Maersk truck, staying so close their headlights didn’t illuminate beyond the yellow taillights of that massive vehicle.

      Nero fought the urge to ask him how he was feeling. Instead, he turned to Shen. “How long have we been in the Gorge?”

      “Almost through. We rode alongside an independent cargo caravan until we found this,” Shen said. Going E17 meant passing through Le Gorge, a precarious stretch of highway constantly fought over by seven different go-gangs. You didn’t drive the stretch if you could avoid it, or unless you had a caravan of corporate vehicles you could attach yourself to.

      Nero grimaced. That he slept right through told him how much strain the spell load put on him, and how vulnerable that left his team. He knew from experience that not every corporation was so agreeable with the tagalongs. Nero had been on the road once when an Evo caravan took on the barnacle weight of a three-car convoy of minivans. They’d later found out the caravan was a family trying to get to Amsterdam where they’d decided to settle down. He’d heard that bit of detail later that evening on a Horizon newsfeed, and it floored him. According to the feed, the Evo drivers had put up a fight, trying to save them from the go-gangers. But he’d been there, just a car length ahead of the Evo trucks. He’d seen what actually happened.

      When a dozen go-gangers started to blaze their rearview mirror, the Evo trucks had opened fire on the minivans, shredding the tires of all three. That left them to the go-gangers, who decided to leave the Evo trucks alone. Nero wanted to turn back, but the others refused. It wasn’t worth the risk to them, and he couldn’t make them understand why it was worth the risk to him. After that, he’d swore on his faith that he would never again stand idle to the shedding of what might be innocent blood.

      Shen must’ve read the look on his face because she said, “We would’ve woken you if there was trouble.”

      Grim Fox spun the wheel suddenly, breaking away from the protection of the Maersk truck unto the vast openness of the highway. He kept right, sliding into the exit lane as it spiraled away from the E17 and into the A2.

      Nero looked out the window at the vast stretch of the Amsterdam sprawl in the distance, thinking about what to say to Grim Fox that would express how he felt. Grim Fox and Nero had joined EnJee’s crew around the same time. That shared sense of feeling like outsiders had made the two men close, until Shen and Nero got together, and the relationship dynamics shifted again. They still had a strong friendship, strong enough that Grim told him about the side bet in the first place and even covered the action. He thought about the bet and how the others—even his girlfriend—hadn’t had enough faith in him to think he could hold up his end. Grim Fox did. In fact, he’d made Nero’s magic central to their plan. Nero knew the street samurai was proud enough that he would either act like he wasn’t hurt, or make an excuse as to why Nero wasn’t responsible.

      Grim Fox had the stereo tuned low to a classic punk feed, pumping out a sound that, to Nero, was nearly indistinguishable from machine noise. EnJee nodded his head to the metallic ring of dueling electric guitars, as if the two men were commuters on the way back from work and not kidnappers with a victim unconscious and hooded in the back seat.

      Shen said, “You’re still thinking about the magic.” It wasn’t a question. She was staring at him from the other end of the bench just beyond the sleeping prisoner, her smile warm and her tattoos a flat black.

      Nero met her eyes and said, “I wasn’t prepared the way I needed to be. If I’d practiced maintaining that much active mana, nobody would’ve gotten hurt. This can’t happen again.”

      “Null sweat, love. It got done, and we all got out intact.”

      He stole a glance at Grim Fox, but their driver didn’t seem to notice the conversation at all.
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      A few minutes later, they passed into the United Netherlands. The place he’d come to call home had only been a country for around forty years, since Flanders and the Netherlands had formed a political alliance that morphed into a protectorate. Amsterdam had become the shared capital and base of operations for all forms of political interplay as the newly formed nation attempted to avoid being subsumed by Lowfyr’s Saeder-Krupp and the Allied German States.

      Their cargo started to come around just as the Toyota pulled off the main highway. Nero shifted in his seat, making sure he was prepared in case she woke up in a fighting way. From this angle he could stop any punch she threw.

