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      Although many writers have accused me of being heartless (I am an editor, after all), I’ve always had a soft spot in my cold, black heart for short stories. Maybe it’s because that’s where I got my start in the business, overseeing the production of hundreds (yes, hundreds) of short fiction anthologies in my time before joining Catalyst Game Labs. It’s also possible that I like short fiction because that was my first published professional sale, many (many) years ago.

      Or perhaps it’s because I think the short story is a nearly perfect medium to introduce a reader (and potential fan) to a whole new world in a compact method that doesn’t require the attention of a longer story. Moreover, I also think there are certain intellectual properties where the short story, in the hands of skilled authors, can provide a perfect glimpse (or, in the case of an anthology, glimpses) of a larger, more complicated world while still providing a complete reading experience.

      But I think the main reason I like short stories is because I get to challenge a group of authors to come up with the best Shadowrun story they can write—which is exactly what happened here. Much like the previous volumes Spells & Chrome; World of Shadows; and Drawing Destiny; Magic, Machines, and Mayhem takes you on sixteen wild rides through the Sixth World, featuring all the cutting-edge, delta-tech, high-octane, spell-slinging action you could want from the widest array of Sixth World characters you can think of: a street samurai whose call to DocWagon turns into the opportunity of a lifetime…if he can just live to collect the most lucrative bounty he’s ever seen; a street-smart two-person runner team is forced to confront their most dangerous run yet—hiding out in an isolated rural town; a corporate executive squares off against a ruthless vice-president in their own megacorp in a razor-sharp battle of wits and words.

      There are also some ace runners appearing in these pages again. Mage and academic ’runner Winterhawk is the star of a tale about him first meeting one of his longest acquaintances from the shadows—and it goes about as well as one might expect. Finally, no Shadowrun collection would be complete without everyone’s favorite runners, Wolf and Raven, matching wits with a determined ork child and a megacorp that are both much more than they seem.

      Whether it’s runners and other denizens swapping tall tales at an unusual nightclub, or a retired-shadowrunner-turned-corp wife coming face-to-face with some unfinished business from her past, these and the other stories in Magic, Machines, and Mayhem are sure to give you that cyber-magic shot of adrenaline you’re looking for.

      Finally, I’m pleased to announce the inclusion of accomplished author and editor Jennifer Brozek as an editor-at-large for the Shadowrun fiction line, as well as my co-editor on this project. Many of you already know Jennifer from her amazing Shadowrun fiction of all lengths, from short story to novel. Now I’m tapping her editorial experience to help oversee the SR fiction line in all its various forms, starting with this volume, which she was instrumental in bringing to publication. There will be more announcements regarding Jennifer’s work in the Shadowrun universe, including a forthcoming new project that takes SR fiction in a bold new direction. I hope you’ll join me in welcoming Jennifer to our team.

      
        
        —John Helfers
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      Frag, that hurts!

      The bullet lodged in Sideshow’s shoulder had been excruciating when the go-ganger’s Ares something-or-another put it there, but now that it had taken up residence against his right clavicle, it was agony. The dwarf’s series-4 pain inhibitors were maxed out, and it still felt like someone drawing fingernails down a chalkboard inside his body.

      I really can’t afford this, he thought as his blood-slick fingers tap-danced over the emergency DocWagon band around his wrist. His basic contract would cover some of the repairs, but the constant buzzing down his right arm, combined with how twitchy his fingers were, meant damage to the reflex clusters wired to that arm. That system had taken him two years and twice that in dumb, maybe-I-shouldn’t-have-taken-this types of gigs, to save up for it, and he definitely didn’t have the extra ’yen for insurance. He remembered how it felt to digi-sign on that dotted line...

      A series of near misses whizzing past the broken-down Jackrabbit he was using for cover snapped him back to right now, reminding him what Hollywood always told him by reciting his old friend’s adage: “Debt is better than dead.”

      Sideshow yanked down on the wristband to break the seal, revealing the secondary switch inside. He took a quick breath, winced at how it actually throbbed in his right lung a bit, and pressed the switch. There was a small trio of vibrations under his thumb, and a bright green message scrolled across his cybereyes’ image link.

      
        
          
            
              
        Franz, Thomas. Silver Contract Initiated. Please remain calm. Your nearest DocWagon retrieval affiliate is on the way. Stanch any bleeding wounds by applying pressure with adequately absorbent, non-infectious materials. Please remain calm. Your nearest DocWagon retrieval affiliate is on the way. Please remain calm. Your nearest DocWagon...

      

      

      

      

      

      The scroll continued to repeat, so Sideshow waved the message into his slush receiver and returned his focus to the firefight raging all around him. Having only just accepted the meet with a Johnson, the part-time street samurai was low on cash, high on needs, and hadn’t even met the rest of his upcoming team yet. He’d only been halfway to Sybrespace for the meet when everything had gone pear-shaped.

      So, when these dregs of the backways rode up and started spraying caseless around, he had no idea why, no game plan, and most unfortunately...no backup. The bullets started flying, and Sideshow’s Rapier took a few rounds in the block; the bike ground to a halt and tossed him off, literally dropping him into a streetside shootout. Old habits die hard, and instead of just running off and pinging in for some corpsec heaters to deal with these fools, his dwarf mitt was soon filled with Ruger steel, and he was already thinking about making them sorry. Before his smartlink could even get fully actualized to his cybereyes, he was yanking on the trigger and sending rounds across Yesler Way and into the three worst-dressed Halloweener go-gangers this side of Pike Place Market. When his target recognition software caught up with his instincts, one of them was already down. It wasn’t clean, and it left him open.

      Open for one of the other two to get a lucky hit to Sideshow’s shoulder, knocking the Warhawk from his fingers, sending him scuttling for cover, and bringing him to his current predicament—pinned down with only a single BangSmak concussion pack left in his arsenal.

      “Come on out, stunty!” One of the gangers shouted between the rip of gunshots. “Leave your ’link and any sticks you are carryin’ on the hood and we’ll let’cha limp out of⁠—”

      The whir-brrrap of a minigun assembly coming to life cut that last statement—and the life of the ganger who was saying it—short. Hundreds of armor piercing rounds tore one of the orks, as well as the tooled-up racing bike he was straddling, to shreds in seconds. The last Halloweener foolishly turned her gun on the newly arriving armored ambulance and was similarly turned into a two-meter-wide Rorschach blot of crimson on the pavement.

