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      “I told you this would be easy.”

      It was practically a law that those words were guaranteed to be a curse, bringing down all the misfortune possible and then some. Keandra regretted them the moment they passed her lips.

      As if reading her mind, E-jekt snapped his attention to her rather than the AR display in the air. She shrugged in response. He returned to hacking the alarm system for the next room with an exaggerated sigh and mumbling. If not for their current activities, he could have fit the stereotypical old ork sitting on his porch, scratching at his frizzy white beard, complaining about the kids. She imagined him screaming for her to get off his lawn and claiming to have clothes older than she was. Judging by the state of his tattered jacket, it didn’t seem like too much of a leap.

      Keandra looked down the hall, trying to catch any sign of the rest of their team. The white-tiled floor and brightly painted walls reflected the little light available to let her see all the way to the elevators. The hall was empty, which was both a good and a bad sign.

      The good news was the guard on patrol was nowhere in sight. Her sole consolation rested on the fact she’d see him the moment he stepped into the hall. But the only tool at her disposal to deal with him was the Beretta tucked under her arm. If her responsibilities included being the muscle, things would’ve progressed so far past south they’d have looped around the world.

      The bad news was Lance and Paz hadn’t finished their rounds. She had no way of knowing if they found trouble. This floor of the tower was small, and shouldn’t take more than ten minutes to do a sweep. Keandra glanced down at the display mounted on the inside of her wrist and winced. They’d been gone for almost twelve.

      Closing her eyes, she strained to listen for any sound of the other runners. She heard the steady rattling hum of the HVAC system in the background and E-jekt’s ever-present wheeze; the ork really was getting on in years. But she couldn’t hear anything she could attribute to her teammates.

      When she opened her eyes, Keandra jumped and put a hand against the wall behind her as her breath caught. Lance stood at the intersection only a few meters away, flashing a smile that would be menacing if she didn’t know him better. He looked like a shadow, sleek and covered in black except for his shaved head. With his dark skin, he merged with the shadows to the point where she worried about finding him again if she took her eyes away. Not for the first time, Keandra appreciated having him as an ally.

      His sword rested in its scabbard under his long coat, so he hadn’t found any trouble. Experience taught Keandra that if he’d run into any disturbance, he’d still be armed. Despite their history, he continued to impress her with his stealth. Even watching him strut toward her, she couldn’t hear his footfalls.

      Paz was another story altogether. The sounds of the sturdy dwarf tromping down the corridor preceded her long before she turned the corner. Then again, it was expected of walking tanks with short metal legs and one unskinned cyberarm. Paz looked more machine than dwarf. Even the tight braids of her short hair added to her android impersonation, looking like thick, dark wires coming out of her head.

      Unlike Lance, she held her assault rifle out and ready, moving with military precision as she swung into view, her gun barrel leading the turn. When she recognized the rest of the team at the end of the hall, she pointed her gun at the ceiling and marched toward them.

      “All’s clear on the east side of the tower. Looks like everyone cleared out for the day. How’s the west side, Meat-sack?”

      “Dark and empty, like your soul.” Lance said the words with a grin that reached his eyes as he gave Paz a deferential nod.

      “Somebody must’ve messed with his brain. We both know I don’t got a soul.”

      Lance was quick to continue the verbal sparring. “I thought it was a heart you didn’t have. I swore you had it replaced with a mechanical pump last year.”

      E-jekt let out a low growl, a cue to Keandra the banter distracted him. She hushed the other two and they quieted with professional precision. Paz spun around to watch the elevators, her gun lowered and ready to react at the slightest movement. Lance slid across the floor, moving like a whisper as he took up position behind E-jekt, ready to burst through the door if need be.

      Several seconds of tense silence followed, straining Keandra’s optimism. The security here should not take this long for E-jekt to dismantle. Perhaps his age reached the point where it affected his abilities. It wouldn’t be surprising. But she couldn’t picture going on a run with another decker. They’d been together since her first run, over twenty years ago. She glanced at him and opened her mouth to say something, but shut it before uttering a sound. Anything she said would add stress and make him take longer. Besides, she reminded herself, E-jekt was one of the best hackers she’d ever met.

      The ork closed his eyes and pinched the bridge of his nose. He waved at the door with one hand, gesturing they should proceed. Lance opened the door, his leather jacket creaking as he slid through the narrow gap. Keandra waited, counting in her head until she reached twenty. Then she opened the door all the way and stepped into the room beyond. E-jekt crept in behind her, closing the door and leaving a small crack visible to the hallway beyond. Paz maintained a lookout position to secure their exit route. Everything moved as planned.

      The room was a private office, with various fine art pieces decorating its walls and corners. Just one of those statues or portraits could fetch over twenty thousand nuyen to the right buyer. Keandra couldn’t tell for sure, but she’d bet the glass decanters on the small table next to the desk were filled with real alcohol – and top-shelf stuff at that. The temptation rose in her to open one and waft the mouth to get a subtle taste of the rare beverage, but she tore her attention away. They had a specific target and the mission came before anything else. Besides, she had a bottle of her own at home. With what this job paid, she’d be able to afford another two or three.

      Lance walked around the edge of the room, lifting the corners of the portraits away from the wall with a gloved hand to peer behind them. Three quarters of the way around, he stopped and waved the other two over. As they reached him, he lifted the nearest painting from its hook to reveal a safe embedded in the wall.

