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      I was supposed to be doing something else. I was supposed to be buying other people holiday gifts. I was supposed to be spending some time at the mall in Florence, Kentucky (beneath that famous “Florence Y’all” water tower), looking for stuff for my family and my friends. But I knew ahead of time what I’d GET, not GIVE, for the holidays; gift cards were coming my way! Gift cards, in particular, for B. Dalton and Waldenbooks, the twin pillars of my local bookselling community.

      So I wasn’t just on a job to buy stuff, oh no. I was pulling a RECON MISSION. Thirteen-year-old Rusty, he was on a deep scouting patrol, digging up the good stuff he’d come scurrying back to buy a week or two later with his pockets bulging with gift cards and his grubby paws out to snatch up cool, geeky prizes.

      When I saw Larry Elmore’s SR1 cover, it smacked me upside the head and demanded attention. When I OPENED that cover and read my first-ever piece of RPG intro fic, it got the hooks into me. Deeply. I saw those same characters from that intro fic show up again and again, the more Shadowrun I read. So I kept reading, and I never looked back.

      Shadowrun was the first RPG I ever actually played. I loved it for undergrad semester atop semester, as late-90’s games came and went and we slung dice for all of them, Shadowrun was always there. Years later, playing on the Shadowland BBS with familiar faces like the real-life Pistons and Demonseed Elite, I wrote my first fiction (describing the down-time of my characters between runs), then I wrote more fiction pieces for fun, then I wrote some fiction pieces for Dumpshock forum contests. Those fiction pieces would eventually get me my first freelancing jobs. Lots of stuff spiraled from there.

      Y’all, I met my WIFE playing Shadowrun.

      So when I say that the trajectory of my life changed thanks to that Larry Elmore cover and that chrome-flashing intro fic, that’s not just street bluster, chummers. That’s the chip-truth. I wouldn’t be the person I am today, I wouldn’t have the family and friends that I do, much less the job, if it wasn’t for that cover art…and that intro fic.

      Ghost-Who-Walks-Inside, Sally Tsung, and The Artful Dodger changed my life when they hauled me into the shadows.

      And now, thirty years later, I’m writing those intro fictions. I’m writing those novels. Heck, I’m writing those characters! I’m seeing my name on the spines of books, I’m seeing my characters in card games, board games, and as miniatures. I’m tagging territory on Seattle corners.

      I’m telling stories that are drawing people into the shadows. Some of them are getting pulled back into the Sixth World thanks to my stuff, but some have reached out and let me know that it was my stuff that introduced them to it all, my stuff that first got the hooks in them, my stuff that first got them to keep reading.

      Imagine that!

      Because high-school-freshman Rusty? He sure as hell COULDN’T imagine that.

      He just thought he was finding the only game where he could have a robot arm and still cast Fireball. He thought he found the only RPG that let him be an elf on a motorcycle. He thought he found a way to play “Hardwired” but also be an ork. He thought he found the only world that had Tron and Tolkien all tangled up together. He thought he found his first RPG where combat wasn’t a binary hit/miss affair, and where greater skill meant greater damage.

      Young Rusty had found all of that, but so much more. And with the “so much more” came opportunities he never dreamed of, couldn’t possibly imagine, wouldn’t believe if you told him. First off, of course, Shadowrun is how Rusty met his wife! But then came podcasts and paychecks that funded his geeky hobbies, signing stuff and giving seminars at conventions, fan art of his characters, COSPLAYERS of his characters (hi Sandy!), and dozens—a hundred, or more?—of his best friends. Young Rusty couldn’t imagine the emails from Shadowrun line developers asking him lore questions, the boxes of books with his name in them, or the fun he would have telling these stories.

      Young Rusty couldn’t imagine walking into his local comic book shop and seeing his work on the wall.

      This book is…all of that.

      This book is how I started to run the shadows with my first hesitant steps (“Untethered Life”, in Attitude), how I started to stretch my legs a little (“A Warrior’s Edge”, Way of the Adept), how I really found my niche and picked up steam (“Layers”, Land of Promise), how I first started trying to tie my little fictions together (Saber and his crew), and how I really found my stride (literally anything with Ms. Myth and her rag-tag band of would-be Prime Runners).

      This book gathers together all of my side gigs over the years. All the asides. All of the little stories I tried to finish under editorial word count. All the little street legends that didn’t quite make it into a novella or a novel, all the little plot hooks I left hanging, picked up, and threaded together over the years. Some of these stories feature the children of the heroes and villains I grew up reading. Some of these stories will come up again, later, as you keep reading my novellas and novels and you see familiar faces. Some of these stories won’t—not every shadowrun has a happy ending—but that’s life in the Sixth World, chummers.

      This book has Kincaid in it, too, of course. Because if Shadowrun changed my life, Nigel Findley changed my Shadowrun, and Kincaid is my hat-tip to Nigel. No single voice colored my perception of the Sixth World the way Nigel Findley’s did, no other set of eyes have seen Shadowrun in the same way I do since his. If Shadowrun made me, Nigel made my Shadowrun.

      And Jimmy Kincaid—an elf, a down-on-his-luck PI, a hero from and for the streets rather than the high-rises or even shadows—is a little of all of that. Nigel taught me how to tell stories about Shadowrun without quite being stories about shadowrunners, Nigel (literally) wrote the book on Seattle’s elven neighbors, Nigel taught us all that being a half-step removed from the shadows was a heck of a way to build a world and find a voice, and without that idea I wouldn’t be the writer I am today.

      So here. Have at it. This introduction told you how I got here. It told you how I found Shadowrun, and what Shadowrun found for me. But this book shows you instead of tells you. This book shows my story by showing the stories of Saber, Ms. Myth, Frostbyte, Gentry, Agent Thorn, Jimmy Kincaid, and more.

      Welcome to MY shadows.

      Enjoy your stay.

      
        
        —RRZ
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            MISCHIEF IS MY BUSINESS

          

          (SHADOWRUN: BEGINNER BOX)
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        Going from the core rulebook to the Beginner Box was a fun little step backward, in that I wanted to take Coydog and The Boys from being a comfortably experienced team BACK into, well, being Beginner Box characters. They all got extensive write-ups in the Beginner Box (from me, natch, lots of words flying willy-nilly), but we also wanted some straight-up fiction, to show the team—as a group of brand-new shadowunners, just like a group of brand-new players—coming together.

      
        So I wanted to characterize everyone enough to get Coydog and Gentry’s playfulness, Sledge’s gruff demeanor, and Hardpoint’s not-much-nonsense attitude to shine through, but ALSO to tell a neat little self-contained story, and ALSO to highlight some of these key roles in Shadowrun, and ALSO to highlight the gear disparities between starting characters and more experienced ones, and ALSO to just have some fun with it. It turned out to be a pretty neat little story, I think, and hit all the marks I needed it to.