      “This is an official contracted DocWagon extraction,” a loudspeaker blasted in all directions, announcing the legality of the action as well as keeping others from adding to the casualty list, “please stay twelve to fifteen meters away from all DocWagon personnel until we have secured the client and declared the area safe for transit.”

      “Drek,” Sideshow said, slowly rising into view, keeping the hand clutching the emergency tag held as high as he could while still trying to keep his blood in his shoulder, “that was fast. You really do get what you pay for, eh?”

      “Franz comma Thomas?” One of the two heavily armored emergency Doc-techs, the one not strapped to the gunnery rig of the retrieval ambulance, stepped toward the wounded dwarf. In one hand she held a highly modified—likely sponsored—H&K submachine gun, and was obviously manipulating an AR info-popup with the other.

      “Yeah, yeah, chum,” Sideshow scoffed. “You know, the guy holding his collarbone together? Yeah, I’m the one who called you.”

      “Please present your contract tag and hold still for verification. We were en route to something very important when your tag pinged us, so let’s not waste anyone’s time here, okay?” Sarcasm was obviously lost on this one.

      “Here ya go.” He winced as he extended his bloody hand and the occasionally vibrating chunk of plastic around his wrist. “Most expensive call I ever made.”

      “The hazardous pickup was actually covered by your contract, Mister Thomas. Otherwise, we would have sent the next wagon team.” Her firmly set chin was the only part of her face visible under her mirrored visor, and the smile that grew across it seemed genuine. The bulky gauntlet of her armor hovered over the ID tag for moment, pulling all the necessary data from Sideshow’s contract. “A piece of free advice? If you are going to continue hostilities with multiple alleged gang members at a time, you really ought to upgrade your contract to at least Gold. Only the first hundred rounds spent during an extraction are included at this level.”

      “I’ll take that into consideration.” Sideshow paused, looking at the high-threat responder’s poly-glo badge on her chest. “Miss Abernathy.”

      “Client confirmed.” Triggering her helmet mic, Abernathy comm’d to her partner behind the streetside artillery. The thick plates of the response armor, combined with the helmet and the well-practiced cadence of her speech, made it all but impossible to tell where the Doc-tech was from. Not that he actually cared who this wageslave was, not really, but reading people was Sideshow’s special talent. “Dwarf. Bio-male. Single large-caliber gunshot wound to the upper right quadrant of center mass. Prepare the chair for an in-and-out 70/30 patch-up. Moderately augmented. No visible or registered bioware, and scanning at Beta-grade tech.”

      Beta? That fraggin’ doc charged me Delta pricing!

      “I’m gonna live, Doc?”

      “I’m legally required to tell you I’m not a doctor.” Abernathy sighed the sigh of someone who has had to recite legislation codes thousands of times before. “And even my educated opinion isn’t binding to liability in any way.” She smirked, holstering her weapon. “But yeah, tough sodder like you? You’ll be primetime again in just a few.”

      The other DocWagoner finished putting his minigun mount back into the armored pocket-point on the vehicle, tucking it inside the large sliding door on its side before taking out pre-packaged medical procedural kits.

      Cradling the wounded arm, they started toward the ambulance. Sideshow exhaled through clenched teeth. Each step sent a shock through his shoulder. The bullet surely had achieved consciousness somehow, and was engraving its very long name on the surface of his bone.

      “So...I bet you folks have really good pharma on this rig, eh?”

      “The best.” Abernathy chuckled. “but you will be limited to locals and slap patches onsite, plus access to thirty-six hours of orals afterward.” She shrugged. “You get what you pay for, Thomas.”

      “Law of the land, chum,” the dwarf whistled slowly, following her somewhat subtle ushering into the vehicle. Trying not to plop too hard into the plastic-lined treatment chair mounted at the center of the ambulance compartment, Sideshow settled into the body-forming foam cushions. Quickly, the other Doc-tech helped him find a serviceable position. After a series of grunts, winces, and gasps that were thankfully drowned out by the crinkling and squeaking of the plastic sheeting beneath his weight, everyone was seemingly happy.

      “You have any hidden weaponry we need to be made aware of, Thomas?” This elven medical worker recited the standards even as he cut off the right sleeves from Sideshow’s jacket and shirt with well-practiced expertise. As soon as the puckered wound of the shoulder was exposed, he tore the activating film off the back of a medical chem-patch and slapped it over the hole. Those things were designed to be sliced open and worked through while administering pharmaceuticals and helping dissuade further blood loss, and Sideshow really hoped those promised local anesthetics were about to kick in pretty soon. He focused on the elf’s badge, shutting out the pain of the first probing instrument into the wound.

      “Negatory, Mr. Findlay,” he answered. “I’m not jobbin’ at the moment. All I have is... whoa...”

      There it is… he thought, blinking wide as the cool rush of numbness spread across his upper arm and chest. He suddenly realized why people got addicted to slappers.

      “Everything okay?” Abernathy chimed in, peeking in from the street. “We dial dosage up to compensate for your body type. We go too far? Maybe we should pull it back some...”

      “Don’t you dare.” Sideshow narrowed his eyes comically. “I paid high ’yen for this cotton candy highway you’re drivin’ me down. So...keep it comin’.” He slumped back a bit, barely aware of the bullet fragments being pulled from him as much more than dull pressure.

      “Okay, okay.” Findlay tried to rein in the conversation while he worked. “You were saying? Weapons?”

      “Oh!” Sideshow chuckled. “As I was saying before you godsent angels of mercy pumped me full of this sweet, sweet ambrosia...all I have is one concussion pak and my Ruger.” He looked down at his empty holster. Frag! “Oh hey, I dropped my piece out there when I got popped.”

      “I can grab it.” Abernathy nodded. “Won’t even charge you the fee for non-ambulatory services, either.”

      “Thanks.” Sideshow wasn’t sure if the Doc-tech was being serious, but it was good to have on the record either way. “That thing’s gotten me through a lot, that’s for sure.”

      “Where’d you drop it, Thomas?”

