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      An anthology is a strange beast in the publishing world. It is both essential to finding new talent while simultaneously being a hard sell. Anthologies rarely “earn out.” They are a loss leader. And yet, I still love curating and editing them.

      An anthology is the perfect way for novel authors to expand their worlds by providing short stories in that world from either the main protagonist’s (or a secondary character’s) point of view. It keeps fans happy while also drawing in new fans. As a great lover of short fiction, I have discovered more than one new-to-me series through the author’s short fiction.

      My first anthology took five years to sell (note: John Helfers was the first to turn me down). My second anthology took less than a week, and I didn’t realize I was pitching/selling the anthology. I was just talking to a publisher friend about the kind of anthology mashup I’d like to do. I was surprised when I got the email of “Okay, I’m buying it. Here’s your budget.”

      This anthology, my 27th (and the 4th one I’ve co-edited with John), wasn’t even my idea. Loren (the owner of CGL) and John talked about creating a “free fiction” line for both Shadowrun and BattleTech for PR purposes. I got tapped to manage the Shadowrun Free Fiction line—yep, real creative there with the name—and off I went on my merry way. About three months in, while John and I were meeting about other Shadowrun goodness, he mentioned that the first Free Fiction anthology would come out in the first quarter of 2026. I asked, “What anthology?” and he told me, “The one we’re working on right now. You know, the Free Fiction stories. We’re packaging them up at the end of the year.”

      Ah. Okay. Right. More stuff for my To Do list and to add to my calendar.

      To be sure, one cannot name an anthology Shadowrun: Free Fiction. Especially when it was already planned to be a series. I’m pretty good with titles, but I was at a loss. Whenever I’m at a loss, I write down something “terrible” so I can edit it later. (Honestly, it’s so much easier to edit what’s on the page than to create something wholesale.) I threw the placeholder name Shadowrun: Sixth World Snapshots, Volume 1 at John, expecting him to throw back a number of different titles. Then I would “edit” them.

      Much to my surprise, he loved the title. It encapsulated what the Free Fiction line was all about—snippets and snapshots of different places, times, and people from all over the Sixth World in a myriad of situations from deadly and dangerous to ridiculous and fun. It appears my gut instinct was working overtime that day.

      Thus, here we have it, born from a random conversation and turned into a regular product line: the first volume of Sixth World Snapshots. We have everyone from first time Shadowrun authors to Shadowrun regulars to a couple of the old guard. There’s a little bit of something for every Shadowrun fan—new and old. I hope you enjoy your journey through the Sixth World.
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      Hi. Ms. Myth here, shadowrunner. I’ll be the first to tell you, in this line of work, you are who you know.

      You are also, though, what you know. What I know is plans are a wonderful thing to have. It’s not easy, this life in the shadows. Running a team, making a profit, riding the cutting edge, staying one step ahead of every cop out there? Picking jobs, picking fights, picking up the pieces when it’s all over? No one improvises full-time in this line of work, at least not for long. You achieve objectives first by having objectives. Then by working out—meticulously and with as much information as you can muster—how to reach them; often with the help of contacts.

      Notice, though, chummer, I’m saying ‘plans,’ not ‘a plan.’ Because a plan? That’s a great way to get killed. Things go off the rails, you panic because your precious single, solitary plan fell apart, and then you and everyone near you is locked up, dead, or locked up until they’re dead. No, no, no. You don’t go in with a plan, you go in with Plan A. Then B, C, D, and however many else it takes to prepare for every single contingency you can think of.

      Take tonight’s little foray, for instance. We went into it eyes wide open. Did our homework—my boy Gentry’s one of the best in the biz for deep Matrix work—and had it all thought out and ready to go, along with a few well-timed bribes to the heaviest-hitting local gangs and a few contacts, of course. Persuasively paying patrons performs, a pretty penny purchases plenty of painstaking plans, and preventative proposals will probably prevent poor performance.

      We were all the way up to ‘Plan P,’ is where I’m going with this. Greased palms or not, researched or not, a few local street crews paid to leave us alone or not, that is how pear-shaped the night went on us. Sixteenth letter of the alphabet, Plan P, that’s the type of gig this had turned into.