        —RRZ

      

        

      

      Coydog tucked her hair behind one pointed ear as she carefully backed her beaten-up old Gopher truck into a parking spot. The engine growled and idled for a second before she killed it, then gave herself a long look in the mirror. It was time. She’d slung spells to help out her brother and his friends, and been feathered for her courage. She had shown her teacher each of the five spirits, summoned and tasked, and controlled them all. Four-Paws-Laughing had told her she was ready. Coyote hadn’t disagreed. She had everything she needed, even her méstәḿ’s old duty Browning and her tuḿ’s favorite set of armor-lined clothes; she could do this. It was time for her first real shadowrun. Why not? She had the skills, the power, and her totem’s faith; she might as well get paid for having a good time, right?

      She clambered out of her truck and thumbed her scuffed-up commlink to life. She was five minutes early, which Four-Paws-Laughing had always said was on time. She made sure her fake SIN was being broadcast instead of her real one, checked that her pistol was hidden beneath the folds of her shirt, and headed into the Café Sport. Downtown wasn’t her usual neighborhood here in the Seattle Sprawl, but the smells inside this particular restaurant reminded her of growing up; real fires fed by real wood, real fish being grilled. No soy, just actual food.

      The prices, of course, were astronomical. What Coydog and her family took for granted back home, and even here on Seattle’s Council Island, these poor saps had to pay out the nose for. She waved off the server and nodded at a table in the back. Coydog smirked as she slipped past tables full of suit-clad salarymen and their families, knowing they were spending a week’s wages on food she’d been cooking since she was a little girl.

      The crew assembled at the table her commlink had told her about—the Juggler was a lot of things, but as fixers went he was pretty honest—could only be the rest of her team. The most eye-catching was the big ork with the bold tattoos and armored-up arms. He loomed over the dwarf who sat next to him, who had some external headware and gray streaking his beard. A human shared the booth with them, a datajack on his left temple and friendly smile on his face. Apparently she was interrupting an argument between the ork and the dwarf.

      “—I’m just sayin’ I ain’t a fan of Prop 23,” the bigger one scowled. “It ain’t up to outsiders to give the Underground laws. It’s up to us orks.”

      “My father helped build that place, Sledge, before he got evicted out by you orks. It’s got all manner of changelings and other metahumans in there, even today. It didn’t start the ‘Ork’ Underground, and it’s never been ork-exclusive. If those people want law and order, their voices count just as much as yours.”

      “More, I guess,” the ork—Sledge?—sulked and crossed his arms across his wide chest. “Since it ain’t like I’m crashin’ down there no more.”

      The human rapped on the table to quiet the two, then gave Coydog a bright smile as she approached.

      “I’m betting that’s not our Mr. Johnson,” he said to the other two with a grin. He got up from his edge of the booth and gave her a polite bow.

      “Se’thinerol. Telegit thelemsa.” He sure did say it like he expected Coydog to understand him.

      “Sorry chummer.” She bit down a laugh as she breezed past him to snatch up his seat. “No habla elfy-elf.”

      The pair at the table laughed loud enough to catch a few glares from nearby patrons. The dwarf shot back by making a face, the ork by glowering and looking like he was about to stand. That table emptied, scurrying away in a flurry of polite excuses.

      “I, ah. Sorry.” It had been ages since Coydog had made someone blush that red. “I thought you would…”

      “Speak that Sperethiel stuff, just ‘cause I’m an elf? Nope. Salish and English, pal. My momma was Sinsearach, not Cénesté. My folks stuck with the Council, didn’t run off when the Tír started recruiting.”

      “So what’s your story, breeder?” Sledge cut in with a big orkish snort. “Some kind of dandelion-eater wannabe?”

      Coydog rolled her eyes at how casually he used the meta-racial insult, as though an elf weren’t sitting right across from him.

      “The name’s Gentry,” the human said, features a little colder towards the ork than they’d been to Coydog. “And no. I’m just from down there, is all.”

      “Yeah? What do you do, Gentry? Why should I wanna work with a breeder like you?” With cyberlimbs as obviously dangerous as his, no one had to ask the ork what he brought to the team. Every crew needed muscle.

      “You watch Urban Brawl, Sledge?”

      “I got eyes, don’t I?”

      “Gentry the Jinx ring any bells? Played fifteen games as a Scout for the Bend Borderers.”

      “Yeah?” Sledge sized Gentry up openly, eyes flashing just a hint of chrome as he looked the human over. “I remember seein’ a few trid-clips, sure. You’re some kind of fancy-pants hacker or something, too, right?”

      “Decker,” the dwarf next to him corrected. He reached out across the table—Gentry’s longer arm making the handshake possible—and as they shook he nodded down at the bulky wrist-module strapped to the human’s forearm.

      “Nice hardware. Renraku core, looks like? You should upgrade to the new Shuriken when you can. I know a guy. The name’s Hardpoint, I rig. Zero-zone experience, and plenty of it. If it’s broken, I can fix it. If it ain’t broken, I can fly it.”

      “Good to meet you,” Gentry quirked an eyebrow and nodded toward Coydog. “What do you think, Hardpoint? I crash and burn hard enough I shouldn’t try again?”

      Coydog snickered and shook her head. “No need, pal. Name’s Coydog. I’ll be your mojo for the evening, boys.” She waggled her fingers and put on her best faux-menacing face. “Spells, spirits, and inscrutable tribal wisdom, at your service.”

      “Nice ink,” Sledge grunted and nodded to her bare arms. Coydog had a neo-circuitry design, top-end nanotattoo work.

      “Thanks. Got it from Lou’s after my first fight. Yours, too.” She glanced down at the ork’s blocky ink. It was sloppier than hers, hardly the high art Lou, right here in Downtown, put into his pieces. Maybe it was prison work, maybe just Underground standard. Skraacha ink, maybe? The gang had a lot of sway in the subterranean city.

      Gentry and Hardpoint had already turned away from the tattoo conversation and were exchanging electronic pleasantries through their commlinks—Coydog pouted a bit when she saw just how outclassed her cheap Meta Link was, but she’d kind of expected it—when a newcomer arrived to their booth. Several nearby tables had been quietly cleared out, and the lights in this corner dimmed a bit.

      Right on time.

      Coydog glanced up and saw almond eyes, salt-and-pepper hair, a crisp, dark suit, and a small corporate pin glinting on one lapel. She opened her mouth to drawl out something halfway polite when Hardpoint surprised her by clambering out of the booth with deceptive speed. The dwarf bowed deeply at the waist, and straightened up very formally.

      “Konbanwa, Johnson-sama.”

      She quirked an eyebrow at Sledge and Gentry while their temporary employer returned the greeting without the honorific, and Hardpoint scrambled to grab a chair for their Mr. Johnson.

      <Old habits dying hard?> Coydog looked down as her Meta Link vibrated and alerted her to an incoming text message. Instead of quipping back, she glared over at Gentry, wondering how he’d gotten access to her system so quickly.

      “And good evening to each of you, as well.” Mr. Johnson cut off her silent accusation, switching to English to address the rest of the group. Hardpoint settled back into his seat as though nothing unusual had happened, but even Sledge didn’t press the matter.

      “Juggler-san and I appreciate your willingness to accept this task on such short notice. He has entrusted me with some basic contact information. Check your inboxes now, please, and feel free to ask me any questions that come up as you read.”

