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    Cowboy Necromancer Recap 
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    **Contains spoilers** 
 
      
 
    Book One 
 
    Five years ago, an event known as The Reset killed ninety percent of the world’s population, wiping the memory of anyone left alive. Alien monoliths known as Godwalkers appeared and took humankind off the electric grid. The people left were given video game-like stats, and are able to level up through combat. A select few were given enhanced mancer classes, allowing them to perform incredible feats. 
 
    Three years ago, Sterling Monedero and a band of superpowered mancers tried to do something about the Godwalkers. 
 
    They failed, ending up in the death of a pyromancer named Liam and a hydromancer named Karina. Those still alive, including Sterling, went their separate ways. Zephyr, an aeromancer, and the Sunflower Kid, a biomancer, headed to Albuquerque. Rowayton the Indestructible, also known as Roxie, headed to whereabouts unknown, and Sterling, the necromancer, moved to the outskirts of Truth or Consequences, New Mexico, to retire and start a pepper farm. 
 
    Three years pass in relative peace until a group of bandits known as Killbillies show up to collect a chili tax from Sterling, the same time that a Godwalker appears in the sky and destroys his pepper farm. Deciding it’s time to get the old team together to deal with the alien monoliths once and for all, Sterling seeks out the mystical wisdom of a shaman named Don Gasper, which sends him to Las Cruces into the middle of a turf war between the Killbillies and the White Sands Militia.  
 
    It isn’t an easy trip south, and along the way he ends up being taken prisoner by the Killbillies, and later crucified while their leader, a man named Commodore Bones, taunts him. Sterling escapes and reaches Las Cruces. Through the shaman Don Gasper and a coyote, he learns that the Sunflower Kid is north. He also discovers that his former teammate Roxie is being held by the militia, and is encouraged by Don Gasper to look for the Sunflower Kid first.  
 
    Setting off toward Madrid, New Mexico, Sterling encounters a group of Hopi natives who are protected by a solimancer named Paco. Paco points thoroughly in the right direction of the Sunflower Kid, and Sterling discovers that the Kid is being held captive by a cult known as the Culto Demente Sagrado. Due to a powerful telemancer, Sterling is unable to get close to the cult. 
 
    He heads even further north to find a man named Raylan, who is a flectomancer able to craft incredible items such as Sterling’s magical revolver and his sickle sword. Sterling learns that a bounty hunter named Ram is hunting him, but ignores the man as he makes it to Madrid. In Madrid, Sterling meets a female pyromancer named Sierra, and Raylan promises to craft some technology for him that will prevent the telemancer from affecting Sterling so he can rescue the Sunflower Kid. 
 
    Disaster strikes the following morning in the form of Ram, the bounty hunter using his control over ice to cut Sterling’s arm off. Raylan and Sierra are able to run Ram out of town. After using his mancer power to graft a skeletal arm to his own, Sterling leaves as well. He rescues the Sunflower Kid, and in doing so ends up finding an enormous amalgamation, which is the word locals use to describe the strange creatures with skeletal heads that have appeared after the Reset. Sterling is once again assisted by Paco the solimancer, whom he promises to meet again in the future, perhaps letting him join their group. 
 
    Now heading south to meet Don Gasper, Sterling reconnects with the Sunflower Kid, and learns that Zephyr, one of his original teammates, is in Albuquerque. As much as he doesn’t want to go to the city, mostly because it is the site of gang warfare, he knows he needs to at some point.  
 
    Throughout his trip, Sterling has been uncovering information about his family, and while he doesn’t know if his wife and his child are still alive, he does have a lead in Albuquerque in the records at an old insurance company. 
 
    Reaching Alamogordo, Sterling reunites with Don Gasper, who has fallen under the spell of a female witch named Magdalena. Don Gasper and Magdalena, alongside the Sunflower Kid, convince Sterling to join forces with Commodore Bones to take on the White Sands Militia, so he can free Roxie from imprisonment. He has also heard that the militia is holding a technomancer, which he’ll need on his team if he ever wants to take down one of the Godwalkers.  
 
    As they assault the military base, freeing Roxie and a technomancer named Maron, a Godwalker suddenly appears in the sky. Deciding not to run this time, Sterling gets over his fear of heights as he flies into an opening on the Godwalker provided by Maron, where he is able to bring the towering alien monolith to the ground.  
 
    Upon waking after a series of explosions, Sterling finds Don Gasper in front of him, impaled on a spike and begging for forgiveness. Magdalena, Gasper’s lover, has betrayed him and is secretly a telemancer. She has escaped with Commodore Bones to Las Cruces alongside the technomancer.  
 
    Now that he has the start of his team back together, Sterling decides to ride to Las Cruces first, to be followed by Albuquerque, and then later Utah, where the Godwalkers are rumored to have a Terminal that is key to bringing them down once and for all. 
 
      
 
    Book  Two 
 
    Sterling appears in Deseret, an unknown location which later turns out to be post-apocalyptic Utah. He is saved by a miniature Godwalker, whom he names Beep, and meets a pair of boys riding in the Bonneville Salt Flats in their dune buggy. They take him back to their leader, the Elder of Nauvoo, who tells Sterling he will point him in the right direction if he rescues a child that has been kidnapped from their tribe. The Elder is part of the Serpents of Paradise, which is led by someone named the Oracle who lives in a place called Saltair. 
 
    In rescuing the child, Sterling is reunited with Roxie, where he pieces together that his entire crew has been inexplicably transported to Deseret. They also learn that the Elder of Nauvoo plans to kill the baby he’s been tasked with rescuing. They return to the Elder’s compound with the child, and along the way they notice a faint glow on a nearby hilltop. After dealing with the Elder, which leads to a brutal fight and a mass suicide, Sterling, Roxie, a survivor named Lily Gray, and the child he’s rescued seek refuge in a summerhouse. They reunite with the solimancer Paco the next day, which explains the glow on the hilltop. From there it is straight to Saltair.  
 
    Along the way, they encounter a group of bandits known as the Angels of Woe. After the fight, they reach Saltair and stay with one of Lily’s acquaintances. They meet the Oracle, a telemancer, and Sterling’s enhanced cowboy hat prevents the telemancer from disrupting his thoughts. After a talk, they agree that he will investigate the appearance of a biomancer on Antelope Island, and she’ll let him level up at the Gauntlet. The Oracle also wants him to meet a researcher named Dusty Hill, known as the Chronicler. 
 
    Levels gained, Sterling, Beep, and Roxie join the Chronicler, who tells them about the ancient native peoples of the state of Utah and how they first fought the Godwalkers. The Chronicler is still trying to understand the Anasazi’s petroglyphs, but he thinks that there is something there. They reunite with the Sunflower Kid at Antelope Island, and from there head toward Nomadland and Monument Valley, where the Godwalker’s Terminal is located. They are also still searching for Don Gasper, the aeromancer named Zephyr, and the technomancer named Maron. 
 
    An ambush leads them to Zephyr, who readily joins the group. The Chronicler finds the ancient answer he is looking for in a petroglyph outside of Morgon, Utah, and he now believes that he understands how the Utah natives fought off the Godwalkers so many years ago.  
 
    On the outskirts of Midway, they meet a group of people that live in treehouses high above the woods, who tell them about two enemy necromancers that have taken over the nearby town. Sterling promises to investigate, and that same night, a zombie sent by the enemy necromancers comes for Sterling. He promises to meet with the enemy necromancers as long as Roxie can come along. Roxie and Sterling travel to Midway, Utah, and actually end up fighting Remuda and Matilda, killing the two enemy necromancers. 
 
    Sterling’s full group continues their journey into southeastern Utah, where they plan to go to Moab to meet the Elder of Icaria, who may have information on Maron. The Chronicler has already heard of a shaman at the Hole N’ the Rock outside of Moab, which will be their next stop after Moab.  
 
    In Moab, Sterling and Roxie have a night where they almost feel normal, which only makes him want to finish off the Godwalkers even more. The next day, after doing another Gauntlet for additional levels, they head to the Hole N’ the Rock and are greeted by Don Gasper, who promises that he can help them find Maron, but it can only be through a hallucinatory ritual. 
 
    Sterling consumes the hallucinatory cebil seed and is told that technomancer Maron is on Mount Tukuhnikivatz. The next day, he heads to the mountain with the group sans Don Gasper and the Chronicler, where they find Maron.  
 
    At first they think Maron is dead, but then they realize once they turn on a nearby radio that the technomancer has transferred what he refers to as his electric soul to the radio. Maron communicates with Beep, now named Strawberry by the Sunflower Kid, but the revelations of what he has learned are saved for later.  
 
    Sterling’s group heads back to the Hole N’ the Rock to find that it has been attacked by the post-apocalyptic Comanche. Sterling first learned of the modern-day Comanche from Paco, and later learned more about the territory they were expanding known as Comancheria, their ancestral lands, which was already pushing into Utah. This was why they were at the Hole N’ the Rock, and after a battle, Sterling finds that Don Gasper died protecting the Chronicler. Three of the Comanche have escaped, and they fear that they may return with larger numbers so they leave the Rock after burying Gasper. 
 
    That night, Sterling learns from Maron that Beep is inhabited by the soul of his wife, which correlates with information he has already learned about Beep, that the small alien craft brought all of them to Deseret to accomplish some task. Sterling doesn’t know how to process this, and ends up not being able to fall asleep.  
 
    Later that night he wakes up and hears motorcycles, and Roxie and Sterling head away from the campsite to deal with a trio of Comanche. They don’t end up having to fight them as an amalgamation kills two of the men, Roxie sniping the other. They learn through using Sterling’s Death Whisper power that the Comanche are two hundred strong in the nearby town of Monticello. They make a plan to disrupt their operations, but not go to all-out war with them, which Sterling cross checks with Don Gasper;s blood to see if he agrees. After a day of rest and relaying this information back to Moab, Sterling and his team, sans the Chronicler, rescue thirty hostages from the Comanche in Monticello. They also disrupt their operations by causing a few explosions and ruining some of their motorcycles. 
 
    The former hostages are sent back to Moab, while Sterling and the others head south to meet the Chronicler at a rest stop. It is here that Maron delivers the second revelation that Sterling’s wife in the body of the Godwalker has relayed to him. The Sunflower Kid is Sterling’s child, but Beep doesn’t want him to say anything to her before the operation in Monument Valley. This troubles Sterling even more, but he reluctantly agrees. 
 
    The group heads toward Monument Valley the next morning and find it filled with Godwalkers, large and small. The plan they have devised is to disrupt the Terminal, which is beneath the ground and used as a charging station. Sterling still isn’t certain of how the Godwalkers are powered, but he is aware that it has something to do with human energy through souls.  
 
    While Sterling and the others lay down distractions, Zephyr and Paco create a heat vortex that burrows into the ground, destroying the Terminal. In the process, Sterling almost thinks that he has lost the Sunflower Kid, but he miraculously finds her in the fight and rescues the teenage biomancer. Isabelle’s soul, however, has left the miniature Godwalker. 
 
    They head back to the meeting point, Sterling and his group victorious. The plan now is to head south to Arizona, and loop back around New Mexico, to Chaco Canyon, where there is another important site for the Godwalkers. They will also need more information about this location, which the Chronicler and Paco will seek out once they reach what is left of Navajo country. Sterling also has a few things he would like to deal with back home, including Commodore Bones and the Killbillies, and a cyromancer bounty hunter named Ram. 
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    “Call it Anthropocene. It means New Man, the time of humans. I prefer Hubriscene.” 
 
    -Craig Childs, Atlas of a Lost World: Travels in Ice Age 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I’d like to cave in for a while, crawl under yonder cottonwood and die peacefully in the shade, drinking dust…” 
 
    Edward Abbey, Desert Solitaire 
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    .Chapter One. 
 
    Somewhere on the Utah and Arizona border. 
 
    Not too distant future. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “¡Vamos!”  
 
    Sterling Monedero ducked his head down as the ends of his black duster whipped in the wind behind him. The cowboy necromancer gritted his teeth as he charged toward some unknown distance, everything around him obscured by dust. Even so, the land beneath the hooves of his skeletal steed was one he was intimately familiar with. Barren and desolate, a meeting of steppe and distant batholiths the color of discarded tea bags, it was a landscape of wind-sculpted stone and skirted rock shelves, one of badlands and good times, hopeful sunsets and deadly days. 
 
    Home. 
 
    With one hand tight on Manchester’s reins, Sterling swiveled around as best he could. He squeezed the trigger of his mana-powered revolver to no avail. 
 
    Bang! Bang! Bang! 
 
    It didn’t matter how many shots he fired. 
 
    An untold number of enemies chased him, a stampede of post-apocalyptic pursuers. The denizens of Comancheria rode horses; they drove ATVs and dirt bikes; some of them ran using their enhanced speed and stamina; others were mounted on snarling amalgamations known as grizzly beasts; there were even a few in modified F150s, the front windshields missing. There was black war paint smeared across the faces of Sterling’s assailants, and they wore clothing that gave them the image of a ragtag bunch, from hides and billeted leather to armored, flectomancer-enhanced motorcycle gear. But they were so much more than that, so much more than terrifying visages and vanquisher intent. They were a people hellbent on taking back their homeland, Comancheria, a territory that spanned from Texas to Oklahoma, Kansas to the borders of Arizona.  
 
    This was their destiny, their birthright. 
 
    But that didn’t change the fact that they were chasing him; it didn’t change the fact that they would kill Sterling where he stood if given the chance. 
 
    Come on… Sterling’s eyes jumped ahead to a ravine. “Yah!” he shouted at Manchester, and his bone horse leaped into the air. It landed on the other side of the ravine, kicking up dust into the air. “Easy, Pingo, easy,” Sterling said as he got the frightened horse under control. “Cálamate, Pingo…” He took off yet again, the sun casting several concentric circles of light past Sterling’s face. 
 
    Sterling lowered his chin, his cowboy hat casting a shadow on his face as he continued his mad dash toward an unknown horizon. 
 
    Bullets whistled past him, two grazing his left arm. They came coupled with instant heat, instant pain. “Damn… bastards…” He swiveled and once again fired his magic revolver at his pursuers. As he did, a superpowered mancer exploded from the left, the hooded woman propelled by two columns of water.  
 
    Swish! 
 
    The hydromancer struck Sterling with a watery fist the width of a dining room table. The cowboy necromancer was tossed off his skeletal steed. He hit the ground with an umph!, bounced up into the air, and came down again on his side. Sterling rolled a few times, dust getting into his eyes, his elbows and chest grazing against warm rocks that had been baked in sunlight. 
 
    Sterling finally stopped rolling. The cowboy necromancer groaned as he settled on his next action. “Hell no,” he whispered, psyching himself up. “Hell no…” 
 
    Sterling wasn’t about to be thwarted by a punch-happy hydromancer swinging around fists like the town drunk. Back to his feet, he quickly found his mana-powered revolver and returned it to its holster. Spitting dirt and grime, Sterling unsheathed his sickle sword from its breakaway sheath, the blade glowing with turquoise energy. 
 
    “Come on!” he shouted to the hydromancer, who seemed wary all of a sudden. “Damn chickenshit. Come on!” 
 
    Her eyes narrowed. The woman lunged at him with lassos of razor-like water tendrils. Sterling sliced through her attacks with his sickle sword, ignoring the sharp spray of water in his face as he twisted forward. Since her formations were made of liquid, he was never able to fully block her attacks, but his sudden burst of energy threw the hydromancer off guard, which gave him enough time to draw his revolver and put a bullet right between her eyes. 
 
    Bang! 
 
    The shocked look on her face was one Sterling would never get used to, no matter how many people he killed. He followed up with another shot. 
 
    Bang!  
 
    A bead of blood appeared and trickled down over the bridge of her nose as the hydromancer took one lumbering step forward and collapsed. 
 
    Sterling gathered his wits and took off toward Manchester, whistling as he did so. Even though he hated flying, he launched himself into the air and landed squarely on the saddle, butterflies blooming in his gut due to his fear of heights. 
 
    An explosion kicked sand out of a dry arroyo to his right. Manchester reared onto his two back legs, and came down hard. “Easy!” The bone horse started galloping yet again as grit rained down. “Shee-it,” Sterling whispered as he heard a new sound, that of a high-pitched drone.  
 
    One glance over his shoulder and he spotted a single-engine monoplane covered in the patina of yellow rust. The monoplane flew in the air directly over the charging Comanche, all of whom seemed mere seconds from catching Sterling, yet at the same time miles away. 
 
    Not only that, there was now a force of men and women in front of the cowboy necromancer, also charging in Sterling’s direction, many of them with yellow banners that he’d grown to hate over the years.  
 
    Killbillies. 
 
    Where had they come from? And for that matter, where was he exactly?  
 
    He realized in an instant what was set to take place. This was the moment that Sterling had planned for, the impending collision of two powerful forces. And one thing was for certain: he damn sure wasn’t going to be caught in the middle of it. 
 
    Everything slowed to a crawl, and as they did Sterling found that he was willing himself awake, clawing at something that didn’t exist, something just beyond a veil that he would never fully understand. 
 
    Two forces… collision imminent… the ultimate showdown… 
 
    Sterling gasped.  
 
    He opened his eyes to see a deep blue sky overhead, a few stars still lingering, a drape of ultramarine and grapefruit pink rising from the eastern horizon. It was morning now, the desert dawn enchanting as always. 
 
    Sterling had been dreaming. 
 
    The Comanche chasing him, the fight that was to come, the opposing force that he had been riding towards. No, it wasn’t just a dream; there was nothing ordinary about a dream that vivid. It was a message, or better, a vision of what was to come. 
 
    And it made sense to Sterling, even with the early morning fog clouding his mind. As he sat up and summoned his bag of tobacco and his rolling papers, it made sense. 
 
    Sterling would have his revenge sooner than he had anticipated. 
 
    He knew what needed to be done. Now, he needed to figure out how to do it. 
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    Beep no longer beeped. The miniature Godwalker that used to contain the soul of his late wife, Isabelle, had been silent since Maron had refurbished Beep. Sterling thought about asking the technomancer about it, seeing if there was anything he’d be able to do to allow Beep to communicate again, but in the end he decided not to. 
 
    There was no point. Maybe it was best if Beep remained silent. Maybe it would be too hard if it acted the same way it once used to. 
 
    “Damn thing,” Sterling told the Godwalker as he smoked by himself that next morning, the others just waking up around him. While Isabelle’s soul was no longer in the tiny alien monolith, that hadn’t prevented it from following him around in a curious way. “Look at you looking all smug,” he said as he ashed his cigarette. “They got you all dolled up, don’t they?” 
 
    Beep had since been redecorated by the Sunflower Kid. The teenage girl had painted a face on the front surface of the small craft, one with a mouth cast into a diagonal line. Paco had helped the Kid find the best rocks to grind down for paint powder, the Hopi youth having a natural instinct when it came to things like that. The pair seemed to work together in that regard, and since they were close in age, it made sense.  
 
    Sterling liked seeing them together. 
 
    “Beep. I keep waiting for you to say it, Isabelle,” Sterling told the Godwalker as he exhaled a cloud of blue smoke. “Keep waiting on it. Beep. Heh. Beep. Beep? Beep. To think I used to have a relationship with a floating tin can. Seems like something out of one of them there comic books I come across from time to time. Shee-it, I’ll tell you what. That’s what my life has come to, a comic book. Or a comedy. More like a tragedy.” The Godwalker floated closer to Sterling. “I ain’t looking for your damn pity, nothing like that. Just the facts of life, I reckon. The longer you live, the harder it becomes.” 
 
    Sterling waited for Beep to respond, and when it didn’t, he continued: 
 
    “I’m just shooting the shit, don’t you worry none. I’m not down in the dumps or nothing, just had me a strange vision last night, and it has got my mind all worked up. Look at our little group of bad mamajamas. Can’t believe we made it through Deseret.” He motioned to the others and continued his one-sided conversation. “Not a bad crew, if you ask me. And here we are now in the Grand Canyon State. Hell, you would have thought that I’d been over to Arizona over the last five years considering its proximity to Truth or Consequences, but nope. First time truly coming.” Sterling ashed his cigarette, his eyes tracing across the land. “It might feel like home, it might smell like home, and it might even look like home, but it ain’t home. You ever get that feeling, Beep? Something that seems familiar, seems like it could be the real deal, but it ain’t?” 
 
    The Godwalker never responded. 
 
    Sterling and his companions were somewhere south of Monument Valley, the group just about to come upon a city known as Kayenta. From there they would shift toward the southeast, to the Navajo nation, where the Chronicler claimed they could further their fight against the Godwalkers once they spoke to the storytellers there. 
 
    They had destroyed the Terminal back in Monument Valley, and their final stop would be Chaco Canyon. At least Sterling hoped this was the case. He had a feeling things weren’t going to be so easy, not while they were in Comanche territory, and certainly not once they got back to New Mexico and the Killbillies were breathing down their necks. 
 
    “Commodore Bones is about to find out real quick that I don’t play…” Sterling was running his tongue against the inside of his cheek when he sensed someone approaching. He suddenly felt foolish for standing alone and mumbling about his enemies. Rather than turn to see who it was, he lowered his gaze to the ground and stared at it like he was contemplating something heavy. 
 
    Was it the Sunflower Kid? He still hadn’t told her that she was his child, and he didn’t know when he would do so. He had promised Isabelle that he wouldn’t tell her, at least for the time being. But that was back in Deseret, and things had changed since then. He didn’t know how long he was supposed to keep it to himself. The way Sterling saw it, there was no sense in muddying the waters, not when they were this close to their goal. 
 
    He would tell her when the time was right. 
 
    “I brought you coffee.” 
 
    A smirk traced across Sterling’s face as he recognized the voice. He’d been in love with the woman once and was starting to feel that love for her again, which told him that his feelings for Roxie had never truly dissipated.  
 
    The dark-haired female gunner handed Sterling a thermos cup of coffee that he’d seen the Chronicler cook up, likely using heat provided by Paco. Roxie was in her usual desert milspec gear, her trademark poncho, body armor underneath, this time with a gun he hadn’t seen before holstered at her waist.  
 
    “I’m pretty sure I ordered a mocha. This tastes like a cappuccino.” A grin started to stretch across Sterling’s face after he took his first sip of the coffee. The Chronicler had added powdered milk to it and some sugar, which had cut down on the bitterness by a lot. It was good. 
 
    “You don’t even know what a cappuccino is.” 
 
    “For your information, we have a coffee shop back in Truth or Consequences, run by a German fella named Inga. Real quaint place, believe you me. So you bet your ass I know what a cappuccino is. It’s easy enough to make. Alls you got to do is put espresso, or in our case, concentrated instant coffee, on the bottom, steamed milk all the way to the top. You want to spice it up a bit? Add a little dried pepper that has been ground to a powder to it. Flaming coffee right there. This here? This is just concentrated coffee with a bit of flavoring. But it’ll do. It ain’t that fresh, but I’m all right with that.” 
 
    “Did you say pepper in your coffee? You’re starting to act like the before people, all the crazy concoctions they came up with. And isn’t that fresh? It’s instant coffee that is about six years old if you go by the date on the canister.” Roxie shook her head. “Why are we still talking about coffee? Are you ready to go into town, or are you going to run through more coffee concoctions while you smoke and stare off at the horizon like a damn fool?” 
 
    “I’m a poet, Rox. This is what I do.” Sterling started to laugh.  
 
    “A poet my ass.” 
 
    “I’ll write you a Desert Haiku. Just you wait and see. I’ve already written one about you.” 
 
    “Yeah? Is it any good?” 
 
    “I’ll read it to you later.” Sterling finished the cup of coffee in one swig.  
 
    “You finally ready?” 
 
    “Sure, I’m ready to figure out where Comancheria ends, and the Navajo nation begins. Ol’ Dusty said we would be safe there,” Sterling said, calling the Chronicler by his first name. “Paco seems to agree, and I don’t see why they’d both be wrong. What’s left of the Navajo and Hopi in Arizona are just trying to survive, like all of us should be trying to do, even with bandits and bastards always trying to put us down.” 
 
    “Neither of them have been there for quite some time, remember that.” 
 
    “Yeah, yeah. But I still trust them two anyway. Maybe I’m an old fool like that.” 
 
    “Maron is saying we could send Beep into Kayenta for reconnaissance.” 
 
    Sterling took off his cowboy hat and ran his hand through his long, black hair. He tucked it behind his ears and returned his hat to his head. “Let me ask you: how do you think the fine folks of Kayenta, Arizona, are gonna react when they see a pipsqueak of a Godwalker floating through town snooping around? It ain’t going to be pretty, I’ll tell you that much.” 
 
    “Then you and I are on the same page.” 
 
    Sterling tipped his hat to the female gunner. “That’s why I like us, you and me.” 
 
    “There is no ‘you and me,’ not right now, anyway. There’s just us.” Roxie gestured back toward the group. “Don’t get that confused.” 
 
    Sterling lowered the brim of his hat. “Don’t act like you didn’t have a good time with me back in Moab. A damn fine time, if you ask me. Best date I’ve had in years. Better than them cozy romance novels people used to read back in the day.” 
 
    “How do you know?” 
 
    “I might or might not have read a few just to see what they were all about.” 
 
    “And? What were they all about?” 
 
    “Fantasy, Rox, but in the form of a charming and strapping young lad, such as myself, and a beautiful lady, like you. Admit it. Admit you had a good time.” 
 
    “I did…”  
 
    “I knew it.” Sterling would have never told Roxie but the date that they had gone on felt like a lifetime ago, even if it had been just a few days back. That was how much things had changed since then. 
 
    “But you and I need to focus on the task at hand.” 
 
    “I reckon. Them Godwalkers ain’t going to be happy that we blew up their little charging station. I keep waiting for them to show up.” Sterling looked up at the sky. “I just get this feeling they’re watching us.” 
 
    “And when they do? When they do show up?” 
 
    “Shee-it, it don’t take a rocket scientist to figure out that you and I are at a disadvantage when it comes to dealing with them alien peckerheads. I may be a mancer, but there ain’t much that a bunch of zombies and some blood magic can do against a Godwalker. Our best bet is through Maron, Paco, and the Sunflower Kid. We’re the support staff. At least that’s the way I see it.” 
 
    “When are you going to talk to her about it?” 
 
    Sterling felt a lump in his throat. He’d told Roxie about the Sunflower Kid just to get it off his chest. He should have known in doing so that he’d have to face questions like this. 
 
    “When I feel like it’s right.” Sterling couldn’t help but naturally grow cold at this question. “Hell, you’re lucky I told you. Only other person that knows is Maron.” 
 
    “Lucky?” Roxie raised an eyebrow at him. “Bless your little heart—” 
 
    “Don’t you go blessing my little heart. I’m aware of what that means.” 
 
    “You know the last thing I want to do is get involved in your family drama.” 
 
    Sterling snorted. “Family drama? You know it ain’t like that.” 
 
    “Beep here was your wife, the Sunflower Kid is your daughter, and she used to be your son.” Roxie shrugged. “I’m pretty sure that’s what they would call family drama. I’ve read about those talk shows that the before people used to watch. This sounds like a perfect scenario for a talk show.” 
 
    “Shoot, you may be right. I’m not going to admit that you are, but you may be. At any rate, I’m going to need to talk to Don Gasper at some point,” Sterling said, changing subjects. He didn’t mind horsing around a bit with Roxie, but he definitely didn’t want to cover topics like his late wife and the Sunflower Kid. 
 
    “Gasper? That’s right, the jug of blood that you have.” 
 
    “Yup.” 
 
    “What do you need to talk to him about?” 
 
    “I had this vivid dream, more like a vision. Comanche chasing after me, or better, I was leading them toward something.” 
 
    “Who were you leading them to?” 
 
    Sterling spat. “Some old friends of mine that I still need to take care of. Pardon.” 
 
    “What’s it going to be, the Godwalkers or revenge?” 
 
    “Both of them scenarios you’re referring to are revenge-related. You already know the answer to your question, Rox. I’ve just got to work out the details. And I need to talk to Gasper. I don’t normally have visions like this, ones that might need some shamanic interpreting.” 
 
    “Explain it to me.” 
 
    Sterling told Roxie what happened, from the Comanche chasing him to the monoplane flying overhead. He told her how he’d led them to an incredibly large force, one that he recognized from the bandannas and the gear that they wore. Killbillies. But not only them, he was pretty sure there had been Texas Rangers as well. Anything the Southwest could cough up.  
 
    And it made sense, too. 
 
    Pitting the Comanche against the Killbillies would give the group that Commodore Bones had cobbled together in New Mexico a real enemy, something that would keep him busy.  
 
    But this still left one man that Sterling was going to have to hunt down himself—Ram the cryomancer. Last he heard, the bounty hunter was holed up in Albuquerque.  
 
    Between Godwalkers and bounty hunters and bandit groups, Sterling had a pretty full plate. 
 
    But as he stood there with Roxie, he felt fine with this. Maybe it had something to do with the way that the sunrise had painted the sky that morning, the dawn seemingly infinite; or maybe it was about the closure he felt in learning what happened to his wife and child, even if his child didn’t know who he was at the moment. 
 
    Sterling knew he was coming to the end of it all, the epic showdown that he had been waiting for since the start of the Reset. He just had to get things right.  
 
    And to do that, he needed to go home.
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    .Chapter Two. 
 
      
 
      
 
    What was left of Kayenta, Arizona, was abutted on one side by an escarpment, the land beyond the town carved by ancient lava flow and long forgotten rivers into a cascade of snow-topped mountains. Bluffs and shadowy alcoves spoke of a land birthed from the Underworld, populated by vast numbers of people who started migrating through the usage of land bridges and boats some twenty thousand years ago. It was a place that held petrified secrets, one of hidden histories, of a nearly forgotten people. A living reliquary.  
 
    Sterling and his companions were on a bluff overlooking Kayenta, the scale of it all pricking at Sterling’s heartstrings. 
 
    Indiscernible distances.  
 
    An orange peel sun tangled in cheesecloth clouds cast perforated shadows onto the parched and cracked highway below. The city itself would have given a bombed-out Warsaw a run for its money, most of the buildings barely ruins, a single structure at a four-way stop the only place still standing. 
 
    Next to Sterling, mounted on her white buffalo named Watermelon, was the Sunflower Kid. Her hair was light blue braided over to one side, her eyebrows blue as well, her eyes the gray of an oyster shell. She wore a white tunic with the sleeves rolled up revealing her thin arms and all the charms that she had collected over the years, each of which provided some sort of boost to her stats. She looked different every day yet the fact remained—she was Sterling’s child. 
 
    Riding in the dune buggy driven by Roxie was the Chronicler, the researcher in the khaki shirt and pants he always wore, his fishing vest covered in pockets. He was seated next to Paco, the Hopi youth barefoot and in a collarless, long-sleeve denim shirt that had been patched at the elbows. Maron was in the front passenger seat, the technomancer in what resembled a lab coat, which went perfectly with his wild hair and his mad professor look. Beep, or what was left of the miniature godwalker, floated behind Sterling, and Zephyr, the aeromancer out of Albuquerque, hovered above, the ends of her flowing blouse billowing in the air like drapes before a soft breeze. 
 
    “What do y’all think?” Sterling asked them. “If we stay up here any longer, someone’s going to start thinking we’re some no good bandits. Been standing here long enough, no?” He watched some kind of hawk soar overhead. “Hell, even the birds are starting to take interest.” 
 
    “What do we need in Kayenta exactly?” asked Paco.  
 
    The Chronicler, who had a pipe in his mouth that wasn’t lit, was the first to answer: “We need a lead. It has been a while since I’ve been to Navajo Nation, same for you. We need to know if leadership has changed, the best place to get in contact with an elder, and once we get there, to see if there is anything in the oral history of the Diné that may help us. Perhaps the solution to Chaco Canyon is the same as the solution to Monument Valley, an underground explosion of sorts. But we need to know why these people set the pueblos in the canyon in the first place, and what, if anything, it has to do with the Godwalkers.” 
 
    Sterling nodded. It wasn’t the first time the Chronicler had spoken about the Diné, a Navajo word that meant ‘the people.’ He had reminded them that it had been his job before the Reset to research some of their sites during his days as an archaestrologist, when he was an expert on their ancient dwellings and petroglyphs. 
 
    Roxie drummed her fingers on the steering wheel and blew a few strands of hair off her forehead. “It would also be good for us to know if, and how far, the Comanche have pushed into this region. We haven’t seen any signs since crossing the borders. No checkpoints, no motorcycles. Nothing. I don’t like it.” 
 
    “We haven’t seen shit since Monument Valley,” said Sterling. “So much for Comancheria.” 
 
    “Yes,” said the Chronicler, “although this isn’t traditionally their homeland. Technically, Comancheria only spread to just about the Four Corners regions between Colorado, Utah, New Mexico, and Arizona, which I’d estimate is about a hundred miles due east. Now obviously, they’re bent on expanding, but if their justification for expansion is that this is their traditional homeland, that this area is part of Comancheria, I would reject that notion. It is false.” 
 
    Zephyr lowered in front of the group. “From where I stand, it looks like almost everyone in the area was either killed off by Godwalkers or amalgamations. Maybe something else. But there are a few people down there in Kayenta. I just saw one on a rooftop.” 
 
    “You can see that far?” asked Paco as he took another look at the town, his hand over his brow. 
 
    Maron sighed. “The question is, did they see us? If they did, there could be trouble.” 
 
    Yet again, Sterling traced his eyes over the small town in the distance, the cratered suburbs, a four-way stop that served as the city center. “Welp, there’s only one way to find out. Let’s get down there and try not to get our asses shot in the process.” 
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    No one trusted anyone any longer, and this notion made complete sense. 
 
    The odds of encountering resistance were incredibly high when entering a new pocket of civilization, these odds doubled in a post-apocalyptic world. There were true monsters out there, and that was without the addition of amalgamations or Godwalkers. Making matters more challenging were people that were left after the Reset, with their incredible powers and the ability to level up and become stronger and faster than a normal human. 
 
    It was always a concern when something like a pyromancer came blazing into town, or any of the other mancers with elemental powers. Sterling could appreciate the paranoia, the xenophobia. He wasn’t at all surprised to see armed citizens appearing as soon as they grew closer to the center of Kayenta, the men and women on rooftops holding long rifles.  
 
    Sterling had been part of these sorts of resistance groups himself. Every now and then, a stranger would roll into Truth or Consequences with a chip on their shoulder. Generally, if this was the case, Sterling would cut them down a peg or two that would be the end of that. But there had been a couple of occasions, not counting Killbillies, when the town had been forced to work together to prevent an outside force from really doing some damage. 
 
    So he got it. 
 
    He no longer rode Manchester. It was best not to be the guy strolling into town on a bone horse. This went for the Sunflower Kid too, her white buffalo tucked away in her inventory list for safekeeping. They were now floated by Zephyr, which weirdly enough was a more common way to travel post-Reset. 
 
    “We ain’t here to cause no trouble,” Sterling called out, his voice meant to be friendly even if it had a slight edge to it. His eyes dropped to the right, to Roxie, who had turned off the dune buggy and now had a handgun in her lap. Damn woman, he thought, barely able to hide the smile that had formed on his face. Always ready to start shooting at something, ain’t ya? 
 
    As if she had heard Sterling’s thoughts, Roxie darted her eyes over to him, blinked twice, and return her focus to her twelve o’clock, calm and collected as ever.  
 
    The wind shifted around them as a woman landed in front of Sterling and his companions, dust kicking up into tiny swirls near her feet. Clearly pregnant, the woman wore a frayed Arizona State hoodie, over which hung a necklace affixed to a police badge. There were rips in the knees of her jeans, and on her feet were a pair of old red Crocs.  
 
    Electricity began to oscillate around her wrists, and spark in her eyes, the air with a sudden charge to it. Sterling hadn’t encountered very many electromancers. They seemed to be one of the rarer classes, not unlike the cowboy necromancer himself, or a biomancer like the Sunflower Kid.  
 
    “At least hear us out before you go around acting like Zeus,” Sterling told the woman.  
 
    Her dark hair fell in front of her face as she dipped her chin some. 
 
    Sterling could already see signs of the Sunflower Kid’s vines starting to grow just behind the woman, the soil subtly moving. His basic knowledge of science told him that the electromancer would get a shot off before either the Sunflower Kid could bring her down or Roxie could put one between her eyes. Truth be told, Sterling didn’t know if he could survive a bolt of electricity, even with his Resolve, and he certainly didn’t want to find out. 
 
    Come on now, Sterling thought as he offered her a polite half-smile. Let’s not escalate this… 
 
    “Put your hands in the air and state your purpose.” The pregnant technomancer had a firmness to her voice that didn’t match the way she looked, not with her swollen stomach and threadbare hoodie. Her voice was that of someone who was used to commanding others, someone who was sure of themselves. Not quite a drill sergeant, but not far off. 
 
    A grim smile formed on Sterling’s face as he did what the woman had told him to do. “Like I said, we ain’t here for no trouble. We’re just passing through, and we’re hoping someone here might have some information about Navajo Nation. We’re going in that direction anyway, toward New Mexico. So nope, we won’t be sticking around. And nope, we don’t want none of what y’all may have holed up in this here town.” 
 
    “Is that so? And how did you get through Comancheria?” 
 
    “Ahem, Comancheria is technically to the east,” said the Chronicler. “We came from the north.” 
 
    “They’re in the north too.” 
 
    “They sure are,” Sterling said to the woman. “To answer your question: we did it the old-fashioned way. Just like now, we didn’t go looking to stir up trouble, but it came our way, and it resulted in the death of a dear friend of mine, and the death of a handful of Comanche. So if you’re thinking we’re somehow related to them bandits, you’d be wrong. And to be even more honest with you, we haven’t met anyone since… since we left the city outside of Moab, Utah. Or Deseret. Too many damn names in this world. Now,” Sterling cleared his throat and tipped his hat at the woman, “who do I have the pleasure of speaking to?”  
 
    “Sheriff Diak. And for now, keep your hands up. I didn’t tell you to put them down yet.” 
 
    “Yes, ma’am,” Sterling told her. “If you got any more questions, feel free to ask away. But I assure you, we ain’t here to cause no trouble. Believe you me when I say if that’s what we were here to do, it would have already happened by now. You may have gotten one bolt off, but that would be about it.” 
 
    “Yeah?” 
 
    Sterling nodded. “You bet your ass.” 
 
    The sheriff looked him over, and as she did the electricity sparking around her eyes settled. “All right then. You can put your hands down. Let’s chat. I’m interested in what y’all may have to say.” 
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    Sheriff Diak led Sterling’s group into the shade cast by the single standing wall of what used to be a restaurant. Once they were there, the Sunflower Kid created wooden chairs and a table for them to sit at. She also conjured a couple of yucca trees that grew high enough to block some of the sun. After she was finished with the trees, she summoned strawberries from the parched soil, which should have impressed anyone Sterling had yet to come across.  
 
    But Sheriff Diak wasn’t just anybody.  
 
    Even if there was new life growing in her stomach, the technomancer had survived the Reset, and not only that, she had lived two miles west of the middle of nowhere since that time, fending off bandits and whatever else came through Kayenta. She wasn’t like the before people, and for that matter, none of them were. Sterling could tell in just the few minutes he’d known her that she was tough as nails, not to be trifled with. 
 
    Once he was seated at the table the Sunflower Kid had crafted, he equipped his bag of tobacco and began rolling a cigarette. To his left was Zephyr, and to his right was the Chronicler. The others all hung back in the shade eating strawberries. 
 
    “Why do you have a Godwalker with you?” 
 
    “You call them Godwalkers?” Sterling asked. He’d warned the sheriff before summoning Beep from his inventory list. Yet again, she hadn’t been fazed. 
 
    “That’s what they’re called, ain’t it?” she asked as she made a face at her reflection in Beep’s smooth front surface. 
 
    Sterling tilted his chin to Maron. “That one there, he’s a technomancer. Real fine feller. He was able to repurpose this little critter. He also got a lot of spare parts back in Monument Valley.” 
 
    Sheriff Diak gestured toward Maron. One of her people, a short man with pecan-colored skin and a puffy red face, turned to the technomancer, his rifle at the ready. 
 
    A wind started up. 
 
    “We ain’t here for none of that. I already done told you that,” Sterling told Sheriff Diak. “Tell your man to stand down.” 
 
    She remained defiant. “You saw what happened to the rest of Kayenta on your way in, and up on the hill there, right?” 
 
    He nodded. “Looks like y’all got hit by a Godwalker.” 
 
    “Nope, wasn’t that. It was the Comanche and their damn tech. They got a technomancer, and a lot of drones, dozens of them. You want to know why I’m suspicious of people like your boy over here? Blame the Comanche. Drones fly over and drop homemade bombs, terrorizing us.” 
 
    “Bombs, huh?” Sterling asked. 
 
    “Yep. Tubes with gunpowder and scrap metal stuffed inside. It ain’t pretty.” 
 
    “I’ll bet it ain’t.” 
 
    The sheriff cracked her knuckles. “We lost a lot of our homes, a lot of our people, and it isn’t like we had that many to start with. So we don’t take kindly to mancers, especially technomancers.” 
 
    Sterling understood now why she’d be reluctant about Maron. Once again, he couldn’t blame her. He didn’t trust strangers either, nor did he like the sound of dealing with drones dropping homemade bombs.  
 
    He had encountered these sorts of drones before, a few years back. They were hard to shoot down, especially if they were white, and the buzzing sound they made could be terrifying. If you heard it, you knew something was coming. Thinking back now, his encounter with drones was likely one of the reasons he had been so averse to Beep’s presence upon first meeting the miniature Godwalker. 
 
    Something about them just didn’t feel right. 
 
    “Like I keep telling you…” Sterling placed a cigarette in his mouth and lit it. “If we wanted to do something, we would have done it by now. So don’t worry about our technomancer friend here. He’s good people. Now, tell me about your Comanche problem.” 
 
    “They said they’d be back. We ran them out of town two days ago, believe it or not. It was just a small group; no drones that time. We buried several of them, well, we didn’t exactly bury them. I had Carlos here hook them up to an ATV and drag them away from here. We try not to venture too far from our home here.” She gestured toward a single building that was still standing. “If you ask me, they don’t deserve burying. They deserve rotting. Life’s been real hard, as I’m sure you’re aware. The last thing we need is Comanche terrorizing us, blowing up what buildings we have left, trying to enslave us with their propaganda. Nuh-uh. It don’t matter if I am eight months pregnant, I ain’t having it.” 
 
    “You and me both.” Sterling exhaled some smoke and puffed his cheeks out for a moment as he looked down at the cigarette he’d rolled. “I’ll tell you what, Sheriff. You point us in the right direction when it comes to the Navajo Nation, and we will see what we can do about your Comanche problem. It’s been two days, right?” 
 
    “That’s right. They’re due back any day now. Hell, I wouldn’t be surprised if they tried to hit us tonight night with their drones. That’s what we’re preparing for, anyway. Carlos saw some gathering on the ridge over yonder earlier this morning,” she said, motioning to the man who had just pointed his gun at Maron. “Carlos thinks they are scouting the place, and I agree. I can feel it under my skin. Probably saw you and yours ride into town.” 
 
    “You think?”  
 
    “Possible. Yep.” 
 
    Sterling shrugged. “Don’t matter to me. If they come through here, they’re going to wish they hadn’t. I can guarantee you that. They’ll make a wide circle around Kayenta next time they’re thinking of pushing south once we’re finished with them.” 
 
    The sheriff didn’t seem too impressed by Sterling’s cowboy act. “What are you guys anyway? Some sort of superhero team roaming around the desert?” 
 
    “Hell.” Sterling started to laugh as he caught a subtle grin from Roxie. “We’re something like that. If you must know, we’re from New Mexico, well, most of us, anyway.” 
 
    “I was actually in Arizona when it happened,” the Chronicler told Sheriff Diak. 
 
    “Yup, he sure was. But the rest of us, Nuevo México. It ain’t going to make much sense, but I’ll tell you anyway—we were transported to Utah, Deseret. Teleported. We joined back up, and now we’re heading toward New Mexico.” 
 
    “That’s it?” 
 
    Sterling exchanged glances with Roxie and the Chronicler. 
 
    “We’re bringing down the Godwalkers,” Roxie said. “That’s why we’re together. We’re not superheroes; we’re a goddamn kill squad.” 
 
    A crooked grin traced across Sheriff Diak’s face. “Come again?” 
 
    “You heard her,” said Sterling. “It might sound crazy, but we raised hell back there in Monument Valley and plan to do so again. You been up that way?” 
 
    She shook her head. “Ain’t nobody go up that way. Godwalkers.” 
 
    “They aren’t there anymore,” Roxie said with a firmness that seemed to convince Sheriff Diak.  
 
    “Nope, not-a-one,” Sterling said. 
 
    “You really were able to stop them?” Sheriff Diak glanced over to Beep. “And that thing helped you?” 
 
    “It sure did, and we sure were,” Sterling assured the woman. “Don’t worry, Beep ain’t one of them. She was… It was one of us. Helped us.” 
 
    “That sounds complicated,” Sheriff Diak said after a long pause. 
 
    Sterling nodded. “It is complicated. But it’s the goddamn truth. You asked what we’re up to, and I’m telling you. We’re heading back to New Mexico to finish what we started.” 
 
    “And after that?” 
 
    “What do you mean after that?” he asked the sheriff. 
 
    “If you are magically able to stop the Godwalkers, then what? You taking on all of them things across the world?” 
 
    Roxie slowly shook her head. “We aren’t going to be able to stop all Godwalkers in the entire world, not the way I see it. We’ll do some damage to the ones here and we’ll see what happens after that. Back in Monument Valley, we were able to destroy a good number of them by upsetting their charging facility. We plan to replicate that in New Mexico. So to answer your question—what happens after—well, we need to get there first before we figure that part out.” 
 
    “I don’t know about any of them, but I used to be a pepper farmer,” Sterling said with a chuckle. “Maybe I’d go back to doing that, if that’s what you’re asking.” 
 
    “To Truth or Consequences?” Roxie asked. 
 
    At the mention of peppers, a plant took shape in the center of the table. It produced an orange pepper courtesy of the Sunflower Kid. Sterling took a bite of it and gave the kid a thumbs up. “Anyway. She said it best,” Sterling told the sheriff, referring to Roxie’s statement that they would figure it out later. “We’ll cross that bridge when we get there.” 
 
    “So what do we have here then?” Sheriff Diak motioned toward Sterling’s companions. “If we’re putting our dicks out on the table, what are you and your little vigilante group working with exactly? I see you have a biomancer, and you clearly have an aeromancer and a technomancer. What about the rest of you?” 
 
    “I’m just a normal human, well, normal really doesn’t define any of this these days,” the Chronicler told the woman. “I suppose you get my point.” 
 
    “And you?” Sheriff Diak asked Sterling, not skipping a beat. 
 
    “A necromancer, and the Hopi man back there is a solimancer. This one right here…” He patted Roxie on the shoulder. “I like to think of her as a gunnomancer. If it shoots, she can shoot. And whether it’s moving or not, she can, and usually will, hit it.” 
 
    Roxie smirked. 
 
    “You good with a sniper rifle?” the sheriff asked her. 
 
    “I am.” 
 
    “At night?” 
 
    “I have everything necessary for that type of tactical operation, yes.” 
 
    Sheriff Diak squinted up at a passing cloud. “We’re going to need someone like that if the Comanche come around. Like I told you, they got a technomancer, and he does a lot of damage with his little drones. Since we ran them out of town, I’m thinking they’re going to come back with a vengeance.” 
 
    “That’s certainly something I can handle,” said Roxie.  
 
    Sterling spoke: “In the meantime, let’s help you and your folks get set up here. I’m sure some of your defenses could use shoring up, and we can grow some food for you. Whatever we can help with, you name it.” 
 
    “You’d really do that?” the sheriff asked him. 
 
    “I sure would.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “Because…” Sterling flicked his cigarette to the ground and put it out with his boot. “Because if things are ever going to get back to normal around these parts, we’re going to have to start helping each other. That’s why, Sheriff.” 
 
    What Sterling recognized as a rare smile formed on the woman’s face: “In that case, you help us with Godwalkers, and I will give you a lead in the Navajo Nation. I’ve got a nephew I’ve been meaning to send down there anyway, but haven’t been able to because of the Comanche. He can show you the fastest route, and introduce you to the elders that are still alive.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    .Chapter Three. 
 
      
 
      
 
    The barbecue they had that night was good, Sterling not one to question where the meat had come from. He hadn’t seen any livestock, but he was fairly certain they would never reveal something like that to a stranger, even if Sheriff Diak seemed as if she was beginning to trust them.  
 
    It didn’t matter if you were the type that was kind to strangers, supplies were hard to come by post-Reset. 
 
    As he had noticed at the edge of town, not many lived in Kayenta. From what Sterling could tell, the few families left had all joined together, maybe twenty-five people total. The Kayenta survivors had converted an old grocery store called Bashas’ Diné Market into a communal living space. The entrance was surrounded by barricades clearly cobbled together by a gaiamancer—that, or a giant—with random spools of barbed wire on top. The outer walls of the former grocery store had been reinforced, and shattered bits of brown glass cast in cement lined the parapet. The rest of the shopping center surrounding the grocery store had been demolished. 
 
    “Used to be a place right about there called Subway,” an old timer told Sterling. “Pretty sure they made sandwiches. Mighty fun ones, by the look of the pictures they had up in there. Big too. A foot long sandwich. Imagine that. Them before people truly knew how to eat like kings.” 
 
    The cowboy necromancer had been standing outside the supermarket smoking when the older man approached. One of his eyes was milky white, the other dark like that of a sparrow.  
 
    “Subway, huh? Yeah, I’ve seen one of them sandwich places in Truth or Consequences. Only had but one poster left,” he told the old timer. Sterling recalled that someone had scrawled penises in permanent marker over the image. He never could understand why people, then and now, liked drawing random penises on things. Makes no damn sense. 
 
    The older man pointed out a couple of buildings along the highway. He spoke again, his voice with a slight whistle to it: “And that right there? That was a McDonald’s, next to a place called Taco Bell.” 
 
    “Love me some tacos.” 
 
    “Hee-yeah. Same here. And that there? That was a Burger King. Had a burger called a Whopper. They had a different kind of display in there, seen it myself before a bandit raid about two years back.” 
 
    “Yeah? What kind of display?” 
 
    “Navajo code talkers. Ever heard of them?” 
 
    Sterling shook his head. 
 
    “The United States of America used them Navajo folks to communicate secrets and whatnot during World War II in their language. No one ever could crack the code. It’s a hard language, or so I’ve heard.” 
 
    “Do you speak it?” 
 
    The old man, who had leathery skin and hanging cheeks that were covered in scraggly white whiskers, shook his head. In doing so, his jowls hopped left and right like the back end of a pig. “Nah. I ain’t Navajo. Mexican. But I was living here at the time of the Reset. Worked for the Bureau of Land Management, part of the Federal government. Was driving my truck when it happened.” He motioned to one of the overturned vehicles in the parking lot. What was left of the truck’s green paint had been smoothed out by the sun. Much of the engine parts were scavenged, all of the tires missing. 
 
    “Shee-it, looks like you could use a mechanic.” 
 
    “Heh! Yeah, I could. Mancer did that, one of them wind ones like you got with you. Them mancers are some of the nastiest, let me tell you. Wind comes tearing through, and you don’t know what hit you. Tornado out of nowhere.” 
 
    Sterling nodded. 
 