      But I’m getting a little ahead of myself. Plans A through O came first. Right? That’s how this sort of thing works. Well, instead of telling you every single detail of how our plan changed from mishap to mishap, let me just break down the night I was having.

      To set the stage, very loosely, picture a shadowrunner team in a mall plaza, getting shot at by about a dozen too many trolls with a dozen too many troll-sized guns. Pinned down. Running out of plans, escape routes, and time.

      A is for the Atlantic Meridian Shopping Center. Hell if I know why someplace a few minutes from the Pacific Ocean was called Atlantic Meridian, but I wasn’t around at the turn of the century when some yahoo built the place. You’ve heard of the Crime Mall, right? Dead-inside shopping center, repurposed by every criminal enterprise in Puyallup, now used to sell everything the black market has to offer the world? Well, Atlantic Meridian’s like the Crime Mall’s little brother.

      B is for Barrens. Lawless zones in every major Sprawl—Seattle, my beloved Emerald City, has two official Barrens big enough to earn the name—where the cops generally don’t bother going, and where street gangs and organized criminals are the judges, juries, and executioners. That’s where we were tonight: the Puyallup Barrens. That’s where tonight’s baddies were, too, for the very same lawless reasons.

      C is for Coydog. That’s my girl! She’s one of the heavy hitters in my own little crew of shadowrunners; a gorgeous elven gal who’s Salish Sidhe through and through. She’s a powerful shaman, a favorite of spirits of air and mischief, a beloved devotee-follower of the unpredictable Coyote totem, and one of my best friends. At the start of our little story here, though, just go ahead and put a trio of medium-caliber carbine rounds in her gut. Put ’em there real fast, right through her armor-lined leather duster, just like a gun might. Because one had. Coydog had caught herself a three-round burst, ratta-tat-tat, point blank. She was hurting, and bad. With her down and bleeding, like, at least eight or ten of my usual plans were right out the window.

      D is for Disassemblers. They’re a gang, and one of the worst of ’em (and that’s saying something). They’re maybe, I dunno, let’s call it three-quarters trolls—like me, but no relation, I don’t claim these jerks!—and a handful of orks, humans, and dwarves make up the rest of the crew. They get by thanks to a well-earned reputation for brutality, and it takes a lot of brutality for a gang to get a name for it in a place like this.

      The problem isn’t just that the Disassemblers are big, strong, and mean, no. Nor that they’ll fight at the drop of a hat. The problem is what they’ll do after the fight. They earned their name by moving organs. They earn their nuyen by selling meat, cyberware, and every other slick, pink thing a metahuman’s made of. They’ve got ties to those world-class monsters, Tamanous, trafficking in all sorts of nasty. We’d accounted for the possibility of them snarling tonight’s plans. We knew they had a “booth” at the Atlantic Meridian Shopping Center, mind you, but our reconnoiter hadn’t counted on the simple bad luck of how many of the monsters would be there. We’d walked in on a major deal going down, with extra security and extra combat stims on-hand.

      E is for Extremely. Used in a sentence? “Sledge was extremely angry.” He’s the muscle of our crew; an ork nearly the size of most trolls, bulked up, chromed out, hardwired for speed, trained, and experienced. A veteran’s veteran. One of the nastiest razorboys in Seattle, loyal as a hound, and Coydog’s boyfriend of goin’ on a couple years, now.

      F is for Fragged. Use it in another sentence? “We were fragged six ways to Sunday.” How’s that? That a good sentence for you? Because it wasn’t a great sentence for me. I’ll keep explaining, don’t you worry.

      G is for Gentry. He’s another one of mine, the smart one and, Gaia bless him, the sweet one. He’s an affable little dork, our Gentry, a parkour-running hacker, and generally agreed upon by Seattleites in the know as being one of the Sprawl’s top ten sharpest deckers. He was down just a couple meters from Coydog—both behind cover, at least, one to each side of me—seizing and bleeding from the nose.