      The Toyota meandered through local traffic toward Amsterdam’s docklands until finally coming to a stop along a dense stretch of warehouses and shipping containers stacked half a dozen high under the open night sky.

      No one spoke as they all exited the vehicle. Nero went last, pulling the cargo out with him. Shen held her in place while he uncuffed her. As he worked, he said, “I apologize for any shock or mistreatment we may have caused you. Unfortunately, this was a necessity of the transaction.”

      The woman responded with a sleep-garbled sound that wasn’t quite a word.

      EnJee stepped forward and pulled the hood off her head. She blinked in the sudden transition from pure darkness to evening light. To her credit, she didn’t scream. A lot of them screamed. Instead, she blinked several times before her eyes focused on EnJee. Nero wondered what she must have thought in that moment, to be roused from bed by kidnappers and your next moment of consciousness was standing in the middle of a foreign city facing a man who, in the right light, looked to have more piercings and cyber than skin.

      In spite of all that, EnJee was soft-spoken and friendly. He fixed her with a grin and said, “How are you feeling, Ms. Novak?”

      She blinked again, taking in the rest of the team. Only Grim Fox hung back. Nero took note that he was wincing as he surveyed the area. Their captive said, “Where am I?”

      “A fair question,” EnJee replied. “You’re at a dock in Amsterdam. This is where we were told to deliver you.”

      Grim Fox subvocalized, “We got three approaching. Same direction.”

      EnJee nodded and continued, “My friends here are going to put you in a shipping container now. They’ll stay with you until I tell them it’s safe for you to come out. If you scream or do anything to draw attention, they will do what is necessary to keep you quiet. Do you understand?”

      She nodded, and went with them willingly. Nero and Shen ushered her into the shelter of the nearest row of shipping containers. Nero counted out the row, stopping at the seventh. The latch unclasped easily, and the door swung open with a rusty squeal. Inside, it was completely dark. The light from the warehouses didn’t reach this far down into the stacks. Shen flicked on a small flashlight and led Ms. Novak into the container.

      Nero stayed outside, as per the plan. He gently closed the door behind them and stood beside the container as the headlights of three cars blazed up from the south, blocking one end of the container row. The rear two vehicles flicked off their headlights and eased to a stop several car lengths behind the lead vehicle. The last in the line of three had the looks of a security escort vehicle—an off the lot model, likely a Hyundai or a Ford. The second car, long and silver, was a limousine, and probably held the Johnson.

      He subvocalized to the team, “We weren’t expecting three, were we?”

      EnJee replied, “Stay frosty, Nero. Grimmy and I have this all under control.”

      Nero nervously looked on. The first car in the queue was a 2070 Westwind with white racing stripes flared down the left side. Nero felt a little of the tension drain from him then.

      The driver stepped out, leaving his lights on to illuminate the row of containers. The man called from beyond the headlights. “I see you out there, Grim! You can put your guns away, it’s just me and the clients.”

      Then he stepped in front of the headlights, hands raised and open. The pudgy form of the man looked distended and alien against the backdrop of light. However, the voice belonged to their fixer, Vash. The second car shut off its lights and idled in the near distance, leaving Vash’s car as the sole light source for the exchange. Nero tried to reach for the astral, but the mental exertion of reaching for that trigger wobbled him a little. Instead, he was forced to rely on his physical senses.

      Vash approached them. He was smiling and kept his hands open and visible. EnJee stepped out of the shadow of Grim Fox and went to greet him. The two shook hands at the forearm. Then he and Vash walked toward the second car in this impromptu caravan.

      The limo pulled forward, unloading a man in a crisp black suit. Vash and the man spoke for a moment before exchanging a handful of credsticks. EnJee raised his left hand and waved, the agreed upon signal to bring Novak out. Nero did as he was asked, banging once on the container door with his closed fist, pausing, and then banging twice more.

