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      The client, Eduardo Calas, cursed as he ducked the gunfire arcing over their heads, blindingly conspicuous in his ever-present white linen suit that somehow stayed crisp and clean despite the oppressive heat. “Madre de Dios! What the hell are these Andes putas doing here? I thought you said the corridor was clear!” Drawing his pistol, he fired wildly down the street.

      “It was! It is!” Payas insisted from where they were crouched beside him, raising their gun to shoot back over the cart they were using as cover. “But we’re out of the corridor now, and a day behind schedule!” Because of you, the burly ork wanted to add, but didn’t. Because you insisted on taking time in the preserve to smell the flowers. Literally. And now here we are.

      Their comms crackled with an incoming message. It was Hitoshi. No surprise there. “Why the drek are you shooting at me?” the elf demanded.

      Making sure they were still keyed to nonverbal, Payas texted back: “I’m not, you idiot! I’m shooting near you! If I was shooting at you, you’d already be dead!” To prove their point, they fired another burst overhead, adding to the burnt-ozone smell already overpowering the scents of grilled food, dirt, and sweat. “Get out of here!”

      “I can’t!” their teammate replied. “The client’s on the warpath! She wants to see yours dead!”

      “Yeah, well, same here!” Payas sighed, pulling off their bandana to mop sweat from their brow. They leaned back against the cart, careful not to snag their combat vest on the rough wood. “Zee, a little help?”

      “Working on it,” the troll, their other partner, replied from back at base. “Nearly there...got it! Be ready in three, two, one, now!”

      Cursing her as well as Hitoshi, their respective clients, and the world in general, Payas switched the damp bandana for their flask, took a pull from it, then tucked it back away and lurched to their feet, dragging the still-shooting Eduardo up behind them.

      Across the narrow dirt road, they could just make out the elegant Hitoshi and his less stylish client, tucked in behind a vegetable stand. Half the produce was now smoking, cindered, or sliced apart from the recent gunfire. This stretch of Tarapoto, right on the city’s outskirts, was essentially a small town that’d been swallowed whole, complete with quiet dirt roads, narrow rock-strewn footpaths, and single-story adobe buildings. Very little tech to speak of, which was why they’d included it as the corridor waypoint. No watchful eyes.

      But that also meant Zurita didn’t have much access, either. Or a lot of tech she could commandeer.

      There were streetlights, however—clearly a recent addition—and even as Payas stood the nearest one fizzled and went out in a shower of sparks. So did the one across the street, and several up and down the road. They hadn’t needed the added light to see by, not in the middle of the day, but the cascading failure was a nice distraction, and Payas took full advantage of it.

      “Let’s go!” They yanked at Eduardo, dragging him down the street and away from the recent vegetative carnage. Their adversaries were either hunkered down from the sudden burst of pyrotechnics or fleeing as well, but no gunfire pursued them, which Payas was very grateful for.

      “No!” Eduardo tried to shake them off, but good luck with that—human versus ork? They outweighed him by fifty kilos or more, all muscle. “First Nanay, now this? This land belongs to the Morales Cartel! The interloper must pay!”

      Payas had had enough. “You want them dead or you wanna complete your mission?” they demanded once both were safely around a corner, getting in Eduardo’s face, sweat dripping off them. “Because that’s the choice. You go back after them, that’s up to you, but the deal’s off and you’re on your own. Short odds on you making it out alive, especially if they’ve got any backup nearby. Or you come with me and we get you where you’re going, safe and sound. You can always hunt them down later.”

      Eduardo scowled, but had stopped trying to tug his arm free, and after a second he sniffed, brushing at his face. “Fine. Bueno. You’re right. I will not fail in my task because of that puta.” Holstering his gun, he glared at them, tapping his foot. “Well? Let’s go. Vamos!”

      Gritting their teeth, Payas managed to resist biting his head off, perhaps literally. Still, the job was the job, so they just growled and shook their head as they led Eduardo between the two nearest buildings toward the alleyway beyond. That would take them back around to the main thoroughfare, where they’d left the rest of their gear, along with Artos and Camila. The sooner they were on their way, the better.

      Besides, cartel courier would taste terrible.
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      “What the hell was that?” Hitoshi demanded as soon as Payas stepped into the small warehouse they’d claimed as their “offices.” “You were supposed to be there and gone a full day ahead of me!” His usually pale skin was flushed, violet eyes narrowed, thin lips pulled back in a snarl. Even his silver-streaked black hair, normally perfect, was mildly mussed, and his long gray linen coat and black silk shirt were faintly wrinkled, indicating the full extent of his anger.

      “No, really? I had no idea—I can’t tell time or anything,” they shot back. “I’m well aware, jerkwad! He insisted on taking time in the Reserva, and we got stuck in a downpour, full-on monsoon level, no visibility. Couldn’t see landmarks well enough to locate the ley lines, so we had to wait it out. Put us a solid day behind.” That had been a sticky, sodden time, and utterly miserable. Not to mention the stress of constantly guarding against the Tupac Amarus and any other dangers that could have been lurking about.