      In all the decade-plus we’d been working together, and that’s a long damned time, as shadowrunners measure a career, I’d never seen him lose a Matrix fight. Not a one. But I’d also never seen him try to fight three-on-one before, and that’s what he’d done tonight. All three of them, a pair of Disassemblers deckers and a Tamanous Matrix security specialist who’d been overseeing a major hand-off, were down and brain-dead, gray matter fried, vegetables to go with all the meat they bought and sold. They hadn’t been what’d taken him out, though.

      H is for Hardpoint. The final member of my crew, and generally my most reliable, he’s a rigger, a different kind of tech-head. A sturdy little dwarf whose grappling prowess had caught more than one opponent off-guard, he was stuck outside, parked in our customized combat-van. He’d sent in a pair of gun-drones to help with the fight, of course—Hardpoint helped, even when he wasn’t here with us—but one drone was down, and another was shooting sparks and wobbling on uneven rotors.

      I is for Impossible. As in, “it is impossible to drive a GMC Bulldog stepvan, no matter how souped up or modified for combat, past 2002-era safety bollards.” The problem with the Atlantic Meridian mall was that the old, turn-of-the-century, safety bollards were still in place, and they were anti-terrorist-paranoia serious. Too sturdy, too heavy, and too damned worthless to have ever been stripped by the black marketeers of the AMSC. There was no way for Hardpoint to get the van to us for an exfil, or even just to add its top-mounted guns to shift the firefight.

      J is for “Jesus Frag!” What I’d been muttering while our situation continued to deteriorate. Sledge wasn’t in cover with us anymore. Remember how I said Coydog was shot up? Remember how I said he was mad about it?

      K is for Kicking. Sledge was kicking a Disassembler to death. His third, maybe fourth.

      L is for Logic Bomb. That’s what had taken Gentry out: a bundle of malicious code. Maybe he was tired from the three-on-one hacker fight, maybe his avatar had degraded, maybe his cyberdeck had been running hot. Maybe he’d seen Coydog get taken out, and that had just pushed him into too-hurried sloppiness. I’d gotten a play-by-play in my cyberoptics field of view, right up until that window had burst into static and I’d watched Gentry flop over and start twitching.

      M is for Matrix. That’s the virtual reality we all know and love (though some love it more than others). The wired and wireless network that smothers us all. The cables, cords, and computers that make the world spin. The Matrix had been where that Logic Bomb had gotten Gentry, and that was why Sledge was kicking the drek out of a Dissembler, specifically.

      N is for Network. Our team has a shared network. Gentry called it MythNet. With Gentry out of commission and his beloved Cyber-5 cyberdeck offline, MythNet was down. Just like Coydog wasn’t able to cover us with any magic, Gentry getting poleaxed had dropped our Matrix security to nil. We were in a lot of trouble.

      O is for Override. That’s what some organlegger code-bundle had done, in Gentry’s absence, to Sledge’s cyberarms. They’d launched agent after agent at us, vaguely-autonomous attack programs, second-rate persona kits, the combat-trained cop dogs of the Matrix. Gentry and MythNet had held them off. Gentry was down. A cut-rate bundle of Disassembler code had gotten through, then, and did what Disassembler code did—turned off Sledge’s limbs. His arms were the stuff of Seattle legend, lore, and, if you’ll pardon Ms. Myth saying so, urban myth. They were stronger than sin and faster than salvation. They kept up with his warrior’s mind and his move-by-wire rigged body. They made him a living weapon, they were part of the package that made him so lethal. And now they were offline. Hence, the kicking. Hence, also, why he’d only gotten three or four trolls.

      P, though, is for Plan. Plan P, in fact, remember? All the way back at the start of this little shadowrunner morality play, or whatever? Plan P. Handy thing to have on a night when everything possible except a stray lightning strike goes wrong. When you’ve lost most of your plans to the simple, bloody, bad luck of a job gone sideways, lost plans because your magic support is down, lost plans because your Matrix support is down, and lost plans because your getaway driver can’t getaway drive to you.