    “Yeah, yeah, some would say that Kayenta has seen better days. And that was before the Comanche started showing up, trying to rebuild their homeland. The sheriff wouldn’t like to hear me say this, but I get their intention, if we’re being honest. Who doesn’t want what was once theirs? The only thing is, these Comanche ain’t just the Comanches that got relocated to Oklahoma seeking vengeance. They’re anyone and everyone who decides to… what’s that term?” 
 
    “Bend the knee?” 
 
    “Haven’t heard that one.” 
 
    “It applies, trust me.” 
 
    “If you say so, stranger. Heck. Come through terrorizing people; come through raising hell; come through demanding shit; come through…” The old man spat. “Damn good-for-nothins. I had a sweetheart, you know. I mean after the Reset. Pretty sure I was married before, at least according to the silver wedding band that used to be on my finger, but I never did find my wife. I even went to the address on my ID. No one was there aside from a couple of pictures. Thieves had already robbed the place blind.” 
 
    “Been there…” Sterling said as he ashed his cigarette. 
 
    “Anyway, what was I saying? My sweetheart. I had a sweetheart. Name was Veronica. Called her ‘Roni. Real good woman, solid, about yay high.” The man raised his hand to about his shoulder. “Short, but real good. Roni. Damn if I didn’t love her. We was making a life together here, working with the other people and Sheriff Diak, and then…” The man’s lips began to part. “And then they came. That was their first attack, a warning. The damn pigs. Damn good-for-nothins.” 
 
    “Yup.” Sterling had heard these kinds of stories before, and sometimes, a man just wanted to speak. He didn’t want condolences, he didn’t need any pity. He just needed to get a few things off his chest. 
 
    “I’m going out.” The interruption came from Roxie, who now had a modified sniper rifle on her shoulder. Sterling instantly recognized Raylan the flectomancer’s work.  
 
    “I can walk with you,” he started to call after the hooded woman. 
 
    “No. I’ll be somewhere over there.” Roxie pointed to a series of bluffs outside the small town. “Just be ready when the drones come. I should be able to shoot them very easily from that distance. But a technomancer? And whoever else they come through with?” Roxie formed her hand into a pistol and pointed it at Sterling. “That’s you, cowboy.” 
 
    “Shee-it…” 
 
    The old timer waited for her to leave before he started laughing. “Day-yum. Now that is my kind of woman. Just like Roni, I tell you what. That one there is a bit young for me, but if I were your age… Listen to me, going on here like an ol’ horndog. My apologies.” 
 
    Sterling smirked. “It ain’t nothing. And Roxie? She’s all right. Got a bite on her, maybe a chip on his shoulder, but she’s good to have on your side.” 
 
    “Alls I know is if you misbehave around a woman like that, she’ll shoot your pecker off.” 
 
    “Heh. Ain’t that the truth.” 
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    Sterling never did get the man’s name. After he finished his cigarette, he decided to take a look at the stats given to him, oddly enough, by his alien overlords. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Name: Sterling Monedero 
 
    Race: Human 
 
    Mancer Class: Necromancer 
 
    Class Ranking: Wretched Reviver 
 
    Level: 80 
 
    Fortitude: 137 
 
    Strength: 90 
 
    Resolve: 195 
 
    Mana: 205/205 
 
    Current Armor Rating: 28 
 
    XP: 1,317,367 
 
    XP to Next Level:98,421 
 
    Stat Points Available: 0 
 
    Technique Points Available: 8 
 
      
 
    With close to one hundred thousand XP to the next level, the only way Sterling was going to be able to scale his power quickly would be through a gauntlet, like the ones the Oracle and her people had set up in Saltair and Moab. He still had eight Technique Points available, which he planned to assign once he could gain a few more levels. Before, he’d focused on techniques that didn’t really suit him as much as he’d hoped, most of them involving Stealth. He figured now he’d go along the Perception route, which seemed to be more helpful aside from Combat.  
 
    He accessed these techniques as well. 
 
      
 
    Combat: 
 
    Sword Expert Level 7 - 56 Technique Points to Level 8 
 
    Marksmanship Level 8 - 59 Technique Points to Level 9 
 
    Stealth: 
 
    Sneak Proficiency Level 4 - 26 Technique Points to Level 5 
 
    Assassination Level 3 - 17 Technique Points to Level 4 
 
    Cover of Night Level 2 - 7 Technique Points to Level 3 
 
    Disguise Level 1 - 4 Technique Points to Level 2 
 
      
 
    Perception: 
 
    Persuasion Level 6 - 46 Technique Points to Level 7 
 
    Awareness Level 6 - 51 Technique Points to Level 7 
 
      
 
    The eight points he had banked weren’t going to do him any good at the moment. 
 
    “Not now, anyway,” Sterling said as he skimmed through his Necromancer class skills, which leveled with Class Proficiency bonuses that seemed to come randomly. Sterling usually referred to these as points, and as it stood, he didn’t have any spare ones at the moment. As soon as he did, he’d likely improve his Mold Manipulation power to aid him in combat. 
 
      
 
    Necromancer Class Skills 
 
      
 
    Death Whisper: Class Proficiency Level 4 
 
    Casting Cost: 6 Mana Points 
 
    Description: Can communicate with the deceased; blood needed to do so. 
 
    —— 
 
    Resurrection: Class Proficiency Level 7 
 
    Casting Cost: 5 Mana Points 
 
    Description: Can summon at will, but doing so takes a cut of MP until the animate is relinquished. 
 
    —— 
 
    Enhanced Durability: Class Proficiency Level 4 
 
    Grafting casting cost: 15 Mana Points 
 
    Description: Enhanced durability and grafting. 
 
    —— 
 
    Death Sense: Class Proficiency Level 3 
 
    Description: Able to sense the bodies of the dead around you. Higher levels allow for wider ranges, including remote animating. 
 
    —— 
 
    Mold Manipulation: Class Proficiency Level 1 
 
    Casting Cost: 6 Mana Points 
 
    Description: Able to manipulate and conjure mold. Higher levels allow for strong and further reaching creations. 
 
    —— 
 
    Osteomancy: Class Proficiency Level 3 
 
    Casting Cost: 10 Mana Points 
 
    Description: Able to get an exploratory vision when coming into contact with bone. 
 
      
 
    Once he was finished thumbing through his stats, Sterling headed inside the supermarket to find Zephyr and the Sunflower Kid working to strengthen the ceiling in the far corner of the space. It had caved in some, and the aeromancer was using her power to keep it stable while the Kid stitched together a wall made of wood. 
 
    “How’s it going over here?” Sterling asked the two of them. “Y’all are like some little worker bees, ain’t ya?” 
 
    “We’re doing all right,” Zephyr told Sterling. The aeromancer hovered at the moment, her black hair tied into a ponytail. “You want me to go higher?” she asked the Kid. 
 
    “Just a little…” Standing next the Sunflower Kid was Paco, who was focused on what the two were doing. Sterling turned to find Maron and Beep following a man in paint-flecked coveralls into a side room. They had discussed over dinner that he would help work with any wiring they had, and go from there.  
 
    Strange power, Sterling thought as he remembered what had been like to find Maron’s seemingly dead body near some mountain he couldn’t remember the name of outside of Moab, only to hear his voice coming out of a radio. Not to mention the alien code that appeared in Maron’s eyes once he activated his powers. Ain’t right… 
 
    He almost laughed at this thought.  
 
    Here he was, a necromancer, judging someone that could communicate with electronic devices. Who was he to point a finger? Who was he to define the ‘other’? They were all the odd man out, the people who had joined him and anyone who had survived the Reset. 
 
    They were all the ‘other.’ No one was normal. 
 
    Sterling entered a room that had once been the manager’s office at the supermarket, where Sheriff Diak held shop. His eyes slowly traced across a motivational poster still on the wall which read The Only Way to Guarantee Failure is to Never Try.  It was by no means warm in the office, yet the woman was sweating, her hand on her distended belly as she looked at a hand-drawn map of the town. The Chronicler stood next to her, gumming his pipe as he always did. 
 
    “Sterling.” His eyes shifted up to the cowboy necromancer from beneath a pair of bushy brows. “How goes it?” 
 
    “Roxie is getting into position. All I need you to do now is point me in the direction of the you-know-what.” 
 
    The sheriff grunted an affirmative response. “You can say dead bodies. They ain’t ours.” 
 
    “Some people are superstitious. What do you mean they ain’t yours?” Sterling asked her. 
 
    “I’ve been alive long enough to know that it ain’t worth my time being superstitious around the dead. Not any longer. And by ‘not ours,’ I mean they’re some of the Comanche and other bandits we’ve put in the ground over the years. Good riddance.” 
 
    Sterling ran his tongue along the front of his teeth. “And your gut is telling you that they are coming in the night, ain’t that right?” 
 
    “It ain’t wrong.” 
 
    “And you believe your gut?” 
 
    “I do, yes.” 
 
    “Welp, if you ask me, that is some sort of superstition.” 
 
    The sheriff offered Sterling a crooked grin. “Maybe my baby is a telemancer who can see the future.” 
 
    “Heh, that would be something. But if you think they are coming, Sheriff, I’m obliged to believe you.” 
 
    “And why is that?” 
 
    “Mother’s instinct? I don’t know. I usually go with my gut, no matter what trouble it brings me. And hell, this assignment does add a little excitement to my night. To be honest, all I was planning to do was get out this bottle of blood that I’ve been carting around and see if I can’t talk to an old shaman friend of mine. Now, I get to do me some guard duty.” 
 
    “A… bottle of blood?”  
 
    As Sterling had seen before, it was clear that Sheriff Diak had been hardened by the Reset, like everyone had. But his mention of communicating with a bottle of blood certainly caused a bit of surprise to trace across her face. 
 
    “Heh. It’s a long story, one I don’t want to get into right now.” Sterling tipped his hat at the two of them. “Dusty, Sheriff, y’all keep on keeping on. I’ll be on the rooftop once I got my animates all in place. Goes without saying, but y’all make sure shit is locked up tight in here. We’ll try to make it short and sweet, but these things have a tendency to go sideways.” 
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    It was a clear night, not a cloud in the sky, just an infinite number of purple stars, the moon rimmed in light. Sterling had seen one like this before, a harvest moon, big and impressive. It was like a blood orange; something about the color reminded Sterling of some of the sandstone rock formations he’d seen in Deseret, its hoodoos like the spires of a church built in the Middle Ages, off-white with beige veins trailing like tears; its cracked soil once the hunting grounds of megafauna, a place filled with hidden sinkholes, playas and nunataks, a landscape that redefined the phrase jornada del muerto.  
 
    He remembered these rock formations as he sat on the rooftop of the supermarket, cigarette perched on his lip, his eyes tracing across the parking lot below. 
 
    Thus far, Arizona had a similar coloring to the northern state, but Sterling had yet to see the same kind of breathtaking views he’d been presented with in Deseret, and maybe that was a good thing. Crossing a smattering of tufa boulders under high desert sun wasn’t exactly easy. Pretty? Sure, but certainly taxing. This, coupled with the fact that he could feel that he was getting closer to home, to the Land of Enchantment, had him itching to move on. After all, New Mexico was just a stone’s throw away… 
 
    “One big ass stone,” Sterling murmured once he caught wind of some activity on the road beyond the parking lot. It had been Roxie that first pointed the Comanche out, the female gunner using the same headpiece that Maron had crafted for them to use back in Monument Valley. 
 
    “The parking lot outside of town,” she’d said, her voice crackling. “I count seven, no eight, of them, coming in on foot. I don’t have a shot, not without making all of them scatter early. I don’t have eyes on the technomancer, not yet.” 
 
    “Let them come,” Sterling said. 
 
    “Roger.” 
 
    He wasn’t the only one on the only rooftop left in Kayenta. Paco was there along with Zephyr, the aeromancer seated with her back against a defunct air conditioning unit, arms crossed over her chest. There was also Maron and the Sunflower Kid, who were across the parking lot in the rubble of the Burger King that had once held the memorial to the Navajo code talkers. It was the biomancer’s job to protect Maron while he got control over the drones. Beep was with them as well, and would act as back-up if need be. 
 
    Zephyr, who could easily handle drones by herself, had been told not to destroy all of them. This had been a suggestion on the Chronicler’s part. Having drones in their arsenal would likely give them a leg up in the future.  
 
    Sterling could hear them now, the buzz cutting through the quiet of the Arizona desert. To someone who wasn’t able to easily bring the drones down, they must have been terrifying. Especially with the payload that they could deliver. That was another reason to get control over them as quickly as possible. 
 
    Once things started exploding, their strategy would have to shift. 
 
    There was an art to ambushing someone. Sterling was no shinobi, but he had read a book on Japan, about the ninjas that once inhabited a city known as Iga. He understood the benefits of operating solely at night. He also understood the power of surprise, and there wasn’t anything quite like that surprise of the sudden appearance of his animates.  
 
    The living dead. 
 
    Sterling had moved the bodies earlier by placing them on top of Beep and then ordering the miniature Godwalker to follow him. Like Isabelle, the small alien monolith had no problem following his commands. It had taken them a couple of trips to gather the bodies of the previous Comanche and a few bandits, most of whom had been strung up outside of town as a warning. They were all down in the parking lot now, spread out, and ready to be summoned. 
 
    While Sterling and his group may have been planning an ambush, it became clear as a Comanche approached that they were not. They wanted to parley, evident by the way the drones fanned out and two of the men stepped away from the group. 
 
    “We know you’re in there,” said the man on the left, his voice grizzled and hoarse. He wore black clothing, his face also smeared with black paint. Over his head was the hide of a buffalo, the eyes of which had been rigged to light up and flash red. 
 
    “Look at this little wannabe peckerhead,” Sterling said under his breath to Paco, making the Hopi youth smirk. “Boy, I tell you. Nothing gets under my skin faster than a bunch of showboat bandit sons of bitches.” 
 
    Zephyr shushed him just as a drone passed about six feet away. It circled back down toward the Comanche. 
 
    “Come out, or we’re coming in. This is your last warning!” 
 
    “Y’all ready?” Sterling asked over his headset.  
 
    “Ready,” came Roxie’s reply. “Let’s see some zulus.” 
 
    Maron replied next. “Ready to redirect the drones.” 
 
    “In that case…” Sterling raised his hand, and as he did, the dead bodies scattered about the parking lot below all came to life.  
 
    It was about to be a bloodbath. 
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    The animates had the effect that Sterling had intended, their sudden appearance easily spooking the Comanche. A few of the animates were missing their arms, leaving them to run wildly and swing their bodies back and forth. Others were missing a leg or two, which saw them dragging themselves forward like a small herd of beached octopi. What was set to happen had already played out in Sterling’s mind’s eye—confusion and fear, followed by his group quickly descending upon the Comanche, followed by ultimate victory. 
 
    A series of gunshots courtesy of Roxie took out several of the Comanche, their brains exploding out the back of their heads. It was brutal and fast, and it was only going to get faster as Sterling moved into action. 
 
    Whoosh! 
 
    Everything went upside down as a sudden sweeping wind cut Sterling off his feet. He somehow managed to keep one hand on his hat as he flipped over the side and twisted to the ground below. 
 
     Zephyr had flung him off the rooftop.  
 
    “What in the goddamn hell…?” Sterling shouted to the aeromancer. He drew his revolver and began firing at the Comanche. 
 
    Bang! Bang! Bang! 
 
     He coughed as he continued to burn mana with each bullet, the wind knocked out of him. For a moment he tasted blood, but he knew his Resolve would take care of that. 
 
    An explosion off to his left told him that one of the drones had dropped its payload, dust and grit kicked up in the air. He felt the concussion of another explosion, one close enough that he knew that he needed to move. Another explosion in the parking lot shredded one of the limbs of his animates.  
 
    A great vine rose  in front of Sterling as he tried to find cover. The vine formed into a fist and came slamming down onto the concrete next to him. More vines shot out to grab his legs. He fired his gun at them, and was just about to unsheathe his sickle sword when a series of tiny tornadoes came twisting by and ripping through rubbish.  
 
    “Goddammit!” he managed to shout, not yet able to comprehend why his own teammates were attacking him. 
 
    The next thing that came to Sterling was in the form of a sensation, like his body was on fire. He recognized Paco’s solimancer powers immediately, like his skin was boiling from the inside. A heat construct was also nearing him, one with burning white eyes. 
 
    It was a mutiny, and there was only one kind of mancer that could cause something like this. 
 
    The ground began to split all around him.  
 
    Sterling bolted toward the other parking lot, hoping to get some distance. Cottonwood trees sprung up in the form of spikes, several coming dangerously close to pinning him down. The whirr of lethal drones delivering their payloads continued along the perimeter of the mayhem. One of the explosions was close enough to Sterling to hit him with debris. A sharp piece of what used to be an instrument panel whipped right past his brow, opening up a wound that quickly covered his face in blood. 
 
    It was time. 
 
    Sterling turned back to the Comanche, a gasp coming to him as he saw what he already knew to be true.  
 
    His companions had joined the enemy.  
 
    All of them were gathered aside from the Chronicler, who was still inside the converted supermarket. Zephyr hovered in the air, a dark look on her face; Paco stood near her, his palms blazing with light; the Sunflower Kid had used plant constructs to make a pair of stilts and armor; and Maron’s eyes traced with code as drones buzzed all around him. Even Beep was floating on the outskirts of the group, the miniature Godwalker controlled by Maron. 
 
    “Sterling? What should I do!?” Roxie’s voice appeared in his head and then cut out again, Sterling assuming that the technomancer had somehow interfered. “Don’t shoot,” he told her anyway. Please, don’t shoot, he thought. 
 
    Sterling’s eyes bulged as his companions all took a knee.  
 
    A pudgy man walked past wearing the same leather clothing as the other Comanche. A hide was cast over his shoulders and it covered his forehead with the snout of a wolf. His jeans were dark and stained with flecks of white. On the man’s feet were a pair of enormous boots that reached the bottom of his kneepads, the shins of which had been stitched over with charms. 
 
    Sterling raised his gun at the telemancer. “You done fucked with the wrong hombre.” 
 
    The telemancer spoke, his voice with a slight southern accent to it. “Call your sniper off, now. We can talk.” 
 
    Knowing the female gunner, she probably had the heavyset telemancer lined up. Why hadn’t Roxie taken the shot? Why had she let things escalate? 
 
    It don’t seem like her… Sterling thought. 
 
    “R-Roxie?” he asked aloud. He felt something in his neck and slowly reached his free hand up to pull out a sliver of metal that had been in one of the pipe bombs. 
 
    “Talk to me,” Roxie said, her voice suddenly clear in Sterling’s headset. He understood what happened now, why she hadn’t been in communication with him. The only answer was that the telemancer had quickly discovered what was happening and had cut off communication via Maron.  
 
    Maybe the telemancer had even threatened to do something. 
 
    “Prepare to shoot the bastard.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t do that if I were you,” the telemancer said. The moment these words left his lips, the Sunflower Kid looked up at Sterling. Thick roots began to lift from the soil and wrap around his legs. He wasn’t the only one that she had entrapped. Zephyr, Maron, and Paco were all shackled by vines now, which quickly wrapped around their necks. 
 
    “I like this one,” the telemancer said. “A biomancer. What an interesting… what an interesting one.” 
 
    “Hold off,” Sterling told Roxie. 
 
    “Lower your weapon, Sterling Monedero, Skeleton Man,” said the telemancer. “Otherwise, your companions will die. You are correct that the one called Roxie may be able to shoot me. But… the Sunflower Kid has already been instructed to kill everyone here if I am shot. Lower your weapon. And tell Roxie to do the same. You may be interested in what I have to say. It might even surprise you.” 
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    Sterling hated to do it; it went against everything he knew and everything he had experienced over the last five years. But he was also hyper-aware of how quickly the Sunflower Kid could strike him down with one of her plant constructs. He’d seen her do something similar before. If the telemancer was telling the truth, and Sterling certainly had no reason to believe that he wasn’t, it would be best for him to hear the man out. 
 
    Sterling was at the man’s mercy. He hated to admit it, but it was a simple fact. 
 
    “I’m putting my gun away. Happy?” Sterling slowly returned his revolver to its holster. He wished he had a skill that would help him in that moment, but the things that he was able to do, from Resurrection to Death Sense and Mold Manipulation, even his newest skill, Osteomancy, weren’t going to help them for the time being.  
 
    He would have to parley. 
 
    “What’s your name, son?” Sterling asked. 
 
    “Harjo. And I’m not your son. I’m only about ten years younger than you by the looks of it.” 
 
    “Welp, in that case, what the hell do you want exactly, Harjo? Here you are terrorizing these people, these good folks who are just trying to hold something together after the shit hand we were all dealt. Is that what kind of man you are? Answer me that. What the hell are you doing here in Kayenta?” 
 
    The barricaded supermarket door slid open and Sheriff Diak stepped out. The pregnant woman pointed a rifle at the telemancer. “Hands up!” 
 
    “Stand down,” Sterling said, even though he didn’t have to. As soon as the sheriff got into position she lowered her weapon, her mind now under Harjo’s control. 
 
    The telemancer continued to examine Sterling, a strange look on his face. “You have been on quite a journey, haven’t you? All the way to upstate Utah, so far away from your home. Yes, I can see some of the things that you have done. Remarkable. Different. But in a way…” Harjo brought his hand to his face and covered his mouth for a moment. He nodded slightly, and Sterling got the feeling that he was sifting through all of his companions’ minds. “But in a way, you are lost. All of you are.” 
 
    “Look here. I’ve already got a prophet in a jug of blood I keep in my inventory list. His name is Don Gasper, if you care to meet him. I don’t need another truthsayer, or whatever the hell you are pretending to be, in my life.” 
 
    “An old friend of yours, yes? It appears that my people killed him. I’m sorry for that.” 
 
    “Indeed they did,” Sterling said, anger swelling within him. He felt his trigger finger twitch. “And spare me your sympathy. You with the group that did that?” 
 
    “Comancheria is divided into various municipalities. It is one of the numerous ways they keep order.” 
 
    “They? Why don’t you tell me a little more about who they are?” 
 
    “They aren’t here.” 
 
    Sterling stored it. “Clearly. Right now it’s just you and me, aside from a friend of mine with her weapon trained on you.” He slowly formed his hand into a gun and pointed it at Harjo. “She’s a real good shot, too.” 
 
    “More than a friend, it seems.” 
 
    “You can’t read my mind with this here.” Sterling tapped his cowboy hat. “Don’t give me none of that bullshit.” 
 
    “But it is easy enough for me to pick through the minds of others. They wish you well, you know. The one named Zephyr, the biomancer. Paco, he wasn’t there with you three years ago, nor was Maron, or his little Godwalker. But they all wish you well.” 
 
    “I’m sure they do. Let’s cut the horse shit and get down to business. If you are looking to be some kind of prophet, I know a place you can go. Up in Deseret, they got this lady called the Oracle, the leader of the Serpents of Paradise. She’s a telemancer, like you. Now, you may know about her people to some degree if you’ve been dealing with the Angels of Woe. You also may be wondering why I’m telling you about them. If you ask me, someone with your power would fit right in. If you’re going around trying to prophesize, then the Serpents would be the people that you would want to join. Hell, they’d probably worship you, if that’s what you’re into.” Sterling thought back to how the Oracle and her people had turned the Great Saltair into a pretty comfortable commune. “They would treat you much better than the Comanche, I’ll guaran-damn-tee you that.” 
 
    “My ancestors were Comanche.” 
 
    “And? My ancestors were…” Sterling didn’t really know where his family originated from. He never could get sunburned, and his skin had a hint of brown to it. He always assumed he was Hispanic, especially with his last name, but it wasn’t like he could take a genealogy test. “Ancestry don’t matter once everything has been reset.” 
 
    “You sound like somewhat of a prophet yourself.” 
 
    “I’ve been known to say my piece and spin a yarn.”  
 
    “A poet.” 
 
    “Now you’re just trying to flatter me.” Sterling felt the urge to light a cigarette, but he’d lost the one he’d pre-rolled. “Welp, you haven’t tried to kill my people, and as you can see, I haven’t killed you. So what are we doing here then? What’s this all about, Harjo?” 
 
    “It is about…” A hint of hesitation traced across the telemancer’s face. Harjo seemed to shrink into himself at that moment, even if he was at least six feet tall and close to three hundred pounds. 
 
    “My vision doesn’t align with theirs, with the other Comanche. That’s why I did this.” He gestured to his fallen comrades. 
 
    “I was wondering how the last of them went down. Don’t know why you did that, but it don’t really matter much now. The Comanche have been using you for things, haven’t they?” 
 
    Harjo didn’t reply to this question. 
 
    “Can’t blame them. You do understand why they would do something like that, don’t you? With your mind control powers and whatnot?” Sterling wagged his finger at Harjo. “You’re starting to see the cracks, aren’t you? Or maybe you’ve been seeing them for longer than you care to admit.” 
 
    “It is complicated, but the way they go about things, and the way they say that they are executing their plans are quite different. When they first started, back in Oklahoma, the Comanche would come into communities and help by bringing food supplies and salvaged medical goods, those sorts of good deeds. They set the communities up with councils, municipalities, all of which answered to a central council. But then, as they started to press into Arizona, Northwest New Mexico, Texas, and even Kansas, they changed.” 
 
    “Well, you’re the one that can control minds. Why didn’t you do something about it?” 
 
    “I’m not powerful enough. Quanah, he’s at the head. Also a telemancer.” 
 
    “Quanah? Wasn’t there a different leader?” The name came to Sterling. “Isa-Tai?” 
 
    “Isa-Tai is no more, hasn’t been for a few days now. Quanah is the new leader.” 
 
    “Changing of the guard, huh? Anyhow, seems real convenient for telemancers to start their own cults, don’t it? I mean, it makes sense, don’t get me wrong, but let me see here…” Sterling recalled the cult he had rescued the Sunflower Kid from, his mind then jumping to the Oracle. At least Commodore Bones, leader of the Killbillies, had no mancer powers. No, he is just a cunning sonofabitch, Sterling surmised. 
 
    “It does check out; I can see what you mean.” 
 
    Sterling huffed. “Let me get this straight; I’d just like to put the pieces together here because sometimes I can be slow like that. Originally, you came here looking to intimidate these people and seek revenge for the last time they ran y’all fools out of town. Then, you take over the minds of my companions. You learn about what we’re doing, kill your amigos, and now you’re what? Reformed? Ready to turn the other page? Ready to become a revolutionary? Is that it? How are my telemancer abilities?” 
 
    Harjo’s eyes lit up. “What you are doing is insane, and I want to be… I want to be part of it. Part of that solution.” 
 
    “Shee-it, it ain’t that easy. How will I know that you aren’t going to simply control their minds once we come up with some agreement here?” 
 
    “I have a solution for that. You aren’t… You aren’t worried about what I’ve done in the past?” 
 
    “Not at the moment. Heck, we’ve all done some shit. Seen some too. And I’m not trying to be forgiving here, I’m simply stating a fact. What I’m more concerned about is not only if you’re telling me the truth or not, but what it would be like to have you around considering your powers and what I know someone such as yourself is capable of.” 
 
    “A flectomancer made your hat, right?” Harjo asked. 
 
    “He didn’t make it, he modified it.” 
 
    “A man named Raylan.” 
 
    “That’s right, out of Madrid. Sort of in the direction that we’re heading, actually.” 
 
    Harjo offered Sterling a short nod. “All of the men that came with me have a charm wrapped around their wrists that prevents telepathy. There are seven of them. You can have them. I’m sure you can figure out a way to test me, but with this power we got, you can get a readout of what one of these kinds of charms do. You can trust that as much as you want.” 
 
    “Are you saying that you’d let my companions go, and they would start wearing these charms you have to prevent any telepathy? And you are all right with that?” 
 
    “You should wear one too. You won’t always have your hat on, will you?” 
 
    “And then what? You just join us and head back to New Mexico? Don’t you got people that you want to see again in Comancheria?” 
 
    “There are bands of the Comanche now planning to push further into central New Mexico. Maybe the knowledge of that could be something that’s useful to you.” 
 
    Sterling took a step back, his vision coming to him, the one in which he stood between the charging Comanche and the Killbillies and Texas Rangers. 
 
    “How did you know about that?” 
 
    “Know about what?” 
 
    “Never mind. I’m going to step away here and communicate with Roxie for a moment. I don’t want you to do nothing while I’m gone. Can you agree to that?” 
 
    Harjo gave Sterling a thumbs up. “Take your time.” 
 
      
 
    [image: ] 
 
      
 
    Sterling examined the leather band yet again. There were clear beads tied into it, that allowed someone to adjust the sizing. 
 
      
 
    Item: Leather Wristband 
 
    Item Type: Rare 
 
    Description: Prevents telepathic disturbances 
 
      
 
    Sterling went ahead and placed it around his wrist. The Sunflower Kid had already put hers on, as had Zephyr, Maron, and Paco. That left one person, and she was still somewhere off in the distance pointing a sniper rifle at Harjo. “Y’all keep an eye on him,” Sterling said as he was turning in Roxie’s direction. 
 
    “We’re just supposed to believe that he isn’t doing something to our minds?” Zephyr asked. 
 
    “I’ve got control of the drones,” Maron said, not at all fazed by what had just happened as drones buzzed around him. 
 
    “I’ve yet to have a charm betray me,” the Sunflower Kid told Zephyr. To shield herself from the desert cold, the teenage biomancer was now in a beige shawl that was threadbare and fuzzy at its tips. Of the entire group, she was the calmest, relaxed now with her arms down at her sides.  
 
    “Even if it works, we can’t…” Paco shook his head. He looked to Sterling for a solution. 
 
    “Why don’t you join me then, son? Let’s go and wrangle us a real badass woman.” 
 
    Paco stepped up to Sterling, and together, the two headed west out of town. They took their time, circumventing craters and what was left of the road, bombed-out vehicles, even a few cactus patches that had grown in thickness over time. They passed a toppled Ace Hardware sign, and headed around it into a little subdivision with street names like Yucca, Sandspring, and Rattlesnake. 
 
    Sterling was amazed that the street signs had remained intact. But the houses were another story entirely. They had all been destroyed and rummaged through, which was something that he had come to expect. He had done plenty of this himself, especially those first few years when there were still homes that were ripe for the picking. But these days, all the good stuff had been spoken for. Unless you stumbled upon a hoarder’s den, the odds of finding something worthwhile were slim. 
 
    But this didn’t mean there wasn’t still treasure out there. Occasionally, and some of his long rides across New Mexico, Sterling would still keep an eye out for the signs of a place that hadn’t been picked through. The walls still intact, nothing scattered in the driveway, a fence still standing—all good indications that there was loot. 
 
    It was always strange going through other people’s stuff, Sterling equating it to an estate sale. Old pictures of family members, jewels, random keepsakes, and all sorts of useless trinkets. The epitome of conspicuous consumption. Sometimes, Sterling would take a seat in someone’s living room and kick his feet up, imagining what it must have been like to watch the Super Bowl or some sitcom before the whole world changed. He’d read about these things, and they sounded entertaining. 
 
    From Sterling’s perspective, the before people had more entertainment than they knew what to do with. Everything was about escapism; everything was a fantasy no matter the gender or the age. And for what? Now that none of those things existed any longer, at least not in such an easily consumable form, Sterling didn’t understand the appeal. Sure, like anyone, if he could rig something up and watch a DVD or see a show that came to town—which mostly involved religious fanatics, if he was being honest—he would check it out. 
 
    There was something about that shared human experience that the before people so yearned for, one that had extended to those that had survived. He’d seen it during the good times, or rather, the times in which there wasn’t someone trying to rob them, kill them, or take advantage of them in some way.  
 
    Maybe that was why fantasy was so important. 
 
    Fantasy wasn’t quite a mirror into someone’s soul, but it allowed a person to exist outside of their body. And so what if everything was hunky-dory in their life? And so what if the before people were well-fed, maybe overfed, rich enough to own a car or even a house? Everyone needed to escape, and he saw this every time he happened upon someone’s home that had been untouched. There was always something to be had. 
 
    Something to be had… 
 
    It would make a good start to a Desert Haiku.  
 
    “What are you thinking about?” Paco asked Sterling as they reached the outskirts of the little subdivision. 
 
    “Just thinking about what it’s like to come upon one of them untouched homes, the kind of place that hasn’t been looted through yet. Ain’t that something what it happens? Pretty rare, these days.” 
 
    “It’s always interesting. But I joined you here for a reason.” 
 
    “Yeah? What’s that?” 
 
    “Are we really going to trust a Comanche?” 
 
    Sterling stopped walking. He turned to Paco and licked his lips as he considered what the Hopi youth had said. “Look at me, sitting here trying to think about the future. Maybe I’m being selfish.” 
 
    “Selfish about what?” 
 
    “We all got a shared goal here in bringing down the Godwalkers over New Mexico. I plan to be part of that. But I got some other things I need taking care of once I get home. I need to deal with the Killbillies and most notably their shitbird leader, Commodore Bones. Not only that, I need to find me a bounty hunter named Ram.” 
 
    “You can do it after Chaco Canyon.” 
 
    “After?” Sterling shook his head. “What we’re going up against this time, son, there may not be an after, and I want to make damn sure that my enemies are dead before I put my life on the line again. Hell, look at me right now, blood drying on my neck and hand. Heh. I bet you’re thinking something along the lines of, ‘you always put your life on the line, that’s what you do,’ or something of the sort. And I agree with you. That is indeed the case. But I need to make sure of something, and that something is that them two men go to the grave before I do.” 
 
    “And we need a telemancer to do this?” 
 
    “When has it not been helpful to control other people’s minds? I think ol’ Harjo was genuine about what he was saying. Got a feeling. Now, I can’t know for sure, but we will be able to sort that out over the next few days.” 
 
    Movement about a hundred feet away caught Sterling’s attention. He watched as Roxie stepped out of the darkness. Her hooded poncho obscuring her face, a long rifle over her shoulder. 
 
    “You two were taking long enough; figured I’d come to you. What were you all talking about, anyway?” 
 
    Sterling shrugged. “Might as well be clear with you. When we get back to New Mexico, to Madrid, I am going to have to go on a little side quest.” 
 
    She looked at him as if he were stupid. “I know. You have discussed this with me a dozen times now.” 
 
    “Maybe I am getting a little repetitive in my old age, but that’s just something I do to remind myself of what needs to be done.” Sterling smirked at the statement. It came out fast, but he was proud of it. “What I’m saying here is that having a telemancer around could help all of us.” 
 
    Roxie nodded. 
 
    “So you actually agree with him?” Paco asked. 
 
    “If the telemancer is genuine, and we will know that soon enough, then Sterling’s right,” she said as Sterling handed her a bracelet. Roxie examined it for a moment. “If he has given us a way to prevent telepathy, that leads me to believe he may be at least telling us a partial truth. No one is ever fully honest, not these days, anyway. So maybe that’s the best we will get out of this telemancer. But that remains to be seen. With what we’re going to be up against—and I’m talking about humans here, not to mention Godwalkers—having a telemancer around would be helpful, especially in Albuquerque.” 
 
    Paco looked from Roxie to Sterling. “Wait, you’re going to go with him on his revenge mission?” 
 
    “I’ve got a bone to pick with the Killbillies as well,” said Roxie. “They tried to crucify me, and they were able to take me down once I got to Las Cruces. I intend to make sure that they know that what they did was the biggest mistake of their goddamn lives.” 
 
    Sterling stifled a sudden swell of joy by clearing his throat. He’d had a feeling the female gunner would want to come with him, but hearing her say it like that made him feel a little excited. Damn near got my pecker hard, he thought, unable to hide the grin on his face. 
 
    “I guess… I guess you two know better than me,” said Paco. “But we need to be careful with him, with Harjo. He’s Comanche.” 
 
    “Comanche, Mexican; Hopi, Navajo, Zuni, Apache. Hell, American, Japanese, Canadian, German. It don’t matter, son, not with what the Godwalkers have done to us. We’re all in this together, friends and foes alike, and there’s bound to be some side switching.” 
 
    Something akin to defiance filled Paco’s dark eyes. “What if this man you are after, Commodore Bones, what if he wanted to switch sides? Or this other guy, Ram?” 
 
    Sterling snorted. “Shee-it, that’s a different story entirely. I never claimed to be a saint, but my words have weight. At least they do in my soul. And when I tell you those two are dead men walking, and I tell you that I’ve promised multiple people multiple times now that I plan to get it done, you’d better believe that I’m going to keep my word. Now, let’s head back and see if we can’t figure out a way to get a little shut eye. It’s been a long night.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    .Chapter Four. 
 
      
 
      
 
    As much as Sterling and his companions distrusted the system that had been placed on their lives over the last five years, they all agreed that they had yet to have a charm malfunction. With this in mind, and after some conversation with Sheriff Diak who also took one of the anti-telepath charms, the group decided to let Harjo rest with them for the night, but only after he’d cleaned himself off and sent his hides away. 
 
    To the other Kayenta residents, he was merely a rescued hostage, this thought further solidified by his telemancer powers. 
 
    Roxie didn’t sleep. Sterling didn’t expect her to, not with a potential enemy in their midst, even if she had been the one to okay Harjo’s request to join their group in the first place. Throughout the night, the female gunner sat with her back against the wall, hood over her head as she watched over the others like the guardian angel that she was. 
 
    While he tried to stay awake, sleep eventually came to the cowboy necromancer. It had been a long and potentially deadly night. Sterling rested in a seated position with his hat on his head even if he wore one of the leather bracelets. Like Roxie, he too had his back against the wall, his hand on the grip of his gun. It wasn’t the first time he’d slept in such a manner, and he was fairly certain that it wouldn’t be the last. 
 
    As it often did, the morning came way too soon, Sterling awaking to the smell of citrus. He blinked his eyes open to see that the Sunflower Kid had spawned oranges, strawberries, gooseberries, and apples. Her hair now black and cut into a bob, the Sunflower Kid was seated with her legs crossed beneath her body, a calm look on her face. Several members of his group were still sleeping, including Paco, the Chronicler, and Zephyr. Harjo was asleep as well, in the far corner of the space, away from the others.  
 
    “Think you can grow some coffee beans?” Sterling jokingly asked the Kid as she sent a vine with a strawberry hanging from it in his direction. He ate the strawberry. It was ripe and exceptionally sweet. “Well? How ‘bout a little morning pick-me-up?” 
 
    “Coffee?” The Sunflower Kid puffed her cheeks out. “You would have to roast it, grind it, and brew it.” 
 
    “Yeah…” 
 
    “You could also just eat the bean, but it would be bitter. I’ve tried. I think they have coffee. The sheriff peeked her head in earlier and asked me if I wanted some.” She nodded to Roxie, who now had an empty coffee cup in front of her. 
 
    “Can confirm,” she said as she tilted the cup in Sterling’s direction. “It wasn’t so bad. Definitely fresher than some of the instant stuff that we had yesterday morning.” 
 
    “Well? Are you going to eat some of the fruit?” asked the Sunflower Kid. 
 
    “Let me go out there and have a cigarette first, move the bodies away from the front of the supermarket, and talk to Don Gasper,” Sterling told her. “After that, I’ll have me a coffee, some more fruit—mighty fine strawberries, by the way—and then I’ll dig into some breakfast. Maybe add some peppers to whatever they cook up. Been feeling lately like I have been neglecting my pepper diet, to be honest. Damn shame, if you ask me. Ain’t nothing like a few fresh peppers in the morning.” 
 
    “I’m sure your body isn’t bothered by that at all.” 
 
    The Sunflower Kid smirked at Roxie’s comment. “I don’t think peppers are that bad for you…” 
 
    “But if you eat them every day with every meal, they can’t be good. I don’t know about you but…” Roxie placed a hand on her stomach. “Peppers just don’t sit right with me.” 
 
    Sterling winked at her. “Once you and I move to Truth or Consequences and settle down like a bunch of old farts, we’ll get my pepper farm going again. Believe that. You’ll be making chile relleno in no time.” 
 
    “Pfft. Keep telling yourself that.” 
 
    Sterling shrugged playfully. “Shee-it, I think the idea is growing on you. I can tell by that purty smile of yours. At least you ain’t pointing a gun at me for suggesting it.” 
 
    “I don’t think anyone in their right mind would want to retire in Truth or Consequences. I believe I told you something like that before. Maybe that exact same statement, in fact. Remember, I’ve been there. And once or twice is plenty, plenty.” 
 
    “T or C is rough on the outside, but you learn to appreciate it. Good food, good enough people, plus there are hot springs there. And there’s a lake.” 
 
    Roxie shrugged. “You keep trying to sell me on that lake, and you keep failing. I’m more of a northern New Mexico girl, where it is cooler.” 
 
    “T or C is cool. All the cool people live there.” 
 
    “Really? Like who?” 
 
    “Me, Kip, Inga…” 
 
    “All people I don’t know.”  
 
    “You know me!” 
 
    A crooked smile took shape on the female gunner’s face. “Anyway, I’ll let you get to your morning cigarette.” 
 
    “Sure you don’t want to join me, Rox?” 
 
    “I’ll join you,” the Sunflower Kid told Sterling as the vines that she had extended to him shrunk away. “But only if we can bring Beep.” 
 
    “Actually, yeah. You can join me. Maybe you should say hi to Don Gasper too.” 
 
    Sterling and the Sunflower Kid stepped out of the room that had been provided for them, directly into the main space of the supermarket. There was a long table in the center where the sheriff was seated, the pregnant woman eating from a bowl of fruit alongside Maron. The technomancer looked like he hadn’t gotten a lot of sleep. Sterling tipped his hat to the two of them, the sheriff nodded at him, Maron gave him a pair of thumbs up, and they continued outside. 
 
    “How do you want to do this?” he asked as he used his finger to stuff some tobacco into a rolling paper. Sterling had finished rolling up a cigarette and lit it by the time the Sunflower Kid spoke. 
 
    “I can have my vines carry them,” she said, referring to the dead bodies outside of the supermarket. 
 
    “Or, they could walk themselves? Outskirts of town it is.” 
 
    “And Beep?” 
 
    “Yeah, yeah.” Sterling removed Beep from his inventory list with the flick of his hand, and the miniature Godwalker took shape.  
 
    Sterling headed to the west, and as he did, the fallen from last night came alive. They shuffled or dragged what was left of their bodies behind the Sunflower Kid and him in what was definitely a gruesome scene. Too bad I didn’t get to write this morning, Sterling thought once he realized he had been missing something. A haiku had started to come to him yesterday, and he wanted to expand on it. 
 
    As he walked silently next to the Sunflower Kid another thought came to him. Is now the time? Should I tell her what I know, about Beep, her mother, my wife? He glanced over to the Kid.  
 
    The youthful biomancer nodded along, as if she were listening to a song, her focus on the ground in front of her. Sterling tried to see himself in her. He looked for any indication that she was his daughter. But everything about her appearance was different, from the shape of her nose, which was short and round, to the light color of her skin.  
 
    She’s a biomancer, Sterling had to remind himself. He knew that her mancer class allowed her to change her appearance, which she did on a daily basis. He would likely never be able to discern a resemblance between the two of them. 
 
    He slowed to allow the Sunflower Kid to take a few steps ahead. 
 
    She walked lightly, as if she were trying to cross lily pads. There was something carefree about her that he knew must have come from Isabelle. Then again, the person he was before the Reset, the man he’d seen in his own driver’s license, maybe that man was carefree. 
 
    If that was the case, why would he be at a bar when it all happened? Why wouldn’t he be home with his wife and kids? What was he so troubled about? Or was there no trouble at all, and Sterling had simply been out with friends. Something didn’t add up. 
 
    Sterling shook his head as he felt shame for an event that he had no control over and couldn’t remember. Get it together, he thought as they reached the same neighborhood that he had cut through last night with Paco.  
 
    “There looks good,” the Sunflower Kid said as she pointed to a small bit of land behind what was once a playground. The only thing left was the slide. 
 
    “I reckon,” Sterling said as his animates came to a stop. “They had these fools strung up outside of town, but I’m not about to get into any of that. Let’s put them in the ground where they belong. It’s only proper. Care to make me a hole?” 
 
    “We should check them for charms first.” 
 
    The Sunflower Kid approached the first animate. Unlike others who had encountered Sterling’s animates, she wasn’t at all bothered by them. She checked the first man and the second, and came up with something on the third. “It looks like this ring gives him a few mana points. I think I’ll add it to my necklace.” 
 
    “By all means. Unless one of them is wearing something that improves speed or fighting power, have at it. And another thing…” Sterling hesitated as the Sunflower Kid looked over at him. 
 
    “Yeah?” 
 
    “You know, Beep here…” 
 
    Sterling looked at the Godwalker, at the goofy face that the Sunflower Kid had painted on its front surface. 
 
    “Yeah?” the Sunflower Kid asked once he didn’t say anything. 
 
    “Maybe… maybe you should give Beep a different looking face. I like a cheerful one, but maybe something more serious. Just for when we are traveling around.” 
 
    “Sure, I can do that.” The Sunflower Kid tilted her head to the left. “Was there something else?” 
 
    Sterling hesitated. “Nah, just thinking out loud over here.” He turned away from her, cursing himself under his breath as he did so. Why couldn’t he tell her the truth? Why is it so damn hard? 
 
    “You old fool,” he scolded himself as he ashed his cigarette. “Damn chickenshit fool…” 
 
    They continued burying the bodies. 
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    The plan was to talk to Don Gasper. To do so, Sterling would use his Death Whisper power, which allowed him to communicate with Gasper’s blood. He wanted to discuss the vision he’d had with the day-tripping shaman, to hear his take on it. It wasn’t like Sterling to have visions, and it was clear what it meant. Somehow, he was supposed to bring the Comanche forces into New Mexico and cause a standoff between them and Commodore Bones’ Killbillies. 
 
    With Harjo, they had a way into the Comanche, wherever their center of power was currently located. That much he understood. But convincing them to bring their forces into New Mexico proper could also create a scenario which Sterling wasn’t prepared to handle—Comanche rule.  
 
    This was one reason he didn’t fully trust his vision.  
 
    If the Comanche took over New Mexico as they had their territorial homelands, and Sterling survived what he planned to do to Godwalkers, he would be at their mercy. And from what he could tell so far, the Comanche were no joke. They were much more organized and violent than the Killbillies, and for the most part, they were able to hold their territory. This was one of the reasons he needed to talk to Don Gasper. It just didn’t seem smart to invite them to New Mexico. 
 
    Sterling had been looking down at the ground when he felt a sudden tension in the air.  
 
    He glanced over to the Sunflower Kid to see uncharacteristic shock spread across her face. 
 
    “No…” Sterling said as he turned back to Kayenta to see his greatest fear realized in an instant.  
 
    One of the medium-sized Godwalkers now floated over the supermarket, its front-facing surface morphing as it prepared to fire. 
 
    “Come on!” The Sunflower Kid grabbed Sterling’s hand and shot into the air.  
 
    A vine lifted from the ground and she began running along it, jumping from it to another vine, all while keeping both of them hovering. Sterling could fly himself but it wasn’t something he liked to do, and the sudden shift in his gut was one of the many reasons why. 
 
    He never did like heights. 
 
    But a Godwalker had appeared, and this was just about as urgent as the situation could turn in a matter of seconds. Get it together! he thought as he continued to hold the Sunflower Kid’s hand. She spawned vine after vine, which helped propel them toward the supermarket at a rapid clip. 
 
    Sterling’s mind was racing even faster than the two were currently traveling. He recalled how he had brought one of the medium-sized Godwalkers down three years ago through sheer attack power.  
 
    Now, they had a technomancer. 
 
    Maybe he could get inside and start shooting its guts full of magic bullets; or maybe Zephyr was now powerful enough to conjure a wind that would bring the Godwalker down, where the Sunflower Kid could bury it as Paco heated the soil and melted its outer surface.  
 
    Sterling’s heart practically hit the back of his teeth as he spotted Roxie brazenly running toward the Godwalker, grenade launcher in hand.  
 
    She began firing shots which were propelled forward by Zephyr, who was operating from the other side of the supermarket. Each explosion that hit the Godwalker caused it to tremble. The aeromancer was also in the process of conjuring a tornado, one rimmed with bursts of static, which Sterling assumed was heat from Paco. This wasn’t the only thing the solimancer had summoned. Sterling saw heat constructs running toward the Godwalker as well. 
 
    Yeeeeeeeeee-ooooooom! 
 
    The Godwalker let off a single, concentrated shot. The beam of yellow energy struck Roxie, disintegrating her in an instant. Nothing was left by the time the dust cleared. 
 
    Sterling whipped his arm away from the Sunflower Kid as he registered what had just happened. He fell to the ground and landed on his knees. 
 
    It can’t be… He looked back to the Godwalker to see that it was no longer there. The alien monolith had simply appeared, fired a single shot at Roxie, and vanished. 
 
    No…! 
 
    Sterling pushed himself to his feet, spit dripping from his chin, shock making it hard to stand. As he tried to get his bearings, he could only come back to one thing, one thing he was certain of about what just happened—the Godwalker had been seeking revenge, and it had gotten this revenge in the form of Roxie’s death. 
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    This wasn’t how it was supposed to happen. 
 
    Roxie was supposed to be there until the end and beyond. She was supposed to join Sterling’s hunt for the bounty hunter Ram and his revenge mission against Commodore Bones. She was also supposed to be there at Chaco Canyon in their inevitable clash with the Godwalkers, and later, come with him to T or C.  But this? To see Roxie completely vaporized? To see her die before his very eyes? 
 
    Sterling started to dry heave. The food from the previous night came up. It couldn’t be.  
 
    She was just… She was just… 
 
    She shouldn’t have been here. I should have convinced her to come with us to see Don Gasper. I should have been the one…  
 
    The wind whipped around Sterling as Zephyr landed. He felt a hand on his shoulder and looked up to see the Sunflower Kid, tears now at the corners of her eyes. 
 
    “Roxie…” Zephyr said, the aeromancer clearly trying to hold back a sob. “Roxie…” 
 
    “Damn… damn things…” Sterling pressed himself to his feet. “Dammit!” He wiped his mouth on his arm. With a shaky hand he summoned his bag of tobacco and his rolling papers. He tried to roll a cigarette and failed, the tobacco scattering in the slight breeze left over from Zephyr’s landing. He tried again and then gave up.  
 
    The bottle of tequila he had in his inventory list appeared in his hand. Sterling took a long pull off of it, wiped his lips, and took another. 
 
    “That won’t help anything,” the Sunflower Kid said softly.  
 
    Sterling grumbled a response. He looked ahead to see Paco and Maron running toward him. Behind them Sheriff Diak, Harjo, the Chronicler, and a few of the other people who called Kayenta home were trying to make sense of what had just happened. 
 
    “It was that… that thing!” Zephyr narrowed her eyes at Beep. “It was you!” A spear of wind struck the Godwalker and drove it into the ground. 
 
    “Stop!” the Sunflower Kid said as she stepped in front of Beep. The wind whipped past her and settled. 
 
    “Move out of my way, Kid, now.” 
 
    The Sunflower Kid stared Zephyr down. “It wasn’t Beep.” 
 
    <Bee… Beep?> 
 
    Sterling’s eyes went wide as he looked at the Godwalker. It hadn’t made a single noise since Monument Valley, since Isabelle’s spirit had left its metal husk.  
 
    <Bee… Beep?> 
 
    Sterling tried to find the words to match his shock. “What in the—” 
 
    “Step aside!” Zephyr rose into the air, dirt and debris spiraling around her. “This is your last warning, Kid,” she said, her voice amplified. “Step aside.” 
 
    Sterling drew his revolver and pointed it at her. It wasn’t something he wanted to do, but he knew what the aeromancer was capable of, especially if she lost her temper. As casually as ever, he positioned himself in front of the Sunflower Kid. 
 