      Their partner wasn’t having it, though. “That’s your problem,” he insisted, squaring off with Payas despite being almost a meter shorter and typically elvish slim. “You hit a delay, you’re responsible for making the time up.”

      “And just what were you even doing on that street, anyway?” Payas wanted to know. “That’s not part of the established route.”

      Hitoshi had the audacity to sniff. “I like the picarones there,” he admitted after a moment. “I always stop to get some on the way through.”

      Payas found their hands curling into fists. “Picarones? From Andrea’s cart? I’m the one who told you about her, you idiot! And, what, you didn’t think I went there, too?” They were careful not to be seen out with each other, to avoid anyone putting two and two together.

      The elf shrugged. “So what if you do? It didn’t matter—because we were never there at the same time!”

      Payas gritted their teeth, but found they couldn’t argue that point, not really. Under normal circumstances, they’d have been through the city well before Hitoshi arrived, so there wouldn’t have been any danger of running into each other.

      And even if they were there at the same time, it shouldn’t have mattered much. Tarapoto was big enough that there were plenty of people around, enough for even someone Payas’s size to blend in. By all rights, they and Hitoshi could have passed each other on the street, respective clients in tow, and never had an issue.

      Except for the biker.

      He’d been on a little Dodge Scoot, a nothing bike, barely powered. Even at its fastest, Payas could outrun it. Which didn’t make a bit of difference when its rider was stoned out of his gourd and plowed into a flower cart right next to them. That got everyone’s attention—including Hitoshi’s client.

      Payas had wanted to ask the man what had possessed him, but one glance had told them not to bother. He’d been Mindblown.

      In the bright daylight, it’d been hard to see, but Payas had been close enough to spot the telltale glow to the rider’s eyes, little more than a celadon sheen in the sunlight. The faint wisps of smoke rising from his tear ducts had been a little harder to miss.

      Payas didn’t care for drugs in general—despite half their business being ferrying drug dealers around, which they told themselves was a necessary evil—and this new one, Nawi Miqa, was the worst by far. Its name meant “eyes wide” and it was the latest designer Awakened drug—only it left its users dead or vegetative more often than not, their brains practically melted. Hence its street name: Mindblown. Of course, the danger only seemed to make it more exciting for its users. Fortunately, it was still new, and still in short supply. This has only been the second time Payas had seen any of its victims, and the first time close-up.

      None of which had mattered once Hitoshi’s client had spotted theirs—that damned white suit!—and vice-versa.

      Now, rather than just chalking it up to bad luck and letting it go, the elf dared to poke a long, slender finger at their chest. “We have a schedule for a reason, and I expect you to stick to it.” His tone was as superior as ever, like he was talking to a child.

      Only, this child was twice his size, armed to the teeth—and already irritable. So Payas narrowed their eyes and bared their tusks. “You’ll wanna pull that finger back afore you lose it, squishy,” they warned, looming over him.

      Naturally, that made his own temper flare. “Oh yeah, tusker? Or what?” He did take a step back, but only so he could wave his hand—and split into three identical Hitoshis, all beautiful and smug—and each drawing a gun to point at their head. “Think you can figure out which is the real me before I pull the trigger?”

      “Why bother?” Payas snapped, drawing the combat knife at their side and hefting its long, saw-toothed blade. “I can lop off three pixie heads as easy as one.” Their arms and shoulders tensed, readying to swing.

      But before they could, a massive figure appeared between them, a veritable wall with dark arms, horns, and tusks that dwarfed Payas’ own. “Enough!” Zurita insisted, not shouting, but her voice still loud enough to fill the warehouse. “Stop sniping at each other!”

      That was classic Zurita. The big troll rigger had recruited both Payas and Hitoshi and got along with each of them, whereas Payas and Hitoshi—the rough ork and the slick elf—had butted heads right from the start, and spending time together always brought out the worst in both.

      “They nearly got me killed—and both our contracts dead!” Hitoshi insisted, but it was more of a whine than a war cry as he banished his illusory twins with a gesture.

      “And Payas already acknowledged there was an issue on their end,” Zurita pointed out, adjusting her heavily laden tool belt and peering down at them both. “We all know what the clients can be like, but catering to them is part of the job. This was just bad luck. In the end, you still completed your run, didn’t you?”

      Hitoshi nodded, though reluctantly.

      “And you finished yours?”

      Payas nodded as well.

      “Good. Then all’s well that ends well. Can we just drop it and get back to business?” The big troll waited until she’d received sullen acknowledgements from both of them before returning to the workstation she’d set up at the room’s far end.

      Payas headed for their own corner, unlimbering their weapons and placing them on the racks set up there, while Hitoshi retreated
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