      “Well, I got hit off my bike over there in the street.” He tried to focus through the chemical-induced haze creeping up the side of his face and into his central nervous system. “I wasn’t far from the curb when they got lucky an’ caught me lookin’.”

      “Here it is,” Abernathy shouted over her shoulder as she scooped up the scuffed-up-but-still-shiny piece. “Not bad, Thomas. This isn’t a bad shoo⁠—”

      Fwoooooooooosh!

      The street was suddenly the landscape of hell itself. An expanding cloud of burning aerosolized napalm filled the street, enveloping Abernathy and everything else within three meters of her. Her helmet microphone picked up her screams and blasted static through the loudspeakers of the ambulance and into Findlay’s earpiece. Her armor was treated to be mostly flame-retardant, keeping her from cooking instantly, but that exposed lower part of her face turned her visor into a chimney of sorts—sending a roiling ball of fire up into her eyes and under the helmet.

      “Roast, corpo puppet!” The voice was half-mad and crackling as it shouted over Abernathy’s screams and the roar of his Hell Turtle flamethrower. Just emerged from behind an overfull dumpster, yet another Halloweener—by the stripes of bright orange caution tape crisscrossing his black jacket—laughed maniacally. His strangely tattooed face was aglow with the light from his stream of fire.

      “Susan!” Findlay slapped the access switch for his minigun, but while it unlocked from its stowage and he grabbed it to bring it to bear, Sideshow saw something dance across the side of Findlay’s helmet...a simple red dot.

      “Watch out!” The dwarf was suddenly sober. The pain medications went from a pleasing numbness to a cold, wooden stiffness as adrenaline made war against them in his veins.

      “Wha—?” Findlay turned to address Sideshow’s warning, his chiseled elven face visible through the visor, perfectly putting the glowing red pinpoint of light just over his left eye.

      The timing was all too perfect. A high caliber round punched through that spot, splitting the plastic-coated alloy of the helmet easily, calling in to question the efficacy of the gear the company supplies them with. The round punched through the Doc-tech’s skull like cracking an egg., sending the headgear spinning away in two pieces and splattering the inside of both halves with yolk.

      Fragfragfragfragfrag!

      “Burn it all down, ’weeners!” The flamethrowing ganger cackled again, pouring more fiery death onto the charred and blackened Abernathy a few strides away.

      Even as Findlay sagged and twitched to the floor, rolling out of the ambulance and onto the street, Sideshow could hear the sadistic laughter of another ganger approaching from around the front end of the ambulance. The dwarf wriggled his hand free of the surgical restraint and flexed his wounded arm.

      Not great, he thought, but it’ll have to do.

      As he pulled himself to his somewhat shaky feet, the anesthesia still clouding some of his senses, something shot by him, making a metallic klink-klink-klink sound in the cabin behind. He turned to see an old Czech-made phosphorus grenade rattling around the floor of the ambulance.

      “Aw hell!” Sideshow shouted, throwing his weight forward to jump out of the vehicle just as the cannister exploded, sending a shower of burning hot white mini meteors searing and melting through the compartment. Anywhere the little flaming globs struck or bounced, a new blaze was left behind, turning the entire inside of the ambulance into a veritable inferno. One white-hot fragment passed by Sideshow’s face by a few inches, and the heat alone turned one of his eyebrows and half his carefully maintained moustache into wisps of bitter smoke that would have stung his senses, were they not overloaded by the trail of chemical fumes.

      “Burn, bay-bee, burn!” The grenade’s tosser was a truly rare sight in the sprawl. A goblin ganger in another orange-and-black-striped flak vest danced psychotically in the glowing blaze. Either he was completely oblivious to Sideshow’s escape or too filled with pyromaniacal joy to care, and didn’t seem to feel the burn of the flames at all in his vampirism-goblinized dwarf flesh. No matter the reasons, the leathery-skinned arsonist didn’t so much as spare the dwarf a glance in his direction.

      Alright—Sideshow rearranged his thoughts, knowing the few seconds he was being given would pass before long—use it. He let his street sam instincts take over, immediately assessing the situation like he would on any run. He’d been in worse situations before. The only difference was now he wasn’t getting paid in nuyen, but his heart would keep beating.

      Sitrep, Sideshow.

      In one of the gob’s hands, he held a pistol that seemed way too hefty for the little guy, but the epoxy-taped laser sight under its barrel made Sideshow pretty sure he was the one that had headshot Findlay. That was a mixed boon, honestly. While it meant there wasn’t a rifle-wielding sniper up on one of these coffin stacks around him, it also meant the gob was a good shot and willing to use more than a few flames to execute someone.

      The flamethrower ganger was still turning poor Abernathy into human charcoal in the street, consumed by the thrill of it all as well as whatever chemicals were racing through his veins. Those single-tank flamethrowers weren’t made for this kind of saturation. Sideshow knew it would be sputtering out any moment, and it didn’t look like these neo-anarchists likely had the money for a number of pressurized ammo-cannisters.

      Two thugs, focused on their showy kills.

      Not bad odds, he thought. Now what am I working with?

      His Ruger was somewhere over by Cajun-fried Abernathy, along with her sidearm, and the minigun covered in elf filling was still ground zero for the incendiary blast and utterly unusable.

      Too bad Findlay wasn’t... His eyes went to the elven corpse next to the ambulance. Wait...was he packing?

      He rolled over twice, ignoring the growing throb in his shoulder, tucking in to the unfortunate street medic’s body. His hands ran over the crumpled frame, one moving much easier than the other, patting pockets and pouches and armored compartments on the medic’s armor.

      “Hey! Where’d beardy go?” The flamethrower spat, flickered, and pluffed out of fuel nearby.

      Come on, Findlay...you were a damned professional...

      “He was ’ere a second ago!” The goblin tore his eyes away from the swirl of flame in and around the DocWagon ambulance, eyes straining to adjust to the nighttime shadows beyond the firelight.

      “There you are!”

      There YOU are!

      As the ganger lifted his pistol toward him, Sideshow’s numb fingers wrapped around the handle of his monomolecular scalpel. Knowing every millisecond counted, he triggered his wired reflexes—and it nearly took his breath away. Most of his body sped up normally, but that wounded arm became cold stone at the end of his shoulder. In that split second, Sideshow yanked his muscle memory back to his rookie, unaugmented days. The scalpel left his fingers with a flick of his tingling wrist, spinning toward its target, along with the dwarf’s only chance to avoid getting splattered.