      “I’ll never understand the obsession with being old-fashioned and hiding your valuables behind pieces of art,” he said. “It’s such a trite custom, observed in most cases by those with far more wealth than sense. Still, their predictability makes our jobs easier.”

      Keandra pressed her lips into a thin line and glared at her verbose companion. Now was not the time for foolish witticisms. When he saw her stare, Lance offered a slight bow before moving out of the way, carrying the painting with him. He rested it against the wall, tilting his head to study the abstract shapes from a different perspective. It made the tattoo on the back of his head look comical as the angry dragon’s gaze tilted to the side.

      E-jekt fiddled with the keypad of the safe, alternating between it and his AR interface before giving her the thumbs-up to let her know he had it under control. Keandra turned away and investigated the rest of the room while she waited. The desk had a full holographic display, but she didn’t dare turn it on. She kept her distance in case it was motion-activated. There was no telling what kind of security measures might be layered on top of it. Any unsanctioned activity could alert the corporate executive who worked here.

      One of the walls in the room stood bare of any decorations or furnishings. Wandering over to it, Keandra noticed it wasn’t a normal wall at all, but a large projection screen. Based on similar offices she’d been in, she guessed it displayed an outdoor scene when powered on. Having a large window would be a liability, but you couldn’t deny the successful businessman his window office. That had been a representation of power ever since offices existed, and Keandra knew that these white-collars valued their status symbols more than any tangible success. She’d seen enough of them in her time and knew how to use them to her advantage.

      “Problem.”

      Paz’s voice snapped Lance and Keandra to attention, both turning toward the door to the hallway. Lance sprinted across the carpeted floor, but the sound of heavy gunfire erupted before he crossed halfway across the room. Keandra saw staccato flashes of light through the small crack in the doorway. Above the noise she heard a distinct deep thrum followed by a brief clatter.

      Paz burst through the door and slammed it shut behind her as an explosion shook Keandra’s knees.

      “We’ve got company.”

      Several people shouted in the hallway, too jumbled and distorted for Keandra to make decipher any words, but it was clear they didn’t have much time. Lance took up position behind the door as Paz stood near the edge, gun pointed at the opening. She gave a nod and Lance slid the door open enough for the dwarf to fire a burst down the hall. She and Lance moved in unison: she stopped firing and pinned her back to the wall as Lance slammed the door shut with his foot. The return fire ripped into the metal portal and echoed in the office like heavy rain on a tin roof.

      Keandra rushed over to E-jekt, checking how he was coming with the safe. Sweat streamed down his face, running down the heavy wrinkles etched into his skin. His hands shook as he worked with his sprites. The entire scene proved impossible for her to decode.

      “E-jekt, we need it open ten minutes ago.”

      For a moment, she wondered if he heard her, or more accurately, if it registered. He paused to take a deep breath, and then his entire body went slack. Now, more than ever, he needed to be protected. Keandra crouched in front of him, shielding him with her body. Nothing in the room looked usable as portable cover. The desk might stop a bullet, but the weight of it made it an impossibility for her to move on her own.

      Across the room, Paz and Lance continued to work together to fill the hall outside with a deadly rain of bullets and explosions. A few return shots made it through their defense and bit into Paz’s armor. More than once, a bullet sparked off her arm or leg before ricocheting and embedding itself in one of the walls. If it affected Paz in any way, she didn’t show it.

      Time was critical. Reinforcements would arrive soon. Those would be the heavy troops, maybe even Knight Errant. They needed to get out, even if it meant abandoning the mission. Keandra turned, grabbing E-jekt’s shoulder and getting ready to force him back to the physical world if need be. Before she had the opportunity, the safe whirred as gears turned inside and the door swung open. Keandra stood and flung the door open the rest of the way, reaching inside and dumping most of the contents on the floor. At this point, secrecy was pointless.

      In the back of the safe was their objective, some type of BTL chip in a glass case. She snatched it and held it to the light from her commlink, verifying the part number etched into the main processing chip. Their intel had proven valuable—this was the one they needed.

      Shoving it into one of the pockets of her coat, Keandra grabbed E-jekt by the arm and dragged him up. “Target acquired. We need an exit, now.”

      Paz dumped the magazine from her assault rifle and slammed a fresh one into place. She also loaded a couple of grenades. “Next burst, Lance take point. I’ll keep ’em pinned down. My hallway, second office on the right. Taking the express.”

      E-jekt’s arm tensed in Keandra’s grip before he yanked it free. Keandra knew he wouldn’t be happy with the plan, but it was better than fighting through the entire security team and their reinforcements. Besides, it was Paz’s call. When things went south, she got them out in one piece.

      When there was a brief lull in the clatter of bullets against the door, Lance jerked it open and Paz fired into the smoky hall. This time, instead of slamming the door shut, Lance ducked low and slipped through the opening, skirting to the far wall as he drew his blades and tapped into supernatural speed.

      He shifted one shoulder, dodging a bullet that would have pierced his chest, and then he stood in the middle of three security guards. His blade slashed the throat of the first man within reach and then he spun, driving the tip deep into the chest of the second. He dropped to the ground, yanking his blade free with the motion and taking cover as Paz burst out of the room and sprayed rounds with a beastly roar. The final guard in the advance group fell, her body ripped to shreds by the hail of bullets. The rest of the security team ducked behind the far corners and didn’t dare peek around and expose themselves.