    “Let’s… let’s talk this out, Zee. Don’t make me do this. Cool your horses. We can’t go around…” 
 
    The wind died down as Zephyr slowly lowered. “I can’t believe you’d point your gun at me.” 
 
    “Ain’t nothing personal, and you know that, Zee. But before you come through here ripping and roaring like a hurricane… before you come through here…” Sterling was still finding it difficult to form sentences. “Before…” 
 
    <Beep?> 
 
    “Not now, dammit. Not now!” Sterling shook his head. Why was the miniature Godwalker communicating with them? What could it mean? Was Isabelle back? He would find out soon enough as Maron reached the four, his eyes filled with surprise. 
 
    “It targeted her, targeted Roxie,” the technomancer said, ignoring the fact that Sterling was still pointing his gun at Zephyr. Maron’s nonchalance had an effect on Sterling; he gradually lowered his weapon.  
 
    “Now listen, all of you,” Sterling told them. “It wasn’t Beep. It was me. That damn Godwalker did this because of me. To get to me. It had nothing to do with Beep.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” Zephyr asked. “Why would it kill Roxie to get to you?” 
 
    “Have any of y’all ever had a Godwalker personally target you, show up wherever you are and just attack? And I’m not talking about in the past when we were grouped together.” He glanced from Maron to Zephyr. “I’m talking about when you are all by yourself minding your own business. Ever had one do something then? When you were all by your lonesome? Because that’s what happened to me in Truth or Consequences. It was… look here. I’ve been inside one of them things now, and even before that, it seems like these Godwalkers know me. What I’m trying to say here in all this… this rambling…” Sterling took another swig from his bottle of tequila. “What I’m trying to say is that it knew that killing Roxie would be like…” 
 
    Like killing me, he thought as he shook his head.  
 
    “You’re trying to say that the Godwalker knew that killing Roxie would affect you.” Once again the Sunflower Kid placed her hand on Sterling, this time on his elbow. “And you think this because… because you and Roxie cared for each other.” 
 
    “You’re goddamn right we did. And don’t… don’t y’all—” 
 
    <Beep?> 
 
    Code traced across Maron’s eyes. “She’s… she’s back?” 
 
    Sterling turned to the miniature Godwalker. “Isabelle?” 
 
    Maron shook his head. “Not… not your wife, Sterling. It’s Roxie.” 
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    It was hard for Sterling to comprehend what Maron had just told him. He knew the technomancer wasn’t lying, that the man would never be so cruel. Still, everything had happened so quickly, from Roxie’s death to her sudden reappearance, that he now was experiencing some sort of emptiness, like the inside of his chest had been hollowed out. 
 
    He turned to the miniature Godwalker. 
 
    “Roxie, is that really you in there?” 
 
    <Beep…> 
 
    Something between a grin and a scowl appeared on his face. “Shee-it…” 
 
    “She’s in Beep?” The Sunflower Kid’s eyes went wide. She turned to the Godwalker, placed her hand on its smooth surface, and peered deeply into it. “Is that really you, Rox?” 
 
    <Beep.> 
 
    “How do we know?” Zephyr stammered. “We can’t just… just believe that thing.” She looked at Paco for support. “I’m not crazy, right? Are we really going to believe that Roxie’s soul is in the body of that tin can?” 
 
    “Why would…?” Maron tilted his head to the side, more code tracing across his eyes as he examined the Godwalker. “She doesn’t know why she is there either.” 
 
    “You’re saying she’s just as confused as we are.” Paco also approached Beep. “Is that really you in there, Roxie?” 
 
    <Beep…> 
 
    Maron tipped his head to the right, as if he were listening to some distant music that no one else could hear.  
 
    “Damn… damn Godwalkers. I don’t know what they’re up to, and I don’t know what the point in doing this was, but…” Sterling took his hat off and held it against his chest for a moment. He glared up at the hazy blue sky as if God was looking down at him and placed his hat back on his head. It was still hard for him to find the words that would best describe what he was going through so he stopped trying. 
 
    Sterling simply stepped away, his knees wobbly as he headed back toward Sheriff Diak and the others. It was time to move on. The Godwalkers clearly knew where they were. If they came again, he didn’t want the people of Kayenta to end up in their crosshairs. 
 
    “What happened?” Harjo asked as Sterling neared him. The Chronicler stood next to the telemancer, chewing on his lip to maintain his composure. 
 
    “Some real shit. Pack whatever you got if you got anything. We’re getting out of Kayenta. Sheriff.” Sterling nodded at the woman. “Been… been a pleasure.” 
 
    “Did… did a Godwalker just attack one of yours, the gunner, and disappear? Am I seeing this correctly?” 
 
    “I’m afraid so. But Roxie didn’t disappear. She…” Sterling turned to find that Beep had followed him. “It’s too hard to explain.” 
 
    <Beep…> 
 
    Manchester’s bones appeared on the ground and Sterling waved his hand over them. The skeletal horse clicked together as its form solidified, his saddle settling into place. Sterling mounted up. His hands were now steady enough to roll a cigarette, which he did as the others joined him including the Chronicler. 
 
    “It makes absolutely no sense,” the Chronicler said after Sterling had caught him up in a few sentences. “What does Maron say?” 
 
    “Just that she is in there, Roxie is. He don’t understand it, and neither does she.” 
 
    Sterling went quiet after that point.  
 
    He trotted away from the others as they spoke with the sheriff.  
 
    His cowboy hat low over his head, Sterling chain-smoked and occasionally glanced over at Beep. He was aware that he should be happy that Roxie was still alive, and he was, but he also knew that life inside the tiny floating monolith wouldn’t be what she wanted. And it certainly wasn’t what he had envisioned for them. Gone were his hopes of surviving all this and settling down in T or C with Roxie. Truth be told, he would have gone anywhere with her, and had she pushed back, Sterling would have given in.  
 
    But now? What would he do now? Had it been Roxie who had made the leap from her body to the Godwalker? Surely the medium-sized monolith that had shown up to kill her had done so without the intention of Roxie sticking around with the group. That would have made no sense. After all, Beep could pack a punch with its energy shots. And it was quite sturdy. 
 
    Everything was off; everything was rotten. 
 
    And it would be from here on out. 
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    Anything that was in Roxie’s inventory list was now gone. Luckily, she hadn’t sent the dune buggy away, giving at least some of them ground transportation. While it was a rare resource, Sheriff Diak happily offered Sterling’s group fuel that had been siphoned from vehicles in the area, which definitely gave them enough gas to get where they were going and beyond. 
 
    As promised, the sheriff had introduced them to her nephew, a man just a few years younger than Paco. Byron Nez was short and muscled. He wore a dirty white T-shirt tucked into a pair of jeans, the young man’s defining feature a shiny silver and gold belt buckle with the Ford logo on it. 
 
    “I’ve been contemplating something as well,” Maron told Sterling as he finally joined the others, who were nearly ready to go. “Something I’ve been meaning to tell you. It seems… it seems after conversing with Roxie in her, um, new form, that this would indeed be possible.” 
 
    “Yeah? Tell me later,” Sterling said, still reeling from what had happened. 
 
    The sheriff’s nephew was in the driver’s seat of the dune buggy, Harjo next to them, the Chronicler and Paco in the back. The Sunflower Kid stood next to the dune buggy, playing with the flower she had recently created, while Zephyr hovered nearby. The aeromancer was clearly still a bit salty about how things had gone down not so long ago. 
 
    Sterling looked at the Sunflower Kid. “Where’s Watermelon?” 
 
    “In my inventory list.” 
 
    “Actually, you might want to hear this. Sterling?” Maron approached again. As he normally did, the technomancer had a mad scientist look about him, his hair in disarray, his jaw twitching as he spoke. “I have to play around with it some more, and now things may be different with what has happened with Roxie. But I might be on to something.” 
 
    “Yeah? What’s that?” 
 
    “We can test it out later. Let’s call it a new mode of transportation.” 
 
    Sterling nodded. “Is this what you wanted to talk to me about? I’m always game, as long as it don’t involve flying.” 
 
    “It doesn’t exactly involve flying…” 
 
    “Good. Thanks, Maron.” 
 
    The people that lived in Kayenta had all come out to see them off, Sterling noticing a few faces he hadn’t encountered before. At least to his knowledge. They really had turned the supermarket into a modern pueblo, and he wondered in seeing the women in a few of the children come from a ladder heading deeper into the ground if there had been an underground aspect to it as well. 
 
    Most wore looks of surprise as they saw a cowboy in all black mounted on an intimidating bone horse. But once the Sunflower Kid summoned Watermelon, her White Buffalo, their eyes grew even larger. Roots lifted from the ground to create a step for the Kid to use to mount up. Once she was on, the Sunflower Kid turned to the people of the town and waved. 
 
    Sterling had been distracted yesterday, yet he could tell now from the way that the townspeople were looking at them that they were appreciative of the advances made since his group’s arrival. This included shoring up some of the structures of the supermarket. It also included the fruits and vegetables that the Sunflower Kid had left behind as well as plenty of seeds. Maron had also done some work on generators they had lying around. 
 
    Sterling only hoped that the Comanche wouldn’t come back around. With this in mind, he led Manchester in front of the dune buggy before it started up. He looked down at Harjo. “Is there a way to make sure that the Comanche don’t come back here?”  
 
    “That’s a complicated question. They want more territory. This was once part of Comancheria. There’s more to discuss about their endeavors and what they hope to do.” 
 
    “I figured that was the case. You and the boys that showed up last night were clearly some sort of scouts.” 
 
    “Correct.” 
 
    “How long until you would need to report back to whoever sent you out?” Sterling asked the telemancer. 
 
    “A week.” 
 
    Zephyr floated over to Sterling. “Are you talking about what happens next with the Comanche?” 
 
    “I am.” Sterling felt the urge to apologize for pulling a gun on her earlier, but he didn’t do it. Now wasn’t the time. “Where would this reporting take place? Where’s your boss holed up?” 
 
    “They aren’t my bosses anymore,” Harjo said. Sterling noted the conviction in his voice, but he wasn’t going to let the telemancer off the hook that easily. Sterling was the kind of guy who was quick to believe someone, yet it took a long time for him to actually trust someone. 
 
    “We’ll circle back around to this later,” he finally said. “Let’s get going.”

  

 
   
    .Chapter Five. 
 
      
 
      
 
    The dune buggy tore up a ridge, kicking up bits of gravel as it settled onto a flatter surface. The landscape around them was one of mountains, indiscernible distances, the sky gray without any threat of rain. At least Sterling assumed this was the case. He’d seen troubled skies like this over Truth or Consequences, epic gray days, good days to curl up on an old leather chair with an earmarked paperback and figure out what the before people were so adamant about. 
 
    Sterling tried to think about those times instead of what had recently happened to Roxie, but he couldn’t help but circle back to the events of earlier, which played out in his head on repeat.  
 
    One moment she was standing there; the next, she was gone. 
 
    That fast. 
 
    It was as if she never existed in the first place. 
 
    They stopped an hour or so later to rest in the shade and eat some fruit and nuts. Sterling hadn’t really eaten anything all day, and the others had just barely started breakfast when the Godwalker had appeared. It was nice to have a break. 
 
    One thing he had noticed was that fall in the Southwest was in full swing. Sterling could almost picture the aspens in New Mexico as they shifted into an array of colors from gold to butternut squash, tangerine, and other shades of yellow and orange that defied description as they made the landscape look like it was on fire. Fall was a good time to go north, anywhere where the elevation was five thousand feet or higher to see the trees. In the southern desert, Sterling didn’t get to enjoy those fall colors as much, which was why he always figured a way to take his peppers elsewhere after harvest. 
 
    The before people liked to travel.  
 
    He had seen the photos of some of the places that people went, places that spanned the globe. Vacation destinations, they were called. He always liked that phrase, the idea of a place where you went solely for vacation, sort of how he went into Truth or Consequences to enjoy the hot springs. Sometimes he liked to joke that going to town was his vacation destination. Hot springs, beers with Kip, an occasional brawl to keep the blood pumping, shooting the shit—there was plenty to do in T or C if you knew which rock to kick over. That was before he had learned the word staycation. Even better. 
 
    “Would you look at that…” The Chronicler slowly bent over and picked up a piece of flint. After examining it, he licked his lips and stepped over to a wall of solid sandstone. He ran his hand across the stone and looked to the top, about fifteen feet up. “See that? There are hand and toe holds here. I always like finding things like this. People used to climb this.” 
 
    “What do you think is up there?” Sunflower Kid asked. 
 
    “Only one way to find out.” The Chronicler smiled at Zephyr. “Care to do the honors?” 
 
    <Beep.> 
 
    Sterling glanced at the miniature Godwalker, his heart instantly constricting. He imagined her saying something about getting on with it, that they needed to hurry. They didn’t normally break for this long, not with Roxie around, anyway. He grinned at the Godwalker, hoping that she could interpret the troubled smile on his face. 
 
    <Beep.> 
 
    “I’ll take you up,” Zephyr said. “Who’s coming?” 
 
    “I will,” said Paco as he joined the Chronicler and the Sunflower Kid. This left Maron, Harjo, Beep, Byron, and Sterling behind while the aeromancer floated the others to the top of the sandstone rock foundation. 
 
    “Is traveling with your group always like going on some kind of archeological dig?” Harjo asked the cowboy necromancer, still casual as ever even though they had just met. 
 
    “You read their minds; you tell me.” 
 
    “I didn’t mean any offense by that.” 
 
    “The stuff that Dusty there knows has helped us so far. You already know what we did back in Monument Valley, and you’re aware of what we’re planning on doing again in Chaco Canyon. How do you think we figured that out?” 
 
    “Like I said, I didn’t mean anything by it,” Harjo told Sterling. 
 
    “Yeah, yeah. You still up for the task? You know what task I’m talking about.” 
 
    “I believe I will be helpful to you in other ways, so, yes. Yes, I am up to it.” 
 
    “Just like that, huh?” Sterling felt like rolling a cigarette and then remembered that he had one already tucked behind his ear. He lit it and continued: “I ain’t trying to cast doubt on what you will or won’t do, amigo. I’ve already done told you that. And I’m not saying that I’m still questioning why you decided to join up with us. I just got my questions.” 
 
    “Ask any question you’d like, but as I told you last night: I’ve been looking for an opportunity to get away from the Comanche. I thought about just heading south, or even north.” 
 
    “By yourself?” Maron asked Harjo. If Byron Nez thought anything of the conversation, he didn’t speak, the sheriff’s nephew now with his gaze fixed on the horizon as he lightly drummed on the steering wheel of the dune buggy. 
 
    “If that’s what it took, yeah. Or maybe…” Harjo shrugged. “Maybe I would have had them come with me for a while as guards, and then sent them away. The men that were killed back in Kayenta. They weren’t all bad, you know. But a lot of them…” He chewed on his lip for a moment. “Y’all know what the Reset does to someone. It has kind of made me appreciate how the before people were able to mostly maintain order. As soon as people were dying and there were aliens hovering around, not to mention superpowers, things changed drastically. People changed.” 
 
    “Can’t argue with that,” Sterling said as he watched Zephyr float the others back to the ground. Paco now carried a strange stone. It looked like an arrowhead flint, but it was much larger and much thicker, almost shaped like a pear. 
 
    “You trying to go up against Goliath later?” Sterling quipped. 
 
    “I don’t understand,” Paco told Sterling. 
 
    “Nevermind.” 
 
    “It’s called a preform.” The Chronicler showed Sterling a similar pear-shaped rock that he had picked up. “The people that came to this region from Asia carried these stones with them. They could work it into whatever they needed at a moment’s notice. It might seem like an ordinary rock, but this concept changed civilization. People could go much further once they started carrying these preforms because they could craft any tool they needed. Blades, projectiles, scrapers, chisels—anything can be made from a preform. This is an early scientific breakthrough, an engineering breakthrough, more appropriately. Anyway, listen to me giving a lecture here. How much longer do we have until we get there?” 
 
    Byron turned to the Chronicler. He then looked at the rocks to his left and the expanse to his right. “Should be about two hours and forty minutes.” 
 
    Sterling pretended to tap a wristwatch he didn’t have. “I’m holding you to that, son.” 
 
    “There’s another potential problem,” Zephyr said. “We spotted some amalgamations up there, about a quarter of a mile away. Like I said, it is a potential problem. We can always go around them.” 
 
    “But they are in the direction we’re heading, right?” Sterling asked. 
 
    Zephyr and Byron confirmed that this was indeed the case. 
 
    “What kind?” 
 
    “The scorpion ones,” the Sunflower Kid told Sterling. “Five of them.” 
 
    He ashed his cigarette. “Welp. Looks like we’re on bug duty.” 
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    Sterling shot forward on his skeletal steed, aimed right at the nest of terrifying scorpions. They looked the same as the one he’d faced off against outside of T or C, their bodies those of heavily armored predatory arachnids, their heads longhorn skulls. The largest was easily over nine feet in length, the smallest just pushing six. 
 
    He should have been afraid, but he wasn’t. It was Sterling’s job to distract them. 
 
    They noticed him almost immediately, the largest of the group instinctively pursuing the cowboy necromancer.  
 
    “¡Vamos!” Sterling shouted as he raised his mana-powered revolver and fired a few shots at the scorpions to really rile them up. As daring and potentially stupid as it was, Sterling needed this; he needed something foolhardy to get his mind off what had happened to Roxie; he needed a distraction, however nail-biting it may be. 
 
    Bang! Bang! Bang! 
 
    He continued to fire at the closest scorpion as a series of gnarled tree limbs tore from the soil and curled upward. Rocks sprayed into the air as the vines ensnared the first scorpion, ripped its stinger off, and held its pincers down. Five-inch thorns grew from the Sunflower Kid’s plant constructs as they tightened on the scorpion, which continued to struggle. 
 
    Still holding on to Manchester’s reins, Sterling brought one knee up and then the other. He launched himself off his saddle, and as he did a great wind picked him up and deposited him softly on top of a three-foot-high ridge line. Feeling invigorated, the ends of his duster beating in what was left of the dissipating wind, Sterling holstered his revolver and went for his sickle sword. 
 
    Another amalgamation advanced on Sterling. 
 
    A set of pincers came at him, seconds away from snapping shut. Sterling batted them away with his sword. He kicked back to avoid being struck by a poison-tipped stinger. A bolt of wind whooshed under the scorpion, lifted it, turned the amalgamation around, and drove it into the ground. Its legs twitched as a vine ripped out of the scorpion’s spiracles. Flowers quickly inundated its body, a field of beautiful blues and yellows spreading rapidly from the amalgamation’s stinger to its pincers. 
 
    Phhwwooom! 
 
    A sizzling blast of energy cut down another scorpion, one that had just turned to Sterling. He looked to Beep and saw that the front surface of the miniature Godwalker had morphed into its laser cannon, one that Roxie apparently knew how to use with precision.  
 
    Sterling tipped his hat to the Godwalker and moved on.  
 
    A heat construct blazed past him leaving a thin layer of glass across the top of the sand. It collided with the next amalgamation, the beast’s body instantly igniting in flames. Sterling sheathed his sickle sword and went for his revolver again as he approached the scorpion, which whipped around in a circle to put the flames out. 
 
    He began firing shots, one after another, each tearing through the amalgamation’s armor and into the soft parts of its flesh.  
 
      
 
    You have received 1100 XP! 
 
      
 
    He ignored the prompt as he focused on the final scorpion, which had started to back away, but was quickly captured by the Sunflower Kid.  
 
    Sterling slowly lowered his revolver as the flaming scorpion stopped struggling. As he did so, the Sunflower Kid approached, calm and peaceful as ever, as if they hadn’t just slaughtered a nest of colossal post-apocalyptic scorpions. “Which one do you want to keep? The big guy?” she asked, referring to the largest scorpion she had captured at the start. There was also a small one, which was still struggling to free itself from her trap. 
 
    Sterling puffed his cheeks out. “The big one, I reckon. Yup. That’s the one we want for later. Got to be worth more XP.” 
 
    The final scorpion that the Sunflower Kid had captured was quickly snapped in half by her plant constructs. Zephyr landed next to Sterling, the aeromancer also lowering Paco. The others were on a nearby hill, the Chronicler observing the action that had just taken place through a pair of binoculars. 
 
    “Yup,” Sterling said as he surveyed the dead scorpion carcasses. “Let me grab one of them heads for my inventory list and then we can move on. Kid, you don’t mind holding on to the scorpion, do ya?” 
 
    She shook her head. “It doesn’t bother me, no.” 
 
    “What do you need the head for?” Paco asked Sterling. 
 
    He smiled at the Hopi youth. “If I survive all this, I’m going to settle somewhere outside of T or C and mount the sonofabitch on my wall. Maybe have it engraved ‘In Memory of a Long Trip Through the Desert with My Friends.’ Or something. Still working on that part. It’ll be poetic, believe that. Just kidding. Going to give it to a friend of mine, a friend you will soon meet.” 
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    It wasn’t much to look at, that was for sure.  
 
    What was left of Navajo Nation was mostly confined to a flat stretch of dust set between red cliffs that acted as natural land barriers, and more importantly, protective walls. Not only was it dusty, it was also dry, the ground before Sterling and his companions a collection of filigree cracks brushed with sand.  
 
    Even so, there was something enchanting to Sterling about what they had seen so far.  
 
    Earlier, they had passed in front of sandstone rock formations that would have looked at home in Babylon, or perhaps a museum exhibit of ancient Assyrian carvings. Sterling had made this Babylonian connection a year ago, when a book peddler had come through Truth or Consequences with an inventory list chock-full of rare books, many of them leatherbound. Just about the only thing Sterling could afford at the time—this was before harvest season—was a hardback copy of a Mesopotamian art book, which had been in his home when it was destroyed.  
 
    Sterling remembered thinking as he leafed through the pages how much some of their ancient carvings resembled what the harsh landscape of the Southwest had chiseled naturally, and this was before he’d visited Arizona, which seemed to amplify everything New Mexico had to offer. 
 
    It seemed that the longer he appreciated looking at these rock formations, many of which defied description, the more he felt that they were alive, that the hoodoos themselves had once lived and conversed with one another; that the sacred sandstone monoliths were once the tabletops of the Gods, and the sandstone arches portals into another dimension, one where the Reset never happened. 
 
    He spotted several of these stone arches now on the outskirts of the small settlement, the way they were positioned reminding Sterling of scarecrows. There were crops here even with the harsh climate, corn and beans mostly, all of it kept to an area that had been irrigated behind a series of hogans laid out in a straight line.  
 
    Sterling had never seen these kinds of dwellings before. The hogans were yurt-like with outer walls made of mud, the door and its supporting structure crafted from wood. All of the dwellings were the same burnt orange color aside from one that had a base that had been decorated with white handprints, hundreds of them in total, which was where Byron led Sterling and his group after they had settled. 
 
    As they normally did when they approached civilization, they put their strange mounts away, including Beep and the dune buggy, which Maron had placed in his inventory list. To the native man who sat before one of the hogans smoking from a long pipe, it would have looked like Sterling and his companions had been birthed from the landscape itself, taking form on the horizon and swelling in size as they grew near. If the older fellow thought anything of their appearance he didn’t say anything, but Sterling did notice a rifle appear in his hands. He never pointed it at them, yet he remained alert. 
 
    Byron, their guide, motioned for them to stop. “Wait here.” 
 
    Sterling licked the inside of his lips and he felt the urge to smoke. He had already rolled up two cigarettes, so he went ahead and lit one after stepping away from the group. After his first drag, Sterling glanced over at the old man who was still seated on a wooden stool and nodded. 
 
    The old man nodded back. 
 
    Sterling tipped his hat to him. 
 
    The old man tipped his hat, which was brown and had a feather in the band. 
 
    “Southern hospitality,” Sterling said with a grin. “Love it.” 
 
    He knew if Roxie was there that she wouldn’t think anything of his statement. She would probably have ignored him, her focus mostly being on the weapon in the man’s hands. “That’s just how you were,” Sterling said to himself. “Damn woman. Damn if I don’t miss you half to death.” 
 
    He had lost people since the Reset, people he cared deeply for. Yet he could tell that nothing was going to sting like the loss of Rowayton the Indestructible, as she had once been known. It irked him to no end that he couldn’t do anything about it, then or now. He couldn’t go kick down some doors and find the Godwalker that vaporized her. All he could do was accomplish what they’d set out to do in the first place, to rid the Southwest of the alien monoliths.  
 
    “Easier said than done,” Sterling told himself, imagining it was Roxie speaking to him. “Easier said than done.” 
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    After another couple of minutes of waiting, a pair of men stepped out of the hogan with the white base. Sterling would have guessed both were around fifty years of age. The two were shirtless and they wore myriad necklaces that hung over their chiseled stomachs, likely charms. One of the men had a long stick wrapped with leather and adorned with green feathers. He wore patched up blue jeans and was barefoot, the bottoms of his feet thick and yellow. The other had a woolen blanket wrapped around his waist like a kilt. He was in khakis beneath, also patched up, and on his feet were a pair of thonged sandals with charms on them. 
 
    “Greetings,” said the sandaled man. “Heard y’all have come a long way.”  
 
    Sterling couldn’t help but laugh. “That, amigo, is the understatement of the year. Started in New Mexico, found ourselves in upstate Deseret, and here we are.” 
 
    He cleared his throat. “Yes, here you are.” 
 
    Introductions were made in a casual way, the Chronicler taking over at some point as Sterling had expected him to do. Sterling didn’t mind speaking for the group, but the Chronicler had experience in these parts of Arizona, and he knew more specifically what they were looking for. This made him a great addition to the group. While he wasn’t a fighter, the man’s archaeological and historical knowledge had led to the destruction of dozens of Godwalkers back in Monument Valley. 
 
    He was good people. 
 
    The Navajo with the cane was named Ashkii, and his counterpart in the native kilt and sandals was Sani, who was the more talkative of the pair. The two Navajo leaders seemed cordial enough, and as they listened to the Chronicler, Sterling thought about what had happened back in Monument Valley. He remembered galloping away from the impending explosion, the army of monoliths big and small all gathered together for reasons he still would never understand.  
 
    It gave him goosebumps remembering it, how close the Sunflower Kid had come to dying. 
 
    Even if they didn’t make it through this, even if a bolt of alien energy struck them all at that very moment, at least Sterling and his group had done something. He didn’t know what kind of dent they had put in the Godwalkers’ reserves, but he felt it had been something.  
 
    It had to be. 
 
    Sterling had stopped asking himself why the alien monoliths had come to planet Earth, and more importantly, why the Godwalkers had chosen the Southwest over a thousand years ago to make their first attack. He hadn’t pondered this question as much in New Mexico as he should have, but now he knew more information, and now he had seen that it was possible to destroy a good many of them, he wondered about it yet again. Why here? Would he ever learn why they had chosen Earth?  
 
    Sterling had a feeling he would never know the answer to that question. 
 
    He tuned back in at just about the point that the men began speaking in their native language. Paco, who’d grown up in the area, began speaking to them as well. There was passion in his voice now; Sterling could tell, even though he didn’t speak the Navajo language, that Paco was trying to make his point. 
 
    If he was to take a guess, he would have guessed it had to do with whatever they knew about what Sterling’s group needed to know about Chaco Canyon. This turned out to be the case when Sani puffed his cheeks out, a clear sign of frustration. “The problem with our stories and what we know now is…” He sighed bitterly, his counterpart also lowering his head with shame. “The Reset. The Reset is the problem. I guess that’s all of our problems. Heh. You see, all we have now are the things that were written down by elders in the 1950s. As you may know, ours is supposed to be an oral tradition, but after they came back from the Second World War, they thought it would be important to preserve some of the stories, so they wrote them down.” 
 
    “Navajo code talkers,” said Sterling. 
 
    “That’s right, and that’s all we have, the stories they wrote down. But it was by no means our entire story. There are large parts that seem to be missing. I guess what I’m trying to say is this: at this point, there’s only one group that may help you in uncovering what you need to know.” 
 
    “Which group is that?” asked the Chronicler. 
 
    “The People of the White Sky. The Acoma. They have lived on the same mesa for over a thousand years, there in New Mexico. If you want answers, that is where you may find them. But not here. And I’m sorry.” 
 
    “Acoma, huh? I’ve been there,” Sterling said. “But it was a while back.” 
 
    “They probably would have never told you because you are an outsider, still technically are. But their leader—their mayor, as they call her—she didn’t lose her memory after the Reset.” Something gleamed behind the man’s eyes. “If anyone knows what to do, or better, what happened back then, it would be her. Now that you’ve told me what you have, now that you’ve spread the good word of what you’ve done, it may be wise to speak with her.” 
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    Fried bread and something that resembled pozole rojo stew turned out to be a hearty meal indeed. The stew was thick and flavorful, the bread crisp on the outside and soft on the inside. The last truly good meal Sterling had eaten was in Moab, at the saloon. Since then, their meal set consisted of whatever they had stored in their inventory lists, that and the fruit and vegetables that the Sunflower Kid was able to create, as well as a humble meal back in Kayenta with the sheriff and her people. This was one reason Sterling enjoyed the meal with the Navajos so much, the other being its home-cooked flavor.  
 
    Something about it reminded him of home. 
 
    He’d only been in Truth or Consequences for about a year when a husband and wife had opened a restaurant next to the pub in what was once downtown. They served New Mexican staples, from pozole soup to breakfast tacos, the menu based on whatever they could get their hands on.  
 
    Sadly, the husband had been killed by bandits one autumn day on his way back from Hatch with green peppers. Sterling and the rest of the citizens of Truth or Consequences never were able to find out if it had been the Killbillies or not. 
 
    He always suspected as much, and Kip certainly did, Sterling’s friend coming up with some pretty wild theories during that time as to how the ‘Billies had pulled it off and gotten away. But the theories weren’t grounded in reality; the man’s body had been found along the highway, no different from the numerous bodies that Sterling had come across over the years.  
 
    It was how things went in a lawless land. Sometimes people were just robbed. Sometimes people were just killed. Sometimes people were just robbed and killed. 
 
    Food had a way of spawning more glimpses of the past, each bite of the stew bringing with it memories from his time in southwestern New Mexico. Sterling had lived a good life there, away from it all. And the sunsets. He’d been able to enjoy so many blue-pink sunsets on the front porch of his ranch house, sometimes with a beer, always with a cigarette and often with a book. He was blessed in that regard. 
 
    “What should we know about the Acoma?” Zephyr asked the Chronicler once they had finished the meal. It had been shared in a communal space that was set up outside the main hogan. The meal over, Sterling and his companions now sat around a crackling fire even though the sun was still out. 
 
    “The Acoma…” Dusty lit his pipe and puffed on it for a moment. “You’ve been there before, yes?”  
 
    Sterling nodded. “I have. But I didn’t get much about their history. They sure got themselves a nice little location though, I’ll tell you that much.” 
 
    “That they do.” The Chronicler seemed to ruminate for a moment on Zephyr’s question before speaking again: “You’ll be amazed at what you can find, or at least what you could find several years back, at some of the before people’s roadside curio shops and gas stations. That’s how I first relearned about the Acoma, from a book on them. I haven’t actually been there, to their pueblo, so this book was pretty sacred to me. Along with the Hopi Pueblo of Oraibi, where Paco is from, the Acoma’s pueblo continues to be one of the oldest occupied settlements in what was once the United States. No one really knows how old it is, but I read that sherds found at the site date it to at least a thousand years old.”  
 
    “Imagine that,” Sterling said under his breath. “A thousand years. Dang.” 
 
    The Chronicler continued: “Now, we’ll get to the context of the Godwalkers in a moment, and we already have an idea what happened between them and the Anasazi. But as we’ll all soon see, it is pretty clear how the Acoma have been able to not only survive the Reset, but also the droughts of the Anasazi days, the Spanish Catholics and their diseases, and later the Americans. I can only imagine what it must have been like in the 1540s to come across their pueblo sitting on top of that tower mesa. And what a place to build it as well, over 350 feet tall. It must have been breathtaking.” The Chronicler squinted up at the stars that were starting to appear above them. “They were able to fend the Catholics off the first time they came around. It would have been very hard to conquer the Acoma; the only way to get to the top of the mesa, to their homes, was to climb up the rock using the hand and toeholds they had carved into its surface.” 
 
    “They got a different way up there now,” Sterling commented. 
 
    “That they do. The Camino de Padre Trail. Well, that or simply flying.” The smile on the Chronicler’s face faded as he once again grew serious. “All native people suffered tragedies at the hands of the invaders, but the Acoma were specially brutalized once the Spanish finally got their hold over New Mexico. And boy did they get their revenge. The Spaniards made them pay dearly for the several times that they had failed to conquer the sky-high pueblo, the massacre ordered by Juan de Oñate.” 
 
    The Chronicler emptied his pipe, and when no one commented, he continued.  
 
    “Most of the men of the sky-high pueblo were killed. The women and children that weren’t able to escape were taken into slavery. Any of the Acoma men that the Spanish had captured and didn’t kill had their right foot cut off. It was a kind of Southwestern holocaust, something that those that survived never forget. Even into the twentieth century, it remained an important part of their history, if you can believe it. When a local government in Alcalde erected a statue of Oñate, someone later cut off the statue’s right foot and left a note at the scene that said ‘fair is fair.’ I apologize for the history lesson. I just always found that little detail fascinating, how a thirst for revenge can span centuries. Even four hundred years later, the Acoma remembered the massacre. Some societies seemed to have short memories, others long. At least from what I’ve read.” 
 
    The Sunflower Kid spoke: “What about us? What kind of memory do you think we will have once all this is over?” 
 
    “That… that remains to be seen.” 
 
    “Sounds more like it remains to be remembered,” Sterling said. 
 
    The Chronicler smirked at his statement. “You aren’t wrong about that, my friend. Anyway, I guess what I’m working up to say in my long-winded way is that the Acoma are ancient people who would have been around when everything was happening between the Anasazi and the Godwalkers, back in what we’re estimating was the 1100s. I’m honestly a little ashamed of myself that I didn’t think of checking with them beforehand. Of course, I would have had no way of knowing that their memories and cultural stories would be preserved. And if they have someone that has retained her memory…” He licked his lips. “We may have a bona fide solution here, an answer that will lead to victory.” 
 
    “Welp,” Sterling said as he got to his feet, “I don’t know about y’all, but I think Roxie deserves a little memorial service here at sunset. Even if she’s technically with us. Or something. I got a haiku that I wrote, and I figured we can make a little grave marker somewhere remembering her. Somewhere with a view. Now, you don’t need to come with me, but…” Sterling watched as his companions began to either push themselves off the ground or stand from their chairs. Even Harjo stood, a seriousness in his eyes. Roxie had meant something to all of them aside from the telemancer, whether it be security, friendship, or simply a competent acquaintance that they could rely upon. 
 
    It was clear in their actions. 
 
    Sterling turned away from the group and exhaled audibly. After he said a few words, that was going to be the end of it, for now.  
 
    Can’t be bellyaching about this for the time being, he reminded himself. Roxie is still technically here, and we’ve got a destiny to seize. 
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    Their small funeral procession turned out to be a sober affair, just as Sterling had hoped it would be. He read a haiku, the Sunflower Kid helped him make a memorial using sandstone and her plant constructs, and that was about it. Was it the way Roxie would have wanted it? It was short and to the point, which he was certain she would have preferred.  
 
    Even so, he could always ask her. With this in mind, Sterling summoned the miniature Godwalker—whom he decided to continue to call Beep because he could never think of it as Roxie—on the way back to the Navajo settlement. By this point, the group had gone ahead, leaving Sterling alone. The badlands all around him were painted black, the moon obscured, just a rim of orange on the horizon. 
 
    “Had a funeral for you.” 
 
    <Beep.> 
 
    “It was short and sweet. Just a haiku and a memorial from the Kid.” 
 
    <Beep.> 
 
    Sterling smirked at his own murky reflection in the Godwalker’s smooth front surface. “I figured you’d say something like that, and I figured you wouldn’t want to go. And don’t worry, nobody was crying. Look, I know that Maron can work as an intermediary between us, that he can understand what you are saying. He did the same with Isabelle. So we should do that. Maybe we’ll do that tomorrow, sit down and see what you want to say. I know I’m being selfish, but I just wanted to be alone with you for a moment, if you don’t mind.” 
 
    <Beep, beep.> 
 
    “No? Heh. Figured you’d say that. I know I already mentioned it, but maybe you want to hear the desert haiku I left on your sandstone grave marker. Don’t know how long it’ll be there, but the Kid seems to think she put the plants in deep enough to permanently scar the rock. I wrote it a while back with you in mind. Want to hear it?” 
 
    <Beep.> 
 
    “Here it goes: Long gone friends unite. Dancing like a coyote. Lost and found again.” Sterling bit his lip. “I really wish… I really wish we could have had one more night together in Moab. That would have been real nice. And I’m not talking about that, I’m just saying, if we could have extended that night in some way, just you and me talking… shee-it, it would have been real nice.” 
 
    <Beep…> 
 
    “Anyway, I just figured… you know what? I’ll just keep my mouth shut for a while. Just be, if that’s okay with you.” 
 
    For the next thirty minutes, Sterling sat with the small Godwalker, the cowboy necromancer silently perched on a stone, the floating monolith at his side. 
 
    Eventually, he returned to the others. Where else was there to go? 
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    The Navajo had moved some items they had salvaged over the years out of a spare hogan. In doing so, they created the perfect space for Sterling and his companions to rest for the night. It was a bit stuffy in the hogan with seven people, but it was cozy, and they made it work. Their group really had grown in regards to sharing small spaces, even with the newest, most mysterious member. 
 
    Sterling had just kicked off his boots with plans to curl up in the corner of the warm mud hut when he remembered that he had something he had been meaning to do. Keeping his boots off, he quietly transitioned to the exit of the hogan, ducking as he did so due to the low ceiling.  
 
    Paco looked up at him once he reached the doorway. 
 
    “Need to talk to somebody,” Sterling said as he tipped his hat at the Hopi youth. “Won’t be long.” 
 
    “I’ll go with you.” This voice belongs to Zephyr, who was seated on top of her sleeping bag. Sterling glanced at the Sunflower Kid, figuring that she would want to go as well. The Kid, who was on a neon green sleeping bag next to the aeromancer, turned the other direction as she got comfortable. 
 
    Guess not, he thought. 
 
    “It ain’t a big deal,” Sterling told the aeromancer as Beep joined him.  
 
    Zephyr shrugged. “Looks like I’m not the only one that wants to join you.” 
 
    <Beep.> 
 
    “Shee-it…” 
 
    Still sitting with her legs crossed beneath her body, Zephyr rose into the air, almost reminding Sterling of the image of the Buddha he had seen in a Japanese book back in Truth or Consequences. It was like she was seated atop an invisible lotus, the aeromancer never saying anything as she followed Sterling out. 
 
    <Beep?> 
 
    “Yeah,” Sterling told the Godwalker, “I hear you. If you’re coming with me, then let’s git.” 
 
    Sterling left the hogan with Beep and Zephyr. It wasn’t long before they reached an empty stretch of land to the west of the Navajo, a sandstone hill not far from it. It was clear that this land would likely be used for crops one day if the settlement continued to grow. It seemed like a prime location, at least for peppers. Sterling dropped down and picked up some of the dust. Rubbing his fingers together, he let the soil filter to the ground. It would work for a pepper farm, he was certain of it. 
 
    <Beep.> 
 
    “Just admiring the soil,” he told the Godwalker. “Real nice place to plant a pepper or three. Just need to get some irrigation going from that direction.” Sterling pointed toward the northwest as if he had a divining rod ingrained in him somewhere. “Yup, get a system going, and by next fall, we’d be in business, amigos.” 
 
    <Beep…?> 
 
    “I’m with Roxie,” Zephyr said. 
 
    “Yeah, yeah.” 
 
    Sterling took a deep breath in. He could smell the dung that they were burning in one of the hogans to keep the space warm, and he could hear the sound of the occasional critter, be it a bird or otherwise. His surroundings were shrouded in darkness, even with the dozens of stars above. 
 
    As it always was in the desert, the night was alive. 
 
    Sterling sat down and crossed his legs beneath his body. He took his cowboy hat off, brushed his hair back, and placed the hat back on his head. After licking his lips, he summoned the bottle of Don Gasper’s blood. Making sure it was on steady ground, he unscrewed the cap and looked down at the crimson liquid. It hadn’t congealed or anything, which was an advantage of being stuck in the unexplainable void that was his inventory list. 
 
    “He’s going to want you to smoke some weed.” 
 
    “I ain’t here to smoke marijuana,” Sterling told Zephyr, who now hovered in front of him. “Don’t you go giving him ideas, either.” 
 
    <Beep.> 
 
    He glanced over to the Godwalker, as it leaned toward the bottle of blood. “Seriously? You agreeing with her? One beep for yes, two for no.” 
 
    <Beep.> 
 
    “Are you sure that was just one beep?” 
 
    <Beep.> 
 
    “Damn, Roxie, talk about throwing me under the bus.” 
 
    For a moment, Sterling wondered if Roxie was suggesting this so it would chill him out a little. After what he had been through, he didn’t know if smoking marijuana would help, but if it would make the night pass more quickly, maybe it would be of some use. Then again, Sterling could always just drink some tequila.  
 
    It seemed to work in a similar way. 
 
    Hell, Sterling thought as he equipped the bag of marijuana he had in his list and rolled up a tiny joint. Hell to all of it. He thought about rolling up a spliff, but decided on a traditional cigarette instead after he summoned his bag of tobacco. Once he was finished rolling what he was going to roll, he tucked the joint behind his right ear, and the cigarette behind his left.  
 
    “Y’all happy now? Let me know if there are any other requests.” 
 
    <Beep.> 
 
    “Don Gasper will be happy; that’s all that matters.” 
 
    “Yeah, yeah, Zee, keep telling yourself that.” Sterling settled his gaze on the bottle of blood and summoned his Death Whisper power. “Welp, here goes nothing. Come on out of there, Gasper.” 
 
    A mist of blood rose from the opening at the top. It formed into a chiseled visage that Sterling was familiar with, even if it was dark outside. As the blood solidified into a semi-solid form, Sterling could even make out the wrinkles on the old shaman’s face. 
 
    “Gasper,” Sterling said. “Long time no see, amigo.” 
 
    “How long do you plan to keep me trapped with these animals? Pinche animales…” He trailed off into a litany of Spanish curses. “The souls over here, amigo. Aye. ¡Aye! La mona aunqua se vista de seda, mona se queda.¡Que horrible!” 
 
    Gasper’s features were glossy, but Sterling could certainly make out the contours of his face, his high cheekbones, and the ridges of his nose. He waited for the shaman to stop cursing before he spoke: “I would ask how it’s going over there on the other side, but judging by the way you’re yippin’ and yappin’, it don’t sound so good.” 
 
    Gasper sighed. “No, no it’s not. There’s so much confusion here, amigo, so many people that can’t see the advantages of where we are. They waste their potential here, sort of like… Sort of like they do there.” 
 
    “Yeah? What kind of advantages you got over yonder? I figured you were just floating around having orgies and whatnot.” 
 
    “Orgies and whatnot?” Gasper cackled, a bit of blood spraying from his lips. “Idiota. You would have to come here to understand it, vaquero nigromante.” 
 
    “You can just call me Sterling; aside from the time that I practically herded buffalo in Deseret, I ain’t a cowboy.” 
 
    Gasper’s face contorted into an almost ironic grin. “You have missed me, no?” 
 
    Zephyr laughed at this question. 
 
    “Who is that? Is that Zephyr? Hello, mi hija. Come to pay me a visit too? You never did stop by in Las Cruces. We would have had a wonderful time courtesy of mi peyotera. I would have taken you out on the town, as they say. How tragic!” 
 
    “Hi, Gasper. Do you want some mota?” 
 
    “Do I want some mota?” Gasper laughed hoarsely at Zephyr’s question. “¿Quiero mota? Of course. What kind of question is this?” 
 
    “Dammit, Zee,” Sterling mumbled as he lit the joint anyway.  
 
    He took a big inhale from it, and blew the marijuana smoke into Gasper’s face. As he did so, Sterling recognized the sensation in his chest as his power began to dim. He conjured the power once more, Gasper’s form strengthening in an instant. Sterling had plenty of mana, enough to talk to Gasper all night if he liked; so that part wasn’t a concern.  
 
    “Puff, puff, pass,” Zephyr said, a hint of humor in her voice. “Don’t bogart the blunt…” 
 
    Rather than respond, Sterling offered the joint to the aeromancer, who took a long drag off it and blew the smoke into Don Gasper’s face. 
 
    Gasper’s nostrils flared open. “Yes… yes…! I can almost feel it. They don’t have that over here, you know. If you die in the near future, try to bring as much with you as you can!” He laughed yet again, his face now partially obscured by a cloud of marijuana smoke. “What’s going on? Why did you call me? Do you just want to say hello? In that case, hello.” 
 
    “Not quite, amigo. I’ll start from the top…” Sterling explained that they had been able to destroy all of the Godwalkers in Monument Valley. Don Gasper’s only response to this was a long whistle, a bloody one at that. Sterling then explained how they had fended off the Comanche, and how one, a telemancer, had joined them. 
 
    “A telemancer, eh? Maybe that is a bad idea. How are you protecting yourselves?” 
 
    “For one, as you may or may not recall, I got a hat that prevents telepathy. Not only that, Harjo’s Comanche pals all had these leather bracelets, charms, that prevented telepathy, which we’re all wearing now. Anti-telepathy bracelets.” 
 
    “I see, I see. If only I’d had one of those for Magdelena. Maybe we’d still be together. Yet again, tragedy. But we don’t have to go into that now. This telemancer. Do you trust him?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” Sterling said as Zephyr offered him the joint. 
 
    He declined. 
 
    “In that case, I say trust your instincts, vaquero nigromante. Sometimes you need to be clever like the fox, or ready to strike like the wolf. At least…” Don Gasper sighed. “I miss it, amigo. How else do I say that I miss being alive? It’s good to be breathing, no? What I wouldn’t give for a few more breaths; what I wouldn’t give to smell the desert after it rained, or feel the sensation of spice, or the embrace of mi Magdalena.” Don Gasper laughed. “Good way to go, no?”  
 
    “Yeah, yeah, it would,” Sterling said, remembering the telemancer that had betrayed them back in White Sands. Now that he thought about it, maybe it was a real blessing that they had Harjo with them, especially with Magdelena either protecting or controlling Commodore Bones.  
 
    Eventually, the conversation came to what had happened to Roxie.  
 
    “So… she’s in the Godwalker?” 
 
    <Beep.> 
 
    “Aye, no. Dios mío, no. I don’t even want to hear this,” Don Gasper told Sterling. “Too much cruel sadness for an old man. Her soul is stuck in the pinche Godwalker, like your wife. But why?” 
 
    Sterling looked at Beep. “I wish I knew. I really do, Gasper.” 
 
    “Why are the Gods so wicked and unkind? And how? I will think on these things and let you know my opinions later. I wish there was someone I could ask around here, but I’m surrounded by animales, you know, pinche animales.” 
 
    Sterling once again used his power to strengthen Don Gasper’s form. “There’s one more thing,” he told the crimson apparition. 
 
    “Oh?”  
 
    “I had a vision.” 
 
    Sterling explained his vision to Don Gasper, only realizing after he explained some of the details that it was the first time Zephyr had heard it as well. The old shaman listened intently, and once Sterling was finished, Gasper spoke: “It is your destiny to lead these two forces against one another so they can stop pestering our amigos across New Mexico. That or… no, it’s not a complicated vision to interpret; the complication lies in actually pulling it off.” 
 
    “Or what?” Sterling asked, interrupting him. “You were about to say something else.” 
 
    “Sometimes these visions can be like a false flag, intended to send you in one direction only to have you end up in another. But the vision was always there; it is what guides you, no? You have one piece of the puzzle, this Comanche telemancer. How will you bring their forces against the Killbillies? Is there something else that can be done? That is what you must ponder. But don’t worry…” Don Gasper smiled. “I will ponder it as well, and we will discuss it next time.” 
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    The marijuana had a way of calming Sterling’s nerves, which led to an unnaturally restful sleep. No visions, no dreams, and while he didn’t wake up feeling refreshed, he certainly felt better than he had last night.  
 
    Sounds came to Sterling as he slowly sat up the next morning. After putting his boots on, he found Maron and Harjo outside the hogan discussing something, Beep hovering nearby. The Comanche man hadn’t said much since joining the group, and he certainly didn’t let the Navajo know of his origins, which was something they’d agreed upon before their arrival. These people had been enemies in the past, and considering that Comancheria had been spreading, it made sense to keep this detail under wraps. 
 
    “Morning,” Sterling said as he lit his cigarette, surprised to see both Harjo and Maron so animated. “Y’all have a couple of coffees or something?” 
 
    “Something like that,” Harjo said. “We’ve been up for hours.” 
 
    Sterling nodded. Yet again, he had skipped out on writing his desert haiku, which was something that had become a morning ritual for him. He didn’t like this fact, and vowed to start up his practice again the following day.  
 
    “Actually, you are up earlier than I thought you would be,” said Maron.  
 
    “I heard voices, and when I sleep in a place I’m not familiar with and hear voices, I’m usually up by that point.” Sterling placed his hand on the grip of his revolver. “Never can be too safe.” 
 
    Sterling knew exactly why he was being a little standoffish that morning. He’d told himself the previous night that he would move on from Roxie’s transformation, but it hadn’t worked. And seeing Harjo didn’t help for some reason. Even if he was part of their group now, part of Sterling still saw the enemy in him. He knew, if he ever was to completely trust the man, that this would need to change. He also knew that having a telemancer, especially if Commodore Bones had Magdalena, would be to their benefit. 
 
    “Remember what I told you?” Maron asked. “Remember when I told you I had been working on something? Well, I think that something is ready now.” 
 
    “Yeah?” Sterling turned his head and exhaled smoke. He had almost done it in Harjo’s face. 
 
    Cool yourself, he thought. 
 
    “Care to demonstrate?” Maron asked Harjo. “Beep?” 
 
    <Beep.> 
 
    The telemancer stepped over to Beep and placed his hand on top of the miniature Godwalker. The two flashed away, vanishing into thin air.  
 
    “What the…?” Sterling’s cigarette fell out of his mouth. “Dammit.” He reached down to pick it back up. After blowing off some dirt, he placed it back on the edge of his lip. 
 
    “Over here!” 
 
    Sterling looked to the west to see Harjo and Beep out past the Navajo’s crops, where he had summoned Don Gasper the previous night. 
 
    Maron grinned, the alien code slowly leaving his eyes. “I knew it from the start. Not exactly the start, but right after I started to communicate with your wife, and now Roxie. We can use Beep to teleport.” 
 
    “To… teleport?” Sterling asked. 
 
    “Yes. I don’t know exactly how far yet, but it was Beep that took us from New Mexico to Deseret… So maybe…?” 
 
    An idea came to Sterling. “Are you saying we can go back to Deseret if we wanted to? Or hell, to New Mexico?” 
 
    “I am. But there’s a problem with the Godwalker’s ability to fast travel.” 
 
    “Fast travel?” Sterling asked. 
 
    “I thought that would be an easier way to frame it, as ‘fast travel.’ The problem is, either I have to have been there, or well, now Roxie, has to have been there.” 
 
    A new revelation hit Sterling. This meant that Isabelle, his late wife, had been to Utah. Otherwise, how could she have transported them there in the first place? Had he been there with her? Had they traveled together as part of vacation or something? 
 
    Sterling watched as Harjo and Beep returned. He finally spoke after a long drag off his cigarette: “The last time we all tried to go somewhere, we were dispersed into different areas. Hell, we found you on the side of a mountain barely hanging on, as you may recall.” 
 