      Despite only being two centimeters in length, the scalpel’s empowered blade was designed to slice through the toughest of enhanced tissues and materials—piercing the goblin’s eye, like it was warm soy, to devastate the gray matter behind it. Bypassing the regeneration of his vampirically-resilient flesh by going directly for the brain, the gob was dead before he hit pavement.

      “Two-Tone!” The until-recently-flamethrowing Halloweener came around the corner to watch him fall. Real shock crossed his tatted-up face, but it quickly twisted into anger as his enlarged pupils fell upon the dwarf. “All you had to do was stay in the wagon, chum. Stay in the wagon and die. Now I gotta do ya all slow…” He pulled out a thin-bladed, serrated knife. “...gotta make it hurt. For Twos and Backstop.”

      This braincase thinks a knife is going to be more painful than being burned alive? Sideshow’s pragmatic mind cut through his painkiller fugue, and the thought pulled up the corners of his mouth into a sarcastic grin.

      The go-ganger snarled again, “Shoulda just stayed in the wa⁠—”

      “Yeah, I heard ya the first time.” Sideshow scrambled to his feet and into a three-point coiled stance. The ganger’s eyes widened as his mouth fell agape; he apparently wasn’t ready for a street sam on this little hijacking of theirs.

      In a split-second, the dwarf pushed off the ground, pushing up and forward. A fiery bloom of pain sang out across his nerves as his wounded shoulder crushed into the ganger’s chest. Unh! Wrong shoulder!

      Stars might have flooded the edges of his vision, but things were worse for his would-be attacker. The thickened bone structure Sideshow had paid good money for months ago drove hard into the small spaces between ribs, splintering them. His off hand, sadly being his only good hand at the moment, shot out following the impact and wrapped thick dwarf fingers around the wiry hand holding the knife.

      Days of living off chemical stimulants and sleeping in filth made the struggle to control the blade a short one. Sideshow easily overpowered the ganger, practiced movements overcoming gutter instincts, and with a wet shunk! his fingers were wet and sticky with a pulsing flow from somewhere between them. He let go and stepped back, already knowing how this ended.

      “Whu...whu...what...” The ganger’s blood slick fingers swatted uselessly at the hilt jutting out of his waist, and he looked down in disbelief at the rapidly slowing rhythm of red spurts from his wound. “It...it was...was supposed...”

      “But it wasn’t,” Sideshow cut him off, taking one more step back just in case. “Wrong mark, beetle-head. I’m genuinely sorry it came to this.” The ganger collapsed onto his face, a trickle of condensation from the empty fuel tank mixing with the growing pool of blood. “But you get what you order, chum.”

      Sideshow waited a few more seconds to step forward and grab the knife from the wound. His gun was gone, that flamethrower was way too much for street work, and he was several hours’ away from his storage stack. Cleaning off the blade as best he could on the guy’s jacket, he found it was surprisingly well-balanced and would get him to the tube. He was sure there’d be a lot of questions, but if he was going to pay for pub-trans, he might as well head to the meet up for the gig. Who knows? Maybe the Johnson would have someone there to finish stitching him up, too.

      Local security or corpo mercs might be headed this way anytime soon, so it was time to pick up what he could and get moving. He stopped and listened for approaching sirens.

      Huh? What is that?

      Instead of the distant call of legal entanglements approaching, a tiny, chirping voice—like the squawk of a vehicular microphone. He couldn’t tell what it was saying, but it was repeatedly squeaking out something nearby. Sideshow scanned the area, looking for what it could be, and tried to let his ears home in on the source at the same time. With the excitement of the scene reduced to a burning doc wagon carrier and a handful of dead bodies, the elements of street life were starting to seep back onto the scene, making things that much harder.

      Then he heard the chirp just as he caught some flickering HUD lights still blinking inside of the larger half of the DocWagon medic’s helmet a few feet away. He scooped up both halves, shook the brain and skull soup out before pressing them together and lifting it carefully to his ear, and listened.

      “—you read? Do you copy? Abernathy? This is Hub 3X7. Please respond! What is your sitrep? What is the state of the delivery?”

      Using the chinstrap to hold it together, Sideshow plunked the helmet down over his head and tried not to think of how much of the DocTech was now smearing into his hair and running down the back of his neck as the voice inside shouted.

      “Findlay! Please respond!”

      “Sorry, Hub,” Sideshow interjected, immediately impressed by the remarkable amount of information streaming across several image link window access points. Local media feeds, the Hub line, Lone Star report ticker, and even the medical feed from whatever patient was in treatment at the time—which, ironically, was his own flatlined feed from the wagon’s burning chair. “He can’t come to the mic, sorry to be the bearer of bad news.”

      “What? Who is this?” The voice still bore some tone of emergency, but there was an edge to it that wasn’t there before. “Where’s Findlay? Or Abernathy? How are you on this line?”

      “I’m Thomas Franz.” Sideshow knew giving his shadowrunning handle wouldn’t be terribly helpful here. “This wagon’s last patient, an emergency call. The guys who made me pull my tag; they took out your guys. I iced ’em, but it’s pretty bad down here. You should probably send in another⁠—”

      “Is the container intact?” The voice on the other end sounded suddenly afraid. “Can you see it?”

      Sideshow looked toward the blazing vehicle and tsk’d his tongue against his teeth.

      “The wagon is kind of...on fire right now,” he answered honestly. “I have no idea. I’m okay, though. Shoulder is bullet-free, but still kind of looks like an overcooked Taco Temple combi-bowl. Still hurts a lot, too.”

      “That containment case is rated to withstand thermite, so it will be fine.” He let out a sigh, cleared his throat, and asked, “Can you see the container?”

      “Yeah, I’m fine, too. You know? The client?”

      “Yes, yes.” Complete dismissal. “But can you see the contain—” Click.

      There was a brief moment of comm static, then a new voice filled the receiver.