      The container squealed open beside him and Ms. Novak walked out alone. She paused briefly, staring at Nero, and a look of what might have been embarrassment spread across her face. She turned away from him, heading directly for the cluster of three men like a sailboat mindful of the wind at her back. As she drew close to the group, EnJee reached out to stop her by laying a hand on her shoulder.

      Nero wasn’t close enough to hear the exchange. He trusted EnJee to handle that part, and EnJee trusted them to handle theirs in case it went wrong. The voices stayed low and polite. Vash and the suited man—Mr. Johnson, or maybe Mr. Johnson’s security chief —shook hands, and then the man escorted Ms. Novak to the back of the car. She stared back at Nero the entire time, her face still wearing an expression he didn’t understand. The Johnson shut the door and climbed back into the passenger seat. Then the limo and its escort car backed up, turned around, and disappeared into the night.

      “What was that about?” He hadn’t heard Shen come up beside him.

      “I don’t have any idea,” he said. With the cars and cargo gone, Nero visibly relaxed. They’d done jobs where the Johnson had treated them like loose ends, and what should’ve been a fair exchange of money for service turned into a shootout. It was a relief to know this wasn’t one of those.

      “Well, let’s go see this son of a bitch.” Shen said, and strode forward to join the others. Nero followed behind her. Since joining the crew, they’d worked for a handful of fixers, but none more than the skinny Israeli man in the tracksuit and newsboy hat.

      Nero didn’t like him. More specifically he didn’t trust him, perhaps because Shen didn’t trust him. As Shen and Nero approached, he watched the man’s eyes darting around nervously. The man’s face was drawn tight, save for the dark bags of skin under his eyes. However, what drew Nero’s attention every time was the ear. Vash had one cybernetic ear replacement, noticeable by the obvious difference in skin tone on and around the ear. It was the kind of thing that could be done right for the money he had to be making arranging these runs, but Vash never fixed it, and Nero found that unsettling.

      Vash also had a gambler’s smile, easy and fleeting. “Good pay for an easy night’s work, eh?”

      EnJee said, “Not too easy. Grim Fox took some lead. He might need to see your doc to clean it up.”

      Nero met eyes with Grim Fox, who was trying not to wince.

      “Easy enough,” Vash said. He handed each of the runners a credstick, keeping the fifth for himself.

      Shen said, “Do I have to ask if your stick has the same balance as ours, Vash?”

      The fixer shrugged. “You do every time, Shen. It’s always the same answer. I get the finder’s fee. That’s all.”

      She stared at him a while longer and he held that smile, showing white teeth. “Enjoy the downtime,” he said. “I’ll drop EnJee a line when I have more work for you.” With a wave, he turned and walked back to his Westwind.

      “I don’t trust that guy,” Shen said, watching Vash drive away.

      Grim Fox said, “Neither do I, but his creds are good and he keeps feeding us jobs when nobody else seems interested.”

      EnJee shrugged and added. “You gotta admit, he’s the best fixer we’ve had in a while.”

      Shen said, “He does seem to like working with you, EnJee. I cannot for the life of me figure out why.”

      Nero said, “Probably because he and EnJee have the same aversion to getting their ears fixed.”

      EnJee stared at Nero, frowning. “Says the man who just lost a bet.”

      A flicker of green moved through Shen’s tattoos like a current through a circuit and she broke into a laugh. Grim Fox laughed too as he unbuckled his armored vest and pulled it off with some effort. Blood soaked the back of the troll’s gray shirt underneath.

      Nero said, “Shit. That looks bad.”

      Grim Fox shrugged, still grinning. “No worries, omae. I’m built tough.”

      A part of Nero wanted to believe that and dismiss the wounds as the cost of doing business, but it was his fault and that didn’t sit right with him. He shook his head. “No. I screwed up. Take the medical out of my cut.”