    “Isabelle wasn’t able to control it fully. But I believe that I am. Or, I believe with my assistance, it is possible.” 
 
    “So you’re saying we can go to Madrid right now?” Sterling thought of Raylan and all the neat gadgets he had made. He snapped his fingers. “Just like that?”  
 
    “That’s right.” 
 
    “But we’re going to have to test it out more, right?” 
 
    “I just did,” Harjo told Sterling. “I did earlier as well. Works.” 
 
    “I mean, with all of us.” Sterling told him. “Y’all three may have been testing this shit out all morning, but transporting the whole group is something else. So it has to be a place that you, or I guess Roxie, has been, a place that you have been or seen?” 
 
    “We can test other places,” Maron said, a strange, ancient code starting to trace across his eyes.  
 
    Sterling ran his tongue along his front teeth. “I don’t know. It’s risky. If we all get portaled to different locations, then we have to find each other again, and it’s yet another setback.” 
 
    “It works,” Harjo said, the telemancer just about the most excited Sterling had seen him. “You saw that, right?” 
 
    “It works for you; we don’t know what happens when all of us try it out.” Sterling shook his head. “Let me get something in my stomach and think about it. I’m not saying I am opposed to this fast travel, as you call it, especially if we don’t have to make some of the trips we have to make. It would make things a hell of a lot easier around here.” 
 
    “I wonder if I could help send this to a location based on someone’s memory,” Harjo said to Sterling. “We haven’t tried that.” 
 
    “And we aren’t going to. As far as I’m concerned, none of us need a telemancer like yourself digging through our thoughts. No offense. So let’s table that one for now. Let me finish my cigarette, have me some breakfast, and talk to a couple of the others.” A crooked grin formed on Sterling’s face. “It’s way too goddamn early in the morning for this crazy shit.”

  

 
   
    .Chapter Six. 
 
      
 
      
 
    There were a number of things that Sterling considered that morning over a breakfast that consisted of eggs, something akin to oatmeal, and enough fry bread to feed an orphanage. For one, he desperately needed levels. Because of the sheer experience required for him to level, it was getting harder and harder for Sterling to gain levels like he used to, almost randomly, without any real forethought put into it.  
 
    Now, he needed to strategize it. 
 
    If they could fast travel, as Maron had called it, that meant Sterling could go back to either Moab or Saltair and gain a dozen or so levels rapidly through the gauntlet system that the Oracle and her people had devised. Roxie had been to both places, and Maron could theoretically use her knowledge of the location to teleport them there. Not only that, Roxie had also been to most locations they would need to travel in New Mexico. But there were some places, like the Acoma Pueblo, that he was certain she hadn’t visited, which meant they would have to go there on foot. 
 
    While it was true that Harjo had been able to teleport, the telemancer hadn’t been sent that far from their current location; there was no telling what would happen if they tried to go somewhere like northern Utah. The last thing they needed was to disperse and have to find each other again. It was certainly risky; even if they made it, what if they weren’t able to teleport back? What if they were stuck for some reason? Not exactly a quick trip south… 
 
    As Sterling finished his meal, one that he had spiced up a bit with a couple of bright orange Chimayó peppers, he came to a decision: “We’re going to have to take things slow,” he said to himself as his companion spoke quietly around him. He had tuned them out for a moment, and while he didn’t much feel like a leader, he knew that someone needed to get things moving. 
 
    “You mean with fast traveling?” Harjo asked. 
 
    “Look at you, even got the gift of telepathy when it’s been blocked.” Sterling glanced from the Sunflower Kid to Zephyr, who were seated next to each other, the aeromancer hovering just a few inches above the ground as if she were perched on an invisible cushion. Paco was there as well, the Hopi youth on the ground with his arms wrapped around his knees. The Chronicler was the only one who wasn’t with the group. The researcher stood about ten feet behind Maron and Harjo, and was speaking with the two Navajo elders, one hand in his pocket as he puffed on his pipe. 
 
    Sterling grinned at his companions. “Nice and steady. And it’s not like we’re going to be able to teleport to the Acoma Pueblo anyway. So there is still going to be some old-fashioned traveling. And we’ll probably run out of fuel for the dune buggy. I hope y’all brought your walking shoes.”  
 
    “I brought my floating shoes,” said Zephyr. 
 
    Maron finished his piece of fried bread. “If we had a flectomancer with us, we could probably upgrade our dune buggy so it was no longer an internal combustion engine. Those particular acts of mancy don’t really suit my power, but I am always willing and able to collaborate.” 
 
    Acts of mancy? Sterling thought as he looked the technomancer over. “I reckon. In that case, we’re in luck, amigo. We happen to have a flectomancer in Madrid named Raylan, who has worked with us in the past. Hell, he designed my gun and my sword, believe it or not. But before we take the Turquoise Trail to Madrid, we still need to get to the Acoma, and we still need to test this here breakthrough of yours out. How about them mountains over yonder?” Sterling tilted his chin at a cluster of mountains in the distance. “We can see them. How about we try to teleport over there? Maybe we could make travel a little bit easier that way. You know, see someplace, get there; see the next place, keep on scooting in that manner. Nice and slow.” 
 
    “Sure, I think we could try that. I believe that we will be able to go…” Maron shook his head. “Actually, I have no idea how far we can actually travel. But Godwalker has already shown that it can teleport us to Utah.” 
 
    <Beep.> 
 
    “Aware,” Maron told Beep. 
 
    Harjo spoke: “As long as one of you knows where we are going, I can help unlock this information, which Maron can use to communicate with the Godwalker.” 
 
    “We still aren’t opening our minds here, no offense.” Sterling picked at something in his teeth with his fingernail. “We’ve been mighty cordial to you since you showed up, all things considered. And you don’t need to be a mind reader, like yourself, to know that it’s going to take some time for us to fully trust your telepathic skills. Don’t be offended about that. It’s just the way things are. So no, we’re not going to be traveling that way, not just yet. But if it comes from either Maron or Roxie’s memory, or we can see the location, hell, it’s something we should seriously consider.” Sterling looked over to the Godwalker, who floated next to him. He ignored the pain he felt in his heart at knowing that Roxie was stuck in there. “As long as it works.” 
 
    <Beep.> 
 
    “I know, I know you think it will work. But we got to go slow here, Rox. It’s a revolutionary way to travel, sure. But I think we need to be careful.” 
 
    Maron glanced over to the Godwalker, and as he did the muscles on his face relaxed some. Sterling saw a hint of something in his eyes as they began to change into a strange alien code that reminded him of something. 
 
    <Beep.> 
 
    “She says it will work,” Maron told Sterling. “She seems very confident of this.” 
 
    <Beep.> 
 
    “I’m sure you are.” Sterling stood, and after stretching his arms over his head, he took a few steps away from the group. What he had just seen on Maron’s face looked like…  
 
    It can’t be, Sterling thought, someone would have noticed it by now. He glanced from the technomancer over to the Chronicler, but the older researcher was still deep in conversation. Sterling decided not to interrupt him for the time being, but what he’d noticed in the code on Maron’s face was definitely worth exploring. 
 
    “Well?” the Sunflower Kid asked as she approached Sterling. As it always did in the morning, her looks had changed. The Kid’s hair was short this morning and strawberry blonde, parted on the left side of her head. “Are we going to teleport?” She shook her wrists out, her charms rattling as she did so. “I’m ready.” 
 
    Sterling smirked. “It’s called fast travel, and you bet your ass we are, Kid. But let me have a smoke first.” 
 
      
 
    [image: ] 
 
      
 
    The group bid farewell to the Navajo elders, Ashkii and Sani. Over his last cigarette, Sterling had decided that it would be best for them to try their little experiment outside of town just in case it did something strange to the surrounding area. Heck, there is really no telling what may happen, he thought as they started toward the east. 
 
    If this worked, the plan would remain to travel on foot and do some teleporting on their way to Gallup, and from there to the Acoma Pueblo, making things faster.  
 
    Nice and slow, Sterling mumbled as he thought of the border city of Gallup.  
 
    Situated between what was once New Mexico and Arizona, Gallup would be a good enough place for them to regroup until tomorrow. Sterling didn’t personally think that they would be able to make it all the way to the pueblo that night, even if they could teleport. As much as they wanted to press on, it was important that they traveled smartly. Even if the teleportation worked, there was no telling what long-term effects it would have on Maron or Beep. These things mattered to him. 
 
    “Are we ready to try this?” Maron asked once they had taken the long way down the bluff, the group traveling in a zigzag pattern to keep from sliding.  
 
    <Beep.> 
 
    “I still don’t know if this is a good idea,” said the Chronicler. They hadn’t summoned their mounts or the dune buggy yet, which left the researcher in the shade of a degraded hillock, an uncertain look on his face. 
 
    “We might be having to do a lot of traveling, let me tell you,” said Sterling. “If this works, it will help. If it doesn’t work, then…” 
 
    Zephyr lowered to the ground next to Sterling. “Well, if it does send us to some other part of America, maybe it will send us to someplace other than the Southwest.”  
 
    “What’s wrong with the Southwest?” he asked her. “Last I checked, it was home.” 
 
    The aeromancer motioned to her surroundings. “Don’t you get tired of it? Don’t you want to know what else is out there? The East Coast, the West Coast? Mexico? Canada? What about the rest of the world? Wouldn’t it be nice to see something that was green for once? I’m a desert girl, don’t get me wrong, but the dryness, the constant drought—there has to be more out there.” 
 
    “There’s always more out there, but it don’t mean that ‘more’ is worth obsessing over,” he said, just to be ornery. “I’m pretty happy where I’m at as long as I don’t got Godwalkers and Killbillies trying to knock down my door in T or C and put an end to my pepper operation. I can’t imagine any of those places you mentioned, to be honest with you, Zee. Even when I read about them in books and see pictures, none of it seems real. It all seems like fantasy, a trick.” 
 
    This wasn’t actually true. Sterling had thought a lot about other places, and there was a secret side of him that wanted to see the ocean. But he’d put his foot down, and he was too stubborn to give in at the moment.  
 
    Harjo interrupted the two before they could start bickering. “I’ve been to California as part of a scouting mission. We made it to the outskirts of San Diego. It looks similar there, for what it’s worth. Dry and desert-y. But I did see the ocean. It was amazing.” 
 
    For some reason, this statement brought a smile to the Chronicler’s face. “I’ve got a story about what you just said, but that can wait until later.” 
 
    “How would you know about my trip?” Harjo asked. 
 
    “Not about that per se. But you aren’t the only one who has attempted that journey. Anyway, it doesn’t matter. Later.” The researcher removed the pipe from his mouth and pointed it in the distance. “Those mountains there, are those ones that you’re wanting to travel to?” 
 
    Maron puffed his cheeks out and nodded at the Chronicler. “Those are the ones.” 
 
    “I don’t know…” Paco brought his hand to his brow to block the sun. “You really think it’s possible?” 
 
    “Beep did it before.” The Sunflower Kid, who stood at the back of the group, stepped forward. “Not only is it Beep now, it’s Roxie. I trust her. Don’t you guys trust her?” she asked, looking at Sterling in particular. 
 
    “What are you going on about? Of course I trust her. What kind of dang question is that? Need I remind you that the last time we were teleported—” 
 
    “That was your wife,” the Sunflower Kid reminded him. “Maybe she didn’t understand what she was doing.”  
 
    These words made Sterling’s fists clench up. It was also your mother, he wanted to say, have some goddamn respect. But he didn’t. He also felt something odd in this exchange between the two of them. It was almost as if she were saying this in a playfully mocking way, yet the Sunflower Kid didn’t know about what Isabelle had told him.  
 
    Maybe he was reading too deeply into things… 
 
    <Beep.> 
 
    “Yeah, yeah, I trust you,” Sterling told the miniature Godwalker. “It’s just, you know, I don’t like heights.” 
 
    Zephyr started to laugh. “I don’t think there will be any heights involved here.” 
 
    “You put us out on the wrong side of that mountain and we’ll be having a different conversation. But by all means. Let’s get this here experiment underway. Who wants to go first?” 
 
    “We go as a group,” said the Sunflower Kid, determination on her face that Sterling recognized as stubbornness. “Roxie, you can do that, right?” 
 
    <Beep.> 
 
    “Ahem. Shouldn’t we try to take things slowly?” The Chronicler now held the bucket hat that he wore and was squeezing it as if it were a stress ball. “Is there really any point in rushing into something like this?” 
 
    “It will work.” Maron stepped over to the Godwalker. “Trust me.” He lowered his head, and once he tilted his chin back up, Sterling witnessed the strange alien code trace across his eyes. Yet again it reminded him of something that he planned to mention later, if they were actually able to pull this off.  
 
    Sterling swallowed his fears. He had faith in Roxie, and he had faith in Maron as well. But there was something about traveling this way that made him uneasy. It ain’t natural, he thought as Maron motioned for the others to gather around him.  
 
    Then again, I’m a necromancer. 
 
    A wry grin now on his face, Sterling stepped over to the group and placed his hand on the Sunflower Kid’s shoulder, who had her hand on the top of the Godwalker. 
 
    “We’re doing this,” Maron said as he looked at the sandstone hill in the distance. “Get ready!” 
 
    A swell of energy around them made Sterling’s knees buckle.  
 
    He fell a few seconds later, the rest of the group collapsing with him, all aside from Maron, who stood amidst the halo of blinding yellow energy that quickly faded away. Sterling blinked his eyes open as he got back to his feet. 
 
    <Beep!> 
 
    Sterling turned in the opposite direction, recognizing where they had just been. He then looked down at the base of the sandstone hill, to the scree and brush that peppered the area, his eyes settling on bits of petrified wood cast in shades of maroon and glittering with veins of sparkling crystal. 
 
    It had worked… 
 
    “Goddamn.” Sterling turned back to his group just as the Chronicler placed his hands on his stomach and vomited. He then began fanning himself with his bucket hat. “Someone pat that man on the back.” 
 
    Paco approached the researcher to make sure that he would be fine. 
 
    “See?” asked Maron, a toothy grin on his face. “I told you!” For a brief moment Sterling noticed something else about the technomancer. The alien code that he’d seen had been partially burned across his face. It settled, but it left marks behind that looked almost like sunburn. 
 
    Sterling gestured toward his own face. “You might want to check yourself out, amigo.”  
 
    The others approached Maron.  
 
    <Beep?> 
 
    “How do you feel?” Zephyr asked as she stepped around the Godwalker and placed her hand on the technomancer’s shoulder. 
 
    “I feel…” 
 
    Zephyr summoned a mirror from her inventory list, one with an ivory handle that Sterling had seen her use before to fix her hair. 
 
    “I feel…” Maron’s face contorted once he saw his reflection. “Is that what it does?” 
 
    Sterling grunted a response. “Looks like it. I don’t know how much we should use that power, especially if it’s going to brand you.” 
 
    “It’s fading.” Maron pressed his fingers against his cheek. “We can walk for a little while then try again. It’s important, this ability. It may help us.” 
 
    “You ain’t wrong, but we still need to be careful.” Sterling equipped his rolling papers and his tobacco. “Like I said back there, let’s just get to Gallup, and figure it out from that point. To do that, we’re going to need to find a highway and try to pinpoint where we are. We passed the highway on our way to the Navajo encampment. Interstate 40, if I recall. Unless a giant has come and moved the highway, if we continue on I-40 heading east, we’ll eventually reach Gallup.” 
 
    “Why Gallup exactly?” Zephyr asked. “You know someone there or something?” 
 
    “Heh. I got this buddy back in Truth or Consequences named Kip. A couple years back, he moved to T or C from Gallup. He told me the border city is a good place to refuel, that they got this sweet hotel there called the Hotel el Rancho that’s worth a visit. He talked about it quite a bit, said they had all these pictures of movie stars on the walls, real fancy-like. Nice and cozy. Hell, even the rooms were named after movie stars. They pretty much kept the place intact after the Reset. Them folks in Gallup being armed to the teeth and whatnot. I figured it would be as good a place as any to see what we can get into. Don’t look at me like that, Zee, acting like you wouldn’t like a nice hotel bed to rest in after sleeping on the ground last night and the night before.” 
 
    “It sounds interesting,” the Sunflower Kid told Sterling. 
 
    “It is. I’ve been there,” the Chronicler told the group. 
 
    “Dang, Dusty, you’ve been all over.” 
 
    “In this region, yes.” 
 
    “In that case, it should be nice. That is, unless Gallup has been abandoned and overtaken by bandits. In that case, it might be one of them ‘fight our way in, fight our way out’ situations. That remains to be seen. Y’all ready to keep moving?” Everyone in the group nodded aside from the Chronicler. “Good. We’ll rest here a few more minutes and git.” 
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    A land of lithic scatter, one in which a crumbled Interstate 40 felt right at home, stretched like a flattened snake before Sterling and his companions. Once again a phrase came to Sterling, one that he wouldn’t be able to use in the desert haiku because of its syllable count.  
 
    Indiscernible distances. 
 
    That’s what it felt like to see what was left of the interstate meander on. Some portions were basically gravel roads by this point; others were surprisingly intact if you ignored the overturned eighteen wheelers on their sides with their payload completely looted, and you overlooked the burned out skeletons propped up against the crushed metal road barrier with the words TURN AROUND spray-painted in black letters across it. Add to that the occasional tumbleweed, lizards skittering across the asphalt, signs of civilization come and gone—this wasn’t the life that Sterling chose, but it was the life that had chosen him, and it was one he both hated and admired. 
 
    Sterling was now mounted on his skeletal steed, the Sunflower Kid beside him on her white buffalo. Maron, Paco, Harjo, and the Chronicler were in the dune buggy. Zephyr floated about four hundred feet ahead for surveillance purposes alongside Beep. They had teleported twice now, and it was starting to have an adverse effect on Maron’s appearance, even more so than it had earlier.  
 
    While it had yet to affect his energy levels, Maron told them that traveling this way took quite a bit of mana. Not only that, but the marks that it was leaving behind, ones of an alien language, were growing in number. Most still resembled sunburn, but a few were starting to look like scars. 
 
    Sterling’s eyes shot toward the apex of the sky as Zephyr returned to the group. 
 
    “Trading post ahead,” she said, the wind whipping her dark hair around her face. 
 
    Figuring it couldn’t hurt to take a look at whatever charms they had, Sterling nodded, letting her know that they would stop. The group gradually transitioned to an access road that climbed the hill, finally arriving at what looked like a bombed out gas station on the other side of the highway that gave Sterling the impression that everything in the vicinity had been abandoned. 
 
    The trading post was empty yet they explored it anyway. Sterling surmised that the place must have been a roadside restaurant before the Reset, one that sold souvenirs and fry bread. This notion came to him after he saw numerous knockoff Route 66 murals. From what the Chronicler said, they weren’t far from the Continental Divide. Sterling had already seen a sign along the highway shot full of bullet holes advertising the landmark, one followed by a green Navajo Nation sign that was surprisingly intact. 
 
    It was clear even in the ruins of the gift shop, and some of the land that they had already traveled across, that part of this area had always looked abandoned in some way. It was a vast expanse of barren nothingness, one slowly crossed by humans for thousands of years until they were able to get horses from the Spanish. Even with its stark nature, there was a beauty to it. But there was also a tragedy; even though the land couldn’t speak to him, there had been some points along the way that Sterling felt like he was close to hearing its whisper, its voice parched yet proud as it said come and see until it was hoarse.  
 
    Paco smoothed his hands across the front of the shirt that he was wearing. “I have to say, this place wasn’t as bad last time I was in the area. You?” 
 
    The Chronicler nodded in agreement. “No, it wasn’t as bad. But who am I kidding? It was still pretty vacant back then.” 
 
    As the others stood in the shade and spoke, the Sunflower Kid summoned a bunch of fruit for them to eat. Sterling ate a sweet apple and a couple of peppers. He drank some water. After a bit more small talk, the group prepared to move on. 
 
    “I’m ready to teleport again,” Maron announced. 
 
    “Are you sure about that, amigo?” Sterling asked. 
 
    “If you’re worried about what’s happening to me, I don’t…” A stoic grin formed on Maron’s face. “If it helps the group, and it doesn’t seem to be hurting me, I’m all for it. It’s not like appearances matter anymore.” 
 
    “Yeah, I hear you. I just don’t want you to push it too hard, amigo. That reminds me. Dusty, I’ve been meaning to ask you something.”  
 
    The Chronicler joined Sterling and Maron. “Yes?” 
 
    “This code that’s taking shape on his face. Don’t it look familiar to you? If you ask me, it looks like some of them petroglyphs that you’re used to interpreting. Rock art, that sort of thing.” 
 
    The Chronicler nearly dropped his pipe. “You… you’re right! How did I not see this? Mother Mary, you are right!” 
 
    “Sterling will do,” he told the Chronicler with a tip of his hat. “Anyway. It’s something I noticed earlier. Kind of struck me as odd.” 
 
    Zephyr and Harjo joined them. The Sunflower Kid stayed behind with her buffalo, which she was feeding by hand. Beep remained near her. 
 
    “You think the markings on his face are ancient symbols?” asked Harjo. 
 
    “They do resemble some of them…” The Chronicler summoned a notebook and a pen. “Do you mind if I copy them down? I do have a few books that I can look through later. From what I can see, they aren’t exactly the same, but they certainly mirror some of the ones I’ve traced over the years. Well, I say ‘over the years,’ I mean since the Reset.” 
 
    “That’s still ‘over the years,’” Sterling said as he finished rolling a cigarette. 
 
    “Copy them all you’d like,” Maron said. “If you can interpret them, I’m guessing that will help us in the future.” 
 
    “Possibly. But it is always worth a shot,” said the Chronicler. “That is one thing that I like about this interest of mine. You don’t always strike gold when you dig, but occasionally you come across something, and the further you go, the more potential you have of uncovering something unique. Anyhow, I’ll just copy these down and we can keep moving.” 
 
    “We can teleport soon,” Maron said. “I can see a little further from this hill here. Maybe…” 
 
    As they turned to the east, the roar of motorcycles caught Sterling’s attention. He glanced down to the highway to see a group of what he quickly assumed were Comanche riding dirt bikes along the highway, heading in their direction. 
 
    “Looks like things just got interesting. Zee?” Sterling tilted his head from the aeromancer to the incoming motorcycles. “Care to pay our friends a little visit?”  
 
    “Wait, perhaps I should talk to them.” 
 
    The group turned to Harjo. He cleared his throat. “Unless you intend to slaughter them, maybe they will be of some use. I can’t use my powers on you all, but I can on them…” 
 
    Sterling slowly nodded. “I reckon. Let’s see what they have to say.” 
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    Zephyr twisted off in a tornado, carrying Harjo with her. They landed about a quarter of a mile away, smack dab in the middle of the highway, directly in front of the approaching Comanche. Sterling and the others soon joined them. By the time they did, the five Comanche were all off their motorcycles and ATVs, standing in a line as though they were soldiers awaiting command. 
 
    Sterling recognized their general uniform, one meant to be intimidating. If they didn’t have a hide draped over their shoulders, with an animal or amalgamation’s head doubling as a hood, they wore clothing that had been stitched together to resemble a cloak. All of their faces were painted black, even those with darker skin, and they wore flectomancer-modified body armor that wasn’t too bulky. A few even had dusters on over the armor, and under whatever they wore on their shoulders.  
 
    “What would you like to know from them?” Harjo asked Sterling. The telemancers’ features were relaxed. He seemed calm and collected, not at all struggling to read their minds and control their movement. This was just another day for him, a simple task. 
 
    “Um. Yeah. Let’s start with the basics. Where are they coming from?” 
 
    “Ganado,” said a woman who had her hair slicked back. She was muscular, and nearly as tall as Sterling. He didn’t know if she was a mancer or not, but she had clearly put some work in.  
 
    “Ganado, huh? Dusty, mind finding that on a map? Before we continue,” he told Harjo, “I was wondering something about the Comanche. Foot soldiers and whatnot. Do y’all got some sort of training thing going on? What I mean is, in Utah, they had something called the gauntlet, which is a way to farm XP by continually killing something and bringing it back to life. It looks like they needed a flectomancer to accurately pull it off.” 
 
    “We do have something like that, or they do,” Harjo said. 
 
    “So they are going to be real leveled then, huh?” 
 
    “I believe so.” 
 
    The Chronicler approached Sterling with a map. “My guess is that we are somewhere around here,” he said as he tapped his finger on the paper, “near an intersection between I-40 and Route 191. We aren’t far from a city called Chambers. I don’t know if it exists any longer. The last time I went through it was pretty much dying out. Used to be an Apache community.” 
 
    “So not too far from here. Ganado…” Sterling located the city they had mentioned on the map.  
 
    The Chronicler shook his head. “Not far, no.” 
 
    He returned his focus to the Comanche woman. While she had dark paint on her face, one of her hands was ungloved, and her skin was quite fair. Yet again, Sterling got the impression that she wasn’t Comanche by blood, that she likely hailed from one of the communities they had conquered.  
 
    “Let me ask you: where exactly were y’all going? Ain’t much out here.” 
 
    “To Flagstaff. We were ordered to join a raiding group sent there.” 
 
    “Sent from Ganado to Flagstaff, huh?” Sterling glanced at Harjo, who confirmed this with a curt nod. “And let me ask you: did you come from Ganado as well?” 
 
    “Me?” Harjo asked. 
 
    “You’re the only telemancer I know that has recently joined us after operating with the Comanche, amigo.” 
 
    “My group’s forward operating base was in Teec Nos Pos.” 
 
    “On the border,” the Chronicler said as he tapped his finger on the map. 
 
    Sterling had heard of the place. It wasn’t that far from Shiprock, New Mexico, which he had visited once on a long trip he took around the state. This had been during the first winter in Truth or Consequences, and he had regretted immediately heading that far north during the cold season. It could get downright frigid. 
 
    “Much of the Comanche forces are now in Ganado,” the woman told them. “They are preparing to move east and west at the same time.” 
 
    “From Ganado?” The Chronicler shook his head. “Unless they wanted to come in through northwestern New Mexico, I don’t see how that would be viable.” 
 
    “From what I know, the plan is to eventually come here, to I-40 and divide at that point.” 
 
    “Why?” Sterling asked her. 
 
    Even if she was under Harjo’s trance, there was still a hint of incredulousness in the way that the Comanche woman looked at the cowboy necromancer. “To rebuild Comancheria. Parts of northern New Mexico are already ours. We’ll focus on central Arizona and central New Mexico in this next campaign.” 
 
    “How far central?” 
 
    “Eventually to Albuquerque. And then we will regroup and head south.” 
 
    “To Truth or Consequences,” Sterling said, no longer needing to look at a map. He slowly shook his head. “Welp, that ain’t going to happen. Our next step is to see what we can sniff up in Ganado. Zephyr, what do you suppose we do with these here bandits?” 
 
    <Beep.> 
 
    Sterling didn’t need Maron to translate what the Godwalker had suggested. He knew Roxie well enough to know that she would likely have executed them. 
 
    “Killing them now will prevent us from having to kill them later,” the aeromancer finally said. If the statement bothered any of the Comanche, they didn’t show it, their minds still under Harjo’s influence. 
 
    “I say we let them go.” Sterling and Zephyr turned to the Sunflower Kid, who was still mounted on her white buffalo. “I’m sure Harjo can do something to stop them from ever fighting for the Comanche again. What about sending them to Kayenta to act as guards for the city?” 
 
    Sterling bobbed his head left and right as he considered what the Kid had said. “Harjo? Care to rearrange some minds for us?” 
 
    “Yes, that is something I can do. Although the citizens there may be alarmed if they see them approaching…” 
 
    “Well, you could tell them to clean up their act a little bit. Wash the paint away. And also, we could…” Once again, Sterling looked the five Comanche over. “We could take their clothing and armor. It may help us with what we need to do next. Some infiltration.” 
 
    Zephyr nodded. “I like that idea. Although they may face difficulties once they reach Kayenta.” 
 
    “We can write a letter, and I can provide them with a lot of fruit and vegetables. They will know it’s us,” the Sunflower Kid suggested. 
 
    “Yup, I think that’ll do. If it doesn’t work, not our problem. Harjo, tell them to strip down and we will take what we can. Once we settle in Gallup, we may need to pay Ganado a little visit.” Sterling looked the telemancer over. “Have you been there before?” 
 
    “I haven’t.” 
 
    “Maybe it’s time to test what you suggested before, using their memories to teleport us somewhere. Thoughts on that?” Sterling asked Maron and Harjo. “We’ve got test subjects willing and able.” 
 
    The technomancer took a deep breath in through his nostrils. “You know I’m down.” 
 
    “I’ll learn what I can about the location now,” the telemancer said. 
 
    And if we do go to Ganado, I’ll finally be able to put a little bit of them Stealth skills I got back in the day to good use, Sterling thought as he placed his cigarette in his mouth. “All right, y’all, let’s do what we got to do and get on with it.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    .Chapter Seven. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Sterling Monedero glanced down at his gnarled knuckles. He held the reins of his skeletal steed, his head down for a moment as he traced his eyes along the road. The asphalt here was no different than the asphalt in Arizona. Just like the Grand Canyon state, the New Mexican blacktop that hadn’t been cracked or dislodged was a light gray. It was nearly beaten into submission by both time and the sun, evidence that the ingenuity of the before people would one day fade. 
 
    Yet it was different. 
 
    It was as if Sterling’s breath had finally registered with him, rejuvenating the cowboy necromancer as his lungs filled all the way up. The air was cleaner here, he was momentarily convinced of this, the climate more acceptable, the vistas and bellies of clouds above him twice as beautiful than they had been just moments ago.  
 
    Delusion of grandeur, he thought, not knowing exactly where the phrase came from. 
 
    Sterling was aware that there was no difference in the border region between Arizona and New Mexico, the high desert spreading to the north and the south until it reached sandstone bluffs the color of Indian paintbrushes. He knew the brushstroke of yucca and succulents tracing across the tops of these bluffs extended into both states. Same went for the cliffrose, with its wax-coated leaves that were bitter on the tongue, the tamarisk and sage. Sterling was aware that the blazing moonlight and the overbearing sun didn’t play favorites, and he knew that shade in New Mexico was just as inviting as the shade in Arizona. 
 
    Yet it felt different.  
 
    It felt better in New Mexico, even if this feeling wasn’t rational. 
 
    “Goddamn, is it good to be home.” Sterling glanced over to Beep and winked at the Godwalker, ignoring the sudden rush of melancholy he felt in doing so. 
 
    <Beep?> 
 
    “Never… never mind, Rox.” 
 
    “It does feel different here.” Paco got out of the dune buggy and crouched. He scooped some of the dirt into his hand and smelled it. “Home.” 
 
    Sterling laughed. “You are liable to get yourself a whiff of piss or fuel there if you ain’t careful, son.” 
 
    “I don’t care. We’re home.” Paco stood and spread his arms wide. He twisted, and as he did the dust fell from his hand. Zephyr picked it up in a tiny swirl of wind that carried it away as Paco fell onto his back, laughing. The aeromancer now had an amused look on her face, her eyes just a bit wet. 
 
    “Are you crying?” Sterling asked. In all the time that he had known Zephyr, he had never seen her shed a single tear. 
 
    “It’s just good to be home, that’s all.” 
 
    “Gallup shouldn’t be far from here,” said the Chronicler, who now leaned against the dune buggy tapping his finger against his pipe. He had a map gripped tightly in one hand, and he also wore a big grin on his face. Just about everyone seemed happy to be back in New Mexico aside from Harjo, who remained in the dune buggy.  
 
    Makes sense, Sterling thought. This ain’t his home. 
 
    After some fruit was shared, Sterling told them an exaggerated story of a fight he once had alongside his buddy Kip. The group continued on. As they grew closer to Gallup, Sterling sent his saddle and his bone horse away. The Sunflower Kid did the same with Watermelon, and then sent Beep to her inventory list.  
 
    Zephyr would hover both of them the rest of the way. 
 
    Even though late fall was fast approaching, the thunderstorms of summer long gone, the air still crackled with dry heat. Sterling was glad for the wind that was produced as they hovered, which served as a sort of mancer-generated air conditioning.  
 
    It wasn’t much longer before they came to a checkpoint that had been erected on the road. From a distance, Sterling thought that it might be manned by Killbillies, but upon approaching he saw that they were simply militiamen, albeit ones that were armed to the teeth and likely had jacked up stats. 
 
    “I’ll do the talking,” Sterling said as he hovered forward.  
 
    He could hover by himself if he wanted to; he could actually fly, but for some reason it felt better if someone else was in control. He was glad that Zephyr seemed to have an expertise in this kind of movement, and he was equally glad that she set them down lightly before a pair of Gallup militiamen in US Army body armor and camo gear. Even if it hadn’t been very far off the ground, he still felt that tinge of fear in his gut from flying. 
 
    There were other guards at posts that had been erected behind a fence line with razor wire. While the fence had been cobbled together with whatever they could find, it was certainly impressive in the way that it seemed to stretch quite far to the east and west. Sterling was fairly certain it covered the entire town, but there was no way of telling. 
 
    “I can handle this—” 
 
    “No need,” Sterling said as he interrupted Harjo. “At least let me give it a shot.” He smiled at the men. “Gentlemen. We ain’t here to cause no trouble.” Sterling removed his cowboy hat and held it over his chest. “Just passing through.” 
 
    “If I had a dollar for every time I heard that…” The militiaman that said this continued to stare at Sterling with cold eyes partially covered by the brim of his hat. “Well, I guess it doesn’t apply anymore. It would make good toilet paper, let’s say that.” 
 
    “It would. But I ain’t here to talk about how you do your business, amigo.” Sterling gestured his hat toward the others. “Like I said, me and my friends are just passing through. We’ve been told that the Hotel el Rancho is a great place for us to rest our heads for the night. If you’re wondering about our itinerary, we was planning on just relaxing and eating a good meal, then heading out in the morning.” 
 
    “You were, huh?” 
 
    Sterling casually nodded at the guard as he returned his cowboy hat to his head. “We have been roughing it for a few days now. Came down from Deseret; had ourselves a little run-in with the Comanche, which luckily for y’all, we solved. Lemme see… what else?” There was so much else. “Welp, that’s about it. All I can remember, anyway.” 
 
    The militiaman didn’t seem impressed. “Where are you from, stranger?” 
 
    “Originally? Las Cruces, down south. Since the Reset? Truth or Consequences. Almost all of us are from New Mexico in some way or another, or at least we were here when it happened.” This was a lie considering Paco, the Chronicler, and Harjo’s origins, but Sterling knew it was best to keep things simple for the time being. 
 
    “Yeah?” The guard transferred a toothpick he had been chewing from one side of his mouth to the other. “How did you hear about the hotel?” 
 
    “A man named Kip. Kip Johnson. Claims that he used to live here in Gallup. Ever heard of him?” Sterling smirked. “He says a lot of things, and there ain’t no way of knowing if that’s actually the case or not.” 
 
    The second guard’s eyes lit up. “Kip? You mean… you mean the Kip Johnson? That’s my buddy. Real hellraiser, ain’t he? Ha! You really know Kip, don’t ya? Makes sense. Last I heard he was heading to T or C. Makes sense.” 
 
    Sterling nodded. “He got there eventually, and as for raising hell, Ol’ Kip done got himself a PhD on the subject. I can’t tell you boys how many times I nearly got my ass killed going on adventures with that son of a gun. Heck, last time we hung out, I ended up fighting one of them scorpion amalgamations all because Kip had heard of some treasure.” 
 
    “Did you get the treasure?” the second militiaman asked. 
 
    “You bet your ass we did. Not got much left of it now, but I think we can cobble together enough for a few rooms tonight. That hotel still operating? It’s been a long day of travel, let me tell you.” 
 
    The second guard stepped aside and the first one approached Sterling with his hand extended. “It sure is, and maybe later, we’ll join you for a drink.”  
 
    Sterling shook hands with the man, whose grip was tight, his hand big and calloused. “Might could. If there’s a bar there, you know that’s where I’ll be tonight. Well…” He thought of what he needed to do regarding the Comanche. “At some point. I might need to take care of something before that. Either way, holler if y’all get a chance. Any buddy of Kip’s is a buddy of mine.” Sterling turned to the others and waved them forward, not able to wipe the shit-eating grin off his face. “Told you I could do it,” he said to Harjo.  
 
    It paid to have friends in low places. 
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    The Hotel el Rancho was located on U.S. Route 66. Built like a southern plantation home, the three-story building’s most visible features were its portico and its central balcony that sat over a neon sign that read Charm of yesterday… Convenience of tomorrow. The place had been well-maintained, something Sterling noted once they entered to find a grand lobby with twin staircases made of a split log that wrapped around a brick and ashlar stone fireplace. To their immediate right was a restaurant and bar, as well as the hotel check-in table. All in all it was a real classy joint. 
 
    A woman with her dark hair held in a bun looked up at Sterling and his group with a big smile. “How many rooms will it be?” she asked.  
 
    “Um…” Sterling looked at his group and turned back to her. “How many y’all got?” 
 
    “We have four rooms available at the moment.” 
 
    “In that case, one for the ladies. Paco and I can take one; Maron and Harjo can have one; Dusty, you get a place all to yourself to do your research and whatnot. Make sure our rooms are next to each other,” Sterling said as he motioned between Harjo and himself. “We might be getting into something later.” 
 
    “Wonderful. As for payment—”  
 
    Zephyr cut her off. “I’ve got that covered.” 
 
    The clerk took a step back as a sphere of wind dropped a small horde of turquoise and silver jewelry onto the table. It settled perfectly, none of it scattered. 
 
    “How’s that?” Sterling asked. 
 
    “It’s… yes. That will do.” The hotel clerk smiled yet again. “Will you be dining in?” 
 
    “Damn straight we’ll be dining in. Might need to have me a drink or two as well,” Sterling told her. “If you don’t mind me asking, what’s on the menu for tonight?” 
 
    “Um…” The woman looked down at her desk and back to Sterling. “Our set meal tonight features pozole rojo soup, pulled pork enchiladas, and homemade tres leches cake for dessert.” 
 
    “Homemade? Ain’t all of it homemade? Shee-it…” 
 
    The woman laughed at his beguiling Southern twang. “That’s right.” 
 
    Sterling couldn’t help but lick his lips as he imagined a smattering of peppers across a couple cheesy enchiladas. “Don’t mind if I do, don’t mind if I do. That enough turquoise to cover meals for us as well?” 
 
    “Yes, I believe so.” 
 
    “Well, there’s always extra where that came from,” Sterling said, without confirming if Zephyr or any of the others had the currency used in New Mexico. He assumed they did. “In that case, we’ll head up to our rooms, get cleaned off, have us a nice meal, maybe get in a few cervezas and go from there.” 
 
    “We have tequila as well and a margarita machine,” the woman told him. “The electricity works here.” She glanced up at the light above her.  
 
    “Y’all, I think we just found heaven,” Sterling told the group as he grinned at the woman. “Hot water? Y’all got hot water for a shower?” 
 
    “Yes, sir.” 
 
    “Even better. Now this next one might be a bit of a stretch, but y’all don’t happen to have some sort of sauna ‘round these parts, do you? Wouldn’t mind taking me a dip.” 
 
    “Not that I know of, sir, no. I’m sorry.” 
 
    Sterling slowly nodded. “That’s all right. Figured I’d ask.” 
 
    The group was given four sets of keys. Rather than take the elevator, which according to Sterling ‘looked wonky as shit,’ they headed up the right staircase. The second floor of the hotel lobby had a hunter’s den vibe with its leather sofas and couches, many of which were in pristine condition. Lining the wood paneled walls were black and white photos of the celebrities that had stayed at the Hotel el Rancho. These photos seemed to be from a different era of America, one well before Sterling’s time. 
 
    “This hotel used to be where actors stayed when they filmed westerns,” the Chronicler explained, connecting the dots as he always did. “Last time I visited, they had a book or two around here with scanned newspaper clippings from that time period. 1940s to 1960s.” 
 
    “You don’t say?” Sterling stroked his chin as he looked at a black and white picture of Lucille Ball and Kirk Douglas. “Dang.” 
 
    “Even the rooms are named after the celebrities that stayed in them. You’ll see.”  
 
    After the group had taken their time looking at all the pictures—to the people after the Reset, this sort of ritual was actually interesting and a powerful reminder of a past that they’d forgotten—they headed to their rooms.  
 
    Sterling and Paco stayed in the room the Marx Brothers had stayed in; Zephyr and the Sunflower Kid stayed in Gene Autry’s room; Harjo and Maron were in Jack Benny’s room; and the Chronicler by himself stayed in John Wayne’s rooms. 
 
    The rooms themselves were fairly quaint, with older furnishings and white stucco walls. Paintings of the Southwest hung on the wall over reupholstered couches. The green subway tile bathrooms were small, but doable. The rooms also had access to a balcony, which was where Sterling immediately went to smoke. As he rolled a pair of cigarettes, Sterling watched a pair of motorcycles pull up. The men riding them weren’t Comanche from what he could tell, but they certainly looked like the local badasses. 
 
    He would have to keep an eye on them.  
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    Sterling’s night was decided for him a few hours later, once Maron had started on his second beer. They’d had a great meal, and were just winding down when the technomancer fell from his chair. He was narrowly caught by Paco, who just so happened to be sitting next to him. 
 
    Maron’s eyes flashed with a mixture of alien code, shame, and exhaustion. “I… I think I should head upstairs and lie down. Perhaps I overextended myself…” 
 
    His fall definitely caught the attention of the bikers Sterling had seen earlier, all of whom were huddled around the bar of the hotel restaurant. One of them snorted and said something to the guy next to him. Both of them laughed.  
 
    “Yeah? Keep it up,” Sterling said under his breath as he shifted his focus to Maron. He didn’t like to see the man with a pained expression. “Maybe we did a bit too much portaling today.” 
 
    “Head is… my head is a little fuzzy…” said the technomancer, still with an apologetic tone. “I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have beer. That can’t be helping.” 
 
    “Sure feels like it’s helping me,” Sterling said with a wink. 
 
    Zephyr, who was seated across from Sterling enjoying a margarita, nodded to Harjo and Paco. “Can you two help him get to his room and make sure he is comfortable? I guess I could float him up there. Or…” She glanced to the ceiling. “I think one of our rooms is above the restaurant. We could just make a hole. You could,” she told the Sunflower Kid, who drank from a lemonade that she had made herself. “I’ve seen you do that before.” 
 
    “I remember. The Best Buy off Ellison Road will never be the same…” 
 
    “Ahem. Let’s not go around tearing holes through the walls of historical buildings.” The Chronicler, who had been picking at what was left of his soup, placed his spoon on the table. He cleared his throat. “And for that matter, I suppose I could have a beer as well.” 
 
    “That’s the spirit, Dusty,” Sterling told him as Harjo and Paco helped the technomancer to his feet. Sterling motioned to the waitress after they left with Maron. “A round of cervezas, por favor.”  
 
    “None for me,” said the Sunflower Kid. “I think I’ll head upstairs as well.” She left the table, and as she did the waitress returned. 
 
    “Two beers for me, and, um… one… para mi amigo, y otra margarita para la dama.” The Spanish words rolled off Sterling’s tongue, a product of being in a place that looked like home and the alcohol in his system. 
 
    The waitress nodded and stepped away. Once again, Zephyr had prepaid even if Harjo could have just handled everything through telemancy.  
 
    The Chronicler began picking at his knuckles. “So, tomorrow. Tomorrow, we’ll reach the Acoma and see what they have to say. Hopefully it is helpful.” 
 
    “Heh, hopefully. But even if it isn’t, Maron, Harjo, and I will do us some scouting. I’d say it would be easiest for us to do it in the morning, when he’s rested, but I’ve got this feeling that it’ll be easier to infiltrate the Comanche HQ at night. Just a hunch.” Sterling finished his beer and burped. “Pardon.” 
 
    “I knew I was forgetting something,” the Chronicler said. “I wanted to tell Harjo about an expedition in the year 1776. Tomorrow.” 
 
    “You mean the Revolutionary War?” 
 
    “No,” he told Sterling. “But it happened during that very same year in this region. Anyway. Next time we have a free moment I’ll tell him about it.” 
 
    “Well, you’ve got me interested now…” 
 
    The Chronicler winked. “Good. It’s always best to leave your audience wanting more.” 
 
    “Moving on. Maybe I should go with you to the Comanche HQ, as you call it,” Zephyr told Sterling. 
 
    “It might be easiest if there are just a couple of us. Maron won’t be part of the infiltration team, of course. Although…” Sterling stroked his chin. As he did, he caught the eyes of one of the bikers at the bar.  
 
    One of the men gave Sterling what he’d describe as a dirty look. 
 
    “Yeah?” Zephyr asked when he didn’t respond. 
 
    “Maron’s powers could be helpful if they’ve got any tech, which I’m guessing they do. Plus he has got them drones he picked up back in Kayenta. Might could work as a solid backup strategy if we’ve got to skedaddle on a dime. Hell.” Sterling lit one of his cigarettes. Post-Reset, it was no longer frowned upon to smoke inside. Carcinogens still existed, but there were so many easier ways to die. “Let’s just hope we can get in and get out of Comanche HQ without being spotted. That’d be ideal.” 
 
    “Maybe I should stay back with Maron then, as part of an exit strategy.” 
 
    “Yeah, that ain’t a bad idea, Zee.”  
 
    “Or just come with Harjo and you.” 
 
    “Yeah? Yeah, maybe.” Sterling still hadn’t apologized to the aeromancer for pulling a gun on her. As his two beers came, he figured now was as good a time as any. “Look, about what happened in Kayenta…” 
 
    “Uh-huh?” she asked. 
 
    “I guess. I mean.” Sterling licked his lips. “About pulling that gun on ya. About that… I never did tell you I was sorry for that. I was caught up in the moment.” 
 
    “You think?” 
 
    The Chronicler took a sip of his beer. “It seemed like a very tense moment from where I stood. Perhaps both of you were caught up in the moment. Perhaps we all were.” 
 
    “I still need to have me a conversation with Rox, but I’m just too chickenshit to do it. Don’t know what I want to say just yet.” Sterling chugged half of his beer and took a drag off his cigarette. “Damn shit is complicated, that’s all I’m saying.” 
 
    “We just need to remember what it is we’re planning to do,” Zephyr said, “to all of the Godwalkers.” 
 
    “Yup, Chaco Canyon. We’ll figure out what they were up to there.” 
 
    “Actually, that reminds me…” The Chronicler summoned a notebook. He opened to a page of the symbols he had copied from Maron’s face. “They really are something, aren’t they? So similar to the pictographs and petroglyphs I’ve copied down. You know, the before people never really figured out what the ancients were trying to communicate. Some thought they were simply messages like ‘good place to hunt here,’ or ‘this way to the mountain spring.’ I’m blathering, sorry. I just wanted to say that I can’t believe I didn’t figure it out myself. Sterling, I have to hand it to you. I was just always struck by how odd it looked when Maron’s eyes changed that I never really tried to think if it was interpretable or not.” 
 
    “We all miss things,” Sterling said as he finished his beer. “Little details.” 
 
    “Slow down, cowboy.” 
 
    “Now don’t you start calling me that, Zee.” 
 
    The bikers at the bar grew a bit louder. Two of the four repeatedly glanced over to Sterling and his group.  
 
    Zephyr made eye contact with Sterling. It was brief, but he recognized a flash of annoyance. 
 
    “Yeah, I don’t like them neither, Zee. We should have had Harjo do a little reworking of their minds. Anyhow, as long as they don’t come over here giving us guff, then I’m fine with it. As soon as…” 
 
    Two of the bikers approached the table.  
 
    “Welp,” Sterling said as he looked up at them, secretly happy that they had decided to do something. “Y’all stopping by to pay your respects or is there something else you need?” 
 
    “What are y’all doing in Gallup anyway?” the first one asked. The man was of Hispanic descent with scraggly long hairs hanging from his chin. He wore a black vest with pockets and a button up shirt tucked into a pair of tight jeans. “Think you can just roll on in and take over the Rancho, huh?” 
 
    Sterling had just been reaching for his second beer when they approached. Once again, he locked eyes with Zephyr, shrugged, took a sip of his beer, and spoke: “Son, if I were you, and I’m real glad I ain’t, I’d take my happy ass back to the bar and mind my own business. We ain’t trying to start nothing, and we certainly ain’t trying to have a couple of mouth-breathers blowing hot air in our faces. We’re heading out tomorrow; I don’t know why I’m telling you this, but I figure it’d be best to let you know what you’re getting into before you try something stupid. You can’t see under this table; but right now, right this very second, I got a mana-powered revolver pointed right at your pecker. Maybe you can heal from that, maybe you can’t. I don’t know. It’s up for you to decide.” 
 
    “Gentlemen, please—” 
 
    “Dusty, let me handle this,” Sterling said with intensity. “What will it be, fellas? Y’all trying to start something you can’t finish, or are you going to take the road less traveled and get the hell away from our table?” 
 
    The two bikers exchanged glances. The one who had spoken nodded his head back to the bar.  
 
    They departed. 
 
    “I… I can’t believe that actually worked,” the Chronicler said once they were gone, the researcher clearly flustered by the interaction. 
 
    “It usually don’t,” Sterling admitted. “But sometimes, better heads prevail. Or however that saying goes.” 
 
    “Did you really have your gun drawn?” 
 
    “Nope,” he told Zephyr. He raised his beer to her margarita glass and toasted it. “But I could have. I’m no Billy the Kid, nor am I as fast of a draw as Roxie was—rest her beautiful soul—but I ain’t in the mood tonight.” Sterling almost raised his voice so the men seated at the bar could hear him. He decided against this in the end. While there was a part of him that would have loved to have a bar brawl, it was best to keep a low profile.  
 
    Zephyr played with a strap of leather hanging from a zipper on her jacket. “That won’t work in Albuquerque, that sort of posturing you like to do from time to time. With all the gangs there, this whole place would have broken out in a fight if you had made a challenge like that.” 
 
    “Well, if that’s what happens, that’s what happens. Ain’t nothing I can do about that right now.” 
 
    “We need to be careful there.” 
 
    Sterling waved her concern away. “Hopefully, it won’t take us too long to find Ram in ol’ Duke City.” 
 
    “You still plan to go after the bounty hunter?” the Chronicler asked. 
 
    “Why does everyone keep asking me that? Of course I goddamn plan to go after that bounty hunter. He ripped my arm off with one of his dang ice attacks.” Sterling showed him his new arm, which he had taken from a corpse in Madrid, New Mexico. “Not only that, he killed a bunch of good folk at this rest stop I stayed at. One of them was a real nice young lady named Maria. It’s been a long time coming for Ram. Hell, by the time I get there, he may not even know who I am, but I’ll make him remember.” 
 
    “Who sent him?” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “Who sent the cryomancer after you?” 
 
    “Ah, shit. That’s a good question, Dusty. The Killbillies did. You see… it’s all connected.” Sterling tapped the top of his beer bottle against his temple. “All connected. I might seem crazy over here going on about revenge, but what I’m trying to do makes sense in here. This isn’t a side quest, this is an appetizer to the main event.” 
 
    “Chaco Canyon.” 
 
    “You’re damn right, Chaco Canyon, Zee. We could have died in Monument Valley; and we certainly could all die in Chaco Canyon. So I got to handle these two fools before that happens.  Remember that story you told us, Dusty? The one about the Acoma cutting that foot off the statue of the conquistador some four hundred years after the fact? Hell, that’s me. Except I ain’t waiting four hundred years, and I’m going to take more than a foot. Now, I’m sick of explaining that. Y’all act like you’ve never had to take a few days off to seek revenge.” 
 