      Paz held the trigger down until the magazine emptied and she reloaded once again. Keandra sprinted, steering around her dwarf companion and following Lance as he turned and made for their exit point. Her feet slipped in the blood and she stumbled forward. Rather than catch herself, she went with the momentum, turning her shoulder to slam it into the wall and bounce back toward the office serving as their contingency plan. Once out of the line of fire, she turned around to take stock of her team while Lance broke the window. A sudden rush of air breezed past her as the wind howled through the makeshift opening, drowning out the crystal rain sound of fractured glass.

      Turning the corner, E-jekt lurched to the side and his eyes widened. He stretched a hand toward Keandra as he collapsed, his other hand clutched to his bleeding side. Time slowed as he hit the ground, and Keandra couldn’t move, couldn’t even force herself to breathe. Then everything snapped back to normal speed fast enough to cause her head to spin.

      Paz’s weapon roared to life once again, drowning out the other noise as she laid down suppressive fire. She came into view, holding her gun in one hand as she reached down with the other to grab E-jekt’s belt. Walking backward, she half-dragged, half-carried him to the office before kicking the door shut. Keandra’s muscles listened to her brain once again and she rushed to one of the tables, sliding it across the floor to bar the door.

      “Come take the old man, Beanpole. Don’t get squished on the way down.”

      Lance didn’t respond except to pick up E-jekt’s limp body. The old hacker groaned and his eyes fluttered. He was alive, but how long he stayed that way depended on them getting off corporate property in a hurry. Lance cinched a strap around his and E-jekt’s waists, connecting the two of them. He hobbled over to the window, looking like some strange bi-meta conjoined twin, while the two women braced the table against the solid thudding of a portable battering ram. Lance fell out of the window, and Keandra hoped he got enough distance from the tower.

      “You next. I got this.” Paz’s legs and arms let out soft whirrs as they locked into place.

      The wood door splintered, making Keandra flinch as she stood up, ready to follow Paz’s order. She sprinted to the hole in the window and dove through, spreading her arms out to slow her fall as much as possible so she could get her bearings. Below her and almost half a block away was Lance; he had already deployed his chute and looked close to touching down. Keandra angled herself in his direction and pressed her arms against her body, plummeting through the sky to gain speed and distance. If she knew Paz, there would be a significant surprise left behind for those who broke down the door.

      Sure enough, a loud explosion went off behind her, followed by the sound of splintering glass. Her distance saved her from the heat and shockwave of the blast, so she pulled the cord to deploy her chute. She came down hard, rolling when she hit the pavement to keep from breaking an ankle or a leg.

      A few people on the street ran away as Keandra and her team dropped into their midst. The explosion gathered a bit of a crowd, but none wanted to be around when the authorities showed up. Or else they didn’t want to be caught in the crossfire. Either way, the street became deserted except for her and Lance cutting himself free from the tangled mess of his chute. Already she heard DocWagon’s sirens; E-jekt would be in good hands soon. It cost a fortune, but she never doubted the worth of it. Few runners did.

      With the thud behind her that she felt as much as heard, Keandra knew Paz escaped. The pavement cracked from the force of the dwarf’s impact, but it didn’t slow her. She sprinted to the van, already using her connection to bring it online and get the engine started. Keandra hurried to the other two members of her team.

      She took E-jekt from Lance and laid him gently at the edge of the street while Lance collected and coiled up their chutes. They were generic, but any proof left behind could lead back to them in ways they never considered. They left nothing to chance.

      E-jekt’s breathing was steady, but his eyes refused to focus. One hand still pressed tight to the wound in his side. It looked like the bleeding slowed, but a small trickle continued to run and the copper odor permeated the air.

      E-jekt squeezed Keandra’s shoulder with his other hand; its lack of strength concerned her. “Easy, huh? We’re getting too old for this.”

      “I know, friend. Take it easy. DocWagon’s almost here.”

      The lights of the emergency vehicle reflected off the buildings across the street. Tires squealed as the medivac took a sharp corner. Keandra gave E-jekt’s hand a final tight squeeze before resting it against his chest.

      “We’ll meet you at the safehouse. They’ll have you patched up in no time.”

      He smiled and Keandra turned away, rushing to the van. Lance stood in the back next to their collected gear. One hand rested on the door handle, ready to slam it shut as soon as she got inside. Keandra vaulted the small step and rolled in the tangle of chutes as Paz took off. Lance closed the door, and for a few moments, Keandra allowed herself to rest in the darkness with her eyes closed, taking deep breaths. When she felt her heart slow its erratic rate, she crawled out of the fabric and up to the passenger’s seat.

      By now, Paz drove through the streets of Seattle with deliberation. They were far enough from the towers for normal traffic to resume, giving them the opportunity to blend in with the regular Friday night commuters. Keandra pulled down the visor and fixed her appearance. They weren’t scheduled to meet with the Johnson for hours, but she believed in being prepared at all times. They had a reputation to maintain, and even a casual glance from a passing vehicle could ruin that for them. If anyone recognized her, she needed to look presentable and professional.

      Once satisfied, Keandra checked E-jekt’s commlink. It pinged from Group Health Central Hospital. She let out another deep sigh and collapsed into her seat, sinking in as much as the stiff leather would allow. “He’s at the hospital, still in one piece.”

      “You know, I bitch whenever that bill comes up, but I gotta hand it to those DocWagon suits. They got some damn good drivers and are worth every nuyen. Glad the old man’s gonna be fine. Sticking with the original plan?” Paz glanced at Keandra without turning her head.