      Q is for Quickly. After MythNet crashed, I’d pulled a backup commlink—one of three I always keep on me, thank you, a girl has to have her methods of interacting with the world—and sent a very brief, very hurried, message. I’d flagged it as important, even. Thinking very hard at my wired-up commlink I had very carefully spelled out “backup.exe,” which was the coded message to call in the cavalry, but then I’d added “QUICKLY” because, frankly, sometimes a girl is allowed an emotional outlet. Two of my best friends were down, maybe dying, a third was trying to kick his way through one of Seattle’s nastiest gangs filled with some of Seattle’s biggest gangers, and I did not want to die in a mall of all godsforsaken places.

      R is for Rook. Damn him. He’s who I’d texted in such a hurry. R is also for reconnaissance, and when we’d done our reconnaissance, making routine inquiries into what contacts we’d have that might be in the neighborhood of tonight’s job, Gentry had gotten a green light ping back from Rook. Planning our job for the Atlantic Meridian mall, we’d put Rook on our short list. He said he’d be nearby and available.

      S is for Slitch. Or, for bonus points, Son Of A Slitch. That’s Rook. He tried to kill us once, did I mention that? My entire team. He stabbed me, it was a whole thing. We’d paid him to give us a ride across a border into hostile territory, he’d gotten us there, he’d played tour guide a little, and then, job done, he’d turned on us. Now, I know slitch isn’t a nice word, and I don’t want to be sexist or unfair to his mother, but in my defense, it had been familial orders that had flipped him on us. Maybe I should’ve gone with S-is-for-Snake, instead? Ah, whatever.

      T is for Tír Tairngire. That hostile territory, where Rook frontstabbed us? That’s where it was. The Tír. Elfyland. A neighbor not far to the south, just through Salish territory, that had once, when states were a thing, been the beautiful state of Oregon, and was now the beautiful country of fantasy-façade nightmares. An elven supremacist, fascist country, founded on lies and metaracism, elitism, and something of a magocracy. It’s trying to get better, but its society has poisoned the minds and souls of about fifty years’ worth of folks, in the meantime. It’s where Rook was born and raised. It’s where he’d betrayed us. It’s the place that had made him such a bastard.

      U is for Unlikely. “Unlikely!” was what Coydog had laughed when we’d listed Rook as our backup for the night. She’d sing-songed it out, smiling, like the whole thing was a joke. She did that a lot, when she wasn’t lying on the ground bleeding to death, laughed at plans. It’s a Coyote thing.

      V is for Very. “Very fraggin’ unlikely!” was what Sledge had snorted, broad, orkish, nostrils flaring with remembered anger, in agreement.

      W is for Well. Hardpoint, voice tinny in my ear, signal sent just from the comms system in our Bulldog stepvan instead of being boosted by MythNet directly, said it. “Well, I’ll be damned,” specifically. He’d been so distracted—also piping me, hurriedly, a direct sensors-eye view from the outside of our van, giving me a vid-in-vid look at what he was seeing—that his last gun-drone had dropped out of the fight. He was positively crowing, though, that heartbeat later, laughing out loud in my ear. We had a dozen Disassemblers on their way to disassemble what was left of us, and Hardpoint was laughing.

      X is dumb. Not even really a letter for today’s purposes. I’m not playing that game. It’s my story. Skip.

      Y is for Yell. But chummer, I am understating it. The sound that hit us was like an orgy hosting a dragon’s roar, rolling thunder, a jet engine’s scream, and the wail of a banshee. I don’t know if it was a spell, a spirit power, or what. I do know the first thing I saw was every bit of glass within eyesight shattering into pieces, hanging in the air for a second, offended, then falling like glittering rain. There’s a lot of glass in a mall, not even counting the troll-bulky secondhand Russian cyberoptics a few Disassemblers had, not counting the lenses on their scopes, not counting the oversized screens of their oversized, prior-gen cyberdecks. Most of the storefronts, frosted-glass railing decorations, and skylights had been shot out or lost to the weather years ago, but Rook’s scream took out the rest of them. It was breathtaking.