    Zephyr laughed at this statement. The Chronicler, not so much. 
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    The Chronicler left. Eventually, Zephyr drifted up to her room as well, leaving Sterling with a table full of empty beer bottles and four bikers still huddled together at the bar. 
 
    “Yup,” Sterling said, knowing exactly what was going to come next.  
 
    Even if he’d scared them off earlier, the four bikers had been giving him the stink eye for the last hour and he’d had just about enough. Sterling could feel the tension in the air. His only regret was that Kip, his drinking buddy from T or C, wasn’t here to join in. 
 
    He would have loved the ass whooping I’m about to give these fellas… 
 
    Sterling stood and slowly shook his hands out. “Welp, y’all did it now. This is what y’all been waiting for, right?” he asked the four men.  
 
    The bartender saw what was about to go down and immediately began taking some of the glass bottles off the bar. It was clear from his actions that this wasn’t his first rodeo. In the time it took to take a few breaths, the waitress disappeared with him into a back room. 
 
    The big man who had approached the table earlier approached. “Not so tough now that your friends ain’t here.” He stopped just a few feet away from Sterling, pumping his shoulders up and down. 
 
    “Ready to back that statement up?” Sterling took one last look at the brute of a man. He placed his hand on his revolver and sent it to his inventory list, to join his sickle sword. “You may be surprised, mamahuevo…”  
 
    The opening remarks went to Sterling, who exploded forward with a fist that connected with the biker’s chin. He felt a burst of pain in his side as another biker came in for a lower jab. Sterling swung at this one, missed, and went straight through a wooden table as he was tackled by the third biker. The impact cost Sterling his cowboy hat, which flew off his head.  
 
    The third man’s hands went around Sterling’s neck. Rather than choke him, he pulled Sterling up and slammed him against what was left of the wooden table.  
 
    “Damn… chickenshit…!” 
 
    Sterling’s hand shot up and he dug his fingers into the man’s face, his thumb going straight into his eye. The man slammed him down again; Sterling lost his grip. This time, he clapped his aggressor on the ear with an open palm, startling the biker.  
 
    Using this to his advantage, Sterling sent a knee up and was able to flip the man onto his side. He scrambled on top of him, momentarily blinded by rage.  
 
    Had he been more calculating at that moment—or better, less intoxicated—he likely would have paid more attention to the biker’s companions. But Sterling was in a fighting mood, and he even managed to sink two fists into the man’s face before one of his buddies struck Sterling on the back with a pair of fists. 
 
    Sterling stumbled forward and ended up kneeing the man he’d pinned in the face. He quickly scrambled back to his feet.  
 
    Oomph! 
 
    The next fist that struck him in the stomach knocked the wind out of him.  
 
    This was followed by the taste of blood in his mouth after he took another punch just beneath the left side of his rib cage. Pain bloomed within him, throbbing, yet Sterling continued to enjoy himself.  
 
    Even as one of the bikers kicked him into a wall, Sterling found himself laughing.  
 
    “Are you crazy or something?” This biker followed up with a cheap shot in the face, one that felt like it should have broken his cheekbone.  
 
    Sterling burst out laughing again. “Hijo de las mil putas!”  
 
    His teeth now painted with blood, he looked up at the first biker he’d struck, just as another man came in with a fist that would have knocked his head off.  
 
    He barely ducked the man’s swing. 
 
    The biker struck a wall that, based on some of the other fist-sized indentions, had been punched plenty of times before. “Ah, shit!” This biker staggered backward; Sterling returned fire with an uppercut that put him out for the count. 
 
    “Which one of y’all is next?” he asked after he wiped blood from his chin. Sterling tightened his fists at his side. Their faces had blurred together at this point, but he knew that he had three left, three to contend with before he could drag his ass out of the bar and up the stairs to the safety of his room. 
 
    No one needed to die here. This wasn’t that kind of fight. This was an unwritten rule established once Sterling sent his weapon away. This was something primal, a brawl simply to brawl, to feel the surge of adrenaline, of dominance, the bursts of pain, the joy that came with near misses.   
 
    Three to go… 
 
    Sterling lifted his fists as one of the bikers approached, this man with muscled arms crisscrossed with veins. Sterling knew if this guy landed a punch that he’d be done for. 
 
    The man swung and Sterling returned fire, his fist connecting with the man’s beer belly. His opponent practically clotheslined Sterling with his next punch; Sterling recovered and burst forward, the two crashed through yet another wooden table. Rolling on top this time, Sterling sank as many fists as he could before he was pulled off by one of the two bikers that remained. 
 
    Their revenge was swift.  
 
    One held Sterling while the other delivered a series of rapid-fire strikes to his chest and stomach. Sterling eventually hit some sort of pain apex, each punch now hurting less than the last, his vision blurred to the point that it felt as if someone had smeared grease over his eyes. 
 
     It took every ounce of strength he had left, but as the man in front of him came in with another fist, Sterling bent forward and brought the biker holding him up and over. He deposited the biker on the top of his head and lumbered backward. 
 
    Sterling coughed, spat blood, felt his ribcage, and lifted his fists yet again. “Y’all done fucked with the wrong…” He smirked. Sterling never had considered himself a cowboy, and wasn’t going to claim to be one now. “The wrong… pepper farmer!” 
 
    Sterling approached the biker who was just getting to his feet and kicked him back to the ground. He drove the heel of his boot into the small of his back. He did this again, blood now dripping from his chin as he settled his gaze on the last biker left standing.  
 
    “Welp. What’s… what’s it going to be, amigo?” Sterling spat blood yet again; his left eye was puffy to the point that he could barely see out of it. “Come get you a piece…” 
 
    The man showed Sterling his palms. “You… you win, mister.” 
 
    Sterling spat more blood onto the ground. “Win? Son, this fight ain’t over until all of y’all are lying on the ground. Don’t you dare give up now, you goddamn pussy. Look at me over here; I’m practically… practically on death’s door—funny for a necromancer… can’t animate myself. I’m over here bleeding like a stuck pig, and you’re… you’re standing over there, hardly a scratch on you, figuring you’ll throw in the towel? Hell nah. Hell nah, pendejo. Look at your friends here.” Sterling spat again. “All of them fought valiantly enough.” He dug his heel into the biker’s lower back again, and the guy let out a groan. “Fight me, you son of a bitch!” 
 
    The man that was still standing brought his palms down and curled them into fists. 
 
    “That’s it, boy, fight me like a man.” Sterling took a step toward him. The biker swung; Sterling dodged his half-hearted fist and returned with a right hook that dislodged a few teeth. The biker fell and played dead, barely breathing as Sterling stood over him.  
 
    “Damn… damn straight.”  
 
    Sterling felt a presence. 
 
    He swiveled to find the Sunflower Kid standing in the door of the restaurant, an innocent look on the teenage biomancer’s face. A single vine extended from the palm of her hand and retrieved Sterling’s cowboy hat. 
 
    She spoke: “I heard noises and came down to check on you.” 
 
    A sense of foolishness washed over Sterling as he avoided eye contact with her. He snorted, tasted more blood, and turned his head away from her. The Sunflower Kid used her vine to give him his hat. He placed it squarely on his head, and kept his head down to hide a shame he couldn’t quite explain.  
 
    “Are you okay?” she asked as he stepped past her, the only other sounds in the room now coming from the groaning bikers.  
 
    “Yeah… yeah. I’ll be fine. See you in the morning, Kid.”

  

 
   
    .Chapter Eight. 
 
      
 
      
 
    A light blue haze sat over the crumbled gray parking lot of Gallup’s famous El Rancho Hotel. Sterling watched as a local kicked at the dust along the highway, the man wandering aimlessly in the direction of downtown, a bottle of tequila gripped tightly in one hand destined to be shattered at some point based on the way he held it. 
 
    Sterling didn’t have a hangover, nor was he sore from last night’s brawl. His Resolve had taken care of that, stitching up any cuts and mending any bruises by the time he woke up that morning. But this didn’t mean that he’d gotten away scot-free. As he sat on the balcony, his legs kicked up, Sterling couldn’t shake the shame of getting caught red-handed by the Sunflower Kid in the end.  
 
    Then again, by this point, she knew who he was. She knew that he was the type to blow off steam with his fists, that a bar fight was second nature to him by this point. 
 
    But that didn’t make him feel any less ashamed of his actions. 
 
    Sterling still needed to have that conversation with the Kid, the one in which he told her that she was his child. The one-word question remained—how? Rather than trying to sort out an answer, he kept postponing it, figuring it wasn’t the right time. Maybe he would never have it; maybe he would simply let things be. After all, he had a lot on his plate right now, from his vision of war between the Killbillies and the Comanche, to a trip he knew that he was going to have to take to Albuquerque, and the trip he’d have to make after that to Chaco Canyon in what he hoped would be his final encounter with the Godwalkers. 
 
    Die or die trying… 
 
    This was why he was sitting on the balcony with his leatherbound diary of desert haiku in his lap. Sterling needed just a moment of respite before things kicked off again as they always did, a moment of peace and quiet. 
 
    Peace wasn’t easy to find in the post-apocalyptic Southwest. 
 
    After a little more tinkering around with the words he’d chosen, Sterling reread the line that he had been working on and nodded. 
 
      
 
    A new beginning. 
 
    Humanity recycled. 
 
    An infinite dawn. 
 
      
 
    The haiku encapsulated everything he was hoping would come from their final push against the Godwalkers. Even if it killed all of them, there would be a new beginning to come, and hopefully, as it had done before, humanity would rebuild civilization on the backbones of the past.  
 
    An infinite dawn would follow, one with endless possibilities and chances for these new people that survived. 
 
    An infinite dawn… 
 
    His concentration was broken when Paco stepped out of the screen door to Sterling’s right with a ceramic plate of breakfast tacos. “I thought you might want some.” 
 
    Sterling placed his cigarette out in a metal ashtray rimmed by interlocking snakes. “Mighty kind of you,” he said as he took the plate. The three tacos were wrapped in homemade flour tortillas. Sterling’s mouth instantly watered as he saw the clumped together mixture of egg and chorizo, garnished with pico de gallo. He took his first bite, impressed that they had gotten the pepper ratio right. Then again, this was home. New Mexicans knew what they were doing when it came to spice. It was a science in these parts.  “Not bad. Not bad at all.” 
 
    “Right? I already had four or five.” 
 
    “Shee-it…” 
 
    Paco patted his hands on his stomach. “They were serving them at the counter down there. The restaurant area itself is closed for the morning, so we ended up eating near that big fireplace down there.” 
 
    Sterling swallowed the taco he had been chewing. “Oh yeah?”  
 
    “It looks like something must have happened after we all left last night.” 
 
    Sterling took another bite of his breakfast taco and chewed slowly. “Must have.” 
 
    “If you ask me, I think it was one of those bikers. Maybe they got in a fight with one another or something. Or maybe… maybe those guards that you were talking to at the front gate later came and fought them.” 
 
    “Maybe. Who all have you seen this morning?” 
 
    “Harjo, the Chronicler, the Kid, Roxie—” 
 
    “Let’s call her Beep. Makes it easier for me.” 
 
    “Zephyr… Pretty much everyone aside from Maron, who slept in.” 
 
    “And no one said nothing about nothing?” 
 
    “Nothing about what?” 
 
    Sterling took another bite of his taco. “Heh. Nothing. I guess it don’t matter. Thanks for bringing me food.” 
 
    “No problemo.” Paco was just turning away when he stopped. “The Chronicler was talking about something, actually.” 
 
    “Yeah? What’s that?” 
 
    Paco produced a pad of paper. “I actually took notes this time.” 
 
    “Heh. Look at you.” 
 
    “Normally, I sort of tune him out. This was interesting. It was called the Domínguez–Escalante expedition, and some of the routes they discovered became part of the Old Spanish Trail.” 
 
    “And? What’s so special about it?” 
 
    “Well, you know that America became a country in 1776. I mean, it’s in the history books, even the children’s ones.” 
 
    “Yup. Can’t even skim through a book on American history without seeing that date.” 
 
    Paco continued: “Apparently, well, according to the Chronicler, there were two Franciscan priests at that exact same time that were taking a journey here in the Southwest. They were these two guys, Domínguez and Escalante, along with ten men from Santa Fe and a cartographer.” 
 
    “Why was he talking about that?”  
 
    “It was in relation to something that Harjo said yesterday, about seeing the ocean. These guys were trying to do the same thing in the summer of 1776. They were trying to find an overland route from Santa Fe, New Mexico, to Monterey, California. But they ended up making a big circle into Utah and back down through Arizona and back into New Mexico instead. The Chronicler compared it to the journey of some guys named Lewis and Clark. I don’t recognize those names. Heard of them?” 
 
    “Explorers. They came later on.” 
 
    “He was really excited about it, the Chronicler was.” Paco looked up from his notes. “He was saying how interesting it was that on the East Coast, the colonists there were making history by declaring their independence from Great Britain, while in the Southwest, a couple of Spanish monks and a handful of men took this impressive journey. They didn’t kill anyone on the journey either, they also didn’t have any fights with any of the native groups. They simply followed rivers and circled the Colorado Plateau.” 
 
    “The monks never made it to the ocean? Is that what you’re telling me?” 
 
    Paco shook his head. “The conditions became too unbearable.” 
 
    “You said it was in the summer, right?” 
 
    “Uh-huh.” 
 
    “Through Deseret and Arizona, yeah?” 
 
    “That’s right.” 
 
    “I don’t blame them one bit. It’s probably hot as hell during them times. You would know better than I, amigo.” 
 
    Paco sent his notes back to his inventory list. “Anyway, if I ever get a chance I will look them up. Someone back at my pueblo had a set of encyclopedias. Maybe they are in there.” 
 
    “Hopefully,” Sterling told him. “Sounds like a hell of a read.” 
 
    The Hopi youth left, and once he was gone, Sterling finished the breakfast tacos alone. Today they would reach the Acoma Pueblo, and while the Chronicler figured out what info he could get from the leader there, Sterling and Harjo would see about a little infiltration. Now was the time. Not only that, he needed to get some levels, which was another thing they could do over the next few days. 
 
    To do this, Sterling would need to travel to the gauntlet in either Saltair or Moab. That, or see how long it took for Raylan to make his own gauntlet with the amalgamation they had captured the other day.  
 
    “Infinite dawn…” he once again said, his gaze on the horizon, the Arizona regolith behind him now, his future a familiar yet new frontier. He just needed to reach out and take it. Even if Sterling did feel a little shame for the depravity that he had given in to last night, it was good to get that out of his system.  
 
    After all, the fights that he was set to have going forward weren’t going to be so forgiving. 
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    “The mesa that the Acoma Pueblo is perched upon actually has a name: the great Rock of Acuco,” the Chronicler told Sterling’s group as they waited in the shade of an abandoned rest stop for Maron to recuperate from his last teleportation. “The rock itself is the height of a 40-story skyscraper, the strongest position in all the land, according to Captain Hernando de Alvarado of Cornado’s 1540 expedition. The natives themselves derive their name from the word Akomé, which meant ‘People of the White Rock.’” 
 
    The Chronicler continued his explanation as he palmed a fragment of horsehair pottery, which he had picked up in the nearby rubble: 
 
    “According to their migration myth, two spirits, two kachinas, told them that the place would be called Ako. These twin spirits, Masewi and Oyoyewi, led the people to the huge white rock that would later become their home. The Acoma were prosperous people, and from what you’ve told me,” the Chronicler said as he tipped his bucket hat toward Sterling, “I’m assuming they still are. In ancient times, they cultivated corn, squash, beans, and cotton. They raised flocks of turkey. Their enemies before the Spaniards were the Apache. And it was in the year 1699 that they finally submitted to the Spanish, which we already spoke about. If the Acoma have maintained the same names they had before the Reset, their first names will sound like Hispanic names. But interestingly, according to what I’ve read, none of them actually speak Spanish.” 
 
    “I can confirm that as well,” Sterling said as he ashed his cigarette. “I mean, aside from some of the foods and whatnot.” 
 
    “How much longer until you are ready to travel again?” Zephyr asked Maron, the aeromancer clearly trying not to yawn.  
 
    Of all of them, Zephyr seemed the least interested in the Chronicler’s history lessons. Sterling didn’t really mind hearing the old researcher out. He always found the things that Dusty said helped him better understand the world around him, and how it had come to be. The man knows his shit…  
 
    Years ago, when Sterling had first visited the Acoma Pueblo, he hadn’t known much about their history, the cowboy necromancer assuming that they were just like the other Pueblo natives scattered across New Mexico. As he had come to understand since then, each band had its own traditions and its own past, and the horrors and triumphs they had lived through in a barren landscape. The Acoma were no different. All of those that remained carried the bloodlines of survivors, those who adapted to numerous conquerors and enemies.  
 
    There were times that Sterling liked to think that he was somehow related to these people, their hardiness and their dedication to survival. But he had no way of truly knowing. All he had was a driver’s license with an address in Las Cruces on it. 
 
    “Let the man rest,” Sterling told Zephyr once Maron looked over to him.  
 
    The changes in the technomancer’s face were becoming more apparent with each usage of the power. They had already teleported three times since leaving Gallup, and by both the Chronicler and Sterling’s estimates, they needed to do it two more times before they reached the Acoma. 
 
    “I’m imagining their pueblo looks like it is on top of a giant tooth,” said the Sunflower Kid said, the youthful biomancer now squinting toward the east. Her hair was long today, braided into a single burnt orange strand that reached the small of her back. She turned back to the group, making the braid swing like a horse’s tail. “Don’t you think?” 
 
    “A giant tooth?” asked Paco. 
 
    “Just a single tooth somewhere in the middle of the desert. A molar. Think about it.” 
 
    “Makes sense to me,” Harjo said, who had been crouching and using a twig he’d found to scratch something out in the dirt. 
 
    “Yes, I can picture that,” the Chronicler told her as he gummed the end of his pipe. “It would look like that, just like the pictures. Then again, I haven’t actually seen it; I’ve only read about it. But as many people have discovered in the past, you can travel the world through a handful of sentences.” 
 
    “I think… Yeah, I think I’m ready.” Maron pressed to his feet and placed his hand on the top of Beep. Sterling and his companions gathered around, and as they did, the technomancer looked off into the distance, energy charging around him.  
 
    They flashed away and reappeared moments later along the highway, some twenty miles away from the cliff that they had just been standing on. Roxie had come to this area before, never to the Acoma Pueblo itself, yet she had traveled along the highway, and her memory, as channeled through the miniature Godwalker, was becoming increasingly useful. 
 
    “Whew.” Maron sat and summoned a jug of water that they had filled up in Gallup. He poured some of it onto his head and drank the rest. He sent the jug back to his inventory list and equipped another jug. As he had done previously, the Chronicler crouched in front of him with his pad so he could note the ancient markings on the technomancer’s face. 
 
    Leaving the technomancer to recharge, Sterling stepped away and eventually settled his gaze on a couple of power lines that had collapsed. From there, his eyes jumped to a sign advertising a casino, the word KILLBILLIES spray-painted across a blackened portion of what was left of the billboard. 
 
    “Damn bastards…” 
 
    Harjo eventually joined him, just as he was sparking up a cigarette. 
 
    “So, tonight…” Harjo said.  
 
    “Yup, tonight. We need intel, and… well, you see…” Sterling figured that now was as good a time as any to explain the vision that he had had to the Comanche telemancer.  
 
    He told Harjo what he had seen, how the Comanche were chasing after him and he was leading them straight to the Killbillies. Sterling pointed a cigarette at the graffitied billboard to illustrate his point. “Those bandits right there? They ain’t good people, believe you me. Now, I’m not saying any bandits are, from the ones you have spoken about to the ones we have here in New Mexico too, hell, whatever they have up north or to the east or to the west. All these little militias and rebel groups. All these men beating their chests and measuring their Johnsons. I suppose if one were looking at this historically, they would say that this was how society would reform, how governments and tribal municipalities or whatever would take shape. I’m all for those things. No denying this place needs order. But if you ask me, raping and pillaging to make a point and extend your influence is something that I can’t get behind.” 
 
    “They were already planning to eventually spread in this direction, both the Comanche and the Killbillies. It is what these types of groups do. Human history proves that.” 
 
    “You ain’t wrong. Hell, we’ve heard that straight from the horse’s mouth, and that right there, that billboard, is evidence as well.” 
 
    Harjo considered what Sterling had said carefully. “And you are thinking that we will somehow be able to bring them together, or better, aim them at one another. Is that your intention?” 
 
    “I would like that very much. But I also know the complications that would come with that, including the fact that the Comanche may simply defeat the Killbillies, giving New Mexico a new and equally violent overlord. That, or it will be a prolonged war with no end in sight that will make shit worse than it already is. Yet another fear of mine. A big one.” 
 
    A puzzled expression came across Harjo’s face. “Why do you want to do this then?” 
 
    “There are a lot of bandits and gangs in New Mexico, amigo. If you end up coming with us to ol’ Duke City, you’ll see what I mean. Lots of them. But I got a bone to pick with them Killbillies, especially after some of the things that they’ve done, to me and people I care about. Maybe one day, when I trust you, I’ll let you take a look in my mind and you’ll see just what I mean.” 
 
    “And then Chaco Canyon.” 
 
    “That’s right. We have bigger fish to fry, but that don’t mean we can’t enjoy a few Hush Puppies, if you get my drift.” 
 
    “I don’t… I don’t know what Hush Puppies are.” 
 
    Sterling drew a blank. “Actually, heh, I don’t think I do either. Just a word that came to me.” 
 
    “I hate it when that happens.” 
 
    “Personally, I hate it when songs come to me, and I don’t know where I heard them, or what the context is supposed to mean.”  
 
    Harjo scratched the back of his neck. “I hate that too. Melodies and lyrics. And there’s always this urge to ask someone if they recognize it but you know they won’t.” 
 
    “Nope. They never do.”  
 
    Sterling turned back to the others. As he approached, he found the Sunflower Kid growing a few fruits, crisp apples and gooseberries. He took one of the apples and bit into it, enjoying the rush of flavor. It was so red and beautiful compared to the desolate landscape all around him, so vibrant, so alive. Yet he wouldn’t have it any other way.  
 
    Sterling didn’t want to live in any of the places he had visited thus far, and he certainly didn’t imagine he’d ever live anywhere else either. He was curious about other locales, but the Southwest was ingrained in his soul. His ocean was one of sand, his jungle one of hoodoos, his buildings a rim of lofty purple mountains that never seem to leave the horizon.  
 
    “I think… I think I’m ready,” Maron said. 
 
    “Why don’t you have something to eat first?” Sterling suggested. “We’ll have plenty of time to push ourselves to the limits later on. Plenty.” 
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    The Sunflower Kid wasn’t wrong. The Great Rock of the Acoma truly did stretch out of the desert like a molar. Sterling was yet again impressed with its size even though he had traveled here once before. After hearing what the Chronicler had said about the place, he now imagined himself as one of those early Spanish missionaries, or the Apache, who knew that their enemies were so close yet so far away. 
 
    Mancers, and those who had survived the Reset, didn’t have the same geographical hindrances as those of the past. That didn’t mean that it was going to be simple to get to the top of the rock, especially for Sterling with his fear of heights. As Zephyr took over, he looked down at his black cowboy boots, took a deep breath, and closed his eyes.  
 
    It was easier that way. 
 
    There had been times since the attack on his pepper farm that he thought that he had conquered his fear. For the most part, Sterling had. He knew that he wasn’t going to fall; he knew that if he did fall, he would either heal from it relatively quickly, or stop himself before he hit the ground using his power to hover. It might hurt, yet he’d survive. But there was still this feeling that he could never quite dismiss, a tightening in his stomach, the blood rushing away from his limbs, a sudden twitch of fear in his chest. It was biological at this point, and all he could do to address it was keep his head down and power through. 
 
    Sterling wasn’t surprised in the least to find that the Acoma people were waiting for them once they reached the top. He was just glad to be on solid ground again. With this in mind, the cowboy necromancer stepped just about as far away as he could from the edge without looking like a coward. 
 
    Luckily, the three-hundred-and-fifty-foot rock wall they had just scaled didn’t seem to affect the others, including the Chronicler, who greeted a man in a University of Texas baseball cap and a plaid shirt, the top buttons open to the point that Sterling could see a trail of hair that trailed down his chest.  
 
    “We were sent here by Ashkii and Sani of the Navajo nation,” the Chronicler began. “We are here to speak to Marissa. Is she available?” 
 
    Sterling got his bearings as he looked the two Acoma men up and down. He saw several other people behind them peeking out from various points of a pueblo, two from an open window, several on a rooftop. All armed. The likelihood that at least one was a mancer was also high, Sterling often of the mindset that it was best to keep one’s powers close to one’s chest. No, these weren’t bandits, nor were they the type to terrorize, like the two necromancers Sterling had encountered in Utah. If there were mancers and they had to act, they would act defensively. 
 
    “Marissa, huh?” The man in the burnt orange ball cap spat. “You want to talk to Marissa, right?” he said in a standoffish way. 
 
    Sterling placed his hand on Harjo’s shoulder. “Can you speed this along? Ain’t no need for no tough guy act or a pissing contest at this point. We’ve come way too far for that.” 
 
    The telemancer merely nodded. 
 
    It was strange to see someone’s mind disrupted by a telepath. Just a moment ago, the Acoma man had been staring at Sterling’s group with a hardened look on his face, on the cusp of making things difficult for them. Now, the man seemed almost apologetic as he motioned for them to follow him, his chin tilted down in an obedient way. 
 
    “What did you tell him?” Sterling asked the telemancer as they started up, Zephyr and the Chronicler taking the lead. 
 
    “Tell him? I didn’t tell them anything.” 
 
    “I mean in his head. What did you show him?” 
 
    Harjo shrugged as if Sterling already knew the answer to his question. “I gave him a glimpse of who we are, or better, who you all are, and what you’ve already accomplished. I reminded him to stay humble. I suggested to those around him to not get in our way, and to not question or wonder about what they see over the next day or so.” 
 
    “Dang, man.” 
 
    The Sunflower Kid walked up next to Sterling and smiled at him. “Can we bring Beep back now? I don’t like stuffing her in an inventory list.” 
 
    “Yeah, we can, but in a moment. Let’s meet this Marissa woman first before we go around parading our…” Sterling didn’t finish the sentence.  
 
    He was hoping to make a quip, some little offhand joke, but remembering that Roxie was now stuck in the Godwalker’s body, that she would never be alive in the same way she once was, sucked out any humor he felt about their situation.  
 
    They moved on, the wall of the pueblo extending upward all around them. Small, dusty alleyways and pass-throughs took shape due to the dense nature of the construction style. It was maze-like, and it would prove difficult for someone who was claustrophobic. But this didn’t bother Sterling. Even if some of the vistas were blocked by adobe walls, he still got the sense that he was walking in the clouds. A quick glance over his shoulder reminded him of this, Sterling catching a glimpse of the New Mexican desert, cloud coverage casting gunmetal gray shadows onto the arid landscape. 
 
    They entered what Sterling would describe as a backyard. There were clotheslines strung across two of the walls, and the area was decorated by dozens upon dozens of flowering desert succulents in ceramic pots. His eyes fell to a middle-aged woman seated at a wrought iron table that had a colorful, tiled eating surface. She was a bit heavier than the other Acoma women Sterling had already seen, her hair curly and black with strands of premature gray in her bangs. There were moles on her neck, and as she turned to look at them, Sterling saw that her smile came coupled with a pair of deep dimples. 
 
    “So, that is what has happened up until this point,” she said as she made brief eye contact with Harjo. “Thank you for sharing that with me. Sometimes it’s best not to waste words.” 
 
    The telemancer stepped back, next to Sterling again. “You’re welcome,” he said to the woman as the Chronicler approached and sat across from her. 
 
    “She is strong,” Harjo told Sterling under his breath. 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “Marissa… her mind… I don’t know how to explain it other than she opened the door and let me in, aware that I was there. Another way to put it… um, I was an invited guest, think of it like that. Everyone else has a closed door and I have to let myself in, like a thief. But not her. It almost seemed as if she were waiting for me already.” 
 
    “You think she’s like you?” 
 
    “A telemancer? No, I don’t think so. I’d know.” 
 
    Sterling exchanged glances with Paco, who shrugged. It was clear to him that the Hopi youth felt out of his element, that he had never encountered the Acoma before. This made sense. Even if his people had ventured from Arizona to New Mexico, it wasn’t like their pueblo was on the highway. But exchanging glances with Sterling seemed to have a way of making the solimancer remember the place his bloodline gave him in all this. Paco joined the Chronicler and Marissa. He introduced himself and the tribe he hailed from. Rather than say anything, Marissa reached forward and placed her hand on his. 
 
    “It’s always nice to meet a brother from long ago,” Marissa said as she returned her gaze to the Chronicler. “I suppose you’ve come here for information, and seeing what you have already done in Monument Valley, it would be foolish of me not to tell you what I know. As the Navajo explained, my memory, for some reason, was never disrupted by the Reset.” 
 
    “You really remember everything?” Sterling had instinctively removed his cowboy hat by this point and held it against his chest out of reverence for the woman. He wasn’t too worried about Harjo and his telemancy; Sterling still wore the anti-telepathy bracelet. 
 
    “I do.” Pain slowly traced across her eyes. “I was having a late meal with my family. In this… In this very courtyard when the Reset happened. Tortillas were being passed to me when it happened. I still remember the plate shattering. I was the only one that survived.” 
 
    Sterling could picture the woman drenched in blood and seated in the very same spot she was currently sitting. He knew what that looked like, and certainly knew what it felt like. He had experienced something similar in the bar in Las Cruces. It was gruesome, it was cruel, and it made him want to stop the Godwalkers for good. 
 
    “I remember it all. And I also remember meeting others, those who had recently lost their memory. I’m sure it isn’t hard to imagine, but imagine yourself as the one person that knows what’s going on, who was there before and after, who knows people’s histories. Suddenly everything has been refreshed, yet it is all tainted, your worldview has stayed the same but the world has changed. Jarring doesn’t begin to describe it. I have said it before and I’ll say it again: I am grateful for the memories that I have, but I don’t wish them upon anyone.” 
 
    The Sunflower Kid looked at Sterling and held his gaze for a moment. He didn’t know what she meant by this action.  
 
    Marissa continued: “But, as my people did a thousand years ago, and as we did once the Spaniards finally made an attempt to destroy our way of life, we persevered. Others have come since, and the pueblo thrives once again. But that’s not what you are here for. You aren’t here for our happy ending or a history lesson. Well, I should say, based on what you’ve told me, you are here for all of our happy endings, a collective sigh of relief. The Godwalkers.” 
 
    “What do you know about them?” Sterling asked once the Sunflower Kid looked away from him. 
 
    “What I’m about to tell you is something that only a few of our people knew about before the Reset. After all, I am the only person able to transmit this information. This is the condensed story of what happened, translated, by me, into English.” 
 
    The Chronicler equipped a notepad. “You don’t mind, do you?” 
 
    “No, I don’t. Not now.” Marissa cleared her throat and began: “Over a thousand years ago, a single Godwalker came to Chaco Canyon.” She looked up at Paco. “We were all living there; it was before our peoples all branched off and became our own tribes, from Hopi to Zuni to our people here. All nineteen tribes across New Mexico. That single Godwalker came bearing a gift.” 
 
    “Mancer powers?” Paco asked. 
 
    “Precisely, but different than they are now. According to the elders, there was no system like we use now. No stats, as we call them; no upgrades available. At least, it was never mentioned to me if there was. But there were powers. Mostly elemental in nature. Then, other Godwalkers came. They moved quickly to set up points where they could recharge. These points were in Monument Valley, and in Bryce Canyon, and between the two main pueblos of Chaco Canyon.” 
 
    “Who are they?” Sterling asked. “These Godwalkers. I mean, it’s obvious they ain’t from here, but who are they really?” 
 
    “The best way I can describe them is that they are a mechanical race from a galaxy beyond the furthest reaches of what we once knew about space, a race without empathy, one built on code.” Her gaze settled onto Maron. “Like the code on your face. As for why they came here then and now, that was never revealed to me. But it soon became apparent to the ancients that something was off about these monoliths.” 
 
    “So memories weren’t wiped?” 
 
    “No, not to my knowledge,” Marissa told the Chronicler. “That is how the information was orally transmitted; had it been wiped, then the only knowledge of what had happened would have been locked away in petroglyphs that people these days can’t understand, now and before the Reset.” 
 
    “I see…” 
 
    Marissa continued: “Our ancestors rallied together after many disagreements with the Godwalkers. They attacked the monoliths in Monument Valley, Bryce Canyon, and Chaco Canyon. They were able to defeat them using their mancer powers, as we now call them. According to the stories, as soon as they did so all of their powers were stripped away. No longer could they bend fire or summon a tornado. So do keep that in mind,” she said as she looked from Sterling to Zephyr. “If you are able to accomplish what they accomplished back then, it may strip everyone of their powers. Then again, there are more out there, across the world, and removing the ones from this region won’t necessarily remove mancer powers. You have already conquered them in Monument Valley. That would leave Bryce Canyon and Chaco Canyon, if they are indeed returning to their old haunting grounds. They are highly advanced, yet they are a species of pattern.” 
 
    “We don’t know how many terminals there could be,” Maron told Marissa. “They could be all over the world.” 
 
    “They could be, yes but there also could be people like you all over the world, people fighting back. Maybe that is what happens here. Maybe you accomplish your goal, and as time passes, others around the globe band together and accomplish their goals. It is very nebulous to me, what happens next, but I’m of the mindset that it is worth a shot.” 
 
    “So we need to go to Bryce Canyon too,” Sterling said. “Not just Chaco Canyon. That’s what you’re saying. Where the hell is Bryce Canyon anyway?” 
 
    “Deseret,” said the Chronicler. “Utah.” 
 
    Sterling lit a cigarette that he’d been saving up. “Damn. And here I thought I was going to retire early. Shee-it. Things never work out the way you want them to, do they?” 
 
    Marissa smiled. “No, they often don’t.” 
 
    “Once we meet Raylan, we can coordinate something, some kind of attack,” Zephyr said. “Hit Chaco Canyon, and then hit Bryce Canyon immediately after. Have you been there?” she asked the Chronicler. 
 
    “I have been in the region. The Oracle sent me down that way about a year and a half ago.” 
 
    Sterling pointed his cigarette at Harjo. “Then we have a memory of the location, one that you can tap. That means Roxie, I mean Beep—” 
 
    “Roxie?” Marissa asked. 
 
    “We have a Godwalker with us, in one of our lists. Except it’s not a Godwalker, it’s one of our own whose soul is trapped inside the damn thing. Guess that’s not a respectful way to say it, I just don’t understand that whole soul energy thing that is running these Godwalkers. But I guess I don’t need to understand that to bring them down.” 
 
    Marisss asked to see the Godwalker and the Sunflower Kid summoned it. The Acoma woman was alarmed at first, but seemed to relax once she saw that it wasn’t harmful. She then asked what kind of powers they had, and after the Chronicler answered, she refocused on Maron. “Yet again, I’m drawn to your face. Is the code that I can see somehow related to your powers?” 
 
    “It’s from the teleporting,” he said. “It doesn’t hurt. But… it does brand me to some degree.” 
 
    Marissa massaged her forehead with her hand. “I wish I could help you translate what it means, but everything told to me was passed down orally. From what I can tell, and what I’ve seen, it looks like a mixture between the petroglyphs and perhaps a different language.” 
 
    The Chronicler removed his pipe from his mouth. “I suspected the same. Some hybrid lost to time.” 
 
    “Yes, some hybrid. There is more to discuss, but you need to understand something else about Chaco Canyon. From what I was told, this Terminal is the deepest of the three. This is because people were actively living around it at the time. To get to it, you are going to need either a gaiamancer, or some combination of wind, fire, and heat. And you shouldn’t feel like your group is expected to go to Bryce Canyon after. With what you do, and what you have already done, your actions can and will inspire others. Although that may take time, perhaps the final Terminal, at least that we know of, can be dealt with by someone else.” 
 
    Sterling shook his head. “We’re going to finish what we started, at least here in the Southwest. At least that’s my thinking. Y’all?” 
 
    Zephyr was the first to nod, followed by the Sunflower Kid, then Paco, Maron, Harjo, and the Chronicler. 
 
    <Beep.> 
 
    They turned to the Godwalker, as a smile took shape on Sterling’s face. “Welp, at least we’re all in agreement.”
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    .Chapter Nine. 
 
      
 
      
 
    It was a lot of information to process, yet none of it truly surprised Sterling. He had already assumed if there was one Terminal, one charging place for the Godwalkers, that there would be others. He also understood the evidence of past mancers that the Chronicler had uncovered. What Sterling didn’t quite get was why the Godwalkers had returned in the first place, and why they had uploaded everyone into some game system. 
 
    Was it revenge? Was there something they wanted here on Earth? What was the reasoning behind their actions? 
 
    It was late now, and the group had just finished their evening meal of fry bread and beans. As honored guests, they had been served on platters from the McDonald’s that had once been located in the city’s tourism center. It was a nice meal, hearty and made extra special by fruit for dessert courtesy of the Sunflower Kid.  As previously planned, Sterling was set to travel with Harjo to the Comanche encampment in Arizona. To do so, he was going to need to change the way that he looked.  
 
    Upon removing his cowboy hat and his black pearl-snap button-up, Sterling got into some of the clothing that he had lifted off the Comanche they had encountered along the highway in Arizona. He now wore modified motorcycle armor, a leather jacket with spikes on it, fur on the shoulders, and looser jeans. He didn’t like the clothing, but it had been cleaned after being cycled through his inventory list, which was one of the advantages of life after the Reset. 
 
    The Sunflower Kid had helped him apply black paint to his face, while Harjo stood nearby explaining what it should look like. To Sterling, it appeared as if they had just smeared the paint, but there was a method to it, one that the Sunflower Kid was able to replicate after instruction. Zephyr, who insisted on going with them, also wore similar clothing. She had modified it to some degree over the last hour using her own needle and thread. 
 
    “Well, look at you,” Sterling said once he finally caught sight of her.  
 
    The left and right side of Zephyr’s face had been painted in black, but no paint had been applied in the line that went from her widow’s peak down over the bridge of her nose and her lips to her chin. Her hair was slicked back, and while she wore some of the armor they had stripped, she had combined this with some of her own clothing. “If I didn’t know you better, I’d think you are the enemy.” 
 
    “It’s strange seeing you without your cowboy hat.” 
 
    “Yeah, Harjo here said that they don’t wear these hats so often, especially at night. I don’t want to go around sticking out like a sore thumb.” 
 
    “Are we ready?” Maron asked.  
 
    The technomancer stood next to Beep, his face also painted black. He wasn’t going to be part of the infiltration like Sterling had originally planned in his head. He would remain on the outskirts with Beep, ready to transport them back. 
 
    Harjo had already gone over with them what to expect once they arrived at the Comanche base in Ganado. He had explained that he would be the one doing the talking, and that there likely wouldn’t be much they could do in this first infiltration. Sterling was fine with that. There was nothing quite as important as getting the lay of the land. Knowing what the Comanche were working with, actually being able to see it, would greatly aid in what he planned to do. 
 
    Especially as that plan felt as if it were about to change. 
 
    Sterling knew what he had seen in his vision, the Comanche chasing him toward the Killbillies, the ultimate clash. But he also felt that there may be something else here, a different way. Perhaps this was because of his conversation with Marissa, which had a tone of unity to it. Perhaps the vision was simply an option, one of many. 
 
    He would have to explore this as he came to better understand what they were up against. The people of the past had banded together and worked against the Godwalkers. Was that a possibility here with the Comanche? He had no idea, but he didn’t think it would be possible with the Killbillies. 
 
    There was a difference between the enemy that you knew and the enemy that was unknown, which was something Sterling had given enough weight to as he considered how they should move forward. And with this in mind, he honestly didn’t mind shouldering all the responsibility of clearing out the Godwalkers in both Chaco Canyon and Bryce Canyon. But even if he was ready to shoulder the burden, he couldn’t help but ponder if there was another course of action that would work in his favor. What if there was a way to get help? What if there was a way to steer the Comanche in a different direction? Was it wishful thinking? Or was there something behind it? 
 
    “I’m ready whenever y’all are,” Sterling said after he finished rolling up a few cigarettes. He’d already okayed this with Harjo. It was common for Comanche to be smoking, at least those who partook. 
 
    The telemancer nodded. “We will arrive on the outskirts of the encampment, which will become a rendezvous point. I don’t anticipate any trouble, but be ready for anything.” he bit his lip as he glanced at Maron. “Be ready.” 
 
    <Beep.> 
 
    Sterling shrugged off his concern. “This ain’t my first time around. And it definitely ain’t the first place I’ve infiltrated, believe you me,” he said, hoping that his confidence would have some effect on Harjo.  
 
    It didn’t seem to. 
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    Sterling knew that he had done a pretty poor job of fully exercising his skill tree. He’d never had the gamer mindset that was required to understand something like the system that had been placed upon everyone that had survived the Reset. He knew that others, like the Sunflower Kid and Zephyr, had a knack for it, which led him to believe that in their previous lives they had understanding of these things as well. But Sterling? It just wasn’t his cup of tequila, not now, and definitely not then. 
 
    But that didn’t mean that he could completely shun the system.  
 
    He had already burned some Technique Points to increase his stealth capabilities, his Sneak Proficiency at level 4, his Assassination at Level 3, his Cover of Night at Level 2. Since he had eight points available from the last time he dished everything out, he debated either bringing the Cover of Night skill up to the next level, or putting those points into his Disguise technique.  
 
    In the end, and after a quick smoke, he had decided to upgrade Cover of Night for seven points. For one, he knew his disguise was good, mostly because he had been assisted by a former member of the Comanche. His Perception and Awareness techniques were both at Level Six, which would naturally make up for his lack of points in Disguise. Since he didn’t think this would be the only time that they dealt with the Comanche that night, he figured it would be best to continue to master his understanding of night and shadows, now and in the future. 
 
    Then again, if they actually were able to pull it off in Chaco Canyon and Bryce Canyon, they could lose their mancer powers. At least, this was what Marissa had revealed to him. So maybe none of it mattered anyway. 
 
      
 
    Combat: 
 
    Sword Expert Level 7 - 56 Technique Points to Level 8 
 
    Marksmanship Level 8 - 59 Technique Points to Level 9 
 
      
 
    Stealth: 
 
    Sneak Proficiency Level 4 - 26 Technique Points to Level 5 
 
    Assassination Level 3 - 17 Technique Points to Level 4 
 
    Cover of Night Level 3 - 12 Technique Points to Level 4 
 
    Disguise Level 1 - 4 Technique Points to Level 2 
 
      
 
    Perception: 
 
    Persuasion Level 6 - 46 Technique Points to Level 7 
 
    Awareness Level 6 - 51 Technique Points to Level 7 
 
      
 
    Weirdly enough, Sterling was starting to get used to teleportation, and he definitely preferred it over flying. He didn’t feel anything out of the ordinary as their forms materialized into existence somewhere in the northwestern Arizona desert. The pictures he’d seen of Arizona always centered around the Grand Canyon and saguaro cacti. This area wasn’t like that; in that way it resembled New Mexico, something between the Badlands and the surface of the moon brushed with a yellow and orange dust that made your eyes itchy. 
 
    There was nothing here aside from a sign that Sterling spotted a few feet away. Naturally, he approached it, always curious about the before people. 
 
    Not often that you see a sign in the middle of the desert… Sterling thought as he read the old sign, which gave directions to nearby water sources. Makes sense, though.  
 
      
 
    Sterling returned to the others, Maron, Zephyr, and Beep just about the only thing casting shadows in their current setting. “We will try to hurry.” 
 
    “And you are absolutely certain that I can’t go?” 
 
    Sterling looked the aeromancer over. “That wasn’t part of the plan; you know that, Zee.” 
 
    <Beep.> 
 
    “See? Even Roxie here agrees with me.” 
 
    <Beep, beep.> 
 
    “Ah, hell…” Sterling continued to curse under his breath as a smile traced across his face.  He knew the Godwalker’s answer meant ‘no.’ 
 
    “Thanks, Rox,” Zephyr told the tiny monolith. “Well, looks like things have been decided. And don’t worry, if anyone’s going to give us away, it’ll be you.”  
 
    “Why is that?” 
 
    “Because you are who you are, cowboy. I heard about what happened last night at the hotel. Just couldn’t resist, could you?” 
 
    She approached Sterling, and looked at him almost as if she were challenging him. He rubbed his hand against the back of his head. “I don’t know what you’re talking about. And for the last time, I ain’t no cowboy.” 
 
    “You’ve got to stop doing stuff like that, trying to take on four guys just for the hell of it.” Zephyr stepped closer to him, the grin on her face now a thin line. “I don’t know what it is that you are trying to get out of your system sometimes, but that’s not the way to do it.” 
 
    “Things didn’t get out of hand. No one died.” 
 
    “What do you want to happen after all this? After we’re done here?” Zephyr asked, putting Sterling on the spot. He glanced at Maron, who looked away, Harjo doing the same.  
 
    “Thanks for helping me out, fellas,” Sterling mumbled as he fought the urge to light a cigarette.  “What do you mean by ‘after all of this,’ Zee?” 
 
    “After we do what we’re going to do to the Godwalkers. Do you want things to go back to the way they were?” 
 
    “You mean before the Reset? Or just a few months ago, when I was happily farming peppers and minding my own sweet-ass business when the Godwalkers decided to have a say in the matter.” 
 
    “I don’t know. But if our powers are taken away, you’re not going to be able to do what you did last night, at least not do it and survive.” 
 
    “They ain’t going nowhere. We’re only dealing with the Terminals in this region. Let the rest of the world figure their own shit out, if you ask me.” 
 
    Zephyr shook her head. “You could have died, you know that, right? One of those men could have really done something to you. And then what?” 
 
    “Die? Hell, Zee, we were just horsing around. Am I on trial here or something?” Sterling got the urge to kick at a rock on the ground. He hated the way he felt that moment, like a spotlight was shining down on him. He hated being judged, especially when he knew there was truth to what Zephyr was saying. 
 
    “No reason to get your panties in a bunch…” 
 
    “Don’t come at me with that, Zee.” While he should have felt riled up, he knew that she had him pinned. In a very real way, this whole idea, taking on the Godwalkers yet again, and everything that had come since, was because of Sterling. And he needed to remember that he was putting other peoples’ lives at risk with what he was trying to do. 
 
    “Just asking you to think about it.” Zephyr stepped past Sterling, shouldering into him just a little. She enhanced her gesture with a gust of wind that left Sterling shaking his head. 
 
    “Well, you heard the lady,” he told Harjo and Maron. “Let’s get on with it and, I’ll, um, stop going around picking fights.” 
 
    “Somehow, I think you would have done that before and after the Reset.” 
 
    “Maybe,” Sterling told Maron, “but it is what it is, or, it was what it was, and now, because of having my balls tapped out in front of God and anyone else who’s watching out here in the Arizona wasteland, I feel like it’s time to get my ducks in a row and get my life in order, starting with what we’re planning to do here. Is this my come to Jesus moment? Probably not, but let’s pretend it is. Now, let me have the headpiece.” 
 
    Maron gave Sterling the piece, which he placed in his ear.  
 
    “Good. Is it on?” 
 
    “It’s always on when I give it to you. You know how to use it.” 
 
    “Yup.” Sterling turned to the telemancer. “Harjo, you’re in charge now.” 
 
    “Right,” the telemancer said as he joined Sterling and Zephyr.  
 
    He led the pair over a ridge, where Sterling got his first glimpse of the Comanche’s expansive camp. It stretched for quite a while, and he wondered for a moment how they had erected so many structures in such a short amount of time. But then he took another look at the structures, and realized that they were akin to mobile homes, and he assumed that those with higher mana likely kept them in their inventory lists. 
 
    Interesting way to travel…  
 
    The area was well lit, and it was clear that the people of Comancheria knew how to use the mancers in their ranks. There was something almost village-like about what they had set up, the pathways in between the homes well lit and large enough to transport vehicles. Along the perimeter were storage crates and shipping containers guarded by floating men and women, each with a halo of light shining onto the ground beneath their feet. 
 
    “Where’s the big kahuna?” Sterling asked as they neared an entrance guarded by four Comanche. Harjo didn’t answer. 
 
    “Let’s concentrate on just getting in for now,” Zephyr told Sterling. 
 
    Harjo approached, and as he did one of the gate guards motioned for him to stay back. “State your class and occupation.” 
 
    “Scout, telemancer, Harjo Peta. These two are also scouts. Sterling Monedero and Weili Zhao.” 
 
    Weili? Sterling thought as he offered Zephyr a side glance. Is that her real name? 
 
    The guard slowly nodded. “Where are you traveling from? Where are your vehicles?” 
 
    “We were attacked by Killbillies near the New Mexico border.” 
 
    “And you knew to come here?” 
 
    “I was part of one of the FOBs that reported at this location,” Harjo told him. Sterling spotted why the telemancer hadn’t simply taken over these men’s minds. Each of them wore the same kind of bracelet that Sterling had on, which prevented telepathy. This made sense, especially for those tasked with guarding an entry point.  
 
    It could also complicate what happened next, once they were able to get inside. 
 
    “And were you followed?” 
 
    “No,” Harjo said firmly. 
 
    Sterling’s weapons were in his inventory list; seeing the guard scrutinize him now made him wish that they were more accessible. Don’t get antsy, he reminded himself as the men continued to speak to Harjo. Keep your damn cool. If they had to escape, especially rapidly, Zephyr could simply send the guards flying backward and tornado them into the air, where they could meet Beep and Maron and teleport away from there. 
 
    Sterling didn’t even need to draw a weapon or summon his powers for this operation to work, proving yet again that while the necromancer class was rare, and it could be useful, it had its limitations. 
 
    “In that case, you can head on in,” the lead guard said, “and welcome back.” 
 
    Sterling felt the tension roll down his shoulders. He exhaled audibly, quickly turning this into a cough so as not to draw suspicion. He looked straight ahead to stop himself from tipping an invisible hat at the guards. 
 
    “Get it together,” Zephyr told him once they were inside. She had clearly noticed him start to slip up. 
 
    “Heh. Never did like me an authority figure, and I definitely have a checkered past when it comes to dealing with guards.” 
 
    “I don’t think that’s the first time I’ve heard you say something like that,” Zephyr said as she turned back to him.  
 
    “Just who I am.” 
 
    “Before we go tipping hats, we need to at least understand what kind of weapons they are working with. I know you can tell us personally,” she told Harjo, “but I’d like to at least get a glimpse of it. If we can get close to their leader, that will give us an idea of the kind of security we can expect for their upper echelon.” 
 
    Harjo placed his hand over his face and massaged his temples. He looked down at the black paint now on his fingers. “They have more anti-telepathy bracelets than I thought they would. Before, it was only some of the scouting groups that have a telemancer, of which there are three. Now, it looks like the flectomancers are mass-producing them.” He looked down and sucked his cheek for a moment, nodding to himself. “But I guess it all makes sense; let’s see what we can uncover. Let’s find Quanah too. These bracelets work both ways, you know.” 
 
    “You referring to the fact he’s a telepath?” Sterling asked. 
 
    “I am. The two of you are protected.” 
 
    “And you?” Sterling recognized certainty when he saw it on Harjo’s face. 
 
    “I’m not worried about that part.” 
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    They advanced deeper into the settlement, Harjo taking the lead. There were several times that Sterling felt his trigger finger twitch. Something always seemed on the verge of happening, whether it be someone stepping by them, or a noise that none of them recognized. They had already passed one armory, one with targets out, a few of which were lit. He got a glance at where they trained in hand-to-hand combat, and he noticed that they had a variety of obstacles ranging from simple targets to large blocks that he assumed were used by mancers. True to his vision, he also heard the sound of animals that he was certain were amalgamations, although they never confirmed this. 
 