      “Mister Franz?” It was calm, collected, feminine, and one hundred percent corporate. Sideshow had dealt with dozens of these types before. “Please excuse my employee. I’m the...shift supervisor. Call me Lin. From what it says here, I can assume you survived this encounter due to certain...professional abilities?”

      “I did what I had to, yeah.”

      “Good, good.” He could hear her smile across the airwaves. “What if I told you I could push a few buttons on my end and give you Platinum DocWagon access for life? What would you say to that?”

      “I’d ask who you needed me to slab?” Sideshow knew the start of a negotiation when he heard one.

      “No, no. Nothing like that. In fact, quite the opposite. The Shiawase container my colleague was asking about actually contains something that will save a life—possibly dozens more, too. But if the Knight Errant grunts headed your way find it, it will get flagged for evidence, stuck in a lockdown somewhere, and the window for its viability will close. Do you understand what I am saying?”

      “There’s a box inside that still-burning van you want to hire me, while I’m injured, to deliver.” He was already starting to create a risk-reward cost analysis in his head. “Where’s it going?”

      “Not terribly far. Even by foot. Hang on to Findlay’s comms and I’ll send the address to his...your...display. Can we count on you, Mr. Franz?”

      “Platinum for life, right?”

      “My people are already drawing up the contract terms. We just need your verbal agreement. On the record. You know, to keep Legal happy.”

      “Yeah.” Maybe it was the pharma starting to wane, but Sideshow had a nagging tingle in his skin...like he was signing the twenty-first century version of a Devil’s deal. “Send the addy. I’ll get it done.”

      Now, he thought as he looked at the still-burning DocWagon vehicle, HOW do I get it done?

      The phosphorous grenade was all popped out, so the fires weren’t exactly at full blaze anymore, but the chemicals in the wagon were keeping it at a healthy, flesh-roasting crackle. The corpo on the mic said Errant was on the way, and if he was going to get this show on the road, so to speak—he had to hurry up and figure out how to get past that fire.

      Think, you street rat, he mentally slapped himself as he took in the details of the scene with the new obstacle in mind. Sitrep, Sideshow. THINK!

      Fire hydrant? He didn’t have to put the whole fire out, so cracking open the city suppression lines would be overkill. It would almost certainly bring down a GridSec drone or three, too. No good.

      Soggy rain tarp? If he wrapped himself all up in it, he could probably move past the blaze pretty easy; maybe even use the helmet lens to see what he was doing. But then he’d have to open it up to grab the container and get cooked anyway. Not ideal. Next.

      Yank the crates out? He could use the safety line on that Wranglemax over there to hook the containers and pull them out. That way he would just need to smother a few small fires and then get moving. But did he even know exactly what he was looking for, apart from the Shiawase tag? Come back to that. Anything else?

      Then it hit him.

      The BangSmak! Having seen dozens of these things go off in a variety of situations, Sideshow knew exactly what happened when a concussion pak went off in a semi-enclosed area. All the air got blasted out of the area, and pretty much anything that wasn’t bolted down was sent bouncing like microwave syntheticorn.

      The faint sounds of sirens pushed him from “that might be the best idea” to “here goes!” in a few seconds. He unclipped the small, apple-shaped device from his hip, slid the detonation sequencer to “tri-impact,” and gave it a toss.

      Tik-klak-WHUMP!

      The sonic boom of the BangSmak going off was exactly what the doctor ordered. No air equals no fire, and aside from sending smoldering and burned medical supplies and tools flying in all directions like sooty shrapnel, the fiery furnace that was the wagon’s work compartment was snuffed out. A haze of black, chemical-heavy smoke rolled out of the vehicle like a stuffed-up chimney, but a few hard knocks on the helmet’s activators brought up anti-particulate imaging that let Sideshow see everything in a flickering, digitally enhanced landscape.

      “Wow,” he said out loud, waving the smoke away from his face as they approached. Maybe I need to work for the Wagon...I bet this rig is insane when it doesn’t have a bullet hole through it.

      
        
          
            
              
        Mr. Franz—Knight Errant is less than two minutes away from your location. You need to proceed with haste.

      

      

      

      

      

      The text message scrolled across the helmet visor’s cracked heads-up display.

      “Yeah, yeah, Miss Lin,” he retorted, knowing the microphone was probably eavesdropping on him anyway, “I hear ’em.” Shuffling through the scattered boxes and containers, silently hoping his makeshift sonic extinguisher hadn’t damaged the goods, Sideshow finally came upon a slightly rectangular plasticene crate in better shape than the rest. A quick, soot-smudging swipe with the heel of his hand revealed the bright yellow lettering, “SHIA.” He didn’t need to waste time cleaning off the rest. Between the label and the sheer expense to have a rad-shielded, bulletproof medical container like this, it had to be the right one.

      “I’ve got the package, Miss Lin.”

      
        
          
            
              
        Head to the address I am sending now.

      

      

      

      

      

      “Be careful.” Lin apparently didn’t want the next part to possibly be found in text-based trash code, so she switched back to audio. “The ganger miscreants might have been tipped off to the delivery, and if that is the case...there might be more in the neighborhood. Oh, and Mr. Franz?”

      “Movin’ as fast as I can, Sally!” He winced as he lifted the box, which wasn’t particularly heavy, under his good arm. “But I’m workin’ with one wing here!”

      “I know you are, Mr. Franz. But that is not what I was going to say.”

      “All frequencies open and listenin’, ma’am.” Another grunt.

      
        
          
            
              
        Do not open the container. If the medical seal is broken, the deal is void and you will be held responsible for the full value of its contents.

      

      

      

      

      

      “Got it. Can I go now?”

      “Can’t wait to meet you in person, Mr. Franz. I will have medical standing by.”

      Seeing his Ruger was rendered down to blackened plastic and carbon-scorched metal in the street, Sideshow unclipped his holster and used the strapping to help fasten the package under his shoulder. It wasn’t a great fit, nor would it hold up to a wrestling match, but it would help him get this thing—and him—safely to the rendezvous spot. Which, by looking at the GridGuide beacon Lin sent him, was three blocks away on top of the old Rent-a-Nap coffin palace. Not the most secure of locations, tactically speaking, but he was sure it would do in a pinch for a quick drop off.

      “Whatever you are,” he said to the container, “you better be worth it.”