      With her Link already in-hand, Coydog opened the attachment he’d just sent them. As the images slowed her loading time, she felt sure that Gentry and Hardpoint—spirits, maybe even Sledge!—were probably hip deep in confidential information by now. She started to scroll down slowly, and paused when she saw a violently severed cyberlimb.

      “My previous team has been…inconvenienced.” Mr. Johnson spoke up right on cue, his subtly chromed eyes flicking from face to face. “They were scheduled for this employee transfer some time ago. They handled the legwork, relayed information to the potential new-hire for me, and did a reasonable job of all of it. However, due to an unrelated incident, they find themselves now incapable of performing this final task, the extraction itself.”

      His voice was clinical, calculating, and showed only disappointment—no concern—for whoever that savaged, glossy-black cyberarm had once belonged to.

      “I am in need of a driver, an electronic security specialist, a mundane combatant.” He nodded to Hardpoint, Gentry, and Sledge in turn. “And you, miss, will be the icing on the proverbial cake. My former employers lacked an overt magical operations agent. It is my hope that you will be something of an insurance policy. Magical security is not expected.”

      An unfair fight, then? Coydog’s favorite time! She tried not to smile as she slowly scrolled through the document. Blah blah blah, Kirsten Haines was an executive assistant to slick NeoNET big-shot Andrew Rolf, Mr. Johnson’s mysterious company—who Coydog was sure she’d figure out by asking Hardpoint later—couldn’t get Rolf and his plans, so they were going after Haines and her headware. Haines was onboard with the exchange, thanks to Johnson’s terribly unlucky but otherwise competent old crew, and the pick-up was slated for…

      “Tonight?” Hardpoint somehow made the word both deferential and incredulous.

      “Timeliness is critical here. Ms. Haines has been a covert employee of ours for some time now, and has made it clear she requires immediate extraction. Our mutual acquaintance, Juggler-san, should be offering you a substantial bonus for this being such a short notice task.”

      “And it’s just her?” Gentry glanced up from his sleek Transys commlink, and Coydog stifled a grumble about how fast these drekheads were reading.

      “Ms. Haines is unmarried, has no children, and has no family she wishes extracted with her, that is correct.”

      “Lots o’ security for some secretary,” Sledge grunted. Coydog wanted to punch someone. Even he was out-pacing her?!

      “Ms. Haines is the administrative assistant to an important man. The security detail is for him, not her. I had hoped that four of them wouldn’t be too much for four of you. Is my hope unfounded?”

      “Ain’t sayin’ we can’t do it,” the ork’s voice rose a bit, bristling. “I’m jus’ sayin’—”

      “I don’t think we have any more questions, Johnson-sama,” Hardpoint cut Sledge off before he could get them all fired or assassinated.

      Mr. Johnson waited a heartbeat for someone in the team to disagree, then nodded politely at them. “I’ll see you in two hours, then.”

      Coydog opened her mouth to ask where, when an incoming text—<The hand-off point’s at the end of the message>—buzzed onto her commlink. Gentry looked smug, but Coydog closed her mouth. She’d get him for that, later.

      Later.

      Mr. Johnson nodded to the kitchen before he strode off, and a handful of eager wait-staff scurried to the table. Sledge dug in with orkish gusto, Hardpoint waited until Johnson was out of sight before going for some salmon, Gentry stuck to a fresh salad, and Coydog picked at her meal while they planned. She figured a beer wouldn’t kill anyone, but their waiter fell all over himself apologizing and insisting that Mr. Johnson had left them explicit instructions. Bah!

      They ate, they planned, and—in well under an hour—they left. Sledge had been sitting with a big Ares handcannon in his lap the whole time, she saw as they stood up. A tiny spy-drone zipped down to rest on Hardpoint’s shoulder as they walked off. Coydog saw a holstered Colt on Gentry’s hip as he reached for some scrip to leave for a tip.

      They all went out the back door, and she strode along with them like she’d been planning on a surreptitious exit all along, herself. She was a shadowrunner now, after all.

      They had agreed to simplify their travel logistics over dinner, and everyone left their vehicles at the Café Sport except Hardpoint.

      “It’s no drone,” he said as he climbed into the driver’s seat of his big Bulldog step-can. “But I can make it fly.”
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      On the drive over, Sledge meticulously loaded and unloaded a few magazines for his autopistol.

      Hardpoint hummed to himself as he drove. Gentry seemed to be playing a videogame, unless Coydog missed her guess. Just like the plan called for, though, she worked during the trip.

      “Little brother,” she whispered so that only the air could hear it. “I need your help.”

      Hardpoint had all the doors and windows closed, but a breeze filled the back of the van.

      “Little brother…” She breathed in her power while Coyote smiled. “Aid us in mischief.”

      Her magic worked, as Coyote had willed it to. The minor spirit was enough to conceal them. No one noticed as the van pulled into an employee-only curbside parking spot. No one noticed as a surly ork with a gun and military-spec cyberarms climbed out. No one noticed as a swimmer-lean human in a courier jumpsuit—blinking commlinks all wired together to mimic the processing power of a proper cyberdeck—hopped onto the curb, adjusting his sling-bag. No one noticed as the big loading doors at the van’s rear swung open, and Coydog sat on the edge of the van and swung her boots in the wind. It didn’t matter how little they fit in on this curb full of corporate-approved delivery vans and shining limousines. No one saw them, really saw them, enough to care.

      Gentry and Sledge loitered at the back of the van with her, half a car-length from a Mitsubishi Nightsky whose driver had just straightened up and tried to look attentive. The tinted doors of this NeoNET branch office slid open, and their target walked into sight; right on time. With her was a terribly important-looking human in a suit that probably cost as much as Coydog’s truck, and a foursome of serious-faced men who looked like cookie-cutter copies of each other. The four bodyguards had implanted optic shields, permanent sunglasses, that made their faces unreadable and likely hid a half-dozen cybernetic modifications.

      None of them helped against Coydog’s spirit, though. No one glanced twice.

      “You sure you can do this to his wheels, breeder?” Sledge elbowed Gentry to hurry him up.

      “I’ve been boosting cars since I was twelve, Sledge.” Gentry didn’t look up, he kept his attention on the sleek keypad strapped to his arm, now linked directly to him by a thin cable. His left hand hovered just above it, hitting imaginary keys, adjusting files, tweaking processors, or maybe—hell if Coydog knew—still just playing Star Lords or something. He knew his way around augmented reality, though, she could tell that much. “So yeah. I’m pretty sure.”

      The suit-clad targets approached the limo, and the bodyguard in front reached out to pull open the door. He started and they all looked frustrated when it didn’t open. Coydog fought a snicker.

      In the front compartment, the driver looked terrified. The engine purred itself to death, and the driver’s eyes whitened. He started frantically adjusting controls on the dash, but was locked in a powered-down car. The security foursome milled around and looked concerned and alert. Gentry flashed a very pleased with himself smile.

      Sledge drew his big Ares and stalked across the sidewalk.