    One question that kept coming to them was related to the Comanche’s defenses.  
 
    How many mancers were there in the settlement? Aside from that, what did their numbers look like? Harjo didn’t seem to know, and as they continued on, Sterling still hadn’t found himself at a point that he would be able to make an educated guess. To do so, he would need a bird’s eye view; even if the various installations were arranged well, their structures were too cobbled together on the ground level to accurately assess what they were going up against. It was impossible to know, but it did seem larger than what he had seen in Las Cruces with the Killbillies. Much more organized as well. 
 
    Now would be a perfect time to use Maron’s drones, Sterling thought as a woman passed in front of them. She stopped walking and slowly turned back to the trio, her lips parting as she spoke: “Follow me.” 
 
    A quick scan of Comanche woman told Sterling that his assumption had been correct. She wasn’t wearing any visible charms. The woman was now under Harjo’s control. As she led them deeper into the camp, the woman moved casually, as if she had walked these paths a hundred times and could do so with a blindfold on.  
 
    There was a natural grace to what the telemancer could do to someone’s mind; had Sterling seen the woman walk by, he would assume that she knew where she was going, that she carried with her some sense of purpose. There was nothing suspicious about the way she behaved or held herself, no indication that her mind belonged to someone else. 
 
    “Hold up a sec,” Sterling said once they had been walking for a few minutes. “Care to tell us where we’re going exactly? You’ve got to keep us in the loop here.” 
 
    Harjo turned to him. “Sorry. We’re going to see Quanah.” 
 
    “Just like that?” 
 
    Harjo nodded. “I don’t believe we will actually see him, but at least you will be able to get an idea of who he is, and how well he is protected. I would share personal memories I have of him with you, but you have prevented that from happening. I understand why. Sometimes he does meet with the other Comanche, and according to this woman’s memories, he likes to sit outside at night and stare at the stars. We may be able to catch a glimpse of him, then again, we may not.” 
 
    “And he’s a telemancer, right?” Zephyr asked. 
 
    “That’s right.” 
 
    Sterling ran his tongue over his teeth as they stepped around a pair of scooters leaning against a stack of wooden pallets. A song came to him, one that he was certain was about the stars at night even though he couldn’t place the lyrics. He hated it when his little snippets of songs came to him. He felt like he was having a malfunction of sorts. 
 
    The woman stopped once they reached the first of a series of barriers. There was a large compound about three hundred feet away, one heavily guarded by Comanche with assault rifles. As Sterling had seen earlier, there were also a few guards that hovered in the air, halos of light tracing on the ground beneath their feet. 
 
    “I figured he’d be well protected,” Sterling started to say, but then he saw a man seated on the roof with his legs crossed beneath him, staring up at the sky.  
 
    Quanah was thin and wore the same fur cloak that Harjo had on. He was as still as a statue, and it looked like he was deep in meditation. The way he was seated allowed for Sterling to make out some of his features, his face defined by high cheekbones and an aquiline nose. If Sterling had to guess his age, he would have pegged himself around the same age as the new leader of the Comanche. Yup, definitely around the same age. Different life paths, though… 
 
    One had gone on to become a post-apocalyptic pepper farmer; the other had revitalized the fallen nation of Comancheria, growing it into something that was now stronger than ever, and ready to spread. But to do so, Quanah had been forced to kill indiscriminately, to intimidate people in an effort to exert his influence. Whereas Sterling only killed when his hand was forced, generally minding his own business. The differences that various worldviews made knew no bounds. 
 
    “I guess we should get moving,” he told Harjo after he did a mental count of the guards, seven in total. “Best scoot.” 
 
    “We could try communicating with him. We are protected.” 
 
    “Communicate with him?” Sterling hesitated. “We may all be mancers, but those are assault rifles they have right there, and he’s like you. And I’m guessing he’s not going to put people that don’t know how to use them in his immediate entourage. Correct me if I’m wrong, amigo.” 
 
    Harjo persisted. “Quanah has been reasonable in the past. But I’ve only spoken to him a handful of times.” 
 
    Is this some sort of trap? The thought came to Sterling and quickly dissipated. Had it been a trap, Harjo wouldn’t have led them this far into the encampment and put them in the direct line of the Comanche’s leader. 
 
    “If you’ve only encountered him a few times, how do you know he’ll be reasonable?” 
 
    Harjo glanced at the ground. The three of them now stood in the shadows, far back enough that it didn’t look like they were trying to make a move on the meditating leader of the Comanche. It helped that there were others out, residents of the settlement all busy with various tasks. Sterling had already seen a man carrying construction supplies. There were also people walking around with plates of food, as if they were going to visit someone else. It was a tight-knit community, that much was clear. 
 
    “Answer me,” Sterling said once the telemancer didn’t speak. 
 
    “I really don’t. Maybe you’re right. Maybe we should just—”  
 
    “I’m not saying I’m right. I’ve thought similar things myself, I’m just asking for your thoughts here before we engage—” 
 
    Debris started to scatter. 
 
    Sterling looked to his left to see that Zephyr had thrown her arms out by her sides, the aeromancer now with a look on her face that he had seen too many times before, one that meant business. 
 
    He didn’t have time to stop her.  
 
    An enormous spear of wind rushed forward and leveled several of the guards in front of Quanah’s dwelling. The wind spiraled upward into a blustery tornado. It reached the leader of the Comanche and lifted him. It would have slammed him down had it not been for a sudden blast of gunfire by one of the floating guards. 
 
    Zephyr was struck several times; she went down immediately, the wind ceasing to exist. 
 
    Sterling scooped her up into his arms, exchanged glances with Harjo, and cursed. “We’ve got to go, amigo. Lead the way!” 
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    Anyone in the vicinity who wasn’t wearing an anti-telepathy charm was quickly sent running in the opposite direction, toward Quanah’s guards. Zephyr had been able to take out two of the armed men down with a wind attack, but the others were still active, as was the leader of the Comanche himself, whose eyes had briefly flickered as they locked on to Sterling and his companions.  
 
     Running now, Sterling plowed through a man who hadn’t come under the influence of Harjo. “Out of the way, pendejo!” 
 
    He carried Zephyr in his arms, the aeromancer bleeding profusely. He felt like berating her for what she had done, but there was a part of Sterling that respected the kind of confidence it took to take a shot when it was available, especially as he and Harjo had debated what to do next. Even so, she had botched the entire operation, and she’d made it so that it would be incredibly difficult for them to get to the rendezvous point outside of the encampment. Sterling had the earpiece Maron had given him in his front pocket, but he would need to get cover before he could contact the technomancer and let him know what had happened. And that was if Maron didn’t hear the battle that could happen if people started really shooting and using their powers. 
 
    All of it was a disaster that could have been avoided. 
 
    Luckily for Sterling and his companions, the Comanche were careful not to fire their weapons or use their mancer powers in the settlement. This was the exact opposite of the escape that Sterling had made from the Killbilly encampment outside of Hatch, how they had opened fire and attacked him outright. There was a difference here, likely because the Comanche seemed to travel with their families, at least from what Sterling had seen thus far. 
 
    It was proving to be a saving grace. 
 
    “We’re going to have to hide here,” Harjo told him after they came around the corner, directly into what he would classify as a residential area. It was quiet in this sector, a peacefulness that would soon be shattered once their pursuers reached them.  
 
    They had to act quickly. 
 
    Sterling saw a door shut, indicating someone had just stepped inside their trailer home. He gestured Zephyr’s body toward it. “We will hide there; don’t matter who’s inside.” 
 
    “Right.” Harjo rushed to the door. As soon as he opened it, he said something to the people on the other side and motioned for Sterling to bring Zephyr in. 
 
    The interior of the trailer was much larger than it looked from the outside. There was a kitchenette, two loveseats and a table, where youthful crayon drawings had been laid out. Sterling spotted the artist immediately. A young girl with curly hair, no older than six, was now seated on one of the sofas on her mother’s lap. The father, a black man in a ball cap, was behind them. All three had a dazed look on their faces. 
 
    “Let’s take Zephyr to the bedroom,” Sterling said as he stepped around the man. He came to a hallway and into the first room, which happened to belong to the child. He carefully laid the aeromancer onto the carpeted floor. She came alive, and grabbed his hand. “Don’t leave me here…” Zephyr pleaded with him. 
 
    “Dammit, Zee, you done really fucked up this time around! I should leave you here. I really should. But you know that ain’t my style. Hold still.” Sterling began to remove her clothing so he could see the wounds. He had to make sure that they weren’t fatal. He got her out of the leather jacket she had been wearing and found the entry and exit points. One of the bullets had passed through her shoulder, the other just beneath her clavicle, her shirt dark with blood. He began to put pressure on it. 
 
    Sterling knew from experience that it could take a little time to heal a serious bullet wound. He breathed a sigh of relief. He expected her to recover, but they would still need to get to the extraction point, which would prove difficult once the Comanche really started hunting them. 
 
    Harjo poked his head into the room. “How is she looking?” 
 
    “She’ll recover. But we’re going to need a little time.” 
 
    “The family knows what to do once the guards come; we will have to hide in here.” Harjo shut the door behind him and let out a deep, troubled breath. 
 
    “I know, I feel the same way. She blew it, literally,” Sterling remarked. “You really are a lot of trouble, you know that?” 
 
    Her eyes settled on him. “You would have…you would have done the same.” 
 
    “Hell no, I wouldn’t have, Zee. I had the same opportunity as you, and I didn’t take a shot. You’ve put all of our lives at risk here, dammit.” 
 
    “Just think… We could have prevented everything… what they will do in Arizona and… our home. New Mexico. Our home, Sterling. Our home. Kill the leader, watch the rest scramble.” 
 
    “It don’t always work that way, Zee, and you know that. Sometimes, you kill the leader and there is someone waiting in the wings ready to take their place, someone who is worse. You screwed up royally, Zee. Shee-it, now they are going to heighten security going forward. It won’t be easy getting in here again.” 
 
    Harjo spoke: “Maybe things won’t be as bad as you think. I… I did something.” 
 
    Sterling looked over at him. “What did you do?” he asked, his heart constricting with fear. The way Harjo had said this made Sterling feel that things were about to get real dicey. 
 
    “Everyone I could, everyone I saw, that wasn’t protected, I implanted a false memory. They think that we are Killbillies. Including the family here.” 
 
    “Killbillies?” A crooked grin traced across Sterling’s face as he realized what this meant. “Wait. You’re saying that they think the Killbillies are the ones who attempted the assassination?” 
 
    “I am.” 
 
    “Ha! You sorry son of a gun. Ha! Now if that isn’t clever…” 
 
    He heard banging from the living room and snapped his mouth shut. 
 
    “What’s that?” Zephyr asked, her eyes fluttering. 
 
    “Hush. The bad guys are here, and unless you want shit to get real in a hot minute, you’re going to need to keep quiet.” Sterling positioned himself in front of the aeromancer. He summoned his revolver. Since he was crouched, he went ahead and left his sickle sword in his inventory list for now. 
 
    “What did you tell them folks?” he whispered to Harjo.  
 
    “They don’t know that we’re here. But after we leave, they will add to the rumors that it was the Killbillies who did this.” 
 
    Sterling felt his pulse quicken as he heard footsteps outside of the room.  
 
    The footsteps passed right in front of their door, circled around and went back in the other direction, toward the living room. Sterling heard the front door shut and let out a deep breath that he’d been holding. “The things we do,” he said as he turned and looked back at Zephyr, who had a defiant look on her face now. She was propped up against the young girl’s bed now, her dark eyebrows pressed together. “The things we do. I’m going to call Maron now. Y’all keep quiet.” 
 
    Sterling got the headset out of his pocket and placed it in his ear. With a little luck, they would soon be back at the Acoma Pueblo, safe for the time being. 
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    An hour passed.  
 
    During that time, Sterling caught Maron up on what had happened to them over the headset, everything from Zephyr’s attack to the idea that Harjo had implanted. He did so quickly, just in case the Comanche had a technomancer that was able to intercept their message. Meanwhile, Zephyr healed up, her skin naturally pressing out the bullets even if her shirt never dried. 
 
    There had been a lot of blood, which they’d cleaned up using towels that Zephyr had in her inventory list. The only remnants that were left now were crimson-dark splotches on her borrowed clothing. If anything, this was the beauty of what her points in Resolve were able to do. Had this happen before the Reset, she likely would have died from her wounds. 
 
    Zephyr maintained her stubborn determination as they waited to make their escape. Sterling expected this from her, but still annoyed him that she had jeopardized their mission. It had been a saving grace that Harjo had been smart enough to implant the idea that the Killbillies had been the ones that had attempted the assassination. 
 
    As they waited, part of Sterling wanted to press her on what she had done. But he also knew that she wasn’t the only one who had acted spontaneously in the past. Just twenty-four hours ago, he had been in a random bar fight at a hotel in Gallup, New Mexico, all on a whim. 
 
    Everyone had their flaws. But the point remained—they needed to get it together. 
 
    “We don’t need to sneak out,” Zephyr said after it seemed as if they’d waited long enough. “All you need to do is get outside. I can fly us out of here from there. I have a technique that I haven’t shown you before…” 
 
    “You do?” 
 
    She nodded at Sterling. “But you’re not going to like it. I would suggest holding on to your cowboy hat or sending it to your inventory list and keeping your eyes shut. It’s going to get very windy.” 
 
    “Shee-it…” Sterling removed his hat and bit his lip. “When you put it like that…” He sent it to his list and motioned for Zephyr to lead the way. The aeromancer guided the two of them out past the family and to the front door of the home trailer. Before they left, Harjo finished dealing with the memories that he had implanted in the couple and their child.  
 
    Sterling disregarded how strange it was to see the family practically ignore them as they stepped out. He had been around enough telemancers before to know what they were capable of.  
 
    But an aeromancer… he thought as he looked at Zephyr.  
 
    They stepped into the shadows outside of the trailer home. Zephyr crouched, her head bent forward as she spoke to the two of them: “Approach me and place your hand on my shoulders, each of you.” 
 
    Sterling placed his hand on her right shoulder while Harjo placed his hand on her left shoulder. 
 
    “We won’t get separated. Don’t panic once we are in the air,” she said; Sterling was aware that this comment was targeted at him. “I’ve got this.” 
 
    He swallowed hard, and as he did, wind began to rip around them so quickly that it soon felt like he was in a vacuum.  
 
    Just as soon as Sterling got his bearings, seconds away from understanding what was about to happen, the three of them exploded up into the air. They moved fast enough that Sterling felt as if they were teleporting. The wind spiraled around them in a way he had never experienced before, and he soon recognized that the three were in something akin to the eye of a hurricane, everything calm in a one-foot radius around them even if they were being hurled through the air. 
 
    He hated it. 
 
    There was no telling how high up they were now; everything moved so quickly that the stars seemed to blur together. Sterling started to feel dizzy as they started to come back down, the wind shaping into an urn before settling. 
 
    They were on stable ground again, away from the Comanche’s encampment.  
 
    “Christ almighty,” Sterling said as he got down on his knees. “You never told me you could do that…” 
 
    He placed his hands on the cracked dirt and started to dry heave. When this stopped, he sat on his rear and equipped his rolling papers and tobacco. With a pair of shaky hands, he crafted himself a cancer stick. 
 
    “What was that?” Maron asked Zephyr. The technomancer stood next to the Godwalker, and while it no longer had a facial expression painted across its front surface, Sterling got this weird sense that Roxie was angry with the aeromancer. He blinked twice as he examined the Godwalker; it was something he could feel, not something he could exactly see, which made him think that perhaps he was projecting. “So what now?” 
 
    No one answered Maron’s question. 
 
     The technomancer tried again. “What now? Someone answer me.” 
 
    Zephyr down sat next to Sterling, and after taking another puff from his cigarette, he offered it to her. She didn’t normally smoke, not tobacco anyway, but she took a drag regardless and handed it back. She began coughing. “I don’t know how you smoke those things.” 
 
    “Keeps me sane. But I know it’s a bad habit. Maybe once all this is over I’ll quit.” 
 
    <Beep.> 
 
    “Don’t you go pressuring me, Rox. Ain’t no man or woman in this world without a vice. Some are just worse than others. And I heard you the first time,” he finally told the technomancer. “As you already know, the seed has been planted. If I was a betting man, I would bet that the Comanche are about to set their sights on New Mexico. They were going to branch out, some heading east, the others heading west toward Flagstaff. Not anymore. We just took a shot at their head honcho. You’d better believe they are going to be pissed.” 
 
    “That was insane,” Harjo said.  
 
    It was the first he officially commented on what Zephyr had done. This was yet another thing that Sterling liked about their newest member. He merely reacted with a solution, which led him to believe that there was something Chessmaster-like in those who were granted telemancy. Maybe understanding so many people’s thoughts provided a way for them to see ahead. 
 
    “I would have killed him had it not been for his guards.” 
 
    Sterling laughed bitterly at Zephyr’s comment. “That’s what guards are for, dammit. But I’ve already made peace with it, and so will all of us. What is done is done, and Ol’ Harjo here came to the rescue with his telepathic ingenuity. The clash is going to happen whether we like it or not, and any thoughts…” Sterling took another drag from his cigarette. “Any thoughts that I had about turning this here thing around ain’t gonna happen now. No siree.” 
 
    “Turning what around?” Maron asked. 
 
    He shrugged. “I was just being hopeful earlier, in my head, anyway. I had this notion that maybe we could get the Comanche to see the light, to join us in our crusade against the Godwalkers. Not going to happen. We done ruined any chance for that to happen.” 
 
    “That’s what you wanted to do?” Zephyr asked him. 
 
    “It was just a thought, Zee. Ever since…” He glanced over at the Godwalker. “Ain’t no sense in beating around the bush. Ever since Rox got hit, my thoughts have been cloudy. But I’m here to say that that’s about to change. Next up, as in, tomorrow morning, we hit Madrid. From there, once we get settled and get Raylan working on whatever he wants to work on—y’all know as well as I do that him and the Chronicler may have loads to say to one another—I’ll need to hit up Deseret, the gauntlet. Anyone who wants levels should come with.” 
 
    “I think I’ll stay back this time,” Zephyr said. 
 
    “Heh. Fine by me. From that point on, it’s Albuquerque, Killbillies, and finally the cherry on top of the shit cake. Godwalkers. We have two canyons we need to handle. Can’t forget that.” Sterling equipped his cowboy hat and placed it on his head. This little pep talk was actually working. He felt better, strangely energized. “Now, I don’t know about y’all, but we need to get back to the pueblo. I do believe we’ve worn out our welcome when it comes to the Comanche in Ganado.” 
 
    <Beep.> 
 
    Sterling flicked his cigarette to the ground and put it out with the heel of his boot. “I figured you’d say something along those lines, Rox.”
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    .Chapter One. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Madrid, New Mexico, was exactly how Sterling Monedero remembered it. Cut along a winding two-lane road, the former mining town that had been converted into a hippie hollow by pre-Reset artists and wanderers was just about the same as Sterling had left it. It was quaint, friendly, and a reprieve from some of the nastier places one could find oneself in the Land of Enchantment. Madrid featured a small, mostly abandoned neighborhood coming in from the west, and if you came in from the east, you were greeted by the only store in the area, which sold both sundries and library books. Somewhere in the middle of town, behind one- and two-bedroom homes, a few made of adobe, sat Raylan’s workshop. 
 
    The flectomancer’s building, which had been hammered together by stray parts over the years, used to be an old hangar. Sterling was never quite certain what someone would have done with an airplane in Madrid to begin with. There wasn’t a landing strip anywhere that he knew of, and the two-lane road that twisted through town would have been hard to land on. Even so, Raylan’s converted space served as a good workshop, and it was the first place Sterling and his companions visited once they arrived in what was essentially a village.  
 
    “Madrid,” Sterling said aloud. “I’ve always wondered if this is what the real Madrid over in Spain looks like.” 
 
    Zephyr raised an eyebrow at him. “Hopefully not.” 
 
    “What? It has its charm…” 
 
    Madrid was known for its close-knit community, a fact that had remained after the Reset. This was evident in the way people came out and stared at Sterling and his group as they passed through, which was one reason that they had decided not to teleport into the center of town. 
 
    “Long time no see.” 
 
    Sterling recognized the voice behind him immediately.  
 
    He turned to find Sierra the pyromancer, whom he had nearly had a relationship with the last time he visited. As she had been the last time he saw her, Sierra was in a pair of overalls, both of the straps fastened this time. She wore long, dangling feather earrings, and as he took her in, Sterling’s eyes jumped from her dark hair to the fleur-de-lis tattoo between her breasts and back to her face. 
 
    “Well, lookee here,” he said, barely able to contain a sly smile. He hadn’t thought much about Sierra since leaving, but now that he was back, he felt as if he had. 
 
    She huffed at his statement. “So it’s just like that, huh? You up and leave town and just show up with a bunch of people I don’t recognize…” Sierra was teasing him; he could tell by her tone. “Just like that, huh?” 
 
    Sterling played along. “I’m a businessman just… just doing business. What can I say? You know I had people I had to find. Welp. I found them. Here they are.” Sterling introduced each of his companions, and as he did fire flickered from both of Sierra’s eyes. This was a not-so-subtle way of letting them know what she was capable of. 
 
    “Got yourself a real firecracker here,” Zephyr told Sterling as she sidled up next to him. 
 
    “Sierra has been through a lot,” Sterling said, which was sort of a joke that people told themselves after the Reset. Everyone had been through a lot. As he recalled, Sierra had been in Denver when the end of the world had come, in an automobile when her friends had exploded. It sounded gruesome, but this was just one of many horror stories Sterling had heard over the years. The worst were the ones that caused the death of someone who would have otherwise lived. Drivers, sure, but also airplane pilots, people working in factory jobs, doctors, soldiers. The list went on. 
 
    Thinking about what happened reminded Sterling of their overarching mission of running the Godwalkers out of the Southwest. He was pretty certain that he wouldn’t meet whoever, or better, whatever, was in charge of all the senseless executions. And he was nearly a hundred percent certain that he would never know why they did what they did. But if he ever were that lucky, he’d be ready with explosives and firepower. 
 
    “Are you here to see me, or Raylan?” 
 
    “A little bit of both,” Sterling told Sierra, which caused Zephyr to start laughing. 
 
    “Beep isn’t going to like to hear you talking like that…” 
 
    “Beep doesn’t need to know about it,” Sterling told the aeromancer as he quickly changed subjects. “And besides, what we’re going to do here in the future, someone like—” He cleared his throat and tried again. “Someone like a pyromancer would be useful, I reckon.” 
 
    “It would be,” said the Chronicler. “Anything to heat up the ground may be helpful.” 
 
    “Heat up the place? What’s he going on about?” Sierra asked Sterling. “What future are we talking about here?” 
 
    “We need to talk to Raylan. You should join us as well because, well…” Sterling took his cowboy hat off his head and ran his hand through his long, dark hair. “I ain’t going to say that we kicked over an anthill, because that’s not exactly what we did. We did a little bit worse than that; we shoved some plastic explosives down the anthill and blew it to smithereens. Something more like that. Anyhow, let’s see what the ol’ flectomancer has got to say.” 
 
    “Yeah, let’s. He’s got something for you too, you know.” Sierra stepped ahead. “I think you’re going to like it.” 
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    Sterling was surprised to see that Raylan had shaved his mustache off. It had been his trademark look, big and bushy, as were the plaid shirts he wore, all of which had corduroy patches on the elbows. That and his modified steel toed boots that looked two sizes too large. Raylan was a short man, just an inch or so over five feet tall. He wasn’t quite jovial, but a big grin took shape on his face as he approached Sterling and shook his head. 
 
    “I didn’t know when you would return.” 
 
    “You and me both, amigo. Say, why did you have to go and shave the mustache?” Sterling ran his hand over his beard stubble. “Wish I could grow me one like you had. Looked real good, the finest lipholstery this side of the Rio Grande, I reckon.” 
 
    “Eh. It was getting itchy, and Sierra thought I should try something new.” 
 
    Sterling glanced over at the pyromancer. She stood by the door, her arms crossed over her chest, one foot pressed back into the wall. Everyone else was now inside Raylan’s hangar, the Chronicler already with the curious look of a researcher on his face as he scanned through the place. Maron was doing the same. There were so many gadgets and tools that the space made   Sterling feel a little claustrophobic. 
 
    “I’ve got some folks I need to introduce you to,” Sterling said. A round of introductions followed, Raylan greeting every one of the newcomers with a firm handshake. Sterling was just about to catch the flectomancer up on what had happened since they’d last met when Harjo approached. 
 
    “I can do it quickly, if you would like.” The telemancer lightly tapped the side of his head. 
 
    “Up to you,” Sterling told Raylan. “I don’t know how you feel about having a telemancer beaming thoughts into your skull.” 
 
    “I suppose if it speeds things along…” Raylan looked from Sterling’s hat to the others. “I understand how you are preventing his powers, but how are the others doing it? Or are they?” 
 
    Zephyr stepped forward and showed him her bracelet. She extended her hand to him and Raylan took it, his fingers lightly flitting across the anti-telepathy device.  
 
    “I see… fascinating. Whoever made this was quite skilled.” 
 
    “Made in Comancheria,” Sterling told him. “That’s not the only thing that we discovered on our little road trip north.” He quickly explained the Gauntlet, and how it allowed the members of the Serpents of Paradise to farm XP.  
 
    “I haven’t even considered something like that. It is amazing what we can learn when we travel, is it not?” 
 
    “You can say that again, Ray. Anyhow, we brought you a specimen, in case you care to give it a shot. I figured you and the Kid here could see what y’all can get into.” 
 
    “A specimen?” 
 
    “That’s right. One of them scorpion amalgamations. We killed it back in Arizona. It’s half dead for the time being. Actually, now that it has been in your inventory list…” Sterling looked at the Sunflower Kid and shrugged. “I dunno how that will turn out once you summon it.” 
 
    “I suppose that could be part of the experiment,” Raylan said. “Anyhow, before we dig a little bit deeper into what it is you are planning to do, I have something for you.” 
 
    “See? Told you,” Sierra said. 
 
    Sterling nearly turned to look back at her but decided not to. He didn’t want the others to know more than they had already figured out about his past relations with the woman, however limited that may have been. 
 
    Sterling whistled once he dropped his eyes onto the weapon in Raylan’s hands. “Dang, man. That’s for me?” 
 
    “It is indeed,” Raylan told him as he palmed an exact replica of Sterling’s mana-powered revolver.  
 
    “Dang. This must be what Christmas felt like before the Reset.” 
 
    “I figured by the time you came back through Madrid, you would need another weapon. I can’t claim it was entirely my idea. I might or might not have been inspired by a picture I saw in one of the books that a peddler recently brought through town. But that is neither here nor there. I thought it would help. Two revolvers. One on your left hip, one on your right.” 
 
    “Two revolvers,” Sterling said as he graciously took the firearm from Raylan. “Now that, my friend, is some serious Wild West shit.” 
 
    Raylan and a few of the others laughed at Sterling’s statement. “Yes, it is. Double the firepower. I wanted to make you a shotgun…” Raylan shrugged and a shotgun appeared in his hand. “So, I did that as well.”  
 
    “Shee-it…” 
 
    After Sterling checked out his new revolver, Raylan went over the specs quickly, the flectomancer speaking faster than Sterling was used to hearing someone talk about weapons. Roxie could talk like that, and he had been privy to some of the conversations that she had with Raylan in the past, never quite following what they were saying. In the end it didn’t turn out to be too complicated, especially with a mana-powered weapon. Aim. Squeeze the trigger. Easy enough. By the time Raylan handed him the shotgun, Sterling had holstered his second revolver on his left hip. He would have to practice firing with his left hand, but he had an idea to speed that process up. 
 
    “The shotgun is powered the same way as the other two weapons. What makes it different is that it fires a spray of mana-pellets, sort of like a regular shotgun. I tried a few different versions, and I figured that sawed-off version would be most useful to you, that you would likely use it at close range, just a few feet away from someone. It packs a considerable punch.” 
 
    “I’ll bet…” 
 
    “With this, you can holster it under your left arm.”  
 
    The holster appeared, a custom piece that Sterling was able to put on beneath his duster. Once he did, he placed the shotgun in its holster and turned away from the others as he practiced drawing it. “I don’t know what to say, Ray. These are some mighty fine weapons.” 
 
    “I know what to say,” Zephyr told him. “Where’s my gun? Why does he get all the cool toys? I’m kidding, Raylan. And you’re right, those will be useful in Albuquerque.” 
 
    “So Albuquerque is the next stop? It has been decided?” 
 
    Sterling nodded at Raylan. “Yup. Fortunately and unfortunately, I’ve got some things I’ve got to deal with before I get to saving the world. Hopefully while we’re in Albuquerque, I can sniff out where the Killbillies’ upper management is holed up. I figured what we were going to do in Chaco and Bryce Canyons would need some discussing as well. After all, it is the last hurrah in its own way.” 
 
    “The last hurrah…” Raylan squinted up at the ceiling of his hangar for a moment. “It’s strange when I hear a term like that. I know what it means, yet I don’t know what it means. But I do understand what you are saying. In that case, I suppose…” He turned to the Chronicler. “We should discuss everything that you have learned up until this point.” 
 
    “Of course.” 
 
    “Will you be heading out to Albuquerque tonight?” 
 
    “God, no,” Sterling told Raylan. “Before I even think about doing that, I need to head back to Deseret courtesy of…” It was the final piece of the puzzle, the one that they hadn’t told Raylan about. “This may surprise you.” Sterling went ahead and summoned the miniature Godwalker, frightening both Sierra and the flectomancer. 
 
    <Beep!> 
 
    “Cool it,” Zephyr told the pyromancer as her fists ignited. “It’s not what it seems. She’s in there. Roxie is. Our friend. The Godwalker is one of ours.” 
 
    “You’re kidding.” 
 
    “Roxie?” Raylan cautiously approached the Godwalker. He blinked several times as the alien monolith floated closer to him. “Is that really you?” 
 
    <Beep…> 
 
    “Oh, my!”  
 
    “Perhaps I will be able to catch you up on how that works, or at least what I can understand of it,” Maron told Raylan.  
 
    “And… and you’re a technomancer.” 
 
    “That’s right. You know, I’ve never really worked hand-in-hand with a flectomancer before, but perhaps something interesting can come of it.” 
 
    Raylan placed his hand on the top of the Godwalker’s form. “Fascinating. And yes, perhaps you are right. Some good can come out of it. Maybe I’m interested in the wrong piece of this puzzle, not that what has happened in the past isn’t as important,” he told the Chronicler. “Just so much to learn and understand.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t go that far. I’ve been confused since the start of this here thing,” Sterling said, once again drawing laughter. “Imagine my pepper-farming ass coming to find out that natives back in the day already fought off these Godwalkers, and that for a while, there was some agreement between them that took place at Chaco Canyon. Not only that, that somehow or some way, these things feed off the energy of souls, which, I guess now that I’m saying it out loud explains why they vaporized so many people five years ago. That’s a lot of power. And that’s not mentioning everything else I’ve learned since venturing out of T or C. Sorry for rambling here, but what I’m trying to say is you ain’t the only one who has had their mind blown.” 
 
    “I can see that.” Raylan pinched the bridge of his nose. “In that case, I’ll learn as we go. While I appreciate having all of this telepathically told to me, I’m old-fashioned in some ways as well. So I’ll have some questions.” 
 
    Sterling tipped his hat at the flectomancer. “I figured you would, amigo. Anyhow, I do believe it’s time to take these guns for a test run. ‘Test shot’ may be better. I’ll see y’all around suppertime, and we can talk about heading to Deseret at that point.” 
 
    “I’ll come with you,” Sierra said. “I know a place you can shoot.” 
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    The hills became mountains outside of Madrid, the rock hard and white, crusted in yellow, eternally dry. This was low brush country, a land of intrusive tamarisk and cheatgrass, forgotten yet not entirely abandoned, one of scattered desert plants interspersed with cacti that looked like pincushions. The surrounding area was too mountainous to resemble T or C, but other parts of it reminded Sterling of his home, a place he longed for.  
 
    One day, once all this was done, he would go back there. 
 
    He followed Sierra along a dirt pathway and into the shade of a boulder with marks across its midsection that told Sterling that people had been touching it in passing for years. While the rest of the rock was textured, this particular strip was smooth and nearly polished. In that way, Sterling and Sierra were merely following in the footsteps of their ancestors. 
 
    As Sierra continued ahead, Sterling wished there was some way to stretch out this moment just a little longer. The discovery of a new location in the high desert was something he always enjoyed, and now, as he felt as if he were getting closer to the end, he wanted to savor it. 
 
    “Just about there.” 
 
    “Take your time,” he told her. 
 
    “I thought you’d say something like that. Did you miss home?” 
 
    “New Mexico? You bet your ass I did. I don’t care what anyone says, and I don’t care if the grass is greener on the other side. This here is God’s country, the Land of Enchantment, and I’m not going to lie to you, Sierra, just about the moment I crossed the border, I felt like dropping down onto my knees and kissing the dirt. That’s how excited I was to be back in Nuevo México.” 
 
    “You’re crazy.” 
 
    “No estoy loco,” Sterling said as they came to an area with an old wooden fence lining it. Set before the fence were targets clearly made by Raylan. Weirdly enough, they looked almost like the hoodoos of Deseret, yet there were reinforced pans on them, all of which were attached in a way that would allow the pans to swivel around if they were shot. 
 
    It made sense. Hit the target and it spun until it lost momentum. Shoot enough of them and you could have them all spinning at the same time. Sterling turned back to Madrid. It was far enough away that the sound of pans being struck by mana bullets likely wouldn’t be too bad. 
 
    “Watch this.” 
 
    Sierra stepped on a trigger that Sterling hadn’t seen, and as she did a pair of mannequins rose from the ground. They dislodged dust that had settled on them since the last time someone had used the shooting range. 
 
    “Heh. You got any more tricks up your sleeve?” 
 
    “Play your cards right…” 
 
    “Shee-it…” Sterling looked away from her.  
 
    He knew he wasn’t going to be able to focus much on any kind of relationship, especially with what had happened to Roxie, but he was looking down the barrel of a different kind of gun here and in the near future, one that spelled his potential death once he went up against the Godwalkers. Maybe it wouldn’t hurt to try to play my cards right and get laid once or twice between now and then… he thought as he drew both of his revolvers.  
 
    He buried this thought and began shooting at the target, alternating his revolvers. He noticed that shooting with his off hand wasn’t as bad as he thought it would be. This likely had to do with the points he had put in his firearms skill.  
 
    As he hit the targets they began to spin. Once he got good at this he began hitting them in the air as they were spinning, making them spin faster. 
 
    “Damn,” he said as he finally lowered his weapons. He took a cigarette that he had tucked behind his ear and sparked it up. As the cigarette hung from his lip, Sterling began shooting the targets again, left hand first, followed by his right. Once he started feeling fancy, he twisted his torso and shot in a variety of ways, Sierra laughing as he played the fool. 
 
    “You’re practically a circus act with those things.” 
 
    “I’ve been called worse,” Sterling said as he sent his revolvers away and grabbed the shotgun.  
 
    After ashing his cigarette, he tested out the mana-powered slugs on the mannequins. The weapon felt powerful in his hands; with each boom, Sterling imagined himself actually being able to draw something like this in a fight. He could see himself kicking into a bar with both revolvers and shooting to the left and to the right, holstering them, and going for a shotgun right as a big Killbilly came charging from the other room. 
 
    Boom! 
 
    He decided to do a less exaggerated version of this as he alternated between his weapons. Sterling moved faster and faster, his focus intensifying until he no longer felt that Sierra was there.  
 
    He was in the zone.  
 
    He was taking on his enemies, and doing the best he could without relying on the power given to him by the Godwalkers. 
 
    He wasn’t certain how he would use his necromancy going forward; it was always useful in one way or another, but simply being a powerhouse would allow him to partially fill the role that Roxie left behind. Even if he secretly knew that he would never be able to shoot like her. 
 
    Sterling wasn’t the type to pat himself on the back, but he had put together a pretty good post-apocalyptic kill squad, covering all the roles from the brains of the operation to psy-ops and everything in between. It was something to be proud of, even if he sometimes felt like the odd man out in terms of the usefulness of his power.  
 
    If they were able to pull this off they would be the stuff of legends.  
 
    Yet Sterling knew that the likelihood of any of them becoming heroes was slim. If anything, they would succeed and just fade into the background, Sterling going back to T or C, the others going their individual ways. This reminded him that he needed to speak to the Sunflower Kid soon, to tell her the truth about who she was in relation to him. He knew it was time, yet he hadn’t found the right occasion in which it made sense. Maybe that occasion didn’t exist; or maybe, he had to create the right moment himself. 
 
    Either way, it was coming soon. 
 
    “Sterling…”  
 
    He kept shooting. 
 
    “Sterling,” Sierra said, a little louder this time. “Can you hear me?” 
 
    He finally lowered his revolvers. “Sorry… got lost in my train of thought.” 
 
    “Are… are you okay?”  
 
    With those words Sterling realized just how intense he had been just a few moments ago. He imagined what he must have looked like to the pyromancer, a bloodshot determination on his face interspersed with twitches of anger. 
 
    “Yeah,” he said as he holstered his weapons. “I’ll be fine.”

  

 
   
    .Chapter Two. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Sterling was in the mood for a desert haiku the next morning. It was his ritual, one that he really wanted to maintain up until the inevitable that was their blossoming Chaco Canyon plan. As he sat on a rocking chair, alternating between a cigarette and a ceramic mug of instant coffee, he got to thinking about the journey they had taken since their assault on Monument Valley. He wouldn’t have admitted it to anyone, not even Roxie, but now that he was almost home, there was part of him that wanted to spend just a little more time in Arizona and see what else he could uncover. Mostly, he had his desire to continue west until he reached the ocean. 
 
    Wouldn’t that be something? he thought as he ashed his cigarette. Goes against all the nonsense you’ve been talking since you got home, about New Mexico being God’s gift to the post-apocalyptic world, but it would be something. Them waves would be something. 
 
    Sterling just wanted to see the coastline, that was all. He had seen the opposite of the ocean, that is, the high desert where the ocean was located hundreds of thousands of years ago. He knew the sea wasn’t going to be for him, and he was perfectly happy in the dry brush of the American Southwest, specifically Truth or Consequences. But his trip to Deseret had unlocked within him this desire to wander. And maybe he would. If he survived all this, maybe he would take the occasional road trip. 
 
      
 
    Traveling stranger 
 
    From peppers to the Big Sur 
 
    Nowhere else to go 
 
      
 
    Nowhere else to go… Sterling had just finished his haiku when Sierra approached. 
 
    The pyromancer had eaten with him and his crew the previous night, and had proven that she was easy enough to get along with. What was most surprising to Sterling was that Sierra had spent much of her time talking to the Sunflower Kid, the Kid opening up to the pyromancer about this botanical garden she wanted to go to in what was once the nation’s capital. 
 
    As it had the last time she had mentioned it, this got Sterling thinking about the area around D.C., and what it must look like. He’d seen Albuquerque, an actual city. He couldn’t imagine a place that had that many people living in the vicinity, something like the East Coast, and he certainly couldn’t fathom a location like New York City, or Los Angeles, Seattle, and Vancouver. Any place that had millions upon millions of residents gave him the heebie-jeebies, made him want to equip all the guns Raylan had given him and then some. 
 
    So many ways to die. 
 
    “What are you writing?” Sierra asked. 
 
    “Just finishing up something.” 
 
    “That doesn’t tell me much.” 
 
    “I got a big day ahead of me.” 
 
    “Yeah? Does it relate to what you’re writing?” 
 
    “Not really. Heading on out to Moab. In Deseret. I personally liked that city, found it to be quite enjoyable,” he said as the memory of the time he had spent there with Roxie came to him. “And I got reasons to go there. They got this thing called the Gauntlet… have to fight me a big ol’ buffalo amalgamation so I can farm XP.” 
 
    “A buffalo? I always knew you were a cowboy.” 
 
    “That or a matador. Luckily, all I really need to do is knock it over on its side. It has a trigger that technically kills it, awarding me the XP. Listen to me sounding all smart and shit.” 
 
    “What do you know about farming?” 
 
    “And I know plenty about farming peppers, enough to have me a successful batch three years in a row. XP farming is something else, though. I was telling Raylan about it yesterday. Shoot, I should have mentioned that whole trigger-on-the-side-of-the-amalgamation thing. Forgot about that part.” 
 
    “I’ll tell him. He was up late last night and is still sleeping.” 
 
    “Sounds like Raylan.” 
 
    “Are you going to test out your new weapons?” 
 
    “At the Gauntlet? Nah, I can’t do that there. Wish I could, but the man running the place…” Sterling squinted for a moment as he tried to remember the flectomancer’s name. Maurice. “Maurice doesn’t want the buffalo getting harmed in any way. I could use me some animates, though.” The last time he had faced off against this particular amalgamation, Sterling had used his animates to distract it. But he didn’t currently have any in his inventory list. 
 
    “Animates?” 
 
    “The undead. That’s my word for them. More poetic, am I right?” 
 
    “More poetic?” Sierra raised an eyebrow at him. “You’re a strange necromancer, you know that?” 
 
    “I’ve been called worse.” 
 
    “I can imagine that some people with your power would do all sorts of crazy things…” 
 
    Sterling merely nodded. He didn’t want to get into the two necromancers he had encountered back in Deseret, and how messed up that entire situation had been. 
 
    Better to just let that memory fade… 
 
    He ended up speaking with Sierra for another few minutes until Maron appeared, the technomancer looking like he had cleaned himself up a bit. His hair was slicked back now, still wet, and the code that had started to burn itself onto his face had faded to some degree. For once, he seemed well-rested. 
 
    “Well, look at what the cat dragged in,” Sterling said as he stood and shook Maron’s hand. 
 
    All of them had been staying in guest houses converted from old homes around Raylan’s hangar. Sterling and the Chronicler had private rooms, separated by a thin wall through which Sterling could hear the researcher snoring at night. As they had before, Maron and Harjo stayed in the same room, the Sunflower Kid and Zephyr sharing another. Paco had been the luckiest of them all, able to take a converted attic space in a new home that Raylan was still working on. His room even had a balcony. 
 
    “Breakfast and then we head to Moab?” Maron asked. 
 
    Beep was with the technomancer. Sterling wasn’t able to hide the shame he felt at potentially flirting with Sierra in front of the miniature Godwalker. Dammit, stop beating yourself up, he thought as he tipped his hat at Beep. “Sounds bueno, let’s eat and go. Before we do, I’ve got more bad news. Well, for me, anyway.” 
 
    “What’s that?” Maron asked. 
 
    “I was thinking about the Gauntlet, and the amount of experience, of XP, I was given last time. Each kill gave me just under 18,000 XP, meaning I’ll have to kill the damn thing five times just to get one level. And it’s only going to get harder from that point forward.” 
 
    “What level are you actually trying to reach?” 
 
    “Don’t know. I feel like I’m going to have to be mighty strong to do whatever I need to do next. Was hoping to maybe gain… ten levels,” Sterling said, knowing that this would also upgrade his class ranking. “Ten big ones.” 
 
    “At that rate, that could take several days.” 
 
    “That’s what I was afraid of,” Sterling told the technomancer. 
 
    “You can stay here for several days and go back and forth to Moab,” Sierra offered. “I mean, before you head to Albuquerque. I was thinking—” 
 
    “Yeah, I could,” Sterling said. “We could go back and forth. Or I could just stay in Moab, which, like I said, is a damn fine place to visit. But this ain’t all about me. It’s about all of us. And the thing is, I’m already wasting everyone’s time in what I got to do over in Albuquerque. Maybe there’s a solution I don’t know about yet, but I won’t know what that is until I talk to the Elder of Icaria. She’s one that runs Moab, and by extension, the Gauntlet. The head honchorita. Maybe there’s more I can do to get some levels; or maybe they were holding back, not letting me really get myself amped up. There’s no telling.” 
 
    <Beep.> 
 
    Sterling smirked. “Figured you’d say something like that, Rox. You bet your little metal behind it’s going to be a busy couple of days. The last time we were in Moab…” Sterling placed his hand on his leather book of desert haiku and sent it to his inventory list. 
 
    He never finished the sentence. 
 
    By this point, it was best not to dwell. 
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    There was one person that would need to join them on the trip to Moab, at least initially. 
 
    Sterling didn’t know how the guards that stood outside the well protected city would react to him just rolling up with a miniature Godwalker and a technomancer whose face was starting to look like he’d been branded. But Dusty personally knew the Elder of Icaria, and he would be crucial for their first visit, even if Sterling should have had some credit with the Icarians by now. After all, he had rescued those hostages in Monticello and sent them that way. He wasn’t expecting a hero’s welcome or anything, but it was always good to plan ahead and come prepared. 
 
    “You’ll only have to travel this first time,” Sterling assured the Chronicler. 
 
    “First time?” the older researcher asked Sterling. 
 
    “I’m going to have to go as many times as I can to reach the level I’m hoping to reach. Then Albuquerque, then we finish what we started. What I’m saying, though, is your introduction or presence may be necessary this first time around.” 
 
    The Chronicler, who had been seated in a foldable camping chair in front of Raylan’s hangar, slowly withdrew his pipe from his mouth. He looked down at the red ember in the tobacco, decided to take another puff, and then send it away to his inventory list. “In that case, we should begin our journey. It will be nice to see my old friend, the Elder.” 
 
    “Appreciate it, amigo.” 
 
    They joined Maron behind the hangar. The technomancer now stood next to the Godwalker, having a conversation with Raylan, who wanted to witness the teleportation in action. Sierra was there as well, but the others either back in their rooms, or finishing up their breakfast. 
 
    “I’m very interested in this,” Raylan said as Sterling approached. 
 
    “Figured you would be. We shouldn’t be too long.” 
 
    “That’s what Maron was telling me. In the meantime, I’ve learned how to make the anti-telepathy bracelets that the Comanche have been making. Reverse engineering a mana-driven object has become somewhat of my specialty. It is a very interesting usage of the flectomancer power, much smaller than the piece inside the brim of your hat.” 
 
    “I’m glad we could provide inspiration.” Sterling placed a cigarette in his mouth and lit it. “Welp, I guess there’s no better time to leave than now. Rox? You good? Ready to bounce on out of here?” 
 
    <Beep.> 
 
    It took all the self-control he had not to shake his head at her response. Sterling turned his focus to Sierra. “You can come too, if you want. You might like Moab.” 
 
    The pyromancer continued to look at the Godwalker skeptically. “Sorry, I don’t know about traveling that way, no offense. Not yet. But if you return in one piece, maybe I’ll join you in Albuquerque. That would be nice.” 
 
    Sterling thought about this for a moment. He had already discussed Albuquerque with Zephyr and the Sunflower Kid, who both planned to go. Harjo would be useful as well with his telemancy powers, plus they would need transportation via Maron. Another person could complicate things. Then again, she was a pyromancer, and if a true fight broke out, which Sterling had a feeling it would, having someone like her on his side would be incredibly useful. 
 
    “I’ll have to think about that,” he finally told her. 
 
    Sterling stepped over to Beep and placed his hand on top of the Godwalker. They had since discovered that not everyone had to touch it; they just needed to be in the vicinity of the alien craft. 
 
    But to Sterling, it made more sense to do it this way. 
 
    The Chronicler joined him, and soon he felt the teleportation sensation that was starting to grow on him. It was akin to static electricity, or a jolt of energy before falling asleep, an involuntary muscle spasm. In one moment, he was standing in Madrid with a cigarette in his mouth, and the next he was on the highway outside of Moab, the landscape now burnt orange with smatterings of auburn. 
 
    “Very well,” the Chronicler said as he proceeded to brush himself off. There was no dust on him. This was just his way of coping. 
 
    “Lead the way,” Sterling said as he motioned in the direction of Moab. 
 
    They began the short walk to the front gate, and as they did Sterling went ahead and sent Beep back to his inventory list. Sterling recognized the outer walls of the settlement a few minutes later. He continued humming a song to himself as they walked, one that he didn’t quite recognize. 
 
    They soon came across a message in the form of severed heads on stakes. It was a warning to the Angels of Woe, the bandit group that were generally up to no good at Deseret. Perhaps it was a warning to the Comanche as well, but it didn’t make sense for them to be trying to infiltrate Moab from the north. If anything, they would have come from the south, from the Monument Valley region. 
 
    Both Maron and the Chronicler looked away. Sterling thought about making one of the staked heads wink at the technomancer once Maron finally looked back in their direction, but he stopped himself. Now wasn’t the time to horse around. 
 
    Once they were at the gate, one of the guards briefly spoke to them, got confirmation as to who they were, and gladly let Sterling and his companions in. He also thanked them as they passed, letting them know that the people of Monticello had settled in nicely. 
 
    “Welp, it looks like our reputation precedes us,” Sterling said as they reached the Elder of Icaria’s home. The woman was seated in the garden in front of her mayoral home, seemingly enjoying the sunlight, a pair of sunglasses over her eyes. Her chihuahua, the one that the Sunflower Kid had de-masculated, started barking as soon as she spotted them. 
 
    “Quiet, Evan,” she said as she smiled up at them. “I can’t believe you’re back. I was certain you were heading south…” 
 
    The Chronicler offered her a subtle smile. “It’s a long story…” 
 
    “Is it, now?” The Elder of Icaria was the same as Sterling had remembered her, a dark-skinned woman with a puffy afro that had been tied back with a red silk scarf. She wore flowing garments similar to what the Oracle wore, although hers were much more colorful and lively. She approached the Chronicler, her chihuahua tucked under her arm. “I’ve got time, Dusty, especially for one of your stories.” 
 
    “Yeah?” Sterling asked her. Because we don’t, he thought. 
 
    “You did good work in Monticello. Most people are here now, safe. Others have since begun the trek to Saltair. We had some relations with Monticello previously, but they were never part of the Moab community. They weren’t Icarians. But they are now. It seems as if the incident has shown them the benefits of our protective services.” 
 
    Sterling smirked at this comment. “Is that what you are calling it? Protective services?” 
 
    “Or community, I suppose. How else would I describe a cowboy necromancer in all black rescuing these people from the Comanche? What would I tell them other than the Oracle heard their cries for help, and as her vessel, I acted accordingly and sent a hero?” 
 
    “Me? Hero? Shee-it. Well, seeing as how we haven’t been paid for our services, Ms. Vessel, I do believe we have a little deal we can strike up, something I’m needing.” 
 
    The Elder smiled. “By all means. What do you need, cowboy?” 
 
    “I need some levels, and I need them quick. Ten levels to be exact. Now, I know y’all got a Gauntlet running here that would let me just get a few per day, and that is if your flectomancer, Maurice, was up to it. But I’m going to need more than that, and if possible, I’m going to need them sooner. Got a lot on my plate that needs doing.” 
 
    A surprised expression crossed her face. “How did you know?” she asked, as her chihuahua tried to free itself from her grip. “No one is supposed to know about that.” 
 
    “About what? I ain’t following.” 
 
    The Elder of Icaria licked her lips. “In that case, come inside. We’ll have some tea and I will catch you up. But it is safe to say that there is a way to do as you requested. It’s just a bit… It’s just a bit dangerous, that’s all.” 
 