      Sideshow’s short legs carried him away from the chaotic scene just a few minutes ahead of the siren-announced Knight Errant response cars. The meds were all but gone now, and his shoulder throbbed almost more than when he’d gotten shot in the first place. He knew that wasn’t really the case, and that the lack of a bullet in the wound and the trauma patch holding in his liquids left him in a better state—but damn, did it hurt.

      The jog, which, to be honest was maybe one third jog and two-thirds winded walk, across a few lots and through the alleys, was just like any other nighttime trek through the shadiest parts of Seattle. That was to say, most people ignored the bloody dwarf carrying a flame-scorched medivac container in favor of not getting involved. There was an unwritten, perhaps graffiti’d, rule in the streets: “Don’t get someone else’s dirt on your hands without good reason.” And, it seemed, everyone around here wasn’t looking for that reason tonight.

      Up until the Rent-a-Nap facility itself.

      This place was seven stories straight up; each one jam-packed with closet and coffin pockets where someone could swipe in a few nuyen and take a safe, stand-up sleep. There were two lifts inside to access the individual floors, but they wouldn’t run unless you’d already rented a “compartment,” which gave you the AR access codes to the building. Pretty standard affair, actually.

      But the ring of orange-striped jackets and the blade-n-bat thugs wearing them didn’t exactly come with the standard lobby furniture set.

      How did they know the drop-off would be here? He weighed the options as he peered in from the side window, and he kept coming back around to that same question.

      “I’m here, but there’s a line of meatbag low-techs between me and the lifts.” The dwarf whispered, even if it really wasn’t possible for any of those zoned out chem-heads to hear him through the shatterproof glass. “They were here, waiting for me...”

      What’s this, now?

      One of the thugs lifted his hand to his ear—rookie move for someone not used to V-A commlinks—and began looking around at the windows.

      Someone’s feeding ’em intel!

      “Mr. Franz? Are you still there? Have you been compromised?” Her voice sounded legitimately concerned, but Sideshow knew there was no way to really know without body language to read, too. “Pickup is en route to the roof. You have six minutes.”

      He could hear the rotors in the distance, drawing his attention upward to see the growing silhouette of a Hughes VTOL over the skyline. Then he saw the answer along the side of the building itself—a manual fire escape that went all the way up! Sideshow clumsily tapped out his response in the helmet’s text-link.

      
        
          
            
              
        I’ll be there.

      

      

      

      

      

      “He’s outside!” One of the thugs yelled from inside, and Sideshow suddenly realized what they were listening in on—the helmet. Somebody at DocWagon had sold Findlay and Abernathy out, and he’d gotten caught in the middle of it all. Lucky me, right? He ripped the troublesome helmet off and tossed it away to avoid further complications.

      Complications like being stuck on the outside on a seven-floor climb while being hunted by half a dozen “violence-first” cretins.

      Being a dwarf had its pros, but it had one definite con—a serious lack of height advantage. The bottom rung of the fire escape was a full meter-and-a-half out of his reach, and even with a running start he probably couldn’t grab it with half-numbed fingers anyway. If he was going to use this contraption to meet the rapidly approaching payday, he was going to have to use the electronic release lever—which was designed so anyone could reach it. He tucked in tight to the wall, careful not to appear in the windows, reached up, and pressed the orange access button.

      Grrrrrrrrrr-unk! If they didn’t know which side of the building he was on, the sound of a few hundred kilos of hardened alloy ladder sliding to ground level would do the trick.

      Gotta go! Gotta go! Gotta go!

      Sideshow was in excellent physical shape, but taking every other rung sent lightning bolts of pain shooting out from his shoulder. He tried to push more with his legs, removing as much pressure as he could from the wounded limb, but it was taking its toll.

      “There you are, wageslave!” one of the thugs yelled from below, grabbing the ladder in one hand, but pausing to figure out how to climb it with a cricket bat in the other. Thankfully, that intellectual stumper was going to buy Sideshow a good thirty seconds or so.

      Drek! The race was on. Fire in his shoulder or not, he was going to make that climb. The VTOL was getting closer, and he was not about to miss that handoff. He could feel the gangers’ hands and feet clanging on the rungs below him, and their rhythm was increasing.

      They’re gaining!

      He had to do something, and fast.

      Sitrep, Sideshow.

      He was two floors from the rooftop, armed with nothing but a gutter knife and an annoyingly heavy box he couldn’t open, with maybe a minute left before the rendezvous, and five, maybe six angry bruisers on a direct line toward him and getting closer...

      Direct. Line. That was it.

      Sideshow looped his bad arm and matching leg to the supports of the escape, then let go with the others. The off-balanced weight swung him around to the side of the ladder, and despite his shoulder roaring in pain, he was able to stay in place and look down toward the gangers climbing up—the angry desire to get at him wild in the lead climber’s eyes.

      “We’re a long way up, chummers,” Sideshow fought through the pain enough to give them his best I’m actually in control of this terrible situation, I promise smile. “Last chance to go back the way you came.”

      “We’re gonna stomp you into guts and mud, lollypop!” The ganger scowled up, suddenly squinting as the VTOL’s landing floods washed the building in fluorescence.

      “I guess you can still go back the way you came...” Sideshow held the knife out and did the geometrics, perfectly backlit and unblinded by the illumination from above. “Just not as slowly as you punks might like.”

      He let the knife go, dropping it like a coin down a wishing well. The blade struck the topmost ganger between his cheekbone and his chin, sinking to the hilt in his jaw, straight through to the upper neck. There was a strangled half-shout, and his hands scrambled for his face⁠—

      —sending him sliding and toppling backward like an eighty-kilo flailing ragdoll—right into the ganger behind him, who was knocked free to crash into the one behind her, and so forth until there was a pile of gangers in need of several bone settings and stanched bleeding sprawled at the base of the building.

      “Dunkhie’s beard, I’m glad that worked!” He took a deep breath and swung back to climbing the ladder, relieved not to be putting half-a-dwarf’s weight on that shoulder anymore. In less than a minute, he was met by two private security agents at the roof, who helped him up and over to a standing position again.

      The Hughes was blowing hot exhaust winds across the rooftop, and there were two more armed guards standing next to it. Between them was a finely dressed woman in her thirties, who took off a headset, handed it to someone inside the vehicle, and briskly walked over to Sideshow.