      Nero hesitated in the fresh silence, watching the faces staring back at him, and then added, “And the first round of drinks are on me as well.”

      EnJee shook his head somberly. “You know that’s not how it works with us. Besides, Shen’s buying the drinks. She won the bet.”

      Looking at the blood stains, Nero thought Grim Fox was the real loser here. He’d put his faith in Nero, and once again, Nero hadn’t been up to the challenge. Had this been an exception, it would’ve put his mind at ease. Unfortunately, it was starting to become the rule.
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      The front tire on Shen’s gray Honda Spirit needed air. It didn’t show on the analytics cycling across the dash readout, but Nero felt it in the way the car clunked over the asphalt as he sped away from automated corporate constraints of West Amsterdam into Spaarnwoude where the graffiti started to take hold and the city felt like a city again. Shen hummed along to the Corp-driven folk sounds of Green River Burning, snapping her fingers in time with the banjo loops. Nero grinned and shook his head.

      Shen turned to him and hummed louder. “Get into it, Nero! This is what winning sounds like!”

      He loved the sound of her singing, the way she got into it, moving with the music and letting her lungs empty with the sound of joy, even if he didn’t think the music sounded like winning, or even sounded good.

      Nero listened a bit longer before he slid his Matrix interface glasses over his face and eye clicked to a familiar link, The Church of Saint Conus. He allowed the feed to fill his glasses, letting the Honda Spirit glide unpiloted along the Gridlink data stream toward the nightclub they’d all decided to meet up at to celebrate the successful run. In the cameras, he could see church wasn’t in session, but nearly a dozen parishioners still moved throughout the space. Some lit candles, some prayed. Others sat in pews, staring up at the art and carvings.

      A young girl, perhaps seven years old, skipped up the steps toward where her mother was bent in prayer at the front of the space. She set her hands on her mother’s shoulders, shaking her gently. He zoomed in on the interaction, working to read the girl’s lips.

      Shen leaned over and tapped on his glasses, interrupting his reverie. “Anything on there worth telling me about?”

      “No, just checking in before we get to the club.”

      She shrugged. The music played on. “I know. It’s your thing. I’m just curious about it. Do you expect to see someone in particular there? Why do you check in so often?”

      Nero sighed. “That church was my family for a long time. Probably too long. When you’re a part of something, you feel like you can’t be yourself without it. On the other side of that, you feel like it can’t or at least should not be a thing without you. But I’m gone, and it still rolls on.”

      “So you miss it?”

      “No. I’m happy to be here and to have all of you.”

      “But you can’t say goodbye.”

      “I’m…not too good at those, no.”

      “Good thing you haven’t had to say too many, then.”

      Nero thought about the way he’d come to the team. It was just Shen and EnJee back then. The pair had worked with other runners before, but none had stuck—or maybe they just hadn’t survived. EnJee never told the whole story. Nero had worked alone before that, turned on to clients by the few people in the church who knew what he could do.

      “The church is why I’m here. They convinced me of what I had begun to doubt. They reminded me that my magic was a gift—perhaps even a gift from God, though I was never so true to the faith the believe that.”

      Shen’s tattoos pulsed red when she looked at him, a color he’d come to associate with her feeling amorous. She said, “You ever think they were just recruiting you? Gassing you up so you’d become part of their order?”

      “Isn’t that what all churches do?”

      Shen rolled her eyes, tattoos warming to an uncomfortable and angry pink.

      He sighed, disappointed at how he’d extinguished her desire, “At times. Before I left, I was introduced to a priest from the south. He told me of a group of gifted individuals like myself that he led. He said they were part of an order called the Vigilia Angelica, and if I was willing to follow the faith, I could unlock many more of the gifts God had in store for me.”

      “Shit, Nero, even I’ve heard about them on the boards. They’re a magical order, right? ‘God’s Spies’ or something like that?”

      He said, “Watchful Angels, but I did do the research
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