      “Think I should remind him this ain’t a full-on invisibility spell?” Coydog glanced Gentry’s way, then back to watching the ork.

      “Ah, he’ll figure it out.” The decker grinned at her, then cheerfully flipped off the limo driver as he strolled off after Sledge.

      They drew attention pretty quickly once Sledge started shooting. Point blank, muzzle a hairs-breadth from the security guard’s temple, the gel round dropped him like a poleaxe. Suddenly—and unsurprisingly—the ork wasn’t so easy to overlook any more.

      Mr. Rolf grabbed Ms. Haines and shielded himself with her. Hardpoint howled with laughter. The three remaining guards went for their guns, so quick Coydog could barely see them move. The ork looked surprised, cursed, and dove, scratching paint the whole way, across the parked Nightsky. Rounds ricocheted off the limo’s subtle armor plating, and Sledge growled his frustration, but stayed low and out of sight.

      Gentry hauled a stun baton from his little messenger-bag hack-pack and waded in. One guard’s wrist was broken and gun was sent flying from two quick chops, then the third big overhand swing connected with his head and sent him, herky-jerky, to the pavement. Pistols barked in Sledge’s direction and Ms. Haines and Mr. Rolf cried and begged. One guard turned to line up a shot on Gentry and Coydog reached out and threw a bolt of pure mana. Blood poured from his nose as he tumbled to the ground next to their extraction target and her boss, who still huddled beneath her for cover.

      Sledge popped up from the rear of the limo—not the front, where he’d vanished—and dropped the last exec-protect company man with a pair of gel rounds. He slid across the trunk, Coydog was sure it was thanks to a steady diet of action trid-flicks, or maybe just to muss up more of the paint job, and silenced Rolf with a swift kick. His ork-sized combat boot won out over Rolf’s flawlessly styled hair, and the suit crumpled and let go of Haines.

      “Let’s go, lady!” Sledge hauled the bawling woman up by one arm and dragged her toward the van.

      “It’s okay, Kirsten,” Coydog tried to sound a little nicer than the ork, which wasn’t hard. “We’re here to help you, not hurt you. A…secondary team.”

      “You’re from…?” Haines’ eyes were wide, but a lifetime of corporate obedience had her climbing into the back of the van.

      “Hai, Haines-san,” Hardpoint turned in his driver’s chair to nod to her. “Just have a seat, we’ll get you there in no time.”

      “Hustle it up, breeder!” Sledge hollered as he buckled himself in, shouting back to Gentry.

      The human stooped over Rolf’s unconscious form, then straightened up. He still had his buzzing shock baton in one hand, but his other held a chrome-shining commlink. “Boss-man might toss us a bonus for some goodies if I can de-encrypt this puppy.” He idly tapped the side of the parked limo with his baton, arcing blue-white sparks as he trotted toward the back of the van.

      “This wasn’t so bad,” he smiled, tossing the stolen commlink up into the van for Sledge to smoothly snatch out of the air, chip-quick. “In the movies, something always goes wrong on a shadowrun.”

      Coydog smiled at him sweetly, then pulled the van door shut in his face.

      There were chuckles from the driver’s seat and the Bulldog started rolling. Coydog peeked over Hardpoint’s shoulder and saw a dashboard monitor display showing that, sure enough, Gentry had clambered onto the back of the van and clung desperately to the ladder there, kicking the back of the van and cussing at her in Sperethiel.

      She filled the back of the van with peals of laughter, Sledge chuckled and flashed his tusks in a laugh, and Ms. Haines looked like she was going to go back to crying any minute now.

      “Give him about half a block before we let him in,” Coydog laughed out over the sounds of Gentry’s pounding and hollering.

      That’s what he got for being a show-off.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            ANOTHER NIGHT, ANOTHER RUN

          

          (SHADOWRUN, FIFTH EDITION)
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        You wanna know what’s a really nice ego boost AND pretty terrifying? Writing the intro fiction to a brand new edition of Shadowrun, the first RPG you ever saw with intro fiction, the first RPG you ever played, and the RPG that introduced you to your wife.

        When I got offered the intro fic to SR5, I knew two things: I was gonna have to knock this outta the park, and I was gonna HAVE to have the cover art. I was always so impressed by the one-two punch of the first Shadowrun cover and the first Shadowrun intro fic, and I wanted to hit the same sweet spot. I wanted my piece to tell the story of the cover.

      
        To recapture that, I needed the art, then. I needed to see who I was creating, who I was naming, what story I was telling. Sledge, Gentry, Coydog, and Hardpoint were born thanks to that amazing, dynamic piece of artwork. Ms. Myth got added later, to finish the team off…but this story (which was itself a nod to “Night On The Town”), started it all for this crew. I had a blast naming them, filling them in based on their looks, and working on future art notes for them after they all became fleshed-out characters.

        —RRZ

      

        

      

      Smoke filled the air, cut through by the dancing, impossibly-straight, crimson lines of laser beams. Lights strobed all around him, showing Gentry still-frame images of bodies clashing violently, muscles heaving, chrome flashing razor-sharp contrast against scuffed black leather. Belly-deep, he felt as much as heard the staccato thrums of too-loud percussions, shaking him to his core. He ignored it all and concentrated on the AR feed piped straight to his brain by top-end hardware and his customized implants.

      This was Gentry’s first trip to the Skeleton, and the last thing he wanted was to get turned around in the press of thrashing bodies on the dance floor, dazzled by the lights and fog, smothered by the hordes of metahumanity all around him. Hardpoint had sent them all directions for the half-secret—and, Gentry dearly hoped, well-soundproofed—back rooms, and ignoring reality for his AR overlay had gotten him this far in life, hadn’t it? Meatside light shows had never done him any favors. The Matrix was where the action was. Augmented reality or full-on virtual, that’s where Gentry did his best work.

      The heaving crowd jumped and roared in time to the Archfiends on stage, an all-elf rock band with more guitars and good looks than talent. Truth was, their sound made Gentry feel at home. He hadn’t been back into Tír Tairngire since his sentence had been commuted, but seeing a rock band of nothing but elves and electric guitars reminded him of home. The crowd had enough humans in it Gentry wasn’t as self-conscious as he’d been back in the Tír , though. Here, his rounded ears didn’t stick out.

      Here, he was just one of many, wedging his way through a brawling pit disguised as a dance floor, overcrowded with everything metahumanity had to offer, humans included: weekend warrior wannabes slumming from Downtown and Renton, soaking in the dirt and danger of a trip to the edge of the Barrens. Then there was the everyday Redmond populace, as tough and stained as the denim and leather they all wore. Redmond being Redmond, though, a sizable chunk of the crowd was gangers. Gentry saw a tight knot of orks from the Crimson Crush, louder and more violent than the slam-dancers near them, a lone woman in the green and black that marked her as a Desolation Angel, looking for trouble, and pretty enough that some idiot would offer her some before the night was out, and a troll looming head and shoulders over everyone else, not wearing any gang’s colors in particular, but big enough he didn’t have to. Metahumanity, sweating and panting, moving in time to the wailing strings and shouting voices from the stage, flash-lit by a retro light show and the lasers and commlinks some of them waved around in white-knuckled fists.