    Sterling tipped his hat to the woman. “I’m all ears.” 
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    Sterling and the Chronicler ended up doing most of the speaking once they joined the Elder of Icaria inside her home. There was a lot to report back on the Comanche and what happened in Monument Valley, as well as their journey thus far and how they were able to travel the way they did. By the time they finished, the Elder was on her second cup of tea. 
 
    “I know I’ve already said this, but the Serpents of Paradise, and all of the Deseret order, thank you for what you have done. Frankly, it is starting to sound to me like we owe you a ceremony.” 
 
    “A ceremony?” Sterling shook his head. “That’s not why we came here. Not really our style,” he said after quickly thinking of how bizarre it would be to actually be awarded something, even if it was just public appreciation. Nope, ain’t gonna happen. 
 
    “Why did I have a feeling you would say something like that?” The Elder’s chihuahua barked and she hushed it. Her eyes jumped from Sterling to Beep, whom he had summoned after he had explained what had tragically happened with Roxie. “And now, you are able to travel wherever you want and plan to dismantle the rest of the Terminals, hmmm? Am I understanding that correctly?” 
 
    “Not the whole world, but at least… at least in this region,” Sterling said. “The way we see it, we’ll let the rest of the world figure their shit out. That, or, hell, I don’t know. I really haven’t thought that far ahead, to be honest with you.” 
 
    “You say that the Godwalker attacked you, or should I say, attacked her back in Arizona. What makes you think that it won’t happen again?” 
 
    “I don’t doubt that it will happen again,” Sterling said. 
 
    “Our location is being scrambled,” Maron said, which was the first Sterling had heard of this. It wasn’t like him to get very technical with anything unless it was pepper related. “Since Roxie is inside the Godwalker—let’s call it that—she has some control over what it can do, including scrambling our location. I believe that before, they used the Godwalker to find us.” 
 
    Don’t tell Zephyr that, Sterling thought as Maron continued: 
 
    “Now, it is as if we have disappeared off the map entirely. There won’t be any more surprise attacks.” 
 
    The Elder shifted her focus to Maron. “You weren’t with them last time, were you? You are the one they were looking for.” 
 
    “That’s right.” 
 
    “Lost and found,” said Sterling. 
 
    “And this Godwalker’s power, it is starting to change you?” The Elder’s eyes lowered to Maron’s hands. Sterling hadn’t paid much attention to his hands, but now he noticed the alien code was starting to grow increasingly visible. It had started at his fingers and worked its way up to his wrist. 
 
    Maron hid his hands in his pockets. “It’s fine. It doesn’t hurt. It is merely on the surface.” 
 
    “Maybe we should cut our teleporting short.” 
 
    “We still have to get back to New Mexico,” the Chronicler reminded Sterling. 
 
    “Yes, of course we would do that. But I mean after that, Dusty.” 
 
    “I would tell you if it was affecting me, aside from my physical appearance,” Maron assured them. “And I’m happy to be able to help. Besides, you will need me to go to Albuquerque.” 
 
    “I’ve been between Albuquerque and Madrid plenty of times. I know the route.” 
 
    “I’m sure you have,” Maron told Sterling, “but it would make it faster, and we have other things we are needing to do.” 
 
    “Aware. And then there’s the Killbillies…” 
 
    “The Killbillies?” The Elder of Icaria tilted her head at Sterling. 
 
    “Our version of the Angels of Woe. Thought I told you about them last time. Anyway, the good news for you and your people is that the Comanche aren’t going to be coming around here anymore, not for the time being. Their forces are concentrated in northeast Arizona, and while they were planning to push west and east at the same time, I think now they are looking to push east after what we did. That’s another thing that is on my mind. The timing of all this. I feel like I’m racing against a clock that I can’t see, if that makes sense.” 
 
    “In that case, I suppose that you will like what I have to say regarding your levels.” 
 
    “Yeah? What’s that?” Sterling asked her. 
 
    “There is a way to greatly increase the XP that you get from the Gauntlet, but our flectomancer claims that it still needs testing. And I would say he isn’t wrong. One of our Icarians tested it a few days ago, and has yet to recover. I think in the end…” A hint of remorse traced across her eyes. At least this was how Sterling had interpreted the subtle change on the Elder of Icaria’s face. In this brief expression, he understood why she was the leader of Moab, how she could inspire others even if she was a little eccentric. Her empathy and cheery personality made her instantly personable. Most people after the Reset weren’t so inviting. 
 
    “Yeah?” Sterling asked once she didn’t finish her statement. 
 
    “Sadly, I believe that he may die. You see, the device that Maurice has concocted draws on a person’s health, or HP, which, as you know, isn’t a quantifiable stat based on the system we’ve been given. It uses a person’s health as an XP multiplier. At least that is how he explained it to me. I tried it on; it wasn’t pleasant. You can feel its effects immediately.” 
 
    “What happened to this man?” the Chronicler asked her. 
 
    “He overextended himself in the Gauntlet and didn’t pay attention to the warning signs that he was at low health. His Resolve hasn’t started working again, and as you know, we don’t have healers or anything of the sort.” 
 
    “So there’s a risk.” 
 
    The Elder of Icaria placed her teacup on the table and folded her hands together as she looked at Sterling. “There is always a risk, cowboy. But as long as you’re smart and you pay attention to the warning signs, and you listen to Maurice, I think you’ll be okay. This man was… let’s just say he was a little bullheaded. You aren’t bullheaded, are you?” 
 
    <Beep.> 
 
    “Dammit, Rox, don’t you go answering for me,” Sterling told the miniature Godwalker. “I can be stubborn, if that’s what you’re asking, sure, but I’m not one to simply ignore the advice and instructions given to me by others, especially when they’re looking out for me. So I don’t believe there will be a problem.” 
 
    “This multiplier you speak of, how much does it multiply the XP by?” asked Maron. 
 
    “According to Maurice, the device he’s made multiplies it by five to seven times.” 
 
    “Five to seven?” Sterling started to nod, impressed. He was pretty sure that the buffalo amalgamation that he had squared off against gave him close to twenty thousand XP per kill. Multiplying that by five to seven times would mean that he would be able to easily farm. 
 
    He stood and rubbed his hands together. “Well, all I can say is let’s give it a shot. And I’ll try to be careful.” 
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    Maurice Jones, the Icarian flectomancer, wore a set of paint-stained overalls when Sterling and Maron approached. He was cordial enough, and after a brief conversation, Sterling handed him a note from the Elder. He quickly read it and shook his head, a troubled look forming on his face. “Are you… sure about this?” 
 
    “As sure as I’m going to be. I’ll pay attention to the signs and any of your directions. I’ve got a friend here to watch me as well.” Sterling motioned his chin to Maron. 
 
    The Chronicler had stayed back with the Elder of Icaria to share tea and discuss other matters. Sterling figured that the researcher would catch her up in a more detailed manner about what had happened since they had last visited, and likely, what threat any of this truly posed to the Serpents of Paradise. Now that he thought about it, now that he had seen the differences in how people reorganize themselves, there was something about the Serpents of Paradise and their civilization stabilizing ways that gave him hope. 
 
    But he also knew that perhaps he had only seen the Serpents through one lens, never knowing much about the ways they had organized and spread across Deseret. For all Sterling knew, they could have spread through violence and only settled after, once the Oracle had control over several regions. And then there were her telepathic powers, which would have certainly aided her influence. He’d seen the heads on stakes outside Moab. Not everything was hunky-dory. 
 
    Things to keep in mind… 
 
    As they wound their way to the Gauntlet, a few people had stepped up to Sterling and greeted him with a handshake, all survivors from the Monticello-Comanche hostage situation. He had never been welcomed in this way before, and it felt almost as if he was at home, in T or C, like he was some sort of local celebrity. It felt good to be recognized rather than ostracized. 
 
    “All right,” Maurice said once he returned with an amulet crafted from the same sort of smooth, mana-based flectomancer metal that he’d seen Raylan use. “This isn’t going to be like any charm you’ve worn before, believe me. You won’t get any information on it.” He swiped his hand in front of his face. “No information here. But it will work. Trust me.” 
 
    “You’re the expert.” Sterling placed the amulet around his neck. He returned his cowboy hat to his head. “This look right?” 
 
    Maurice grunted a positive response. 
 
    The Gauntlet in Moab was held in a converted bullpen. There was a trailer home outside, and beyond it a workshop, which was where they had found Maurice. They weren’t very far from a local market that had been converted out of an old gas station, one with an overturned tanker in front of it that had been converted into a cactus garden. This hadn’t exactly been what Sterling was looking for when he scanned the area. He needed a place to summon recruits. 
 
    “Maurice, I got me a strange question for you, amigo.” 
 
    “Yeah?” 
 
    “Y’all been fighting the Angels of Woe down here for some time, right?” 
 
    “Damn straight.” 
 
    “When they do try to attack the city, where do you put their bodies after? I mean, I saw the bits and pieces outside the city, but surely you’ve got a few more. Ones that are maybe a bit more intact, if you get my drift.” 
 
    “If you’re looking for a cemetery, you should just say so.” 
 
    “That’s the thing. I ain’t looking to summon anyone of importance, no townsfolk, nothing like that. Just need me something to distract your little buddy.” 
 
    Maurice smirked. “My little buddy, huh? Does it have to be human?” 
 
    “It could be anything, but I seem to have more command over humans.” 
 
    The man shook his head. “You aren’t a very good necromancer, are you?” 
 
    Both Sterling and Maron laughed. 
 
    “I’m not the best, nope. I’ve said it before, and I’ll say it again: this power doesn’t really suit me. If anything, I would’ve been… Heck, if I could have picked a mancer class, I would have picked biomancer. Because I’m a pepper farmer. That would come in handy. I’d make some real fine peppers, best in the South.” 
 
    “Pretty sure you’re a cowboy.” 
 
    Sterling shrugged. “People call me that, sure, but up until just before I first came here to Deseret, that’s what I was doing. Growing peppers. I swear to whatever God oversees Deseret here. Damn good peppers too, just ask me, or ask some of the fine folks in Hatch who used to buy them from me. My peppers rivaled even some of the local growers there, like my buddy Judge. Anyhow, I’m getting off topic here but you asked—if I had my choice of mancer, being a biomancer would be more useful. It would make my job a hell of a lot easier.” 
 
    Maurice turned in the direction of the sun and squinted. He pointed to a location beyond the local market. “Even if they are our enemies, and they’re still in one piece, we bury our dead there. That said, I don’t give two hoots if you want to borrow one of our enemies or one of our own. Don’t matter to me one bit, and we’ve got a few fresh graves from, well, about a week ago. My only advice would be not to let anyone see you dig it up.” 
 
    “I won’t be doing any digging; the animate will do the digging.” 
 
    “Yeah, however you do your thing, cowboy—I mean, pepper farmer—do your thing. I’ll be here getting the buffalo ready. Remember, it’s the same as last time. You don’t need to cut into it or rearrange its guts, nothing like that. And don’t you dare goddamn shoot at this here buffalo. You just need to get it tipped over onto its side.” 
 
    “Sort of like cow tipping,” Maron said. 
 
    Maurice gave the technomancer a funny look. “Sure, sort of like that. Each time you do, it will trigger the amalgamation’s death. Don’t forget that. And keep an eye on your energy levels. Things could get real iffy.” 
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    Sterling had no qualms about gaming the apocalypse system that had been placed on his life and the lives of those he cared dearly for. Hosting a Gauntlet and being able to farm XP was probably one of the cleverest ways to manipulate the system that he had encountered in the last five years, even if it required him to at least temporarily come face-to-face with a buffalo amalgamation. 
 
    The hulking monstrosity with its muscled black body and the skull of a mountain lion where its head should be certainly had Sterling on his toes when he first confronted it. But then the cowboy necromancer was floating in the air, above the buffalo’s influence, the beast angrily running around its pen and kicking its legs like a bull. 
 
    “That’s it, get it!” Maurice shouted from the sidelines. 
 
    Sterling summoned the animate that he had recently pulled from a freshly dug grave. The man, who had a chunk of his shoulder that had been blown off and shrapnel stuck in his face, fell to the ground. The zombie immediately began waving its good arm, distracting the buffalo. 
 
    Naturally, the amalgamation charged, and as it did Sterling came swooping down from the side and shouldered into it, knocking the buffalo over. 
 
      
 
    You have received a Class Proficiency bonus! 
 
    You have received 136500 XP! 
 
    You have gained a level! 
 
    You have received five Stat Points! 
 
    You have received eleven Technique Points! 
 
    You have received nine bonus Technique Points! 
 
    Do you want to assign your Stat and Technique Points now? 
 
      
 
    Sterling had forgotten about the 30% XP boost provided by the carved bone bracelet that he wore. He had, however, anticipated getting plenty of Technique Points, especially with the arrowhead rattlesnake necklace, and the copper BYU ring on his finger, which together granted him twenty Technique Points. This was why he’d wanted to utilize the gauntlet for its intended purposes. 
 
    Sterling’s charms were going to truly augment his overall stats. 
 
    While Maurice got the buffalo back up and running, Sterling took a quick look at his stat sheet to see how he was faring. He went ahead and assigned the six Stat Points he had received from the level up into Strength, and banked the Technique Points to assign at the end. 
 
      
 
    Name: Sterling Monedero 
 
    Race: Human 
 
    Mancer Class: Necromancer 
 
    Class Ranking: Wretched Reviver 
 
    Level: 81 
 
    Fortitude: 137 
 
    Strength: 96 
 
    Resolve: 195 
 
    Mana: 199/205 
 
    Current Armor Rating: 28 
 
    XP: 1,454,967 
 
    XP to Next Level: 68,822 
 
    Stat Points Available: 0 
 
    Technique Points Available: 27 
 
      
 
    Another thing that had made itself increasingly clear was that the 30% XP boost he received all from the carved bone bracelet worked substantially better at higher XP rewards. He estimated that he should have received either a little under or little over 100,000 XP for killing the bull, at least based on the amulet he was wearing. The XP boost certainly augmented this; it was going to make this process much easier. 
 
    One thing he hadn’t thought of was the Elder of Icaria’s mention that utilizing the amulet would decrease his life force, or HP, as she had called it. He had merely glazed over this at the time, not quite sure of what she meant. Sterling understood the gist of it, but now, as he hovered above the buffalo, he truly began to wonder how he would know when his energy levels, or HP, were low enough that he would need to stop. 
 
    Would he feel it? How would he tell? 
 
    To gauge his own health, he took a deep breath in, and placed his hand over his chest. Because of his clothing, he couldn’t quite feel his heartbeat, leaving him to press two fingers up by his neck and check his pulse. It seemed slightly elevated, but he was currently floating and he was using a little mana to keep his animate alive. 
 
    He was pretty sure he still had power. 
 
    “You’re up,” Maurice said as he quickly exited the pen. 
 
    The Buffalo amalgamation connected with Sterling’s animate yet again, this time trampling over the man. In response, Sterling swooped down and struck the buffalo, toppling the beast. 
 
      
 
    You have received 136500 XP! 
 
    You have gained a level! 
 
    You have received six Stat Points! 
 
    You have received eleven Technique Points! 
 
    You have received nine bonus Technique Points! 
 
    Do you want to assign your Stat and Technique Points now? 
 
      
 
    This time, Sterling sent the six Stat Points into his Resolve. Yet again, he saw the benefit in the charms that he wore. He also knew that he would receive another class proficiency bonus at Level 84 due to the amber ring that he wore with the scorpion tail inside, which was on his necklace, not to mention an additional five stat points at Level 85 due to the rattlesnake tail hanging from his belt. 
 
      
 
    Name: Sterling Monedero 
 
    Race: Human 
 
    Mancer Class: Necromancer 
 
    Class Ranking: Wretched Reviver 
 
    Level: 82 
 
    Fortitude: 137 
 
    Strength: 96 
 
    Resolve: 201 
 
    Mana: 199/205 
 
    Current Armor Rating: 28 
 
    XP: 1,591,467 
 
    XP to Next Level: 47,322 
 
    Stat Points Available: 0 
 
    Technique Points Available: 47 
 
      
 
    Once again he checked his heartbeat and figured he would up his Resolve with the next level as well. Because of his charms, the carved bone bracelet in particular, it became apparent that Sterling was going to get a level with each kill. 
 
    After the buffalo amalgamation was set, Sterling once again used his animate to distract the beast. Before he could fly down and strike the amalgamation in the side, it managed to break his animate’s leg. This meant that his undead assistant would now be a sitting target. 
 
    Yet again, Sterling got a level. 
 
      
 
    You have received 136500 XP! 
 
    You have gained a level! 
 
    You have received five Stat Points! 
 
    You have received eleven Technique Points! 
 
    You have received nine bonus Technique Points! 
 
    Do you want to assign your Stat and Technique Points now? 
 
      
 
    Sterling put the Stat Points in Resolve and continued. 
 
      
 
    Name: Sterling Monedero 
 
    Race: Human 
 
    Mancer Class: Necromancer 
 
    Class Ranking: Wretched Reviver 
 
    Level: 83 
 
    Fortitude: 137 
 
    Strength: 96 
 
    Resolve: 206 
 
    Mana: 197/205 
 
    Current Armor Rating: 28 
 
    XP: 1,727,967 
 
    XP to Next Level: 77,678 
 
    Stat Points Available: 0 
 
    Technique Points Available: 67 
 
      
 
    It wasn’t long before the buffalo amalgamation went down again once Sterling careened into its side. This time, he received another Class Proficiency bonus. 
 
      
 
    You have received a Class Proficiency bonus! 
 
    You have received 136500 XP! 
 
    You have gained a level! 
 
    You have received five Stat Points! 
 
    You have received ten Technique Points! 
 
    You have received nine bonus Technique Points! 
 
    Do you want to assign your Stat and Technique Points now? 
 
      
 
    The five Stat Points went directly into Strength. With a deep breath out, Sterling took a moment to check his vitals and the best way he could. His heart was racing even faster now. He could definitely feel it, but he still felt good enough to continue. In placing his hand on his forehead, he noticed that his skin was cool to the touch. 
 
    You’ll be fine… he thought as he skimmed through his stats. 
 
      
 
    Name: Sterling Monedero 
 
    Race: Human 
 
    Mancer Class: Necromancer 
 
    Class Ranking: Wretched Reviver 
 
    Level: 84 
 
    Fortitude: 137 
 
    Strength: 101 
 
    Resolve: 206 
 
    Mana: 195/205 
 
    Current Armor Rating: 28 
 
    XP: 1,864,467 
 
    XP to Next Level: 57,322 
 
    Stat Points Available: 0 
 
    Technique Points Available: 86 
 
      
 
    After his quick check, Sterling prepared to strike the buffalo down again. 
 
    Yet again, the amalgamation brutally crushed his animate, who was looking worse and worse for wear. Sterling was glad that the man was dead; using someone as target practice for a charging buffalo was barbarous to say the least. 
 
    Not a bad idea, actually, for Commodore Bones… Sterling thought as the prompts came to him, jarring as always. 
 
      
 
    You have received 136500 XP! 
 
    You have gained a level! 
 
    You have received five Stat Points! 
 
    You have received eleven Technique Points! 
 
    You have received nine bonus Technique Points! 
 
    You have received five bonus Stat Points! 
 
    Do you want to assign your Stat and Technique Points now? 
 
      
 
    This time, he put five of the Stat Points in Fortitude, the other five in Resolve. 
 
      
 
    Name: Sterling Monedero 
 
    Race: Human 
 
    Mancer Class: Necromancer 
 
    Class Ranking: Wretched Reviver 
 
    Level: 85 
 
    Fortitude: 142 
 
    Strength: 101 
 
    Resolve: 211 
 
    Mana: 192/205 
 
    Current Armor Rating: 28 
 
    XP: 2,000,967 
 
    XP to Next Level: 87,678 
 
    Stat Points Available: 0 
 
    Technique Points Available: 106 
 
      
 
    Five more levels to go, he thought as Maurice approached the buffalo. The flectomancer looked up at him. “Are you doing all right?” 
 
    “As good as I can be,” said Sterling. 
 
    “Maybe you should take a break.” 
 
    Sterling shook his head. “I’m good. Five more levels to go. I’m getting a level with each kill, Maurice, can’t beat that.” 
 
    “That’s what the last guy said…” 
 
    “Trust me, I know my body.” 
 
    “How many more will it take you?” 
 
    “It should be… five more, maybe six. Math ain’t my strong suit.” 
 
    Maurice hesitated. 
 
    “Dammit, I’m good to go, amigo,” Sterling assured him. “I’ll let you know if I ain’t.” 
 
    The flectomancer finally spoke after a long pause. “No, let’s take a break now. We will have some water, eat some bread, and then you can finish the five or six more kills.” 
 
    “I’m good, dammit.” 
 
    Maurice firmly shook his head. “Come down from there. We will break for thirty minutes or so.” 
 
    Sterling started to protest again but stopped himself once he felt a tremor in his chest. He also noticed that his skin was abnormally warm. 
 
    Maybe… maybe he has a point. 
 
    The cowboy necromancer lowered to the ground, and for the next thirty minutes he smoked, drank water, and had some wheat bread that was nice and fresh. 
 
     It became time to continue it again, Sterling feeling much better as he twisted down from the sky and knocked the buffalo onto its side. 
 
      
 
    You have received 136500 XP! 
 
    You have gained a level! 
 
    You have received six Stat Points! 
 
    You have received eleven Technique Points! 
 
    You have received nine bonus Technique Points! 
 
    Do you want to assign your Stat and Technique Points now? 
 
      
 
    “Don’t mind if I do,” Sterling mumbled as he assigned the six points into Strength. 
 
      
 
    Name: Sterling Monedero 
 
    Race: Human 
 
    Mancer Class: Necromancer 
 
    Class Ranking: Wretched Reviver 
 
    Level: 86 
 
    Fortitude: 142 
 
    Strength: 107 
 
    Resolve: 211 
 
    Mana: 200/205 
 
    Current Armor Rating: 28 
 
    XP: 2,137,467 
 
    XP to Next Level: 67,322 
 
    Stat Points Available: 0 
 
    Technique Points Available: 126 
 
      
 
    The break seemed to help the buffalo amalgamation as well, the beast much more energetic as it yet again trampled over Sterling’s nearly unusable animate. He wished now that he had summoned two from the graveyard, as he would likely have to use another distraction going forward. 
 
      
 
    You have received a Class Proficiency bonus! 
 
    You have received 136500 XP! 
 
    You have gained a level! 
 
    You have received five Stat Points! 
 
    You have received eleven Technique Points! 
 
    You have received nine bonus Technique Points! 
 
    Do you want to assign your Stat and Technique Points now? 
 
      
 
    An idea came to him while he assigned the six Stat Points he had received into his Resolve. Yeah, that could work, he thought as he took a quick look at his sheet. 
 
      
 
    Name: Sterling Monedero 
 
    Race: Human 
 
    Mancer Class: Necromancer 
 
    Class Ranking: Wretched Reviver 
 
    Level: 87 
 
    Fortitude: 142 
 
    Strength: 107 
 
    Resolve: 216 
 
    Mana: 198/205 
 
    Current Armor Rating: 28 
 
    XP: 2,273,967 
 
    XP to Next Level: 97,678 
 
    Stat Points Available: 0 
 
    Technique Points Available: 146 
 
      
 
    “Maron, I could use a favor, amigo. Can you summon up one of them drones that you took back in Kayenta? Going to use it to distract the buffalo.” 
 
    “Sure thing,” said the technomancer, who had been watching along the perimeter the entire time. Once the drone was in the air, it immediately got the attention of the buffalo, allowing Sterling to easily topple the beast. 
 
    Heck, I should have done that from the start, he thought as the prompts came to him. 
 
      
 
    You have received 136500 XP! 
 
    You have gained a level! 
 
    You have received seven Stat Points! 
 
    You have received eleven Technique Points! 
 
    You have received nine bonus Technique Points! 
 
    Do you want to assign your Stat and Technique Points now? 
 
      
 
    Yet again, Sterling went ahead and put the points in Resolve, all seven of them. For what he had planned, he figured being able to heal on a dime would be beneficial. It might even end up being the difference between life and death. 
 
      
 
    Name: Sterling Monedero 
 
    Race: Human 
 
    Mancer Class: Necromancer 
 
    Class Ranking: Wretched Reviver 
 
    Level: 88 
 
    Fortitude: 142 
 
    Strength: 107 
 
    Resolve: 223 
 
    Mana: 198/205 
 
    Current Armor Rating: 28 
 
    XP: 2,410,467 
 
    XP to Next Level: 77,322 
 
    Stat Points Available: 0 
 
    Technique Points Available: 166 
 
      
 
    “Almost there,” he told himself as Maurice set up the buffalo and once again got out of the pen. The amalgamation was easily distracted by the drone, but as Sterling went to knock it over yet again, he felt his energy levels completely drop. 
 
    He hit the ground, and gasped as the buffalo fell. Sterling lay there for a moment staring at the amalgamation, everything fuzzy as the prompts berated him. 
 
      
 
    You have received 136500 XP! 
 
    You have gained a level! 
 
    You have received six Stat Points! 
 
    You have received eleven Technique Points! 
 
    You have received nine bonus Technique Points! 
 
    Do you want to assign your Stat and Technique Points now? 
 
    You are currently a Level 89 Wretched Reviver. 
 
    Once you gain another level, you will be a Level 90 Death Artist. Reaching this achievement will come with a class proficiency bonus. 
 
      
 
    Maurice rushed to his side. “Maybe we should—” 
 
    “No,” Sterling told him as he got to his feet, shaky at first. His stats flashed before him and he ignored them this time. “I’ve got this, dammit.” 
 
      
 
    Name: Sterling Monedero 
 
    Race: Human 
 
    Mancer Class: Necromancer 
 
    Class Ranking: Wretched Reviver 
 
    Level: 89 
 
    Fortitude: 142 
 
    Strength: 107 
 
    Resolve: 223 
 
    Mana: 198/205 
 
    Current Armor Rating: 28 
 
    XP: 2,546,967 
 
    XP to Next Level: 107,678 
 
    Stat Points Available: 6 
 
    Technique Points Available: 186 
 
      
 
    Maurice cleared his throat. “Maybe you should relax for another fifteen minutes.” 
 
    “I’m good. Just… just one more level to go. I ain’t giving up now. No way, no how,” Sterling told the flectomancer as he settled his gaze on the man. “If I say I’m good, I’m goddamn good. Maron, get your drone ready. I’m doing this here thing again. One last time.” 
 
    The technomancer merely nodded as Sterling hovered back into the air. He could feel his heart racing now and he ignored it. Just one more, he reminded himself. Just one more time, and then you don’t got to think about this shit no more. 
 
    Once it was back on its feet, the buffalo stood there for a moment, dazed in its own way. It soon caught wind of Maron’s drone and it took off after it. 
 
    Seizing the opportunity, Sterling bolted toward the ground and shouldered into the amalgamation. 
 
      
 
    You have received a Class Proficiency bonus! 
 
    You are now a Level 90 Death Artist! 
 
    You have learned the skill Soul Absorption! 
 
    Mana increased! 
 
    You have received 136500 XP! 
 
    You have gained a level! 
 
    You have received five Stat Points! 
 
    You have received eleven Technique Points! 
 
    You have received nine bonus Technique Points! 
 
    You have received five bonus Stat Points! 
 
    Do you want to assign your Stat and Technique Points now? 
 
      
 
    Sterling started to feel as if he were drunk as he hovered in the air above the downed amalgamation. Still, he went ahead and assigned the sixteen Stat Points he now had, placing ten in Strength, and six in Resolve. 
 
      
 
    Name: Sterling Monedero 
 
    Race: Human 
 
    Mancer Class: Necromancer 
 
    Class Ranking: Death Artist 
 
    Level: 90 
 
    Fortitude:142 
 
    Strength: 117 
 
    Resolve: 229 
 
    Mana: 195/215 
 
    Current Armor Rating: 28 
 
    XP: 2,683,467 
 
    XP to Next Level: 107,678 
 
    Stat Points Available: 0 
 
    Technique Points Available: 206 
 
      
 
    And with that, with everything assigned aside from his Class Proficiency Points and his Technique Points, Sterling passed out. 
 
    He didn’t even remember hitting the ground. 
 
    

  

 
   
    .Chapter Three. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Sterling didn’t know where he was. For a moment, everything around him was obscure, grainy. He felt old, withered and exhausted, like a lizard that had sat in the sun for too long, or a tumbleweed that could never find a resting place. He coughed, and as he did, he tasted a little blood.  
 
    “You pushed it too far, cowboy.” 
 
    Sterling didn’t recognize the man who spoke to him, not off the top of his head. It was only once he finally tilted his chin back that he understood that the voice belonged to Maurice. The flectomancer stood over Sterling, with a troubled look on his face, Maron in the background. 
 
    “You broke the amulet.” 
 
    “That amulet almost… It almost broke me,” Sterling told Maurice. “Look, I’m mighty sorry about… about breaking what you made. Shoot, if you got anything that you would like doing that could use my power, you let me know. Might sound strange, but I can’t… I can communicate with the dead. Don’t know if that would be helpful to you or not.” 
 
    Maurice hesitated. Finally, he slowly began to shake his head. “I don’t need nothing from you, especially of the necrotic variety. And as for the amulet, I can fix it. No problem there. I’m just so damn tired of seeing people get wrapped up in using this here creation of mine. So you know what? I think I’m done with it. Yep, I’m done. For now, anyway. You’re the last one. The Gauntlet itself? The Gauntlet will be fine. But no, no more amulets or enchanted doohickies with this kind of power. I’m not going to make another one. Don’t matter who asks me. Hell, even the Oracle herself could ask. I’d tell her no. Politely, of course.” 
 
    “I don’t think it’s healthy to gain levels as quickly as I did,” Sterling admitted. “Thrilling, yes, but not healthy. So I’m with you there.” 
 
    “You gained all ten?” Maron asked. “That’s what you wanted, right?” 
 
    “I did, and yes, that’s what I was going for. Aside from the room spinning a little, I think I’m going to live to tell the tale. Just need to get some things figured out while I recover here, those things being my Skill Points.” 
 
    “Take your time. I can go get the Chronicler and bring him back.” 
 
    Sterling looked from the technomancer to Maurice. “You don’t mind if I keep sitting here on the floor, do you, amigo? Don’t mean to crowd your space; I know I must be looking like an idiot just lounging around here.” 
 
    Maurice, who had since gravitated over to a folding chair he had in the corner, grunted a response: “No, I don’t mind.” 
 
    “There must be something I can do. I don’t got much, aside from peppers. My power—” 
 
    “Your power scares me. I can’t imagine anything that you could do for me that would make me feel differently. So don’t mention it, like I said. We’re good. I mean it. You’ve done me a service here, in a way. Tired of people abusing this here thing.” 
 
    Sterling let out a long, troubled sigh. “You ain’t the only one my power scares, amigo. Maron, I’ll be here minding my business. Go on, get the Chronicler. Best we get back to New Mexico.” 
 
    “You’re going to head down there today?” Maurice asked.  
 
    “That’s the plan.” 
 
    The flectomancer looked to the door, as if he could see the border from his workshop. “How? Are you taking the roads? I’ve heard the Comanche have mostly cleared out, but there are still the Angels of Woe…” 
 
    “Don’t you worry about that part,” Sterling told him. “We’ve got everything covered.” 
 
    Once Maron left, Sterling returned his focus to the five Class Proficiency Points he had received. He had received a new power called Soul Absorption. The description of the power wasn’t clear about what it actually did. But Sterling was used to that with his class skills, considering they usually only had one line of information. 
 
    With a pair of shaky hands, Sterling rolled up a cigarette and reread the description. Temporarily absorbs the soul energy of living things… Now what the hell could that mean? 
 
    It cost twenty-five Mana Points to use, which was the highest of any of his skills. 
 
    Must be worth it, he thought as he motioned his cigarette over to Maurice. “Want a smoke?” 
 
    “Sure, I’ll have one with you.” 
 
    Sterling rolled one up for the flectomancer. They smoked together, which was their version of breaking bread. As he took a slow drag off the cigarette, Sterling added one Class Proficiency point to his Resurrection power, and went ahead and did the same to Enhance Durability and Mold Manipulation. He put the final two points in Soul Absorption.  
 
    It just seems right, he thought as he examined his upgraded Class Skills. 
 
      
 
    Necromancer Class Skills 
 
    Death Whisper: Class Proficiency Level 4 
 
    Casting Cost: 6 Mana Points 
 
    Description: Can communicate with the deceased; blood needed to do so. 
 
    —— 
 
    Resurrection: Class Proficiency Level 8 
 
    Casting Cost: 5 Mana Points 
 
    Description: Can summon at will, but doing so takes a cut of MP until the animate is relinquished. 
 
    —— 
 
    Enhanced Durability: Class Proficiency Level 5 
 
    Grafting casting cost: 15 Mana Points 
 
    Description: Enhanced durability and grafting. 
 
    —— 
 
    Death Sense: Class Proficiency Level 3 
 
    Description: Able to sense the bodies of the dead around you. Higher levels allow for wider ranges, including remote animating. 
 
    —— 
 
    Mold Manipulation: Class Proficiency Level 3 
 
    Casting Cost: 6 Mana Points 
 
    Description: Able to manipulate and conjure mold. Higher levels allow for strong and further reaching creations. 
 
    —— 
 
    Osteomancy: Class Proficiency Level 3 
 
    Casting Cost: 10 Mana Points 
 
    Description: Able to get an exploratory vision when coming into contact with bones. 
 
    —— 
 
    Soul Absorption: Class Proficiency Level 3 
 
    Casting Cost: 25 Mana Points 
 
    Description: Temporarily absorbs the soul energy of living things.  
 
      
 
    Sterling now had over two hundred Technique Points he needed to assign.  
 
    These would likely be the last points that he would be able to assign for the foreseeable future. He had once dabbled in Stealth, but it wasn’t his cup of tea. It was a waste of points, but he couldn’t redistribute them. Since he had received new guns, he figured it would be good for him to improve his marksmanship, which would cost fifty-nine points. 
 
    Makes sense, Sterling thought as he assigned the points. 
 
    Because he was going to be dealing with people, and probably gangs, in Albuquerque, Sterling leveled up both his Persuasion and Awareness techniques, which were branched under Perception. This left him with forty-three points. He mentally scrolled back to his combat skill tree and focused on Melee. Surprisingly, he had never put any points in this. He’d always distrusted his own fists coupled with his Strength and Enhanced Durability. 
 
    Now, especially after the fight he had recently gotten into and nearly lost, it made sense. He put the rest of the points that he could in Melee Expert, bringing it to Level 5. Once he was finished, he had two Technique Points left. 
 
      
 
    Sterling examined his techniques sheet as a whole: 
 
      
 
    Combat: 
 
    Sword Expert Level 8 - 56 Technique Points to Level 9 
 
    Marksmanship Level 9 - 73 Technique Points to Level 10 
 
    Melee Expert Level 5 - 34 Technique Points to Level 6 
 
      
 
    Stealth: 
 
    Sneak Proficiency Level 4 - 26 Technique Points to Level 5 
 
    Assassination Level 3 - 17 Technique Points to Level 4 
 
    Cover of Night Level 3 - 12 Technique Points to Level 4 
 
    Disguise Level 1 - 4 Technique Points to Level 2 
 
      
 
    Perception: 
 
    Persuasion Level 7 - 52 Technique Points to Level 8 
 
    Awareness Level 8 - 59 Technique Points to Level 9 
 
      
 
    “Not bad,” he said as he finished his cigarette. He didn’t feel any smarter or any more perceptive, but he knew things like this were quite subtle.  
 
    “You finish up?” Maurice asked him. 
 
    “Sure did.” 
 
    “Congrats.” 
 
    “Much obliged.” 
 
      
 
    [image: ] 
 
      
 
    Maron had caught the Chronicler up by the time they joined Sterling. The older man seemed slightly disappointed that Sterling had pushed himself so hard. And he didn’t make eye contact with him as they slowly left the flectomancer’s workshop. 
 
    “You’ve got to be careful,” the Chronicler finally told Sterling as they approached the same cemetery where he had been earlier to retrieve the body. 
 
    Sterling brushed his comment off. “Yeah, yeah, I know.” 
 
    “Weirdly enough, a lot of this was your idea. And even if you don’t have a power that will help us directly affect the Godwalkers, you are the one that has brought us all together. Think about it. Had it not been for your decision to leave southern New Mexico, you would have likely never been transported to Deseret alongside some of your companions. We would have never met, none of this, up until this point, would have happened.” The Chronicler removed his bucket hat. The sun beamed off the bald spot on the top of his head. He brought the hat down and began folding and unfolding it in his hands. “Really think about that.” 
 
    “I know, I know. I was just so close. Maron saw it.” 
 
    The technomancer gave no indication as to what he had seen. 
 
    “That doesn’t matter.” 
 
    “And I survived, didn’t I? You’re standing here talking to me, Dusty. Shee-it. You’re worrying too much, like a woman. Don’t you go worrying about me none. I’m good. Everything is copacetic.” Despite what he said, there was a part of Sterling that was both flattered to see that someone actually cared, and disappointed in himself for getting so close to his limit. He knew what the Chronicler had said was right, that he had brought everyone together, that he was the driving force behind what they were doing. But he wasn’t the type to admit something like this. So he simply turned away from the man and lowered his head. “I’ve got this, Dusty. Don’t you worry.” 
 
    “Do you?” 
 
    Sterling never answered the older man. Soon, they reached the outskirts of town, where they would be able to teleport back to New Mexico. Sterling almost suggested that they take a peek at Bryce Canyon considering they would be back in the near future, but without Harjo, there would be no way to easily extract this memory from the Chronicler. 
 
    <Beep.> 
 
    “I heard you,” Sterling told the Godwalker as Maron prepared for teleportation. The technomancer paced now, as he had done before they had traveled all the way to Moab. This was a long-distance trip for him; Sterling could only imagine how draining it was on his energy levels. As Maron got in the zone, Sterling took one more look at the Utah horizon. 
 
    It was different, its burnt tones engraved and dry riverbeds engraved on his soul. He knew he would be back at least one more time, and he would always have the memory of appearing on a barren white salt flat, the trials and tribulations of getting all his ducks in a row once he figured out what was going on. 
 
    They departed. 
 
    Madrid was as it always was when Sterling arrived, quiet yet active, the people there constantly striving to improve the quality of their individual living situations. Once they approached Raylan’s hangar, they found the flectomancer seated outside on a cinderblock and tinkering with something in his hands. Zephyr was with him, as was the Sunflower Kid, who stood behind the two of them working on a new garden for the flectomancer. 
 
    The flowers and fruits brought a smile to Sterling’s face. “They certainly liven up the place,” he told her as he approached. The Sunflower Kid, whose hair was now blue with twists of white in it, offered him a subtle smirk. 
 
    She gestured toward the flowering succulents and ripe strawberries. “Pretty, isn’t it?” 
 
    “Purty and it looks good too.” 
 
    “How did you do?” 
 
    Sterling offered her a tight smile. “I got me ten levels, if that’s what you’re asking. And a new power.” 
 
    As the Sunflower Kid stood, one of her plants dropped a fresh strawberry in the palm of her hand. “A new power, huh?”  
 
    “It’s called soul absorption. And I have no idea what it means.” 
 
    Raylan looked up from the device he had been messing with. To Sterling, it looked like a small metal box, but it was clearly something clever, as were most of the things that the short man created. “A new power? What was it called again?” 
 
    “Like I said, Soul Absorption. And to be quite honest with you, I don’t know what it does.” 
 
    “What does the system say?” Zephyr asked. 
 
    “Temporarily absorbs the soul energy of living things. Costs twenty-five mana points to use it. I’ve got it at Level 3, which is about as high as I’m going to be able to go this time around.” 
 
    “You planning on dying or something?”  
 
    “No, nothing like that,” Sterling told the aeromancer, “but the way I see it, if we are able to pull off what we are aiming to pull off, we will likely lose our powers. If that’s the case, no more talking to puddles of blood and summoning zombies to do my bidding. Can’t say that I’ll miss it that much, but I will miss being able to do certain things. And I’ll have to definitely say goodbye to Don Gasper. If we don’t lose our powers, I’m still retiring, so there won’t be any advances from there.” 
 
    “We still don’t know if we’re going to lose our powers or not,” Zephyr reminded him. “Most of us think that this isn’t the case.” 
 
    “Yeah?” Sterling glanced at the others, all of whom nodded in some way. “At some point, word will get out—” 
 
    “Even if we rid the Southwest of Godwalkers, there will be more out there,” Zephyr said. “And believe me, it doesn’t bring me any pleasure to say that.” 
 
    “She isn’t wrong,” the Chronicler added. “They may be gone from the Southwest, but they’ll still be out there in the world. They could always return…” 
 
    “Yeah, yeah, Dusty, let’s not go doomsdaying shit before it even kicks off. Anyhow, back to the point I was trying to make—I don’t think I’ll be getting many more levels after this. I think I’m capped out. That’s what I was trying to say.” 
 
    “You can always go higher.” 
 
    “I could, but I don’t want to,” he told Raylan. “Never was a gamer, not in this post-apocalyptic hellhole we found ourselves in, and as far as I can tell, not before.” 
 
    “You don’t know that.” 
 
    “I don’t.” 
 
    “Do you want to test your power on me?” the Sunflower Kid asked. “It has to do with absorbing based on the description; you should try.” 
 
    “On you?” 
 
    “Why not?” 
 
    “The thing is, I know about as much about using this power as I do about my past before the Reset.” 
 
    The Sunflower Kid extended her hand to Sterling. “There’s only one way to find out what it does. Just try it.” 
 
    “Just like that, huh?” 
 
    Even if Sterling didn’t know exactly what this new power would do, he was versed enough in using his magic to know that it simply took a thought, that he didn’t have to say anything or perform some intricate hand gesture. He simply thought of what he needed to do, and it happened. 
 
    Sterling placed his hand on the Sunflower Kid’s wrist and summoned his Soul Absorption power. The effects were immediate. She gasped and dropped to her knees, her skin starting to shrivel. Her features began to morph just as Sterling pulled his hand away.  
 
    “Hey,” he said as he tried to help her back to her feet, but the Sunflower Kid whipped her arm away. A wall of vines took shape in front of her and hardened into a thick wood, protecting her from Sterling. 
 
    “What did you do to her?” Zephyr asked. Maron, who had been standing back with Beep, came forward and gritted his teeth as he glanced from Sterling to Raylan. 
 
    “She wanted to see what it did and… I feel…” It was noticeable. Sterling could feel his change in power. It was like energy was charging around him. He had gained ten levels over the course of the morning, but none that strength compared to the energy rippling through him. 
 
    What’s happening to me…? 
 
    “I understand,” Raylan finally said as he got to his feet. “And I believe… Yes, I believe that there may be a way that you can utilize this.”  
 
    “What the hell are you talking about?” Sterling asked him. 
 
    “We’re going to have to perform some tests. You weren’t planning to go to Albuquerque today, were you?” 
 
    “No,” Sterling told Raylan, his focus still on the Sunflower Kid. Even though she had started to lower the wall that was protecting her, he still felt terrible for how his power had affected the teenage biomancer. 
 
    “I’m sorry for my reaction.” 
 
    “No, you don’t need to apologize, I’m the one that should apologize,” he told the Kid. “I didn’t know…” 
 
    “I know you didn’t. It’s fine. It’s not your fault.” 
 
    “Well?” Raylan asked. “Are you interested in doing a little experimenting?” 
 
    “Yeah, yeah, sure. But let me head over to the room I was staying in for a moment. I want to run some water on my face. Maybe smoke. Get my head on straight.” 
 
    Raylan cracked his knuckles. “You know where to find me.” 
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    While fall had set in, and the aspens around Madrid were highlighter-yellow, it was still relatively warm outside. Sterling knew from last night that this would change once the sun headed to the other side of the world.  
 
    It would be downright cold.  
 
    Sterling thought about this on the walk back to the room he was staying in. 
 
    It had been a long day already, but he knew if there was something he could learn from Raylan, it would be worth his time. Even so, he decided to relax for a while before heading back to the hangar, which to Sterling meant washing his face, smoking a cigarette, and sitting out on the front porch for a spell, wishing he had time to play with another desert haiku. That minute turned out to be an hour, an hour in which he zoned out and eventually dozed off in the afternoon heat. 
 
    A sound in the distance drew the cowboy necromancer from his reverie, the noise reminding him of someone beating on a pot with a ladle. Perhaps the wind had carried something over from the target practice area that Raylan had set up. Awake now, Sterling was summoning his tobacco and his rolling papers when Sierra approached. The pyromancer produced a sphere of fire in the palm of her hand, which she tossed up and down as if it were a ball as she looked him over. “So?” 
 
    “Yeah?” he asked. “You looking to play some catch?” 
 
    “Hardly. I’m here about Albuquerque. Have you made a decision yet?” 
 
    “A decision?” 
 
    “You know what I mean.” 
 
    Sterling hadn’t given much thought to her request to join them in Duke City; he had been more focused on getting levels and trying to amplify his power in as short an amount of time as possible. Now that she was there standing in front of him, he knew he needed to tell her what he had decided.  
 
    And she wasn’t going to like the way he was leaning. 
 
    There had been many points over the last five years that Sterling had been impulsive. If this were then, he would have welcomed her company, and considering that he hadn’t been in the arms of a woman for a while, perhaps he would have pursued something more. After all, they had already shared a room for one night, during his last visit to Madrid. 
 
    But things were coming to a head now, and as he grew closer to what he knew was the end of his not-so-little sojourn from southern New Mexico, he knew that he was going to make some tough decisions, like not mixing business with pleasure. 
 
    “Best you stay here,” he finally said. “We’ve got a lot to do in the city; well, I guess that really depends on how hard it is to get to Ram and learn what we can about the Killbillies. You know, if they have started a push in Albuquerque or not. That remains to be seen. My point is—we’re going to need your power there in the end, in Chaco Canyon, and the other place.” 
 
    “So you just need my power then? Is that it?” 
 
    “From what we were told, the Terminal in this particular location, in Chaco Canyon, is pretty damn deep. I’m thinking a combination of your power, Paco’s power, and Zephyr and her wind will be able to get it done.” 
 
    “You never even asked if I was interested.” 
 
    “In stopping the Godwalkers?” Sterling lit the cigarette he had rolled just moments ago. “Who isn’t interested? What the hell else do you got to do?” 
 
    The ball of fire that she had been tossing fizzled out. “There are plenty of other things to do then go off on a suicide mission.” 
 
    “Ain’t no suicide mission. We done did it already in Monument Valley, and here we are again ready to go toe to toe with them aliens. So it ain’t no suicide mission,” he told Sierra, even if it potentially was. “We’re going in with a plan, and we’re going to execute that plan.” 
 
    “You still haven’t asked me if I was interested.” 
 
    “I assumed you and anyone who was left breathing after the Reset would be interested. I mean, who wouldn’t be interested in doing what needs to be done and stomping out them Godwalkers?” 
 
    “So you trust me with that, but you don’t trust me to go with you to Albuquerque…” 
 
    “You’re making too big of a deal out of nothing,” Sterling told the woman. He wasn’t trying to sound harsh, but he realized his tone wasn’t helping. “The people I’ve teamed up with, I’ve been with them for a while now. Hell, you already know what happened three years ago. That was us, the same now, aside from Maron and Harjo. Albuquerque is one hell of a place. There are gangs that run it—” 
 
    “You think I don’t know about Albuquerque? I just came from there a couple of weeks ago.” 
 
    “What were you doing there?” 
 
    “Raylan needed some supplies. Who do you think he asks to fetch things? I can handle my myself.” 
 
    “Right now it’s me, Zephyr, the Kid, Harjo, and we’re going to need to be transported there and back. You know that old saying, two is company, three is a crowd? It is sort of like that. The less lives that are at risk, the better.” 
 
    “What do you think you are going to do there exactly? Just storm your way into town and find this man you are looking for?” 
 
    “Could be. Zee and the Sunflower Kid have spent significant time there. I’m just going to rely on them. That, and our telemancer. Shoot, if we work fast, we may be in and out in one night, and from there it’s on to the Killbillies to see what they’re up to. How about this? You let us take care of what needs to be taken care of in Albuquerque, and once we go and deal with them Killbillies, you can come on that trip.” 
 
    “And if the Killbillies aren’t in Albuquerque?” 
 
    “That’s the hope, but if not, we’ll cross that bridge when we get there. What’s that supposed to mean?” he asked after she shrugged. “Is that supposed to be a yes or no? We’ve got to be strategic,” Sterling told her. And in a way, verbalizing this was also a reminder to himself. “If we’re strategic, we can handle these little side quests in preparation for the main event.” 
 
    “What do you plan to do with the Killbillies?” 
 
    “I’m still debating that. You see, I had this vision a few days back, a vision in which the Killbillies and the Comanche were pitted against one another, and I was the one that did it somehow. I don’t know if I’m going to be able to pull that off, or if it’s maybe something else, some kind of big old metaphor for the small things I need to do behind the scenes to make that happen. Don’t know. But there’s one thing for sure, there’s a man that’s running them Killbillies named Commodore Bones, and he needs to die.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “I thought I told you already about him,” Sterling said.  
 
    Seeing that Sierra was drawing a blank expression, he caught her up on his history with the Commodore, how he had crucified Sterling outside of Hatch, how he had been the one that sent Ram after him and how he had betrayed Sterling in the end, when they were supposed to team up against the Texas Rangers. Not to mention what Commodore Bones had done to Roxie, stringing her up in the same way that he had done to Sterling. 
 
    “I guess…” 
 
    Sterling waited for her to say something, and when she didn’t, he spoke. “Yeah?”  
 
    “I can see where you’re coming from, but… I really don’t see how it involves me. And I’m not trying to be self-centered here or nothing.” 
 
    “Then you aren’t understanding this correctly,” Sterling told her. “It doesn’t involve you, not the Albuquerque portion of this, anyway. Same with the Killbillies. But what may potentially happen at Chaco Canyon, or in Deseret, that could involve you, and it will have an effect on all of us. That’s where we need you, if you’re willing. Now, I know I didn’t make you an official invitation or anything, and it’s not like I’m completely in charge of what’s going on around here, even if it sometimes seems like I’m the de facto leader of the group. But we could really use you, Sierra. Honest to God. So you should think about that while we’re gone. If we do it right, maybe we won’t have to worry about them Godwalkers anymore. If we do it wrong, then we’re all going to have marks on our backs. You better believe that they’ll try to get their revenge.” 
 
    “Okay.” 
 
    “Okay… what?”  
 
    Sierra crossed her arms over her chest. “I’ll think about it.” 
 
    “Good. Now…” Sterling put his cigarette out and stood. He stretched his hands over his head and cracked his knuckles. “I believe I’ve left ol’ Raylan waiting long enough.” 
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    Sterling didn’t know how to feel about the conversation he’d had with the pyromancer. He felt that it had been mature of him to be frank with Sierra, and he only regretted that he hadn’t done a little more the first time they met to recruit her to the cause. He figured she would be into what he was doing, and he knew they’d discussed it some in their first meeting, but he hadn’t received her express approval. Or at the very least, he hadn’t asked her outright. 
 
    We’ll just have to see how that shakes out… 
 
    Sterling knew that she would have been quite an asset in a hellhole like Albuquerque, a city marred by violence and warring gangs. There were the Old Town Toros, the Kirtland Airmen, the Alta Monte Homecidos, and the ones Sterling had encountered more than once, the Barelas Glyphs. Each had their own turf, and he knew from the conversations he’d overheard between the Sunflower Kid and Zephyr that Old Town Plaza had continued to be somewhat of a demarcation zone, a place where they could meet to discuss, exchange hostages, and trade goods. 
 