      “Yes. I can’t meet our Johnson smelling like gunpowder and blood, so I need a change of clothes. There’s only so much I can do from here.”

      “He’s gonna be pissed every suit and his brother’s gonna hear about what we did tonight. Didn’t he say he wanted it quiet?”

      “You let me handle that.”

      From the back of the van, Lance chuckled just loud enough to be heard.
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      The clock read 8:20 pm as Keandra pulled into the parking lot of Elliot’s. The meeting wasn’t scheduled to start until eight forty-five, but Keandra wanted to set the scene to her advantage. She was thankful that at this point in her career, she had her beautification routine down to a science. It was her specialty, no different than Paz going to the gun range. Tonight  she scrubbed her pale skin clean and smoothed over any wrinkles. She had pulled her wavy black hair into a tight braid and rested it over one shoulder. Her dress was modest and modern, an indirect sign of one who could afford to pay attention to fashion for those who were knowledgeable about such things. She doctored her appearance to showcase her professionalism and class with even a glance. Thankfully, she aged more gracefully than E-jekt.

      She took a moment to do a final review while waiting for the valet to reach her car door. When he opened it, she extended a hand and slid out with the grace of a dancer. On the passenger’s side, Lance exited and walked around the rear to meet her. She took the lead, with him following just half a step behind, the human socialite and her elf bodyguard. It was a role they played well, and served them better.

      As she climbed the half set of stairs, she took a quick glance around to survey her surroundings. Granted, she wouldn’t pick up as much intel as usual, since E-jekt was still out of commission. Paz should be with him by now, making sure everything was okay. Keandra blinked and fought the urge to shake her head as she forced herself to focus on the surroundings and not be distracted. Everything was taken care of to the best of their abilities.

      The crowd waiting in front of the maître d’ consisted of the standard selection of the population she’d anticipated: mid-level corporate workers, a state judge with an escort, and a young elf couple who reeked of excess. The corporate group occupied the entire center of the hallway leading up to the maître d’s stand, and Keandra stopped just before reaching their group. She wouldn’t maneuver her way through them. She had time to spare. One of the human men turned to her and offered a smile that would have made her skin crawl if she bothered to notice it. Instead, she kept her gaze focused through the group, looking past them.

      Her presence made the man shift his weight from one foot to the other, and the smile faded from his face. He looked back to his friends and they chuckled behind upraised hands. Clenching his jaw, he whirled back to her and opened his mouth to say something. Before he got a word out, the well-dressed ork maître d’ appeared behind him and forced him out of the way with a shove that knocked him into a few of his companions. The small tangle collided with the wall next to the elven couple.

      “I apologize for making you wait, Miss Tiernay. If you’ll come this way, your table has been prepared. It is a pleasure to see you again.”

      Keandra took the ork’s offered hand, giving a small dip of her head as she did so. The smile on her face was genuine.

      “Think nothing of it, Francis. I only just arrived. Your service is, as always, impeccable.”

      He smiled and seemed to blush a little at her compliment, but with orks it was always difficult to tell. The limited lighting didn’t make it any easier. As soon he opened the doors to the restaurant proper, a wave of heat and sound washed over Keandra; she felt herself flush and her body threatened to start sweating.

      As her gaze meandered around the tables, a flood of information about the other diners assaulted Keandra’s cybereyes. Her programs still ran, collecting data about every person she saw. Without E-jekt’s sprites filtering the data and collecting it in a database, it was too much for her brain to process. She forced herself to ignore the information, and focused only on what was physically around her. She also made a mental note she’d need to turn off the information scrubbers before the Johnson arrived.

      Francis led them to the far side of the restaurant and opened one of the glass doors to a patio overlooking the Sound. The gust of cool air felt great on her skin even as it raised goosebumps on her exposed arms. They both stepped outside and Keandra saw that only one table was set on the patio. Even without her special reservation, the patio no longer appeared a popular choice among regular diners. The dropping temperatures did make certain aspects of her job easier.

      “The waiter will be along presently. If you need anything, please don’t hesitate to notify the front desk. We are at your service.”

      “Of course. Thank you, Francis.”

      He gave a final smile and a bow, closing the door behind him as he returned to the heated room. Once the door was shut, all the noise cut off abruptly. The only sounds were the wind and the lapping of water as it splashed against the hulls of a few boats moored nearby. Keandra walked to the railing and took a deep breath, appreciating the heavy salt smell on the air. She stared at the lights of several ships in the Sound, each one reflected in the dark water below.

      After a few moments enjoying the view, she returned to the table and took her seat. She chose the chair that put her back to the only door leading to the patio. Mr. Johnson would want to keep the entrance and exit in view at all times. If he had his back to it, he would be uncomfortable and suspicious, which would make him harder to negotiate with. He was already bound to be disappointed with their performance. In order to smooth out the situation, Keandra needed him as comfortable as possible.

      Lance took up a position on the far side of the door, standing straight and crossing his arms but not leaning against the wall. Keandra knew he would stand like that all night if he wasn’t needed. His body control was thorough enough for him to remain as still as a statue for hours at a time. His position was deliberate. Far enough away that Mr. Johnson would know Keandra was protected, but not so close to threaten their employer.

      A waiter came out on the patio carrying a standing bucket filled with ice and a bottle tucked under his arm. He placed the stand next to Keandra’s table and presented the bottle so she could read the label. A natural Chardonnay with no synthetic modifications or additions. It was pricey, but it was also Mr. Johnson’s favorite. She nodded and the waiter slipped the bottle back into the bucket, twisting it until half the label sat submerged under the ice. The staff at Elliot’s knew better than to open the bottle until her guest arrived. He would make a show of inspecting it like a connoisseur, even if the only thing he was checking was that it had not been tampered with.