      “Mr. Franz, I presume?” she asked, stepping over her recently executed corpo next to the skids of the aircraft, extending a hand tipped with an expensive painted manicure.

      “That depends. You Miss Lin?”

      “Lin Tsai.” She smiled. “You have the package?”

      “All yours,” Sideshow unclipped the straps and patted the lid of the box. Lin nodded, and the two mercs relieved the dwarf of his baggage and brought it to her. He glanced at the corpse next to the VTOL that everyone was doing a great job of ignoring. “We good?”

      “It is terribly hard to get good help with tight lips, it seems. But you don’t need to worry about that, Mr. Franz...” She tapped in a fifteen-digit code, popped the two locks on the side, and lifted the lid to reveal a softly glowing ovoid...some kind of crypto’s egg, perhaps. “Because, oh yes, we are very happy. Your Platinum DocWagon access was activated ten minutes ago. Here’s your activator.”

      She tossed a shiny new wristband his way, which he reflexively caught with his injured arm and winced at the rapid motion.

      Lin closed the lid and handed the box back to her guards. “Now let’s get that arm looked at, shall we?”

      “That sounds just prime, Lin,” Sideshow said, joining her in heading toward the VTOL. “Oh, and one more thing...”

      “What is it, Mr. Franz?”

      “My chums call me Sideshow,” he smirked.

      “All right, then. What is it...Sideshow?”

      “Think you could write me a doctor’s note before dropping me off at Sybrespace?” He smiled. “I’m gonna be late for my next appointment.”
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      I didn’t get to see ’Hawk much these days. This was the first time we’d gotten together for a drink since the whole lockdown situation in Boston, so I didn’t even complain about the fancy-ass place he’d picked, even though I’d been the one to suggest the meet. Especially since he had my favorite beer waiting when I got there.

      When you’ve known somebody as long as we have, you don’t need any catch-up chit-chat. You just pick up where you left off like no time had passed. I straddled my chair and took a long pull. “So, how’s the kid? She get outta the QZ okay?”

      “She did. Last I heard, she and Virago were somewhere in Denver.”

      “Good to hear.”

      He tilted his head at me, with that appraising look that always made me wonder if he was reading my mind. “You aren’t here to ask about my daughter.”

      I shook my head and hesitated. I was surprised at how hard it was to get the words out, even though it had been over two decades. “I heard Harry died last week.”

      He cocked an eyebrow. “Indeed? That’s unfortunate. But I suppose it happens to all of us one day, doesn’t it?”

      “Yeah, I guess it does.” I looked down into my beer, then back up. “Damn, ’Hawk, we’re gettin’ old. Remember that first run?”

      His drink was a lot more upscale than mine, just like always. He chuckled and sipped it. “Oh, yes. I’m amazed there was ever a second. As I recall, we came very close to killing each other.”

      TWENTY-ONE YEARS AGO, SEATTLE

      Not gonna lie, I wasn’t feeling good about this job.

      I prefer working alone. It’s safer that way—fewer people to trust means fewer people who can betray you. Because most of ’em will.

      But, to paraphrase some old slot named Maslow, eating takes priority over personal security every time. Besides, this fixer, some guy named Harry, came highly recommended. Supposed to be a master at putting together good teams.

      Couldn’t hurt to check it out, at least. I could always bail if the gig seemed sour.

      The meet was at the Sphere, a mid-level runner bar on the edge of Redmond. I showed up early, but when I slipped a little cred to the bartender to point me to the right back room, he told me Harry was already there.

      I checked my pocket to make sure my monowhip was where it belonged, then headed back and pushed open the door without knocking.

      The guy behind the table was human, maybe forty-five, a balding white dude with an old-school vibe and a suit that looked like he’d slept in it. As far as I could tell he was alone, but it was never smart to bank on that.

      When he spotted me, he waved me toward the table like he didn’t care if I came in or not. “Hey, kid. You’re early. I like that. Siddown.” He looked me over, then consulted something on his commlink screen.

      I didn’t sit, but instead leaned against the wall. “I don’t see any team.”

      He snorted. “Ya got a mouth on ya, kid. I like that, too. Reminds me of me at your age. And we’re waitin’ for one other. Just keep yer pants on. He ain’t late yet.”

      “One?” The intel I’d gotten was that Harry was forming a team. Two guys didn’t seem much like a team to me.

      “Eh, job takes a light touch. Can’t be sendin’ in a fraggin’ urban-brawl squad. Ya worry too much, kid. Yer makin’ me nervous. Siddown.”

      A brisk knock on the door came before I could answer, and then it opened. A guy stopped in the doorway, scanning the room. “Harry, I presume?”

      I stared.

      This was the guy I was supposed to team up with?

      I took him in with an appraising glance: A few years older than me, maybe late twenties, tall and thin, dark hair, fancy suit under an overcoat with a few weird-looking pins on the lapels.

      And he had a British accent, like the kind you hear on trid shows about houses so big the servants got a whole floor to themselves.

      To put it diplomatically—something I was no good at, by the way—this was fragged.

      While I was looking him over, he was looking me over. I couldn’t tell if he was amused or thought Harry was playing some kind of joke on him.

      Harry, seemingly oblivious to any of this, nodded at the table. “Have a seat. Let’s get started. I got other places to be tonight.”

      Neither of us moved.

      The fixer sighed. “Come on. Ya want a shot at the job or not? ’Cuz I got two other teams on speed-dial if ya don’t.”

      The Brit shrugged. “I’m here, I suppose.” He slipped out of his overcoat, tossed it over one of the spare chairs, and took the one across from Harry. With his back to the door.

      He was either an idiot, or maybe there was more to him than I thought. I held off making a call for now and straddled another chair.

      “There we go,” Harry drawled. “Okay, let’s get this show on the road. Ocelot, meet Winterhawk. He’s a spellslinger, if you didn’t figure it out already. ’Hawk, meet Ocelot. He’s quick, quiet, and beats things up. Bam. Introductions complete. Now, about the job⁠—”

      “Ocelot.” Winterhawk’s eyebrow arched. “Isn’t that one of those little spotted cats? Bit bigger than a large housecat? Not very intimidating, is it?”