      Gentry wrestled his way clear and sucked in a deep breath. Chip-truth, he didn’t really care for that metahumanity, or at least not packed that tight around him. Coydog was waiting for him just outside the press of bodies, though, elf-thin and elf-pretty, with hair as dark as raven’s. The leather fringe of her outfit swayed just a bit as she let the Archfiends’ latest guitar riff make her move, and a light sheen of sweat covered her bare arms, showing she hadn’t been afraid to partake on the dance floor while the night had still been young.

      By way of greeting, the Salish elf just laughed and shook her head, then tapped her wrist where someone else might wear a watch.

      Gentry made a face and said terrible things about her mother in Sperethiel, knowing that despite her pointed ears and high cheekbones, he knew more of the elven language than she did. She got the gist of it, though, and—still laughing, teeth flashing elf-perfect and white—her little fist thumped into the armor over his shoulder.

      “This way!” Coydog hollered, turning to show him which hallway to take. Or, upon reflection, Gentry supposed she might have just called him an asshole. So that he’d know next time, he set his snugged-in earbud’s sound filter to pick up her voice. “Myth set everything up!”

      Their final teammate wasn’t present for tonight’s action, but she rarely was. Ms. Myth was a troll, and a heck of an organizer, but she tried not to be on-scene whenever she could help it. She managed. She manipulated. She mothered. She didn’t murder. If she said everything was set up, everything was set up.

      Coydog sauntered through the shadows of the back halls easy as you please—Gentry was used to that, with elves—but it took him a few seconds to adjust. He thumbed the dimmer-display for his cyberdeck and sent all the secondary lighting to full power. The last thing Gentry wanted to do was stumble into Coydog from behind. She’d never let him live it down.

      Hardpoint and Sledge were waiting in the back room with a half-open window letting moonlight and soft traffic sounds in, and probably a couple of Hardpoint’s drones out. The dwarf killed time in the middle of the room, juggling a trio of small KnowSpheres. MCT had designed the drones about three weeks after the Horizon Flying Eye had hit the market, but if you tried to tell him Mitsuhama had copied the design, Hardpoint was liable to kick you in the shin or punch you somewhere uncomfortably higher. He’d been in the business long enough to have gray streaks through his beard, but the dwarf was stubbornly loyal, despite what life had thrown at him.

      Sledge, meanwhile, did what he normally did; glowered. Gentry knew the ork was vain enough, in his street-tough way, to keep a synthflesh covering over most of his cyberarms, not wanting his augmentations to ruin his tattoos and the biceps that were so central to his self-esteem. His forearms, though, were no-frill monstrosities, Evo-specced combat chrome that didn’t pretend to be anything but armor plating and hidden weapons. Right this second, those arms were crossed across his broad chest, and he took turns glaring at Hardpoint for his goofing off, Coydog for the perpetually amused smirk she always wore, and Gentry for being late.

      That glare settled on Gentry, natch. Just the decker’s luck.

      “You’re late,” the razorboy grunted, showing tusks in a snarl. “We’re supposed to be professionals, breeder. Johnson’ll be here any minute.”

      Gentry shrugged, armored jacket rustling and soft lights from his hack-pack sending beams throughout the room. “Traffic, Sledge. Hardpoint’s directions had me rolling through contested turf. S/A skirmish started up an’ traffic went for crap. Spikes and Ancients going at it again, you know how it is.”

      Hardpoint didn’t seem to notice he’d been blamed, just kept juggling his KnowSpheres. Coydog looked for something clean to sit on.

      Sledge didn’t let it lie, though. “So next time that happens, you just geek the elves, end the firefight, an’ get here on time. You ain’t back in your precious Portland. You gotta earn your nuyen in Seattle, kid.”

      “Right. Here I’ve gotta earn my nuyen.” Gentry sighed and rolled his eyes, ignoring the “kid” and knowing that, if anything, he was a year or two older than the ork. “What, you think being a human criminal in the Tír was just a walk in the park, huh?”

      “You musta treated it like it was, breeder.” Sledge pushed off from the wall he’d been leaning against, arms uncrossing as he took a few steps toward the human, “Since you got your ass locked up and put to work, didn’t you?”

      Gentry’s eyes narrowed. It wasn’t about timeliness or professionalism, it was about machismo and pride. Both of them had too much of it. Sledge took a perverse pleasure in rubbing Gentry’s nose in the fact he’d been arrested back in the Tír and had to work off a long sentence playing the hyperviolent sport Urban Brawl, whereas Sledge had so far avoided Knight Errant. The violent ork also resented that he wasn’t the team’s leader any more, and—knowing that—Gentry had long since been ready for a confrontation. He bet Sledge wouldn’t talk so tough with a backdoor to his personal area network taken advantage of, and those fancy arms shutting down for diagnostics.

      “Before you two cripple each other, I thought you might want to know our boss is outside.” Hardpoint’s voice interrupted the brewing stare-down, all business. A fresh bevy of lights blinked on the external display panels of his MCT-issued headware, a sure sign he was actively monitoring one of his recon drones. “Maybe we should take the job and burn off some steam, boys? Having both of you along for the gig helps our odds, I’m sure.”

      “I dunno, HP,” Coydog teased and flashed a wicked grin, “If one of ’em geeks the other, it does mean bigger shares all around!”

      Sledge kept up the glare, but Gentry lost interest and turned away.

      “You guys are right. We need to focus, Sledge.” The decker sent mental commands to his hack-pack, shoving icons around and canceling the viruses he’d been about to upload into the ork’s PAN.

      “Let’s go meet the boss and get the details.”
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      The Meet was over. It had gone as well as a Meet ever did, without the team’s fixer, Ms. Myth, around to help out.

      Sledge wasn’t thrilled with leaving his Harley back at the Skeleton, but a short conversation with the righteous tusker running the door, and he was satisfied his bike would be looked after. That punk Gentry’s sleek Mirage looked fast but fragile next to Sledge’s chopper, but Coydog’s muddy Gopher pickup dwarfed both of them. Satisfied they’d all be there when they got back, the big ork clambered into Hardpoint’s big van, a GMC Bulldog.

      But right away, Gentry started whining and wrecked what should’ve been a quiet ride. “I’m telling you, facial recognition pegged the guy. Mr. Johnson’s from Ares. You can see him in this fundraiser picture, he’s part of a security detail, if you’d just take a look at—”

      “Well, I ain’t takin’ a look at it,” Sledge cut Gentry off with an angry chop at the air. His new sword was sheathed, but he still liked waving the thing around to interrupt the wannabe daisy-eater. “It ain’t our job to care, chummer. We took the job and the up-front payment, so now we do it. Period. We go in, download the specs, record the infiltration. That’s it. That’s all. It’s simple.”

      “No, it isn’t. It’s never that simple! This guy’s hiring us to do a run against his own company, and you don’t think that’s a little weird?”