      “Is there anything else you need?”

      Keandra smiled and shook her head. “That’s all for now. Thank you.”

      The waiter bowed and left, closing the door behind him and once more shutting out the restaurant noise. For a few seconds, Keandra enjoyed the peaceful night and forced herself to relax. The tension from their earlier run continued to creep through her entire body like a contagion. All she had to do was handle one small negotiation and then it would be time to move on.

      But move on to what was the question. Another job? Another run where they dodged gunfire and barely managed to get out by jumping out of a window? While it was true that they were an accomplished runner team, sooner or later everyone’s card came up. Security was always improving while their bodies were degrading, except perhaps for Paz—her body might technically be improving. Nonetheless, the weight of her forty-four years burdened Keandra like a stone collar, and she felt an exhaustion extending beyond their recent adventure.

      While she waited, she accessed her commlink and connected to the private network shared by her team. She needed an update from Paz.

      <How is he?> she texted.

      <He’s doing fine. Tough old bastard. It’ll take more than just a random bullet to take him out. Doc’s already removed it and got him patched up. He’s just sleeping it off. They’ll be kicking him out soon. I’ll take him back to primary. How you holding up? Suit show up yet?>

      <Not yet. But the meeting doesn’t start for another five minutes. He never shows up early; likes to make sure he’s never kept waiting.>

      <Meat-sack keeping an eye on you?>

      <At least I have the wherewithal to know how to dress appropriately for the occasion.> Lance replied. <There’s a reason you never get to attend these dinners. I believe it is called class? It’s a shame really, since the alcohol is to die for.>

      <Real alcohol? Not synthahol? Bring some back!>

      Keandra’s commlink pinged an alert that her guest arrived and was being escorted to her table. She silently thanked Francis for his diligence. It was one of the many reasons she loved using the venue.

      <Enough, you two. Our employer just arrived.>

      Keandra put her commlink away and folded her hands on the table, forming the perfect picture of etiquette and form. She heard the door open behind her, but did not turn around at the sound. She waited until Mr. Johnson came into her field of view before she acknowledged him. He was an older human, easily in his fifties, but possessed a strength and vitality of someone still in his early twenties. Working for a AAA company certainly came with its benefits.

      She stood up and extended her hand. He took it in both of his and offered a small bow while his bodyguard maneuvered around them to pull out his boss’s chair. Keandra didn’t know his name, but she did know it was the same bodyguard who always accompanied Mr. Johnson on these transactions. She detected the slight bulge of a firearm underneath the human’s jacket, also no different than she expected.

      “A pleasure to see you again, Miss Tiernay. It is always enjoyable to have these chats with you.”

      Keandra scanned his face as he spoke, searching for any sign of how he really felt. There was a slight twitch to his cheek that made the skin around his eyes tighten when he said the word ‘pleasure,’ but other than that, he gave her nothing to go on. He was good at this game, as she both expected and knew from personal experience. Otherwise, he never would’ve reached the status he currently held.

      “The pleasure is all mine, Mr. Johnson. I’ve ordered your favorite.”

      She gestured toward the bottle chilling in the ice bucket. As he picked it up to examine it, she took her seat. Out of the corner of her eye, Keandra saw a faint shimmer on the other side of the glass separating them from the rest of the diners. The AR screen shielded their conversation from any prying eyes. For the moment, they had their privacy.

      Mr. Johnson finished his inspection of the wine bottle and handed it behind him without looking at his bodyguard. Then he sat down, folding his hands on the table and staring at Keandra. She refused to yield under the scrutiny of his stare as he attempted to ferret out her secrets just as she had done moments before. She smiled and held out her glass once the bodyguard opened the bottle. He served her first, and then his employer. Keandra raised her glass.

      “To good business.”

      She took a sip, noticing that Mr. Johnson waited until she swallowed and put her glass on the table before lifting his own to his lips. It was nice to know she had earned so much trust over their years of working together. Then again, it wasn’t a surprise. If he behaved any differently, it would have made her nervous. Up to this point, everything proceeded according to her expectations.

      “Speaking of business, I heard there were some difficulties.”

      Keandra kept her smile consistent and easy without forcing it. She wouldn’t give him any indication of how ugly things had gotten.

      “Nothing we couldn’t handle. After all, you specifically requested our services because of our ability to handle difficulties.”

      “The report I received indicated a violent response and some trespassers dealt with. Nothing was stolen and the company suffered a minimal amount of collateral damage.”

      “Since when have you ever known a security company to confess to an utter failure on their part?”

      Keandra deepened her smile and cocked an eyebrow before picking up her glass and taking another sip. It was cool and smooth, with just a hint of fruity acidity as it slid down her throat.

      Mr. Johnson leaned forward in his chair. The motion was subtle, and Keandra noticed it by the tightening of his suit coat around his elbows.

      “You were able to complete your objective?”

      For a few seconds, Keandra stalled by savoring the wine. It wasn’t completely an act—it really was an excellent vintage. But she wanted to enjoy the moment a bit longer as well. She couldn’t let the bait hang out for too long, but even the brief second of holding the upper hand brought her no small amount of glee. She let her glass hang from her fingertips and swirled it in front of her, dropping her gaze to focus on the liquid climbing its walls. From this viewpoint she could still make out every detail of Mr. Johnson, but it gave the appearance of inferiority. He was not a man who dealt well with being in a weaker position and assuaging his discomfort mattered.