      I admit it: my temper was a lot shorter in the old days—not that that’s saying much. “You wanna come a little closer and find out, drekwipe?” I popped my cyberspur and thrust it up toward him like a big, shiny middle finger.

      Harry made a disgusted noise and rubbed the bridge of his nose. “I knew this was gonna happen, but a guy can hope. Will you two chucklefrags just sit your hoops down, shut up, and listen? Unless you’re both too good for even hearin’ the details about the job.”

      I grumbled, sheathed the spur, and settled back.

      Winterhawk shrugged without looking at me. “Let’s hear them, then.”

      “Okay. That’s more like it. The job’s an extraction—should be pretty easy. Pay is five K each, with twenty-five percent up front. The Johnson’s lookin’ for quick and quiet, nobody gets hurt. If you guys can manage not to kill each other before ya get there, your skills should be a good fit for this one. If you can work together.”

      Winterhawk and I looked at each other like a couple of tigers trying to decide if it was worthwhile to throw down. “I can if he can,” he said.

      A spellslinger. Great. In my experience, they’re all a bunch of arrogant assholes—especially the mages. Shamans are okay, but most mages I’ve met think the sun shines outta their hoops. “Hey, I’m a pro. You don’t start anything, I won’t either.”

      “Great. Fantastic.” Harry fiddled with his commlink and shoved it across the table at us. It showed a smiling, dark-haired girl about ten or eleven. She had the kind of gleam in her eye that told me she was smart and probably caused trouble whenever she could. “This is your target. Her name’s Dani Haramoto.”

      “You want us to snatch a kid?” I asked. “What for?”

      “Her mother wants her back.” Harry looked like he’d anticipated the question. “Right now she’s with her dad, a high-ranking exec at Mitsuhama. Dad divorced Mom a couple years back, and since he had all the money and clout and lawyers, he ended up with the kid. Mom’s married some new guy and come into some money of her own in the meantime, and she wants her daughter back. She claims Dad’s just keepin’ her out of spite, and since she’s half gaijin, she’ll never succeed in the Japanacorp culture.”

      Winterhawk looked dubious. “Snatching a child from a corporate facility hardly fits my definition of ‘easy.’”

      “Which is why the job’s gotta happen tonight. She and Dad are enjoyin’ a little father-daughter time at a small resort along the coast, where the security’s lighter. Johnson’s provided a map of the resort layout and a way to get in. Mom said she found out Dad will be at a late-night dinner meeting from 2000 to 2200, so the kid will be alone with a sitter. All you gotta do is grab her, keep her safe long enough to drop her off, and you get the rest of your cred. This ain’t a tough job. Mostly I just wanna see how you two work together. So, whaddya say?”

      My instincts were all telling me to turn it down. Mages were unpredictable, and that was on a good day. If I was gonna die, I wanted it to be my own fault, not because some high-handed rich-kid mage decided to show off.

      But people I trust had said Harry was the best at this—and there was that matter of eating. Plus, I hated corpers. Any day I could frag up one’s life was a good day. “Yeah. Okay,” I grumbled with a glare toward Winterhawk. “But I don’t take orders.”

      “Why does that not surprise me in the slightest?”

      Harry sighed. He shoved a couple credsticks across the table. “There’s your upfront cut. Now get outta here before you make me regret this.”
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        * * *

      

      Outside, Winterhawk took one look at my Harley Scorpion in the parking lot and said, “I’ll drive, shall I?”

      “Yeah, that’s not happenin’. I’ll meet you there. I gotta pick up a few things anyway.”

      He glanced at his watch. Seriously—the guy had a pocket watch. “It’s already 1930. It will take us most of that to get to the location.”

      “If you gotta take four wheels, maybe. Or, I dunno, maybe you spellworms can fly or somethin’. I don’t give a frag. I’ll meet you there.”

      “Tell me: that cyberspur you flashed inside—have you got another one up your arse, by chance?”

      The old me would’ve shown him exactly where my other spur was. The current me wanted to. But we had a job to do, and the sooner we did it, the sooner I could get the hell away from this drekhead. “Watch yourself, or maybe you’ll find one up your ass.”

      He actually smiled. “As amusing as it is to stay here and push your buttons, time’s ticking.”
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        * * *

      

      The place hardly looked like the kind of vacation spot some upscale slot would spend any time. I mean, it was obviously high-end—no mom-and-pop campgrounds for the cream-of-the-corp crop—but it looked like the kind of place a rich family would take their kids for a weekend of swimming and, I dunno, croquet or something. Yeah, I’m not really up on what rich people do, if you couldn’t tell.

      Winterhawk, on the other hand, looked like he fit right in, which only made me more annoyed at him. We met up behind the place, where I’d climbed a tree to get a better view. No walls, no sec-bots, no traps as far as I could tell. Just lots of trees and a bunch of standalone houses with fancy little paths and fancy little lights.

      “See anything?” he called softly from the foot of the tree.

      I admit it—I jumped a little, since he wasn’t supposed to be able to see me. I pride myself on my stealth. “You tell me,” I snapped. “Haven’t you made with the mojo yet?”

      “I thought I’d give you a chance first. If you failed⁠—”

      I dropped down out of the tree, right in front of him, and glared. “I didn’t fail. In fact, if you wanna get the hell outta here, I can do this just fine on my own.”

      “I’m almost tempted to let you try.”

      I growled. “Why the hell’re you even doin’ this, anyway? Wouldn’t think a guy like you’d even want to get his fancy shoes dirty? How come you’re not off gettin’ your ass kissed by some corp?”

      He nodded toward the houses. He didn’t look as pissed as I felt, but it came through in his eyes. “Do you think we could get this over with? I’d really rather our time together be as short as possible, and I wasn’t aware sharing life stories was part of the job.”

      “Fine with me. Just don’t screw up and we’ll be good.”

      He didn’t answer, just headed toward the back side of the closest house.

      I half-expected the keycard the kid’s mom had given us wouldn’t work on the sliding glass door in the back, but to my surprise, it did. With a soft click, it slid open on what looked like the sitting room of a swanky suite. Just this room was bigger than my squat. Must be nice. There weren’t any lights on, but my low-light cybereyes picked out the usual
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