      Sledge rolled his eyes. “I’m saying it don’t matter if it’s weird. It’s just another night. Just another paycheck.” He reached across the van and jabbed Gentry in the shoulder with his sheathed blade again. “Maybe he’s Ares internal affairs or somethin’. Maybe he’s from another department. Maybe he’s angling for his boss’s job an’ wants us to make ’em look bad. Lots of maybes, but none of ‘em matter. It’s just another run.”

      “Listen, if you’ll give me five minutes to—”

      “No time, shadowkiddies.” Hardpoint’s voice cut off their argument, and the dwarf unplugged himself from the Bulldog’s dash. “This is our stop. Sledge, you’re on point.”

      Sledge hopped out of the van smoothly, leaving Gentry to fumble with this seatbelt and strap his goggles and headset on. The ork’s movements came herky-jerk quick now, his enhanced reflexes turned on and running hot. He had a blocky AK-98 in his hands, an Ares handcannon holstered at his hip, and his new pigsticker, long and thin, slung over his back. It was an official Neal The Ork Barbarian repro, all thin, curved, and fantasy-stylized right out of a high budget tridflick, but it had a wicked sharp mono-edge, and that’s all Sledge cared about.

      The team had a block and a half of broken-down Seattle to cover, and Sledge knew the streets better than the rest of them. He led the way from cover to cover, alley to alley, hurrying them through the rain-slick shadows. The Seattle shadows were his home, and urban gunfights his way of life. They knew he’d get them there.

      Sledge shot a glance backward as he waited at a corner, and flashed his tusks in a smirk at Gentry, who was second. The decker had a Colt 2066—which wasn’t the worst gun in the world, the ork grudgingly admitted—in his hand, but the real skill he brought to the team was strapped all over his body. It was some sort of drek-hot Renraku hack-pack rig Gentry’d sometimes babble on and on about like anyone but him or maybe Hardpoint gave a damn. His eyes weren’t chipped up like Sledge’s, and the breeder had to wear those goggles of his, half-shooting glasses and half-supercomputer, to use a smartlink or see in the dark.

      Sledge snorted.

      Hardpoint was next, following in his scuffed-up security armor, MCT logos long since scratched away, but still the dwarf’s favorite outfit. Sledge understood loyalty. He got where the dwarf was coming from, trying to stick with the folks who’d brought him up; the only reason it didn’t make sense, in Sledge’s eyes, was that the halfer was so doggedly protective of a megacorp, especially one that had cut him loose. Still, the ork didn’t mind all the firepower Hardpoint’s drones brought to the team. He’d been arguing for them to park closer, of course, but eventually they’d compromised; this way Hardpoint’s previous van was close enough to lend indirect support, but far enough away to avoid notice.

      Coydog and her cowboy boots came last, and Sledge couldn’t help but let his gaze linger a little. The elf was different. Salish tribal born and raised, but here on Seattle’s Council Island and Everett neighborhoods, she had a foot in both worlds. Native and Anglo, backwoods and city streets; Sledge liked her. Everyone liked her. She had a big Browning pistol holstered at her waist in a sleek, modern gunbelt which didn’t quite fit in with the feathers in her hair, the strings of colored beads, the leather fringes on her clothes. She was an interesting gal, Coydog. Sledge saw her lips move, saw hints of color flash and ripple from her hands, and then felt a cool breeze swirl around them all. He knew what that meant, and would’ve smiled if smiling was his style. The shaman had gone to work and called them up a friendly spirit. They’d be hidden from prying eyes, at least partially, but Sledge sure wasn’t going to let that trick him into relaxing.

      The ork stopped at the building’s loading entrance, back to the wall, watching the team as they approached. It was time for Gentry to do his job. His smartgoggles brightened and his Colt was holstered as he began to work with his own brand of magic. No, not magic, really, just skill. Soft blue lights flared and danced while the decker’s fingers wiggled and tapped, pecking at an imaginary keyboard his Renraku hardware spun into existence. Sledge covered them while the decker worked, smartlink reticule and the muzzle of his AK sweeping the streets.

      Sledge growled impatience low in his throat like a junkyard dog. Coydog laid a gentle hand on the human’s shoulder and whispered something encouraging to him, but Sledge didn’t have a chance to say something snarky about it. Maybe a half-second later, the doors slid open. Fraggin’ finally.

      The ork nodded to Hardpoint, and the rigger lifted his hand and several drones leaped to answer his call. A sleek little glossy-black beetle drone, an MCT FlySpy, lifted off from his palm and led the way into the building, with Sledge and his AK just behind. Then Hardpoint rummaged in his pockets and tugged out his KnowSpheres, too, and soon enough the trio of little black globes were buzzing through the air near him, recording the job per Mr. Johnson’s request. The FlySpy, nimble and silent, sped down the hallway as the team hurried inside, getting out of the Seattle drizzle and the putting walls and doors between them and the external security teams.

      The FlySpy led the way. Hardpoint’s tiny drone buzzed along ahead of them, making sure that security cameras were where they were supposed to be, that a corpsec kill-team wasn’t lurking around every corner. The dwarf worked his left hand to pilot the little machine, fingers splayed, twisting and planing his hand this way and that, angling his palm to orient and maneuver the spy-drone, headware and extensive control rig electronics making it unnaturally responsive to such simple commands. He had one eye looking through the drone’s optical sensors, the other squinted half-shut, and Coydog led him through the halls and kept him from bumping into anything.

      Gentry was the slowest of them here; every camera the FlySpy tagged on their team’s heads-up display—visible to all of them but Coydog, she said she kept losing her AR glasses, but HardPoint kept insisting she was breaking them on purpose—was his responsibility. Sledge gave Gentry a little nudge and a grunt each time he spotted one, just to make sure the geek was on top of things, and to hurry him up.

      Gentry reached out through the Matrix, his AR-goggles bright with streaming data and security override commands, cracking into their nodes one at a time and convincing each camera to run a loop of the last minute over and over again before they stepped into the frame. Coydog’s magic might convince security there was nothing to see here, face to face, and buy them half a second if some corpsec jerk caught a quick glimpse. Gentry’s skills, instead, convinced corporate cameras to shut their eyes tight while the team snuck past. If the decker kept it up, Sledge knew their job would be a whole lot easier.

      It was slow going, and tense. The FlySpy took point, Sledge cleared each hallway with the muzzle of his sturdy Kalashnikov, then came Hardpoint and Gentry, only half there, most of their attention sapped away by the dazzling electronic reality of the Matrix. The dwarf’s three KnowSpheres swirled around the team, tiny dog-brains programming them to record their movements. Coydog rode herd, listening for doors opening and closing behind them, the stomp of security boots, the wail of alarms. Slow and tense, and careful, too, but Sledge got them there. They didn’t see another living soul. Together they threaded a careful path through winding Ares corporate hallways and stairwells, slicing their way deeper and deeper into the belly of the beast.

      And then, suddenly, there they were; data terminal 501. Sledge took a knee and braced his rifle against a cubicle wall, nodding for Gentry to move in. It was showtime.