      “Of course,” she said at last. “I would not have handled our meeting with the original arrangements if it was only going to lead to disappointment.”

      Now that the moment had passed, Mr. Johnson eased back and picked up his own glass, once again resuming the aloof air feeding his sense of superiority. It was his turn to savor the alcohol while buying time and forcing Keandra to wait for his response. This was the game they played, and one Keandra enjoyed. She looked up to match his gaze and refused to speak before him.

      The silence stretched on long enough that the waiter came out carrying a couple of plates of steaming food. They had come here often enough that the waitstaff no longer bothered to take their orders. Mr. Johnson never touched the dish, but he appeared to relish the aroma of the spices. Keandra refused to let the food go to waste, so she’d gotten used to her fish growing cold. She wouldn’t eat in front of her employer if he refused to partake. It was still good, even if it had to sit for several minutes.

      Mr. Johnson waited until the waiter departed before he spoke again. “I do believe my instructions specified no one was to know of your presence. It seems as if you have done quite the opposite.”

      He tilted his head to the side. Again, it was almost imperceptible and most people would never notice. Most people did not have Keandra’s levels of scrutiny.

      “Sometimes such encounters are inevitable. Even the best of plans can run into unexpected obstacles.”

      “Were any of your resources damaged?”

      His words cut her off before she had a chance to justify the encounter with security, and caught her off balance. Did he know about E-jekt? Or at the least, did he know that one of them had been injured? Keandra took precautions to make sure most of her team remained hidden and never known about. Being too well—known could be a hazard. The only faces and false identities they ever shared publicly were hers and Lance’s.

      Too late, Keandra realized she gave him information. This time the smile crept around his face and reached up to his eyes with a brief sparkle letting her know he was only plying her for information. Even if he did know about her team, he clearly didn’t have the facts relating to E-jekt’s injury. But now he knew someone was hurt. She cursed herself for slipping up with so easy a trap.

      “Nothing you need to worry about. After all, the resources at our disposal are not what you’re really interested in, are they? You are more interested in our results.”

      Lance stepped forward as if summoned, pulling the BTL chip out of his pocket and resting it on the table before resuming his sentry position. With two fingers, Keandra slid it across the tablecloth, leaving it halfway between the two of them. He reached out and picked up the chip, handing it over his shoulder without glancing back. The bodyguard removed it from its case and plugged it into a scanner on his watch. Both negotiators waited until the bodyguard performed his analysis.

      “It checks out. The chip is valid and undamaged.”

      The bodyguard placed the chip back on the table in front of his employer. Mr. Johnson drummed his fingers on the table next to the chip. The motion was light, and the impact with the hard surface made little sound.

      “Your team performed adequately, and I am glad to see you have in fact recovered your objective. However, I still maintain issue with your methods.”

      “Clearly you don’t have that much of a problem with our methods, or you wouldn’t keep us in your employ. This is the tenth time we’ve been of service to you in the last six months, I believe. If you had a problem with our methods, surely there would be others who would take your money.”

      “True enough, which is why it is such a disappointment that you did not rise to the usual level of excellence I have come to expect. Perhaps your reputation is catching up with you and you have hit the limits of what you can accomplish. All things start to fade with time.”

      “Even corporations?”

      Mr. Johnson chuckled, something Keandra had never seen before.

      “Especially corporations.”

      Mr. Johnson pushed his chair back and stood up from the table, scooping up the BTL chip and dropping it into his jacket pocket. He extended a hand palm-up to Keandra. She placed her hand on top of his and he nodded.

      “You will find your usual fee deposited into your accounts. I’m sorry to say that your performance means there will be no additional bonus. However, I do hope this is not the last time I will be able to count on your services.”

      Keandra smiled and returned the nod. “Of course. I understand completely, Mr. Johnson. Have a wonderful evening. I look forward to our next endeavor.”

      “I’ll be in touch.”

      With those words, he took his leave, the bodyguard close on his heels as he left the patio. Keandra waited until she received the notification that his vehicle had left the parking lot before picking up her fork and digging in to her food. She was glad to have the opportunity, since her mouth wouldn’t stop watering at the scent of poached sturgeon with lemon. Lance took that as his cue and sat down in Mr. Johnson’s chair, helping himself to the food left behind.

      “That seemed to go smoothly, all things considered,” he said between bites.

      “Something he said has me uneasy. Did you see how he reacted when I made that crack about corporations? Something big is going on.” Keandra shrugged and devoured another bite of fish. “At least we’ll have more work ahead of us. I suppose that’s the most we can hope for. That and not catching any bullets on our next run. Speaking of, let’s finish up and get back to the primary. I want to check on E-jekt.”

      “Paz will be less than pleased if we come back empty-handed.”

      “Then take the bottle. We’ve already paid for the whole thing.”
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      Their primary safehouse was a secured apartment on the twelfth floor in downtown Seattle. Keandra owned the place, purchasing it using certified credsticks years ago when they started to hit their successful stride as shadowrunners. It wasn’t perfect, but it had everything they needed to plan their excursions. Keandra was proud of it, and thankful to have it considering how many times they’d needed to lie low over the years. The building owner made a point not to determine his tenant’s identities, and even removed all cameras in the building. Plus, the location was convenient right in the middle of downtown with restaurants, clubs, and corporate sectors all within easy walking distance. Keandra wondered if they were an anomaly, or if the location was popular with other shadowrunners. She’d seen several members of high society in the hallways, so it was clear the apartments catered to the wealthy with a desire for anonymity.