      Z is for Zebra. They say a zebra can’t change its stripes. But I thought, as Rook of all damned people rode in to save the day, a snake might be able to shed its skin. Change can happen, sometimes even for the better. The Sixth World’s a hell of a place.
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      Rook. That is the name I chose for myself upon coming of age. I needed my chosen name to be a good one, a sharp one. One that had meaning. I have known, from my very earliest memories, that I was a hero. My mother told me so, while she read me stories of other heroes. My father reaffirmed it. My tutors agreed. My every mentor, my every authority figure, my every teacher and guide and advisor, had all made it clear to me. It made perfect sense. Everything aligned.

      Ehran the Scribe’s mana levels had risen and fallen, and I had been born at the time I had so that I would be here, born an elf and blessed with Talent—magical talent, real talent, powers granted to me by my combat mage of a mother—so that I could be the best, truest hero possible.

      The rise of magic had brought back our totems, our spirit guides, our Mentors, and riding the waves of those rising tides came my Dark Lady, my Great Queen, my Morrigan of the Three Sisters. I had grown as a mage in time to catch her dark eyes, to gain the sorcerous patronage of proud Macha, of dark and bloody Babd, and with fate-weaving Morrigan, The One Who is Three. She taught me things my mother, only a hermetic magi, could not; healing and harming, both, in ways that defied not only mundane science, but even my mother’s scientifically-studied magic.

      The United States had crumbled, the Native American Nations had formed, and Tír Tairngire, the Land of Promise, had broken away from the NAN, creating a flawed-but-trying society. A nation that struggled to live up to its ideals, but it had ideals. A cradle in which elvenkind—and as such, I—could grow, and be appreciated, even celebrated, as we ought to be.

      My father, Evan Parris, once the killer called Blackwing, had clawed his way up from the underbelly of the Tír military, into private service to the Council of Princes, fought and bled and murdered, some of that bloody work done here, in Seattle, alongside my mother, Rhiannon, all so that the family could climb and climb and climb, and when the Tír fell into chaos and revolution he climbed some more.

      By the time I was born I was the son of a count, and by the time of my majority I was the son of a prince. The Ancients go-gang had risen to prominence before my birth, become entangled in the Council’s affairs, turned into the perfect pipeline for Tír expatriates to survive, to thrive, in Seattle. All of that had happened just at the right time for me to then come along, find my way in, and climb alongside Belial, until I now served as the bloody right hand of the leader of the first, most powerful, chapter of that intercontinental gang.

      When considered fully, everything of note, some might say everything in all of human history had led to me. I was a hero, meant for great things. Cu Chulainn, Lugh Lamhfhada, and humble Fionn mac Cumhaill. Perseus, Achilles, and doomed Patroclus. King Arthur, proud Lancelot, and even Robin Hood. Heroes all, from my mother’s stories, from my father’s library, and I was shared their blood and destiny.

      There have been times I have wavered. Like so many of those heroes, I have had moments of doubt. I have made mistakes. But unlike most of them—supposed humans, for the most part—I have centuries to learn, to grow, and to find my way. I have time. Time to remind my father who I am, time to make my mother proud, time to find a way to shine in these dark places. I have time to find my way, in or out of the Ancients, time to use my will, my Talent, and my sword, to carve my name into the stones of eternity. Time to find just what sort of hero the Morrigan will make of me.

      But, centuries to grow or not, occasional zealous misstep or not, my father’s misunderstandings or misplaced priorities or not…I know what a hero does, and it is simple; a hero kills monsters, and a hero saves people.

      I wasn’t afraid as Liath Macha, my customized urban combat bike, raced straight on, hurled forward by a friendly spirit and moving faster than human engineers had ever meant it to move, past the ugly little dwarf in his team’s ugly little GMC Bulldog stepvan. I wasn’t afraid as I rode, just spare centimeters on either side of me, through the bollards that had been built to stop a train. I wasn’t afraid as I let slip words of power in noble Sperethiel, the tongue of my parents and every elven hero to come before them, and as the Morrigan screamed her crow-scream with me. Together, we loosed a cone of sonic force that blasted apart the pathetic doors of this decrepit mall.