      Sledge watched as he settled into this corporate spider’s chair—he had to admit that hacking into a Matrix security agent’s terminal as a way into the whole system was a decent plan, assuming Gentry could pull it off—and adjusted a few of the sub-systems that made up his Renraku deck. Then Gentry pulled a long, slender cable from a spool on his right bracer and reached towards a port on the Ares counter-hacker’s workstation.

      Sledge thought about wishing the decker good luck, but decided against it.

      Maybe he should have.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      Hardpoint knew better than Sledge or Coydog what the decker was up to. The dwarf was no expert console cowboy like Gentry, but he had a handle on the basics of illicit Matrix interfacing. He knew how fast things happened in full virtual reality, how every nanosecond counted and how everything—from your own icon to the intrusion countermeasures that threatened it—moved at the speed of thought. Gentry flew in VR when he could, but Hardpoint preferred to keep one foot in the real world. That was the difference between them, really. The human liked to escape reality fully in the Matrix, where the dwarf preferred to influence the meatworld, just through drones instead of his own two hands when he could help it.

      But the speeds were the same. The electronic rush. The stakes. Hardpoint knew, even if the rough-edged samurai and the city shaman didn’t, how quickly things could go wrong in an electronic contest.

      He heard and saw it through his own eyes and ears, as well as the audio and optical sensor suites in four different drones, when the Klaxons started to howl and the security lights began to flash. It hadn’t taken long, but Hardpoint hadn’t expected it to. Things moved fast in VR. Sometimes too fast.

      The dwarf watched through his FlySpy’s optics as Gentry shifted in his chair, lurching side to side. He called his littlest drone—no point in stealth, now—back to him and stowed it in the armored pouch on his belt. He kept his KnowSpheres running and recording, one swooping all around the team on autopilot, the other two racing away to scout. The decker jerked again in the big chair, body going tense and rigid, somewhere between a seizure and taking a punch. Then again. And again.

      “He gonna die?” Sledge didn’t look up from the sights of his AK, unperturbed by the security alert.

      “Spirits, I hope not.” Coydog bit her lip.

      “I doubt it,” Hardpoint said, half his attention elsewhere. He piped commands through his headware to the waiting Bulldog, disabling security measures, firing up the engine, and getting it rolling in their direction for a quick escape.

      “No,” Gentry himself said, reaching out with one hand twitch-quick to unplug himself. The human stood and brushed the back of one hand under his nose to wipe away some blood.

      “Got the file by the tips of my ears.” He shook his head, still unsteady on his feet, and Hardpoint watched through a drone as he blinked heavy eyelids that suddenly had deep bruises beneath them. Gentry patted the main drive of his Renraku deck, a sleek black box that rested on his hip not far from his Colt. “Almost got iced, but me and my baby got the job done.”

      Intrusion countermeasures—IC—could tear a Matrix icon to shreds in nanoseconds. Some IC, the blackest of the black, could do the same to a decker’s brain through custom-programed biofeedback. Judging from Gentry’s condition, the files were more heavily protected than Mr. Johnson had known.

      Hardpoint started to get fresh information from his recon KnowSpheres, his reliable MCT headware giving him several datastream overlays at once.

      “Left, down three stories,” he said, monotone, matter-of fact. He recorded and reported all at once, telling the others about the incoming security teams even while his headware showed him black-clad security troopers, armored head to toe, faceless beneath their glossy helmets. In their midst loomed a taller, broader, figure, a massive troll, too big to even fit in the full-body security armor the rest of them wore.

      “And right, one floor down.” A second group were jogging up the opposite stairwell, looking to trap them. A pale woman in a dark suit led a handful of heavily armored guards. Behind them, Hardpoint recognized combat drones when he saw them; Duelists, the experimental bipedal drones Ares was manufacturing in this very facility.

      “Trouble,” was all he said. Gentry and Sledge could see just what the problem was over the teams shared cam-feed. Before that KnowSphere could get a better look, the woman raised a hand and whispered a word; a flashing bolt enveloped Hardpoint’s little spy drone and that display window turned to static.

      Sledge didn’t speak, just led the team down the left hallway where they’d have a better chance of making it into stairs unimpeded. He shouldered the door open and threw a pair of metallic spheres down the stairwell in one smooth motion, then took a knee. Gentry hurriedly led the rest of them up the stairs. Sledge’s broad, orkish frame blocked Hardpoint’s curious KnowSphere from being able to track the grenades as they bounced down the stairwell, but there was no denying that the ensuing explosion was impressive. Hardpoint’s own ears rang from the twin blasts, but he was able to hear the wailing of injured guards through the audial suites in his drones. Sledge hadn’t moved, just waited there with his AK shouldered.

      One of Hardpoint’s drones watched as Gentry kicked twice at the roof door, the other floated above and behind Sledge. Hardpoint and Coydog burst onto the roof behind the decker just as Sledge’s AK started to bark and fill the stairwell behind them with muzzle flashes and fast-moving bullets. The first heavily armored guard to recover from the grenades and stumble into view caught a burst for his trouble and tumbled back down the stairs. Then came a second and third, and Sledge burned the rest of his magazine knocking them back out of view.

      Slivers of Hardpoint’s attention flitted from drone to drone, watching as the Ares security troll lumbered into view. He swung up a huge gun and the dwarf’s KnowSphere and Sledge both scrambled out of the way. Hardpoint felt the gun go off, even two stories away, on the roof, as the Panther Assault Cannon roared like thunder and sent a round smashing a fist-sized hole through the wall where Sledge had been just a second earlier. His drone whirred loudly as it tried to keep up with the impossibly quick ork, flying up the stairs after him as he ran to catch up to the rest of the team. Just as the security door opened up with the second Ares team burst into the stairwell near them, the drone’s audio equipment picked up the sound of a pair of metallic spheres bouncing down behind the ork.

      The dwarf fought a little smile as he heard the second pair of grenades go off, but that hulking troll and his assault cannon worried him. Ares was so concerned with securing the facility that they were willing to blast giant holes in it to try and stop a few shadowunners. Security, not practicality, mattered to them here, and that made them unpredictable. Unpredictable people were dangerous to get into firefights with.

      Hardpoint tssked under his breath and shook his head, sending out a fresh series of mental commands. The only way to fight fire…
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      Coydog still wasn’t exactly sure how everything had gone so wrong so quickly. One second Gentry had been doing whatever he did in the Matrix, and the next their whole night had gone to pot. Klaxons everywhere, emergency lights painting the whole building red, and Hardpoint and Sledge rushing them up stairs, a half-a-breath ahead of a bunch of security goons.

      The crew darted across the roof, heading toward the nearest building and starting to cross over. The Ares security team burst up the stairwell behind them, missing maybe half of their number, several of the survivors with armor scratched and scarred from Sledge’s explosives. The troll stood head and shoulders over the rest, the slender, pale, woman in her dark suit pointed, and they lifted their guns.

      Gentry lurched across the gap between buildings, firing blind behind him with his big Colt autopistol. Sledge sprinted across a ventilation pipe, chip-quick, and spun to unload a second magazine from his AK. Coydog carefully holstered her Browning and leaped across the gap, nimble as a deer. Hardpoint stood where he was, letting his stubby little Ingram hang by his side, and just lifted his arms and grinned.