      By the time she and Lance arrived at the apartment, E-jekt and Paz were already there. The older ork rested on the couch, splayed out with his head propped up on the arm. He had the distant stare of someone fully in the Matrix. Paz sat on the floor, cleaning a small collection of her armaments she kept at the safe house. She must have stopped when the door opened as Keandra stared at the barrel of an Uzi. Paz put it back down and clicked the safety on when she recognized the new arrivals.

      “You better have brought me back some of that good stuff.”

      Lance hurled the bottle at her as soon as Keandra was out of the way, and Paz snapped her arm up to catch it before it smashed against her shoulder. She grinned, pulling out the cork and taking a long swig before putting it down next to her, now smudged with black grease. Keandra went to the kitchen and turned on the air filters. Hopefully they’d help clear out the gun-oil smell pervading the air. When she returned, she dropped on the couch next to E-jekt and looked him over. His body was limp as she lifted his arm and examined the wounds on his side. The hospital did a good job patching him up, and only a little bit of redness had bled through the bandage, so he looked like he’d be fine. Probably hurt like hell, though.

      She let his arm go and sent him a quick message.

      <Care to join us? It’s time to debrief.>

      E-jekt blinked a few times as he came back to reality and shifted on the couch, wincing in response to the motion. Keandra patted his leg before standing up so he could have the entire space to himself. She moved to the center of the room where everyone could see her. The rest of the team gave her their undivided attention, Paz even putting down the gun she worked on.

      “I met with Mr. Johnson and he transferred our fee into our team account. On the way back from the restaurant I verified it’s all there. There was no bonus, so after taking out expenses and overhead, we’ll each get about five thousand nuyen. Nothing weird there, and the scrubbers are already siphoning the money through to our accounts. It should all be there in about two days.”

      “What did the suit have to say? Was he pissed things got loud and messy?” Paz asked.

      “He was less than pleased. That’s why there was no bonus. But at least he didn’t try to cut our fee. He also said he’d be willing to work with us again, so we didn’t burn that bridge.”

      “That’s a good thing, right? I mean, of all the suits we’ve worked for over the years, this one pays the best. Usually gives us a bonus too, when things don’t get all messed up. Still wish you’d let me go try the fancy food for once.”

      E-jekt pushed himself to a sitting position, swinging his legs around. He put his hand on his side and pulled it away, checking the palm.

      “So I guess it’s on to the next job, right, boss?”

      “How do you feel?”

      “Dead tired and like my skin’s hanging loose around me. I might need to be out for a bit and running remote support. I don’t think I’m up for pushing that limit.”

      Keandra began to pace, a nervous habit she made sure not to demonstrate when meeting clients. It was one of the reasons she preferred a sit-down meeting when engaging in business. However, in front of her team, she didn’t bother to hide her habits. She paused, an idea coming to mind. It was crazy, but it could work.

      “She’s getting that look again. I don’t like when she gets that look. At least let me stock up on ammo first.” To accentuate her point, Paz picked up one of her handguns and slammed a magazine into place.

      Keandra snapped her attention back to her team.

      “I’ve got an idea. Look, we have a reputation, right? We always get the job done, no matter the risks. We’ve earned that reputation, and more than one Johnson out there knows we can handle ourselves. Hell, we get more offers for work than we could take on even if we cloned ourselves. I only tell you about the best offers we get. I literally turn down at least ten every week. But you know who doesn’t know us? Or at least doesn’t know our faces?”

      “Knight Errant?”

      “Anyone, hopefully.”

      “Corporate security?”

      “UCAS?”

      Keandra shook her head and waved a hand to stop the stream of guesses.

      “Other runners. Hell, we don’t even know the faces of most other runners. All we know are their aliases and their reputations. Granted, there’s a few who like to showboat, but most runners know getting too popular paints a big target on your back.”

      Keandra paused, waiting to see if anyone else would jump to the same conclusion she had. She glanced from one team member to the next, but they were all silent and waiting for her to finish. Just before she gave up and continued, she saw the light of an idea on E-jekt’s face as his eyes went wide and he shook his head.

      “You can’t be serious.”

      “Yes I am! Think about it. It could totally work!”

      Paz frowned. “Someone mind filling in the rest of us who aren’t as quick? Your nice loveable enforcers are kinda in the dark here. No offense, skinny.”

      Lance just waved a hand, brushing aside Paz’s comment.

      E-jekt spoke up. “Well, our illustrious leader wants us to hire other runners to do the work while we get paid.”

      The room became so quiet Keandra heard faint snatches of music from the club across the street through their soundproofed windows. Paz stared at E-jekt and turned slowly toward Keandra, her eyebrows raised all the way up. Lance tilted his head and scrunched his face.

      “It isn’t as crazy as it sounds,” Keandra said. “If other runners don’t know who we are, we claim to be a Johnson. I’ll handle the negotiations. It won’t be anything different than what I’m currently doing, I’ll just be sitting on the other side of the table.”

      “But you don’t work for a corp!” Paz slammed her gun down on the floor.

      “But they don’t know that, do they? We take a job and then farm it out to a team we know can get the job done, at a reduced rate. We take the payscale that our reputation earns, and subcontract the work to someone else, letting us collect a small portion of it. Think of it like a finder’s fee. The job still gets done, the Johnson still gets what he wants, the runners still get paid, and so do we. Everyone wins. The best part is, no risk for us. We don’t go into the hot zones.”