      I felt no fear as I took in the scene.

      Coydog, beautiful, wild, mischievous, and something like a peer of mine, was down and bleeding out. Gentry, Tír-born and Tír-trained, a Matrix prodigy, yet a tragedy because he’d been born human, lay prone not far from her, insensate and twitching. Sledge, the brute, the savage, the Ork Underground barbarian with a warrior’s heart and a killer’s arms, stood and fought, turned absurd and desperate, clumsy, human-crafted cyberarms flailing pathetically. Ms. Myth, the troll, the heart, soul, and brain of their team, was pinned down, trying to shield poor Gentry and Coydog with her bulk, from incoming fire and falling glass alike.

      Then there were the other trolls. Disassemblers.

      I wasn’t afraid of them, though. Heroes kill monsters.

      I heard the Morrigan laugh and urge me on in the squealing of my tires as I raced into the melee. My mageblade leaped into my good right hand—the glossy black cyberhand at the end of a glossy black cyberarm, one of the finest limbs ever designed by the master engineers in the Tír’s greatest facilities, an arm that granted me the strength, speed, and finesse my body needed to keep up with my mind—and I lashed out with it as I passed the first troll.

      My blade was made of Tír-stuff, too, with a monofilament edge and precision-crafted curve. The idealized, perfected, algorithm-optimized vision of a cavalry saber. Gracefully curved and with a grip that fit my hand so well because it had, in fact, been crafted for it. More than technology and even technique, though, the mageblade had the Morrigan’s blessings. It was laced with graceful threads of orichalcum, the impossible element, and it carried with it an extension of my power.

      I follow a war goddess. I am the son of a prince. I am outfitted accordingly.

      A misshapen, horned head tumbled from too-broad shoulders, cut so neatly the upturned collar of his lined trench coat flew down after it, a bloody ribbon wafting in the wind of my wake. I had barely even felt any resistance to the cut, so sharp was my blade and so flawless had I aligned it as I had swept lethally past.

      I smiled, kicked a leg up and over the seat, and laid my bike on its side, sliding low on faux-marble flooring to blast out the legs of the nearest troll. The brute went hoop over head, compound fractures spraying a Fibonacci Sequence in a crimson spiral as I swept through him in a shower of sparks.

      The bike slowed and I leaped off, hearing the flapping of black wings as my long coat caught the air and fanned out behind me. A long-dominated air spirit gently settled me to the ground, and I gave the Disassemblers a moment—a long moment, they are known for cruelty and cleavers, not quickness of perception—to see me as I was; the shadow of death come to claim them. The beaks of every hungry crow, given form. The scion of the Morrigan herself, and the heir to Blackwing’s skill and Rhiannon’s will. Clad head to toe in black, the augmented-reality overlay that sometimes sizzled around me in screaming Ancients neon green was powered down.

      I was an ink blot with a razor’s edge.

      I was here to kill them.

      A hero.

      “Take it,” I said to Hardpoint—the dwarf in the ugly little van out front—and he did. Liath Macha, my motorcycle, leaped back upright, wheels screaming against marble, smoke spewing, internal gyroscope straining. Like the Prince of Horses it was named after, a hero and not merely the steed of one, it was back on its feet, and a force in its own right. The dwarf drove it, rigging in virtual reality from his GMC Bulldog. The engine screamed, and two hundred fifty kilos of motorcycle began to rake the edges of the trollish mob with bone-crunching impacts.

      “Take them,” I said to myself, and I did.

      Enabled by the finest of cybernetics, empowered by the most lethal of mentor spirits, tutored by the finest Tír combat mages, honed by my own years of killing my way up and down the West Coast, I did a hero’s bloody work. My sword danced at the end of my right arm, too-quick, too-precise, too-lethal for these butchers and their butchers’ tools to stop. My flashing eyes, will, and left hand did their work, hurling magic even as I threw steel, deflecting incoming rounds with empowered deflective wards, pulling the pure life-stuff from rippling, weak, trollish auras, whipping out with lashing snap-cracks of pure mana.