      A flurry of grenades fell onto the roof, fired, one after another, from a trio of miniature helicopters that swooped low overhead. Coydog recognized Hardpoint’s beloved MCT-Nissan Roto-drones a second before their retreat was covered by thick smoke and a fresh wave of explosions among the security team. The dwarf cackled as he scampered to join them on the new rooftop. Sledge’s AK fired and fired, and was soon joined by a trio of autoguns mounted in each of Hardpoint’s fire support drones. Coydog ducked as one of the little KnowSpheres flew by, turning to take in the firefight while the larger drones traded fire with the Ares security squad. Between the drifting clouds of thermal smoke and the protection of her own friendly spirit, the security forces had trouble getting clear shots at Coydog and her friends, but the drones’ mobility and armor plating were their only real defenses.

      She heard Sledge’s AK stutter out a long burst, and saw the Ares troll stagger but not fall. In the corner of her eye she saw Gentry kicking again and again at the rooftop door that would get them clear of the fight, and everywhere else she looked she saw smoke and muzzle flashes, swooping drones and black-clad security. She reached out with a simple spell and sent an Ares goon stumbling and staggering, exhausted, but didn’t quite drop him. She heard Coyote bark laughter at her failure and frowned, drawing up a fresh wave of mana to throw at him. The black-armored thug turned to fire at her, no doubt shouting into his helmet, but then he wavered and fell unceremoniously on his face.

      Coydog smiled and started to say something smug to no one in particular when the security woman across the way lifted her arms. A sickly blue glow filled the rooftop as she chanted with a voice that scratched at Coydog’s soul. She transitioned to Astral sight to get a look at what the other magician was up to, and her blood turned cold. The spirit in mid-summoning was terrible, but just as disconcerting was the black, lifeless, no-aura mass of drones that emerged from the stairwell.

      “Oh, Ghost,” the elf cursed under her breath as the wave of Duelist anthro-drones led a fresh charge across the rooftop. Her mana spells wouldn’t do any good against such soulless automatons. She blinked and dragged her vision back to the material plane and started to drag at her holstered Browning as though it would do her any good.

      Sledge appeared out of nowhere, blocky AK nowhere to be found, with a blue-glowing sword in one hand and the bucking, death-spitting, mass of a big Ares handgun in the other. He barreled into the lead drone with a simple shoulder-check, then she lost a clear view of him as he blurred into motion. A fresh wave of smoke grenades dropped onto the roof, and all she could see of him was the faintly-glowing blade and the occasional muzzle flash of a point-black shot. Coydog wasn’t sure she could have made him out clearly even without the smoke, though, she was moving so quickly.

      There was a flash of too-bright light and a faint droning in her ears. Coyote yipped in horror and anger in the back of her head, and the elf looked up at a twisted insect spirit, all mandibles and outstretched, wriggling legs, and felt bile fill her throat.

      And the worst part was, they couldn’t even run.
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      Smoke filled the air, cut through by the dancing, impossibly-straight crimson lines of laser beams. Lights strobed all around him, showing Gentry still-frame images of bodies clashing violently, muscles heaving, chrome flashing razor-sharp contrast against scuffed black leather. Belly-deep, he felt as much as heard the staccato thrums of too-loud percussions, shaking him to his core. He ignored it all and concentrated on the AR feed piped straight to his brain by top-end hardware and his customized implants.

      They needed him to open the door. They needed him to dive back into the Matrix, or at least dip in his toes, and get just this one door open to save all their lives.

      Gentry ignored the stutter-flashes of muzzles spitting out round after round, whether from Hardpoint’s swooping drones or the Ares Alphas shouldered by corporate muscle. He pushed aside the curses and grunts of exertion where Sledge was, single-handedly, dismantling a half-dozen purpose-built close combat drones. He didn’t flinch when the Ares troll’s cannon sent a round close enough to tug at the edge of his armored jacket, or turn to stare in abject horror at the clawing, chittering, nightmare that loomed over Coydog.

      He decked. He could more than hold his own in a fight, and had some subtle combat augs to back it up, but more than that—more than anything—this was who he was, what he did. His mind ran through program after program, subroutine after subroutine, thought about security protocols and lockdown practices faster than the computer could. He knew electronics backward and forward, literally inside and out, and all he had to do—all he had to do in the world right now—was beat this maglock and the hardwired security system supporting it.

      His Renraku hack-pack screamed wirelessly in the back of his mind and ran hot, back-up systems getting shut down and processing power shunting from secondary processors. Bullets flew by and chipped paint from the wall next to him, and Gentry just reached out, irritated, to snap a return shot without looking.

      One pop-up window out of many, all juggled at once by Gentry’s headware coprocessors and his top-end smartgoggles, started to show him what he was missing through his gun’s smartlink camera. Hardpoint alternated between twitch-quick piloting and wild cheers as his Roto-drones strafed the looming Ares troll and dodged assault cannon rounds. Sledge hacked the last drone apart and blasted the wreckage point-blank to disentangle it from his trid-flashy sword, then staggered as an enemy burst tore into his armored vest. Coydog raised her hands and chanted something in a language Gentry didn’t know.

      “I’m sorry,” Gentry’s earbud picked up Coydog’s voice, wedging past all the background cacophony to hear her whispered apology to empty air.

      There was a thunderclap and a flash of sorcery-bright lightning. The enemy spirit, assaulted by Coydog on one plane and by her spirit on another, shrieked in pain and tumbled to pieces. There was a cyclone hanging in midair for a half-second, impaled on the ephemeral insect’s claw, before it, too, vanished.

      Gentry gave the door locks open and disengage commands thirty-seven different times and one finally got through. Coydog swayed and fell, elf-thin and elf-fragile, having given almost everything within her to blast the spirit to nothingness. Sledge, covered in equal parts blood and oil, dove to snatch her up and—firing with his free hand—haul her toward safety.

      Hardpoint’s FlySpy led the way past Gentry’s just-opened door, and directions and building schematics began to scroll across the team’s network.

      “Straight down, Bulldog’s out front,” the dwarf whooped and flashed a thumbs up. His sole remaining KnowSphere, the other one the victim of a stray bullet, hovered just over his shoulder as he started down the stairs. Sledge was next, half-carrying Coydog, shouldering roughly past Gentry but—just for a half-second there, in the doorframe—nodding to him.

      Gentry covered their escape with his Colt in one hand and Coydog’s Browning in another, while the trio of Roto-drones flew off to one side to split the corp-sec attention. A fresh wave of smoke grenades made the cross-building jump risky, and Gentry knew they’d make it clear before the Ares troops caught up to them.

      He had the data. Hardpoint hard the footage. Mr. Johnson would profit from it, somehow.

      It didn’t matter how sideways it had gone, didn’t matter what eldritch horrors had been thrown at the team, didn’t matter what curveballs the night had pitched their way. It was just part of the job.

      Just another night. Just another paycheck. Just another run.
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