      “This is absolutely fucking insane—” Paz began

      Lucas’s eyebrows lifted. “In a rare show of solidarity, I find I have to agree with our mechanized infantry.”

      “—and I love it!” the dwarf finished.

      Lucas rolled his head back until he struck the wall and spoke to the ceiling. “So much for harmonious unification.”

      Keandra turned to face E-jekt directly. His opinion would be more than enough to sway Lance to her way of thinking. “What do you think, E-jekt? We’re all getting a little long in the tooth. Maybe it would be best to leave the grunt work to someone else and ride on the reputation we’ve earned. We’ll start small, something easy, and see how it goes.”

      All eyes in the room turned to the ork as he deliberated. He took a deep breath and winced, bringing his hand once again to his side. After a few more gentle breaths, he opened his eyes and looked at Keandra.

      “You do have a point.”

      Keandra turned to Lance, but she already knew the battle was won. He appeared to know it too, as he held up both hands in supplication. “If everyone wants to go down this crazy road, I am more than willing to participate and learn what trouble I need to save you from.”

      She nodded. “All right, it’s decided, then. The first thing we need to do is find a good job, and then start looking for runners who could take it on. E-jekt, I want you to start compiling a list of runner teams in the area looking for work. Try to find someone who has a decent track record, but is either new to the scene or at least hasn’t taken on any big jobs. I’ll start filtering through our backlog and see what we can try that wouldn’t be too large of a task: probably something normally beneath our paygrade. I’ll come up with an excuse for why we’re taking the job. Lance, you’ll need to take on the most dangerous part of this.”

      “What would that be?”

      “You need to help Paz look presentable as a bodyguard for a Johnson.”

      For what may have been the first time Keandra had ever seen, Lance was speechless. No pithy comeback rolled of his tongue. All he managed to do was stare at Paz. She offered him a toothy smile promising a future filled with difficulty.

      “But that’s tomorrow. For tonight, let’s get some rest. We’ve certainly earned it.”

      With those words, the meeting ended. Lance and Paz gathered their belongings and prepared to leave. When E-jekt stood up from the couch, Keandra put a hand on his shoulder. “Crash here. I’ll get you a blanket and a pillow.”

      “I can make it back to my place just fine.”

      Keandra didn’t bother responding. She knew the more she argued, the more he would dig in his heels. Instead, she went to the linen closet and pulled out some extra bedding. By the time she came back into the living room, the other two had left. Keandra tossed the bedding on the couch next to E-jekt. She turned around and walked down the hall to her bedroom. Behind her, she heard him grumbling, but also making himself comfortable. Yes, he could handle the trip back, but she felt better this way.

      As she crawled into her own bed and arranged the pillows around her to form a nest, her mind wandered over the proposed plan. Doubts crept in past the false confidence she’d displayed to her team. She mentally worked through the potential problems multiple times, convincing herself as much as she had the others. It took over an hour, but she eventually managed to fall into a restless sleep.
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      She woke at five in the morning, sweat covering her body, and jerked to a sitting position. Keandra rubbed her face, shaking off any last vestiges of sleep. Out of habit, she checked the proximity sensors, but none had been tripped. As she started her morning routine, she called up a list of the possible jobs archived on her commlink.

      By the time the sun rose and she didn’t feel quite so guilty about disturbing her guest, she’d identified the job they’d use for their trial run. She’d even sent a message to the Johnson, requesting more details and negotiating the fee. The initial communication with his secretary had gone well, and everything appeared to be going according to plan. He was grateful they found time to take on his task. It was a straightforward wetwork gig for a target with a very predictable schedule. Discretion was not required, which made Keandra more comfortable handing it off to runners who might possess less finesse. It wasn’t her favorite type of job, but they had taken a few over the years and this was the best option to use as a trial.

      When Keandra entered the living room, E-jekt was awake and already plugged into the Matrix, given the distant look in his eyes. She sent him a message. <Any luck finding us a team?>

      <Going through the potentials right now, actually. Do you know what kind of job it is?>

      <Wetwork, so make sure they’ve got a track record for that.>

      <I’ve got a team that’ll work. Not too famous, but they have some prime jobs under their belt. They’ve got a rep for being hotheads, though.>

      <Set it up.>

      Keandra closed the display and went back to her room to pick out an outfit. She probably wouldn’t need to meet with Mr. Johnson to finalize the arrangements. They had worked together before, and this job was simple enough that they already had enough details to go on. So she needed to make sure she looked the part of a corporate employer. Something strong and commanding, intimidating without being over the top or trying too hard.

      She was perusing her options when her commlink pinged with a message from E-jekt. <Lance and Paz are on their way. Our meeting is scheduled for three hours from now. I don’t like this plan.>

      <Starting to have doubts, my old friend?>

      <Barely older than you.>

      Keandra paused, waiting for his next message. She knew he was mulling over his exact words.

      <I’ll still go along with it. Let’s just be careful.>

      <We always are.>

      <And yet I still got shot.>

      <Maybe you should wear some armor. We’ll pick you up some on the way to the restaurant. Besides, you need to look your part as well. As for your worries, what’s the worst that could happen? They realize I’m not a Johnson and decide to open fire in the middle of a public venue? This’ll be easy.>

      <I hate when you say that.>
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