      I focused on footwork and precision, as my father had taught me. I wielded mana alongside murder, as my mother had taught me. None did it better. I loved every blood-splashed second of it, as did the Morrigan perched on my soul.

      Sledge, I will admit, continued to do his brutish, wrecking-ball work. Ms. Myth and her smartguns sprayed hither and yon, peppering her cousin trolls with small-caliber rounds in great enough volumes to help rather than hinder. Hardpoint, his spirit given instruction to my Liath Macha combat bike, broke legs, ran over downed Disassemblers, and harried as a hero’s charioteer ought to.

      We fought on. The Morrigan croaked and cawed and laughed, and in my mind’s eye I saw black feathers dip in blood. I imagined I could see my father smile.

      It was over. The Disassemblers had been disassembled. The monsters had been slain.

      I gave their bodies one last dark-eyed look, then immediately strode through the mess we’d made—riding boots splashing softly, non-slip soles preventing any indignities like a stumble—towards Coydog.

      The Morrigan has three faces, and she is not only the patron mother of killing, but of healing. She is no wolf, no dragonslayer, no mindless shark. She is both sides of mortality’s coin. She is death and life alike, and all the pleasure that can be found in both. A hero kills monsters, but also saves people.

      “Not me, help Coydog,” Sledge said as I headed in his general direction. He panted, bled from a dozen small wounds, tried to be brusque and authoritative and noble. “Help her!”

      “I am,” I snorted, exasperated at his presumption.

      Of course I was helping Coydog first. It was simple triage, and not merely based on the severity of obvious wounds; as an elf, she had the most life left ahead of her, and as such the most to lose if a healer didn’t help. Next would be Gentry, for all his round ears and character flaws, still a man in his prime, at least as humans measured such things. Then would be Myth, if she needed me—she didn’t, I didn’t think—and then Sledge. He was an ork, and older than Gentry, even. Just like I would save a child from a burning building before I would save a crone, I shared the Dark Lady’s healing gifts based on who would lose the most.

      It was easy, from there. The Morrigan had helped me take and take and take, and was pleased with my bloody work; so there was life in the air, mana in the world, hanging there, ripe for the sharing. I pushed fresh life into Coydog with a feather-soft touch to her belly. Her smooth, dark skin spat out carbine rounds, and the savage holes in her gut winked closed, good as new. Gentry was a faster heal, and less visually impressive; a simple tap on his forehead and shove of life energy at him and whatever fire was raging in his brain was put out. His body stopped twitching, and he fell into a restful sleep.

      “There we are,” I stood up, nodding in self-satisfaction. “Ms. Myth? Are you injured?”

      “M’fine,” she said, slurring a bit with the aftershock of adrenaline leaving her system. She was the sort of punch-drunk that came with surviving a fight rather than quite winning one, and her body knew it. She’d compose herself, in as much as she ever did, soon, I was sure.

      “And you?” Now I turned and arched a dark eyebrow at Sledge.

      His arms still hung there, long lumps of dead polymer, myomers, and circuitry. He bled from cuts and glancing shots, almost as soaked in red as I was, and I’d just danced and splashed through a dozen troll-sized bags of blood.

      He gave me a long, hard, look before he nodded. “Could use a…a touch up,” he grudgingly admitted.

      His request was music to my ears. It was an admission that a hero’s help was needed, every bit as much as Myth’s initial text message had been.

      I smiled—a hero mustn’t gloat, only take pleasure in doing good—and obliged. I couldn’t help with his dead cyberarms. Those would take Gentry or some other technician’s assistance. But I could help with the…incidentals. His shallow, ragged wounds closed as I clapped him on the shoulder.

      “Then that’s all there is to it,” I said, nodding to Ms. Myth. She reached—hand still shaking—for a credstick, and I waved her off.

      “A favor owed is payment enough,” I said, turning toward Liath Macha. “After all, you know what they say, Myth. You are who you know.”
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