    Perhaps that was where they would start their search for the cryomancer named Ram, but he would leave that up to Zephyr considering she knew the turf.  
 
    “It’s about time,” Raylan told Sterling as he approached. The flectomancer was outside of his hangar, standing in the shade. He was joined by Maron, the technomancer now with his head shaved. 
 
    “You get in a fight with a razor or something?” Sterling asked him. 
 
    “The… markings.” Maron ran his hand lightly over his forehead. Sterling could see the code had scaled up to the crown of his head, and that some of the symbols were red, as if they’d been carved. 
 
    “They causing you trouble?” 
 
    “They itch. My Resolve doesn’t seem to be healing them as quickly as I would like. It’s like this skin infection or something. It burns.” Maron showed Sterling the side of his head where the skin was red and inflamed. “God, it burns when I itch it.” 
 
    Sterling felt sorry for him, but he couldn’t help but chuckle at the technomancer’s behavior. “Ever heard that old one that goes something like, ‘I visited my doctor and told him that it hurts when I move my knee like this. He took a look at my knee and told me not to move it like that.’ No? A buddy of mine told it to me, but he’s better at making those kinds of observations funny. Anyhow, Maron, I’ve got an idea, something that can help. See if the Sunflower Kid can’t conjure you some aloe vera. I’ve seen her do it before. I’m no medicine man, but I think that’ll do you good.” 
 
    “Aloe vera, huh?” 
 
    “Yup. We were teamed up with a pyromancer years ago. Sometimes we would battle each other just to get used to our powers. Always was nice having some aloe vera after getting burned, even with my Resolve. I don’t know how much it will help with what’s going on with you, but it can’t hurt.” 
 
    “Last I saw, she was assisting the people that run the canteen,” Raylan told Maron as he approached.  
 
    “Then I will try to find her.” 
 
    “And Harjo? Where is he?” asked Sterling 
 
    Raylan spoke again: “He’s with her, as is Paco. At least they were earlier when I went in for a meal.” 
 
    “And Zephyr? The wind seems mighty calm over here.” 
 
    “Resting,” Maron told Sterling. “She was floating around earlier like she was bored.” 
 
    “Yeah, that’s like Zee. She never can sit still.” 
 
    Maron stepped away, leaving Sterling with Raylan. 
 
    “I put the pieces together,” the crafter said as he pulled his shoulders in, his head dipping to some degree. Sterling had seen him in this posture before, usually right before he was about to deliver some sort of big revelation, or introduce new tech that he had been working on. “Your new power lets you absorb soul energy. That’s what you did to the Sunflower Kid. That’s why she was so affected. It’s a remarkable ability, one that I’ve never seen before.” 
 
    The mention of her name in the context of what happened made Sterling wish that he could head on over to the canteen and apologize to the Kid in person. It bothered him to no end that she had reacted in the way that she did, bringing up a shield between the two of them. 
 
    “Did you hear me?” Raylan asked. 
 
    Sterling snapped out of it. “Sorry; I just have things on my mind.” 
 
    “What I was saying is that this power of yours allows you to absorb soul energy, just like one of them.” 
 
    “One of them?” asked Sterling. “What the hell do you mean?” 
 
    “The Godwalkers. I spoke with the Chronicler last night. We were up until…” He scratched the back of his head. “I don’t remember when. The sun was almost coming up. We talked about these Terminals, and the soul energy, the same energy that powers the one that has joined you.”  
 
    “Beep.” 
 
    “Yes, Roxie.” 
 
    “Same difference,” Sterling said under his breath. 
 
    “What I’m wondering is, well, let me show you. Follow me.” Raylan led Sterling into his workshop. He rummaged around in a drawer until he returned with a metal canister the size of a shaving cream can. “This, my friend, is a mana-powered battery. One that I invented years back. The one in your revolver is a much smaller version, same as your shotgun. Transfer your energy to it.” 
 
    “Do what now?” 
 
    “The energy that you absorbed from the Sunflower Kid earlier, see if you can’t transfer it into this battery.” 
 
    “That was over an hour ago.” 
 
    “It was. But try.” 
 
    “How will I know if it works?” 
 
    Raylan tapped his greasy finger on a small bulb inlaid on the top of the canister. “This will light up. I’ve used this before for various things, mostly just to test objects but, well, that’s a longer explanation than is necessary for now. Try it.” 
 
    Sterling took the battery from Raylan and held it in his hand for a moment. He looked down at it. How am I supposed to do this? he thought as he turned it over in his hand. Then, he remembered that his powers worked in ways that he couldn’t quite quantify. He generally sat back and let them do what they were going to do. 
 
    With this in mind, Sterling gripped the battery in a different way, with purpose. 
 
    The light turned on. 
 
    “Do you see?” Raylan asked him. “That is the power that you have been able to absorb. Now imagine if it were amplified.” 
 
    “Amplified?” 
 
    “I think you could do remarkable things, things like blow a door off its hinges or…” Raylan massaged his eyes for a moment. “Maybe that’s not quite remarkable, it’s just the first thing that came to mind. I really don’t know what. But maybe there would be a way for you to activate something.” 
 
    “Activate what?” 
 
    “As you know, I spoke to the Chronicler for some time last night.” 
 
    “And?” 
 
    “We were talking about the ways that your team dealt with the terminal back in Utah. According to what you’ve uncovered through the Acoma, the one in Chaco Canyon is much deeper. We will have to drill down to it, in a relatively short amount of time, which is possible, especially if Sierra plans to help.” 
 
    “About that…” Sterling shrugged. “We might have been assuming things that we shouldn’t have. I mean, maybe I should have been clear with her what I was planning from the get-go. I think in the end she’ll join, but there’s really no telling.” 
 
    “Don’t worry about Sierra; I’ll talk to her. Hear me out…” The flectomancer launched into an explanation, Sterling not making much sense of it. In the end, he got jist, but he didn’t know exactly how he was going to pull it off. “What I need to do is figure out a way to test how much energy you can store. I don’t think it will take me that long now that I’ve seen what you do with the battery.” 
 
    “You’re suggesting that I would just drop it there in Chaco Canyon, like a bomb?” 
 
    “You don’t like flying, do you?” 
 
    Sterling shook his head. “You bet your ass I don’t. But you already knew that. Never was a high-flier myself.” 
 
    “That’s not what that word means, I don’t think,” Raylan said. “And it would be a combination of your new power coupled with Zephyr, I believe. Not that Paco or Sierra won’t be helpful. We don’t know the limits of what you can do, or how much you can store. That is what I need to find out. And I believe it may be painful.” 
 
    “You aren’t wanting me to start absorbing a bunch of energy from people, are you?” Sterling asked. “Like some sort of vampire?” 
 
    “That’s exactly what I’m wanting you to do. But not today. When you return from Albuquerque. I assume you will be leaving in the morning.” 
 
    “Who told you that?” 
 
    “No one; I assumed.” 
 
    Sterling slowly nodded. “Probably should. But the only people going are me, Zephyr, Harjo, and the Kid. Just to be clear. I done already had a conversation with Sierra about it, and she ain’t happy. But what can I do? I think it’s best if we keep the group small. Of course, Maron is going out to take us there and back. So I don’t know how that’s going to work yet.” 
 
    “He can stay here with me. Roxie can take you.” 
 
    “But I thought…” 
 
    Raylan shook his head. “I’m certain it can be just the three of you, that he can stay here and work with me on what needs to be done with this ability of yours.” Sterling recognized the look on Raylan’s face. He’d seen it before, the flectomancer’s eyes lit with a flash of inspiration. “Just trust me.” 
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    .Chapter Four. 
 
      
 
      
 
    The sun peeking through a crack in the drapes had little effect on Sterling. He wasn’t ready to awaken for the day, so he simply turned and buried his head in his arm. He slept like this for another hour until he was officially awoken by a knock at the door. 
 
    “Yeah, yeah. I’m coming.”  
 
    After a long sigh, Sterling got out of bed, put his jeans on, and buttoned up his black pearl snap shirt. He slipped into his boots, his spirits brightening as he opened the door to find the Sunflower Kid waiting for him with a plate. 
 
    “Mighty kind of you,” he told the teenage biomancer as he took the plate from her. Slices of thick cut homemade bread were coupled with lumps of butter like someone had used an ice cream scoop to dish it out and greasy crisp bacon. Bacon was something Sterling hadn’t had in a while, and as he crunched it he grinned at the Sunflower Kid. “We heading out early or what?” 
 
    “To Old Town Plaza, yes.” 
 
    “You don’t got a pepper for me, do you?” He smirked. “I could always get my own, but…” 
 
    “I do.” 
 
    The Sunflower Kid curled her finger and as she did a vine lifted from the ground, an orange pepper taking shape. Sterling’s mouth dropped open. He shut it immediately, after the Kid gave him a funny look. 
 
    This was the moment he had been waiting for. For some reason, he knew that it was time for him to tell her what he had learned back in Deseret, the confession he’d been bottling up for several days now. 
 
    Sterling cleared his throat. 
 
    “What is it?” she asked as he set the plate down on the small table outside of his room.  
 
    “Do you want to sit?” Sterling motioned to one of the chairs. “Maybe you should sit. I got something to say.” 
 
    “Okay…” The Sunflower Kid sat, and as she did she ran her hand over her pink hair, which was highlighted with strands of blonde. Her eyebrows were the same color blonde, giving her a strange, almost fairy-like appearance as she settled her gaze on Sterling. “What’s up?” 
 
    “Yup… guess I should sit too.” Once he was comfortable, Sterling leaned forward, his arms on his knees. He stared at the floor for a moment, watching as an ant crawled by carrying a crumb in its pincers. Sterling licked his lips. He wanted a cigarette. “Do you mind if I have me a smoke? Could use one right about now.” 
 
    The Sunflower Kid shook her head. 
 
    He rolled one up in silence, the weight of that moment bearing down on him as he finished. “I’ve been meaning to tell you something, and I figured I’d tell you now, before we head off to ol’ Duke City and see what we can get into.” Sterling casually lit his cigarette, even if his hand was shaky. “I don’t suspect that any of us are going to die on this here trip, but we are going up against a pretty bad man, with one of them powers that can quickly take advantage of a number of situations.” 
 
    “Cryomancer.” 
 
    “Yup.” Sterling started rolling his cigarette. “Not only that, we’re going to see what we can learn about the Killbillies, which could lead to a slew of other things that I haven’t even considered yet. My point? Well, I’ve been meaning to tell you something, and I’ve been holding it in for too long. You see, back in Deseret, Maron communicated with Beep.” 
 
    Once again, the Sunflower Kid nodded. 
 
    “Good, you already knew that part. We didn’t talk much about it, but I’m sure you heard from the others that the person inside Beep at the time wasn’t Roxie. It was Isabelle. My wife.” 
 
    “I know.” 
 
    Sterling exhaled a cloud of smoke. “Before we did what we had to do in Monument Valley, she told me something, something about the three of us, and then she made me promise that I wouldn’t tell you. It doesn’t matter why, but I’m here to tell you now. I’m here to tell you what Isabelle told me.” 
 
    The color started to drain from the Sunflower Kid’s face. 
 
    Sterling cleared his throat again. “I guess there’s no better way than to just come out and say it. You are my daughter, which means that you are her daughter, too. That makes you our daughter. But before the Reset, I think you were our son. No, I know you were our son. I got the picture in my wallet.” He produced his wallet and waved it at her, but rather than retrieve the photo he sent it back to his inventory list. 
 
    The Sunflower Kid’s throat quivered. 
 
    “Now, I know you can change genders and whatnot, do all sorts of things, and I ain’t here to talk about that because it doesn’t really bother me much if at all. Who gives a shit? I know you as you, as that person that I ran into in Las Cruces some five years ago, both of us bewildered out of our minds, both of us deciding to band together and eventually join up with Gasper.” Sterling let the ember burn on his cigarette before he spoke again: “And… and I just wanted you to know that. Look at me, at a loss for words now. Heck, I’ve gone over this moment dozens of times in my head, what I would tell you and when. Yet here I am, telling you, and I don’t know what else to say.” 
 
    “I’m your child.” 
 
    “Yes, you are my child, which means that…” Sterling exhaled another cloud of smoke. It felt like his nose was starting to run. “Which means that we have each other. We had each other before, you know that, but what I’m trying to say is we have each other now and… and we know who we are. I’m your father. That means something. It has to mean something. Now, before we get too far ahead of ourselves, I don’t want you going around calling me dad, and I don’t know what to call you aside from the Sunflower Kid. So I’ll just keep doing that. None of that has to change. Nobody has to know nothing.” 
 
    The Sunflower Kid’s lips parted like she was going to say something. She never did. 
 
    “I don’t know why Isabelle didn’t want you to know earlier. Hell, if it were me, and she had told you who I was, I would have wanted you to tell me. Gives me something to fight for. Sure, I practically have the word revenge tattooed across my heart, but the way I see it, I’m fighting for something else now. Something bigger than the Grand Canyon and the rest of the Southwest. I’m fighting for you, and so that you can live the rest of your life without all this nonsense. Damn Godwalkers. Damn mancers. And damn bandits. Damn them all to hell. That’s what I’m saying. With what Raylan has cooked up, hell, I may not make it out alive.” 
 
    “You will make it out alive. You always do. It is who you are, and what you do.” 
 
    “Yeah?” Sterling felt a tear coming on that he didn’t understand. He wiped it away and another one didn’t come. All that pressure had built up, and with that single tear it had dissipated. He didn’t feel any better now that he had made his confession, but at least it felt like his chest was a little bit lighter. “We don’t know what’s going to happen, but I do know that you are my child, my daughter, and the others don’t need to know, but I want you to know that I care about you, and that you have impressed me and made me proud since the very first day we met, as odd as that was.” 
 
    The image of the Sunflower Kid walking toward him, Sterling bewildered, and later their encounter with Don Gasper flashed across his mind’s eye yet again. Those were the early days of the Reset when nothing made sense, when the streets and the rooms in every home were covered in blood and anguish.  
 
    The bad ol’ days. 
 
    “It was crazy, wasn’t it?” 
 
    “You bet.” Sterling ashed his cigarette. “But as I was saying, those are the facts. We are related, and if you ask me, that’s something special. Everyone we have joined up with has meant something to me, and you know that. But to finally find out that we are blood related only makes it that much more special. And it is ironic, if you think about it a little. Me? I’m a necromancer, one who can bring life to death. You’re a biomancer, one who can bring death to life, well, in your own way. Certainly feels like a yin and yang sort of thing. Someone up there has a sense of humor. It just makes me wish I knew more about our family, the others, if anyone else survived. Hell, could you imagine if someone like Don Gasper was your grandfather?”  
 
    A subtle grin traced across the Sunflower Kid’s face. What Sterling had told her still seemed concerning to the Kid to some degree, even if he was trying to make light of the situation, yet he felt like he would soon make progress. Which told Sterling he needed to get out of the way before he said something stupid. 
 
    “Well, that’s it. That’s my big confession, something I’ve been fighting to tell you since Isabelle told me. And that’s also why I was so… so distraught once Beep left us.” 
 
    “Now Beep is back.” 
 
    “As Roxie, I know. And I don’t like that part either, although I’m glad she’s around. It’s complicated; you know that. Anyhow, I do believe I’ve said enough. Why don’t you run along and do whatever it is you were planning to do this morning? I’m going to sit here and stew for a minute, eat the rest of this here bacon that you brought and the bread and the pepper, maybe even write me a little desert haiku if I can get the inspiration. You know I’m game for whatever happens today. You and Zee are the experts. That said, we need to keep an eye on her. She can be impulsive. I never really got into what happened back at the Comanche encampment, but that really threw a wrench into our plans at the time.” 
 
    The Sunflower Kid stood. She took a few steps away and turned back to Sterling. “Thank you for telling me. And she’s not the only one we’ll need to keep an eye on.” 
 
    “Yeah, yeah. I’ll try to behave myself too.” 
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    News of their discussion didn’t need to ever reach the others. Not only that, there seemed to still be some hesitation on the Sunflower Kid’s part. He knew it was a lot to process; Sterling didn’t want to press her any more than he already had. Thus far, she’d handle it better than he had back in Deseret, and he would leave it at that for now. 
 
    For the time being, he merely nodded at the teenage biomancer as he approached their group. Sterling was now ready for the inevitable. He had both his guns holstered at his sides. His sickle sword would need to stay in his inventory list if he was going to carry the shotgun, which he planned to do. He was fine with that. Holstering it wasn’t really necessary anyway considering he could simply summon things at will.  
 
    Now outside of Raylan’s hangar, Sterling found the Sunflower Kid and Zephyr standing around Beep, Maron off to the right and finishing up a conversation with Raylan and the Chronicler. Harjo was there, but Paco wasn’t, and neither was Sierra. 
 
    “Paco is visiting his people,” Maron told Sterling. “I teleported him there last night. He’s going to travel back here on his own early tomorrow morning. I figured you wouldn’t have a problem with that.” 
 
    “Absolutely not, I just wish I could have given him my best before he headed out. Him and Abuela,” Sterling said, referring to the woman that oversaw his particular band of Hopi transplants from Arizona. “Oh well. Them’s the ropes. Now, how are we getting out of Albuquerque and getting back? Y’all decide on that, Maron?” 
 
    “Beep is going to teleport you there without me. I will stay here, and when you are ready, Beep will teleport you back. Isn’t very far from here and my services seem less necessary unless we are talking about a great distance.” 
 
    “When did you figure that out?” 
 
    “What do you think we have been doing all morning?” Maron asked. Now that Sterling looked at him, he could tell that there was something a bit off about the technomancer’s face, the code burned into his skin even darker than it normally was.  
 
    “It works. We can trust Roxie,” Raylan assured Sterling. “She’ll be using this.”  
 
    The flectomancer produced something out of his front pocket. To Sterling it looked like an old cell phone, but it had been modified in the way that he’d seen Raylan tweak other objects, the piece made more bulky. In that way it looked almost alien, especially the dark blues of the metal and the object’s rough surfaces, which didn’t match the kind of tech that the before people used. Raylan continued: “We will just keep it here, and she will return to this signal. Besides, it’s important she stays with you. She has been masking your location.” 
 
    “What about your location here?” 
 
    “I’m less worried about that.” 
 
    “Are you sure?” Sterling asked Raylan. 
 
    “If the Godwalkers come here, we will do what we can to disrupt them. We’re going to be out of communication range with you. So the best thing to do is take care of what you need to take care of, come back here to report tonight, or continue on until you are ready to deal with the two Terminals. I’m leaving that part up to you.” 
 
    Sterling nodded. “We will check in.” 
 
    “I was hoping you’d say that.” Raylan shook Sterling’s hand. “Good luck.” 
 
    After a few more goodbyes, the four that would be making the trip to Albuquerque gathered around the Godwalker. As they did, an energy began to charge the air around them. They vanished, and reappeared somewhere along the highway on the east side of Albuquerque. Sterling spotted the haze of the city on the horizon and he recognized where he was immediately, not far from a petrol station that had once hosted a pretty good charm shop. 
 
    Now, the place was burned out. 
 
    Sterling hated to see it, but he knew it wasn’t the first time something like that had happened, and it certainly wouldn’t be the last as long as it remains a lizard eat lizard kind of world. “So, Old Town Plaza?” he asked the Sunflower Kid and Zephyr. 
 
    The two exchanged glances. Zephyr spoke: “It is our best bet for finding Ram. Maybe we’ll get lucky and he’s already dead.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t call that lucky, but I see your point.” 
 
    “Why the Plaza?” Harjo asked. 
 
    “Why?” Zephyr turned to the telemancer. Her eyes dropped to the anti-telepathy bracelet on her wrist. “You know what? Let me catch you up.” 
 
    Spontaneous as ever, she removed the bracelet and held it out for a moment as Harjo combed through her memories. He spoke: “I see. The Plaza is some sort of meeting ground between the four gangs that have been warring over Albuquerque since the Reset. But do you think it is safe? You’ve seen violence there before, no?” 
 
    Zephyr put the bracelet back on. “No, I don’t think it’s safe. You?” she asked the Sunflower Kid. 
 
    “No, it’s not safe, but it is a good starting place.” 
 
    “And I know exactly who to talk to,” Zephyr added. 
 
    “I can see that, or I should say, I can see why,” Harjo told them. “I hope you know what you’re doing.” 
 
    Zephyr simply nodded.  
 
    “And if we encounter anyone hostile, I can handle their minds.” 
 
    Sterling considered what the telemancer had said. Harjo was good at masking his power, yet there was still a subtle change on his face when he was filtering through someone’s memories or controlling their mind that would be a dead giveaway for someone with a keen eye. 
 
    “What if we are asked for, I don’t know, Zee, our affiliation or something?” 
 
    “Trust me, I can handle all that,” Zephyr told Sterling. “This is why you brought me along, right? Plus, we have Harjo.” 
 
    He couldn’t help but grin at the aeromancer. “No, I brought you along to take your shot before we can agree on a strategy.” He was referring to what she had done back at the Comanche encampment.  
 
    As always, Zephyr shrugged the comment off. “I can only blame myself.” 
 
    “We probably won’t be able to find Ram today, but we can get a good idea of where he is, and move to that region of the city. Of course, we can’t bring you,” the Sunflower Kid told the Godwalker. She placed her hand on Beep and sent the monolith to her inventory list. “There is one other thing.” She looked up at Sterling. 
 
    “Yeah?” 
 
    “What happened in Gallup, that can’t happen here. It will be an all-out war if it does.” 
 
    Once again, Sterling felt sheepish. “I know, I know, I was just in the mood that night, and you already said something along those lines. I’m not in the mood now. I mean, I’m in the mood to get done what we need to get done, but not to go pick a fight unless one comes picking me. Don’t y’all worry about me. If you say ‘jump,’ I’ll ask ‘how high?’ I’m only along for the ride here.” 
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    It paid to know people.  
 
    Had Sterling approached this task on his own, he would have likely come at it from a different angle, one that would have put him in direct conflict with one of the Albuquerque gangs. Had he chosen their current location, this would have been the Kirtland Airmen. These were supposed to be the good guys, that much he knew. But like most good guys post-Reset, they had a tendency to be bad when necessary. There were no conventions or rules of war that prevented them from doing whatever they needed to do to survive. 
 
    Zephyr explained more about the group as they veered away from the highway. “There used to be an airbase in Albuquerque, some twenty thousand people lived there before the Reset. They are what’s left of those people, well, and a few new recruits. They once supported the White Sands Militia, although now with what the Killbillies have done, I don’t know if that’s the case any longer. Their leader, last I checked, was Brigadier General Rafael Torres and his wife, Nicole Saint Torres. Their biggest beef is with the Barela Glyphs, who control much of the Albuquerque territory.” 
 
    “And their leader?” Sterling asked. He had forgotten that Harjo had already come to understand most of this information. If the telemancer wasn’t looking for a recap, he didn’t say anything about it. 
 
    “The Glyphs? Their leader, again, last I was here, is Giancarlo Thomas. The Alta Monte Homecidos were once part of the group, but they splintered off, now they live in an area known as Tamalewood, which is a small part of the city where movie sets and studios were once located. Centrally located. The Homecidos consider extreme violence an art. They are ruthless, and if Ram is in their territory, it is going to be much harder to get to him.” 
 
    “I know people there,” the Sunflower Kid told Zephyr. 
 
    “It’s still dangerous.” 
 
    “Heck, I’m always up for a challenge,” said Sterling. A bit of wind twisted around the cowboy necromancer and dissipated. 
 
    “I guess since I’m giving an explanation here, I should mention the last group that call Albuquerque home. The Old Town Toros are by far the most peaceful of the three. That’s why their Plaza serves as a neutral meeting ground,” said Zephyr. “It’s the only territory they completely hold, and it has become what I like to call Albuquerque’s eye of the hurricane.” 
 
    “If I remember correctly, within the Plaza, each gang keeps to its own side unless some parley is needed, which happens in the center.” 
 
    “That’s right,” she told Sterling as they came over a ridge to find a pair of travelers who had set up camp around a couple of pinyon trees. Using threadbare sheets, the pair had made a semblance of a shelter. One of the men was crouched in the shade. His teeth were rotten, which told Sterling that this had been the case before the Reset. Any injuries or physical abnormalities carried over. The man, who had to be pushing sixty, looked up at the four of them. 
 
    “We got nothing to take,” he said, while his companion continued to strip the fur off a rodent he had captured. 
 
    “We ain’t here to take nothing.” 
 
    “Y’all heading down to the city?” 
 
    Sterling nodded. 
 
    “You must be crazy; I wouldn’t go anywhere near there right about now.” 
 
    “Why’s that?” asked Zephyr. She crouched near the man, a friendly enough gesture. If the man knew what she was capable of he wouldn’t be so casual, Sterling thought as the man grunted at the aeromancer. Then again, maybe he would be. 
 
    “Killbillies. Now we gots five terrorist groups we gots to deal with down there.” 
 
    Sterling and Zephyr exchanged glances. He spoke: “Are you telling me the Killbillies are actually in Albuquerque?”  
 
    “They sure as hell are, in the southern part of the city. Everyone knows that.” The man coughed into his hand and wiped it on his leg. “Them ‘Billies beat the living shit out of the Barelas. They done taken that whole area. Lot of death, lot of angry sons of bitches trying to get their piece. I’ve seen a lot of bad in ol’ Duke City, but I ain’t never seen it that bad. Them Barelas ain’t happy neither. That’s their prime territory that the Killbillies have taken. From the airport damn near to Old Town.” 
 
    “Old Town still the way it used to be?” Zephyr asked. 
 
    “For now. People are meeting there, and they’re keeping them Killbillies out because they ain’t wanted.” The old-timer swatted at a fly that had buzzed near him. He spat. “Kind of funny if you ask me. All them gangs not letting the biggest gang of them all into their little bargaining zone. Hargh. Well, that’s just how it is. And the Barelas still got lots of territory, from the tops of Old Town over to Near North Valley. They done carved out a good amount of territory, giving the east to Kirtland, the west to the Toros, and the Homecideos in the center. But they ain’t happy.” 
 
    “What about them Homecidos?” Sterling asked. 
 
    “Smack dab in the middle of it all, like I said. Near campus now, Santa Barbara-Martineztown. The Killbillies are gonna run into them next if they keep it up. Hargh. Right now it seems like they are staying in place; like them Killbillies are waiting for something, maybe their supply chain to bring them more weapons and recruits, or their flectomancers to do what they gotta do.” The man motioned to his companion. “That’s why me and my boy, that’s why we’re out here. Hell has taken over in Albuquerque. And it has been several days now without any violence, any attacks, which leads me to believe that something is about to happen. So we are going to sit here on this hill and watch it.” He cast his hand toward what was left of Albuquerque. “It’s the only smart thing to do.” 
 
    “Ain’t a bad idea,” Sterling said. “Got yourself a prime view.” 
 
    “If you ask me, something else is boiling, and them Killbillies know it. They got themselves a cavalry, let me tell you. The Texas Rangers are with them now. What’s left of the White Sands Militia too.” 
 
    “How do you know all this?” the Sunflower Kid asked the man. 
 
    “He’s an informant.” 
 
    Everyone looked at Harjo. 
 
    “Boy, you need to stay the hell out of my mind,” the old man told the telemancer, his tone suddenly harsh. “I didn’t give you permission. Next time…” He summoned a dagger, the blade rusted yet sharp. “I might not be able to reach you before you can stop me, but I wouldn’t test my reflexes if I were you.” 
 
    “No need for that,” Zephyr said. “We are actually here looking for someone, a bounty hunter. But we are also planning to investigate Killbillies later, so I suppose it is fortunate that they have finally decided to come to Albuquerque.” 
 
    “Fortunate? Are you crazy, woman? Hargh. By this point, we know the four evils that are possible down there in the city, and anyone that has their wits about them knows how to get by in whatever territory they are being held hostage in. These Killbillies introduce something else to the equation, and ain’t none of us like the unknown. I think there’s a saying about that, but it has slipped my mind at the moment.” 
 
    The Sunflower Kid spoke calmly: “So the Killbillies are in the south; the Toros are in the west around Old Town; the Barelas Glyphs are now in the north, and Airmen are in the east; and the Homecidos are in the center. Almost like old times, but different.” 
 
    “Sounds about right. Y’all mapmakers or something? Why are y’all asking me so many damn questions? Normally, when I get information, someone pays me.” 
 
    “What would you like?” Sterling asked. 
 
    “What would anyone like? A nice place to sleep, a good meal, a purty woman, and comfort in knowing that you’re going to wake up safe and sound the next day. That, and turquoise. Always is useful.” 
 
    Zephyr equipped a silver bracelet lined with small turquoise jewels. She handed it to the old man. “How’s that?” 
 
    He examined it immediately and smiled up at her with a crooked grin, his teeth like almonds. “That will do. I wasn’t expecting something. Take a look, Mac,” he told his counterpart. The young man, who had a head full of curly brown hair, simply grunted a response as he examined the bracelet. “Welp? Unless y’all got anything else to say, y’all best be getting on. Hargh. Good luck with whatever bullshit you get yourselves into down there.” 
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    Sterling and his companions had just reached a blue sign that read ‘Reduce to 45 MPH,’ one with musical notes beneath the text, when Zephyr turned to Sterling. 
 
    “We are going to need to fly around the area ahead.” 
 
    “I thought you knew a better route, one that wouldn’t put us in any trouble?” 
 
    “It looks like trouble has already come here,” the Sunflower Kid said as she motioned to a pair of charred bodies lying behind a metal road barrier. “This is a warning sign.” 
 
    A normal person felt disgust and empathy when they came across a pair of bodies, especially ones that looked like they had been executed and partially burned. To Sterling, especially now that they were about to enter the belly of the beast, the Sunflower Kid’s discovery wasn’t quite cause for celebration, but it wasn’t far off. 
 
    “Been needing to add a few of them to my list,” Sterling said as he slowly curled a finger. The two came alive, the sound of their skin crackling making Harjo look away. Once they got closer to Sterling, he sent the animates to his inventory list. “You were saying.” 
 
    Zephyr exchanged glances with the Sunflower Kid. “Yeah…” the aeromancer said. 
 
    The Sunflower Kid spoke after Zephyr trailed off: “You might as well tell him.” 
 
    “So… my time in Albuquerque was a bit more complicated than maybe I have told you about in the past. No, that’s not the right way to frame it. Complicated isn’t the right word. Well, it sort of is. It’s just that I don’t like to reveal too much about some of the choices I made, especially while I was here because… because—” 
 
    “Well, spit it out,” Sterling told Zephyr after she trailed off. 
 
    “I played several of the sides against each other, the gangs. This bounty hunter you are after, well, confession alert— I was no different, at least in my own way. But then I fell for the leader of the Toros.” 
 
    “Fell for?” This was the first time Sterling had ever heard Zephyr speak about a romantic relationship. “I thought you only fly, never fall.” 
 
    “Funny,” she said, the look on her face one of disappointment. “When we were all transported to Deseret, we had just had a falling out. So that’s going to be complicated.” 
 
    “In Old Town you mean, right?” Harjo asked. “Where the Toros are.” 
 
    “Yeah, that’s what I mean.” 
 
    “What does this have to do with our current location?” Sterling asked Zephyr. “As far as I know, Old Town is on the other side of the city. What does this have to do with where we are currently heading?” 
 
    “Because we are heading through the Airmen’s territory, and… let’s just say that they aren’t my biggest fans.” 
 
    “What the hell did you do to them?” 
 
    “They have supply-chain disputes with the Toros. I intervened, twice, which left several of their men buried in rubble.” 
 
    “Rubble that you caused,” Sterling said. 
 
    “Precisely.” 
 
    “Then let’s get Beep out here and have Rox transport us to the other side of the city. We can come in from that way.” 
 
    “That is an option, but that side of the city is more heavily guarded, at least on the outskirts. That was one thing the Toros were interested in, shoring up their defenses in case there was ever a push coming from the West. Remember, whoever holds the ring around Albuquerque controls what comes in and goes out of the city. Before the Killbillies arrived, the Barelas controlled the north and south; the Airmen the east, the Toros the west. Now, that shift in power is changed, and considering the Killbillies are now in the South, it would make logical sense for them to slowly begin to make their way around the city, either heading west or east first, and up from there.” 
 
    “Why not to the center?” he asked Zephyr. 
 
    “The Homecidos may be contained, but they have a vast network of smuggling operations that allow them to maintain their turf. Not only that, they are hyper-violent, and prone to looting and taking hostages if they don’t get their way. So in my estimate, the Killbillies wouldn’t immediately go through their territory. They would make their way around, either to the west, toward the Toros, or to the east, toward the Airmen. I suppose they could come in from the north if they did a wide loop around the city, but I don’t think they would do that.” 
 
    “And you’re saying that going on foot through the Airmen’s territory may not only put us in direct conflict with them, but also the Killbillies if they have already started an offensive?” 
 
    “I am.” 
 
    “Well, I guess we have to fly. Last time I was near Albuquerque, they had no-fly zones that were patrolled by snipers that worked for the gangs. That still the case?” 
 
    Zephyr nodded. 
 
    “What do you suppose we do? I don’t see why we can’t just teleport to the outskirts of the Toros territory and hike our way in.” 
 
    “Do you remember how we left the Comanche encampment?” Zephyr asked Sterling. 
 
    He nodded, recalling what it had been like to be sucked up into what felt like a hurricane and deposited not long after. It wasn’t pleasant. 
 
    “We will travel like that, only we will go higher.” 
 
    Harjo cleared his throat. “Before we do…” The group turned to him. “I know that all of you are wearing bracelets that prevent telepathy, but I would suggest that you send them away for now, to your inventory lists. If I can speak to you telepathically, it will be easier as I uncover information. For example, I will know if someone is lying to us. If we are accosted, I can handle that situation as well.” 
 
    Sterling ran his hand across his beard. “As long as they don’t have anti-telepathy devices…”  
 
    “They won’t. I haven’t encountered them in any of the places I’ve been, aside from your cowboy head.” 
 
    “Maybe you haven’t been to enough places.” 
 
    Harjo considered this. “Maybe so, but not everyone will have one. And it will help me communicate with the three of you.” 
 
    “I’m fine with that,” the Sunflower Kid said as she removed her bracelet, one of many that were trailing up her arms. It disappeared as she sent it to her inventory list. “I trust you.” 
 
    “I never put mine back on from earlier,”said Zephyr. “Cowboy?” 
 
    Sterling removed his bracelet. “In that case, guess I’ll need to take the cowboy hat off as well.” 
 
    “That would be ideal, yes.” Harjo waited for Sterling to do so before turning to Zephyr. “Now we will be able to communicate more easily. I suppose I’m ready when you are.” 
 
    “As am I,” said the Sunflower Kid. “I can’t believe we are going back to Albuquerque. I feel it has been a while.” 
 
    “Maybe for you, but I was just there, and I did leave things…” The aeromancer hesitated. “Well, at least we have you now,” she told Harjo. “Which will make things a bit easier once we start running into people that I don’t like, or who maybe don’t like me.” 
 
    “Always is something, when you go home,” Sterling said as he sent his cowboy hat and the anti-telepathy bracelet to his list. “I’m ready.” 
 
    As he did, he felt that telepathic creep that he had sensed several times before. It was subtle, but it was like a hand had reached into his skull and lightly grazed the back of his brain. 
 
    That you, Harjo? he thought. 
 
    It is. I’m not here to pry; I will leave this space vacant until something of importance comes up. 
 
    Sterling glanced over to the telemancer and nodded. “Welp, let’s get on with it.” 
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    Sterling sucked in deep breaths as he prepared to be airlifted by Zephyr. He kept his chin down as the wind picked up around him and lifted the corners of his black duster. Soon, he was flying high, Sterling feeling a tightening of his chest as he maintained his rigid posture. 
 
    Just trust, he thought, his eyes clenched tightly shut. Just trust… 
 
    Sterling certainly felt the change in gravity as they grew higher, his legs tingling, fists tightening as he continued to cross his arms over his chest. He wanted to blink his eyes open to see how the others were faring, but had found himself in somewhat of a happy place, and knew not to disrupt it. 
 
    Up and away they went, only to start plummeting, Sterling feeling his clothing fill with air as they zoomed toward the ground. They landed softly, yet he still stumbled forward and dropped to a knee, his hands touching the rough surface of an adobe roof. 
 
    “Shee-it,” he mumbled as he looked up to find a pair of men bursting out the door of a rooftop patio, one with his hair ignited, the other with lines of ice that traced up to the crown of his head. 
 
    “Where’s Nazarena?” Zephyr asked the two mancers as blank expressions came over their faces. 
 
    Harjo’s voice appeared in the back of Sterling’s head. I’ve got them now. They will no longer engage. 
 
    Who is Nazarena? he thought back to the telemancer. 
 
    The leader of the Old Town Toros. Zephyr’s former lover. Nazarena “The Knife” Ordóñez. 
 
    What now? 
 
    It was as if he was watching a movie, the images coming to Sterling rapid-fire.  
 
    He saw Zephyr seated on this very same rooftop, relaxing in a lounge chair and wearing a bathing suit. Next to her was a woman with a shaved head and a torso covered in tattoos. The two were sipping margaritas. Then they were in some sort of fight which he assumed was in one of the neighborhoods of Albuquerque, the wind twisting around Zephyr as she summoned her power. From there it was an image of an argument, although Sterling couldn’t make out what they were saying. He could see the passion in the woman named Nazarena’s eyes, the angry tears. There was another image of them back together in the Plaza, meeting with whom Sterling assumed were the Kirtland Airmen. The final image of them arguing yet again. 
 
    Even though he hadn’t been provided any dialogue, the tumultuous nature of their relationship was painfully evident. 
 
    The cryomancer spoke again, now under Harjo’s control. “I see. She is inside, and has begun evacuation protocols. I will cancel them now.” He stepped away, leaving the pyromancer on the rooftop with Sterling and his three companions. 
 
    Not at all concerned by what was going on, the Sunflower Kid turned to the edge of the rooftop.  
 
    Beyond her was the Plaza itself, their group high enough on one of the buildings that they had yet to be discovered by those in the streets below. It was a location that had been a meeting ground for hundreds of years. From his last visit, Sterling surmised that the area had become somewhat of a tourist location for the before people, evident in all the shops that had now been converted to bars with outdoor seating and the occasional charm emporium.  
 
    In the center of the Plaza sat a gazebo, one that served as the official meeting ground between the four gangs warring for control of Albuquerque. Even getting a glimpse of it now, it was hard to imagine how much violence and death had been the result of decisions that were made beneath the gazebo. Like most structures, it was innocuous in nature, marred by the decisions that had taken place within. 
 
    Sterling turned back to the rooftop door as the cryomancer reappeared, this time with the woman he’d seen in the vision provided to them by Harjo.  
 
    Nazarena was short, her head shaved, tear tattoos on her cheek running all the way down to her chin line. Her neck, the entire area of her chest over her bosoms, and her arms were completely covered in tattoos, most of them depicting dark images, demons and winged beasts, amalgamations, the most visually striking piece being a knife directly over her throat and pointing up. There was also a scattering of random, handwritten tattoos that looked like graffiti across her upper arms, most of her ink work visible because of the bulletproof vest that she wore that covered her torso almost like a tank top, the woman merely in a sports bra beneath. Her black pants had all the signs of armored modifications, as did her large boots, which rose past her shins. 
 
    She came forward, her hand moving back as if she were about to slap Zephyr. Sterling drew one of his revolvers and pointed it at her face. “I ain’t about to be part of no lovers’ quarrel. Why don’t you go ahead and lower your hand there, lady.” 
 
    Shall I take control? Harjo asked Sterling in his head. 
 
    “No,” Zephyr said, indicating that the telemancer had been broadcasting this request to the three of them. 
 
    The Sunflower Kid, nonchalant as ever, took a few steps closer to Nazarena and smiled. “You want a fruit?” 
 
    The leader of the Toros lowered her arm and glared from Sterling to the Sunflower Kid and back. “The last person to point a weapon at me—” 
 
    “Yeah? What happened to them?” Sterling asked. “You got more posturing you want to do, or can we head inside and have a conversation? We ain’t here to cause trouble, and we certainly aren’t trying to make an untenable situation even more… Untenable.” 
 
    “No, we’re going to have this conversation out here. You have weapons aimed at you now that you don’t know about. This is your last chance to lower your gun.” 
 
    She bluffing? Sterling thought aloud. Beep was currently in Sterling’s inventory list. He would have summoned the Godwalker at that moment, but he knew it would draw gunfire from whoever had beads on them. 
 
    No, she’s not bluffing. Snipers have been alerted and I can’t see exactly where they are. Even she doesn’t know for this very reason. She has other ways of broadcasting as well… 
 
    So she knows that we have a telemancer? 
 
    Yes, I believe so. Yes. 
 
    Sterling lowered his weapon after getting this confirmation from Harjo. “Well, you happy now?” 
 
    “How dare you come back here after… After…” 
 
    “We can talk about that in private,” Zephyr told the woman. “Now isn’t the place. And I would have said something to you earlier but…” She exhaled audibly. “There’s much more going on than meets the eye. First of all, I was transported to Deseret, to Utah. So that sort of disrupted any conversation we might have had.” 
 
    “You were, huh?” 
 
    Zephyr spoke again: “If you would just hear me out, I promise that this is much bigger than us, and whatever has happened in our past. Not that those things aren’t important. You always said, ‘go big or go home.’ That has been your motto since you took over the Toros. Well, that is exactly what I have done.” 
 
    “How?” Nazarena asked. 
 
    “We have decided to take on the Godwalkers and have already done so successfully. You know about my past, about what the Sunflower Kid and I did three years ago. Well, this is Sterling.” 
 
    A strange grin took shape on Nazarena’s face. “The cowboy necromancer?” 
 
    “I’m more of a pepper farmer.” 
 
    “It’s really you, isn’t it?” 
 
    “If you want me to summon a dead body from my inventory list, I can. If you got a bottle of blood you’d like to communicate with, welp, I’m your man. Maybe you have some old bones that you don’t know nothing about. Again, something I can handle. But I’m no cowboy, and what Zee said is true. Now, can we go inside and talk about this or what? There won’t be no shooting, no nothing. But we need to talk. Call your people off.” 
 
    Nazarena turned to her two guards and nodded. She then motioned for them to follow her.  “This better be worth my time.”

  

 
   
    .Chapter Five. 
 
      
 
      
 
    The leader of the Old Town Toros lived like royalty in an expansive flat, one with polished stone floors covered in woolen rugs that Sterling recognized as a quality that could only come from Chimayó, an area north of Santa Fe known for both its textiles and its orange peppers. Beautiful pieces of abstract art hung from the walls, all of them featuring paint splatters that were mixtures of colors Sterling had seen in a New Mexico sunset. There was even an old jukebox pressed up against a wall, one that looked as if it had been completely restored. Nazarena “The Knife” Ordóñez clearly had taste. 
 
    “You’re living good,” Sterling surmised. “You got it real nice up here, don’t you? Post-apocalyptic queen if I ever saw one…” 
 
    He sat down onto a leather couch and kicked his feet up on a coffee table cut from what looked like petrified wood, a bead of turquoise running through it. The way that Nazarena had spoken to Sterling’s group still irked him; he wasn’t the type to let someone talk down to his friends, and the more he thought about the way that the woman had come forward as if she were going to slap Zephyr, the more it got under his skin. 
 
    But then he glanced at the Sunflower Kid, who had sat on a sofa chair near him, and the way her eyes dropped to his feet. It was a look of discernment, and he knew that he should trust it even if it went against his natural instincts. 
 
    Sterling begrudgingly removed his boots from the table. 
 
    “Good, I don’t have to ask you,” Nazarena said as she took a seat across from him. Zephyr found her way into the space next to Sterling, and Harjo remained standing. 
 
    Grab a seat. Hell, I don’t care if you just lay out there on the coffee table, Sterling thought to the telemancer. But having you hovering about is making me antsy. 
 
    I assure you, it is best that I remain in a position in which I can see everyone. It helps me with my power. 
 
    So you just need to look at someone and then you can deal with their mind, right? 
 
    Initially, yes. But once I’ve made that first contact, it is easier for me to do it from a longer distance. 
 
    Limitations. All of these mancer powers have their limitations. 
 
    They do, we do. 
 
    Wish there was such a thing as an omnimancer, Sterling thought back to him. Take all the good from a couple of us and mix it together.  
 
    I can only imagine… 
 
    “Why are you here?” Nazarena asked Sterling as she cracked her knuckles, at least he thought this question was directed at him. “You planning on making a move on Albuquerque?” 
 
    “Hell nah. Duke City is about the last place I want to move.” 
 
    “Where are you from?” she asked Sterling, almost as if she were confirming something. “They never told me that.” 
 
    “From? As far as I know, I’m from Las Cruces. Same with the Kid here. But my home, my pepper farm, was in Truth or Consequences. Down south.” 
 
    “I’ve been through. What a shithole.” 
 
    Sterling tightened his knuckles. He wanted to tell her to keep the name of his favorite city out of her mouth, but he was also trying to behave, especially now that the Sunflower Kid had given him a look. Not only that, but in making eye contact with the Kid, he realized that there was still more to be said about the revelation from earlier, how she was his child. He didn’t know how she would react, but something still felt off. It still felt like there was more to the story that he didn’t know. 
 
    Sterling returned his focus to the leader of the Toros. “Well, I’ll make this real easy, then. You give us the information we need, and we’ll be out of your hair. What little you have,” he said, referring to how Nazarena’s head was shaved. “You see, not so long ago—and my timeline gets a little funky here so I can’t give you an exact date—I had a little run-in with a sorry son of a bitch goes by the name of Ram.” 
 
    Just saying the name caused Nazarena to gasp. “Ram? The Ram?” 
 
    “Is there another illiterate son of a whore ex-con who is named after a mountain goat? No? In that case, surprise, I’m looking for the cryomancer named Ram, and I’m guessing he’s a known entity ‘round these parts. Now, I don’t need to get into details, but this bounty hunter did some nasty things on behalf of the Killbillies…” 
 
    Nazarena hesitated. “Yes… he has. And he continues to do so.” 
 
    “Good, then we’re in agreement. And seeing as how the Killbillies are practically knocking on your door, I’d say ridding ol’ Duke City of Ram would be something that benefits all of us, hell, humanity as a whole.” 
 
    “So you want to know where he is, is that what you are saying?” 
 
    Zephyr took over the conversation from here. “We do. And we are also interested in diverting the attention of the Killbillies toward an incoming force from the west.” 
 
    “Go on…” 
 
    Zephyr explained how the Comanche were making their way to New Mexico, and how eventually they would reach Albuquerque. Considering the Old Town Toros’ general location on the western side of town, this would gravely affect their operations. 
 
    But Nazarena seemed to shrug it off. “The Comanche aren’t here yet, and the Killbillies have other plans, from what I can tell. How do I know what you’re telling me is true?” 
 
    “I can show you,” Harjo said. 
 
    The look on her face hardened. “I do not give you permission. If I even feel like you are trying to reach into my mind in some way, this conversation is over. It’s not like you couldn’t fabricate this information anyway.” 
 
    But you could simply just take over her mind and the conversation would continue, right? Sterling thought to Harjo. 
 
    That is correct, but she does have a stronger will than the others. She may be able to act before I do so. But she wouldn’t be able to do much. 
 
    Then she is bluffing. 
 
    Yes, in a way. 
 
    Well, honor her wishes for now and stay clear of her mind. Let’s see what we can get out of this here woman the old fashioned way. 
 
    “Harjo ain’t gonna do nothing,” Sterling assured Nazarena. “But we are. Ram, and then the Killbillies. Now, as you can see, there are only four of us here, and we can’t take on the Killbillies by ourselves. That never was our intention. Our intention is to disrupt their leadership.” 
 
    The leader of the Old Town Toros raised an eyebrow at Sterling. “Bless your little heart. You realize that nothing is for free here in Albuquerque, right?” 
 
    “I wasn’t expecting a handout, but seeing as how we’re not only trying to rid the Southwest of Godwalkers, but we’re also going to disrupt the Killbillies, I figured that would be enough. But apparently not. What do you got? What needs doing around here, what needs cleaning up? And don’t you go blessing my little goddamn heart, I’m blessed enough. Look at the company I keep,” he said as he motioned to his companions. 
 
    The stretch of silence that followed made Sterling wish he had a cigarette that he could smoke. Finally, Nazarena spoke: “I have a few things in mind.” 
 
    “One thing,” Sterling said. “We got a bit of an agenda at the moment, and we ain’t trying to task rabbit ourselves across all of Duke City. Anything we do, by extension, will benefit you and your little operation here. You understand that, right? So don’t be asking us to do something that you could just do yourself. We’ve got powers too, as you know, and maybe that’s something that could help. Don’t know if you need to talk to one of your dead amigos or not, but that’s the sort of thing I can make happen. And the Kid here, well, you already know what she can do. Plus, we got Harjo, and there ain’t anyone on God’s parched Earth that couldn’t benefit from the powers of telepathy. Then, there’s Zephyr—” 
 
    “Our operation isn’t little.” 
 
    That’s what she took from all that? Sterling thought as he stared the woman down. 
 
    She’s quite protective of what she’s done here, Harjo thought to him. Best to apologize.  
 
    “My bad,” Sterling grumbled. “Just my way of speaking. Take no offense by it. But hopefully you get what I’m saying here. Now, what have you got?” 
 
    Nazarena folded her hands together and brought them to her chin. She stared down at the table for a moment and then finally looked back up at Sterling and Zephyr, nodding. “This’ll be right up your alley, and you may even be able to use these powers you seem so proud of. If you do it, and you do so successfully, I’ll tell you everything I know about Ram. A win-win situation if there ever was one.” 
 
    “For you, maybe.” 
 
    Nazarena smiled at Sterling. “As often as I can, I try to keep the odds in my favor. How do you think I got to the position I’m in if I didn’t follow this maxim?”  
 
    He slowly nodded his head. She wasn’t wrong. “Touché,” he said, even though he wasn’t quite certain of what the word meant. It just seemed right. “Do you mind if I smoke?” 
 
    “Feel free, but take it outside.” 
 
    “Don’t have to ask me twice.” 
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    The task that they had been given was one that Sterling could have seen coming. It was common for the gangs in Albuquerque to war over turf, and one of the reasons they wanted turf was to transport goods and spread their influence. The people that lived in the various quadrants of the city benefited from their overlords, at least some of them did, and their overlords benefited from protection money. The ability to move and replenish goods, as well as general peacefulness of the kind enjoyed in the Old Town area, were all reasons they put up with it.  
 
    When these channels became disrupted, something had to happen. More often than not, a war would break out, but as Sterling learned over the course of that afternoon, advancements had been made, and something akin to treaties had been signed. It had been the Killbillies who had disrupted all of this. Once they took the Barelas’ territory in the southern part of the city, all of these treaties had been broken, and during the confusion, an agreed-upon transport belonging to the Toros had been confiscated by the Kirtland Airmen. And that was the mission that Sterling and his companions would perform in the early hours of the morning. They weren’t required to get the items back, but they were tasked with making sure that the Airmen knew what happened when they crossed the Old Town Toros.  
 
    Sterling’s team had been asked to raise hell and send a clear message, which was something they were fairly good at. 
 
    The group shared fajitas that afternoon in Nazarena’s rooftop flat above the Plaza. They enjoyed grilled peppers and onions, rice and beans. Albuquerque always had more food options than some of the smaller towns of what was once New Mexico. Because of this they ate like royalty, especially considering that they were the guests of the female warlord that controlled the area. 
 
    Numerous conversations were had. Sterling could still sense the tension between Zephyr and Nazarena, but he tried not to pay any attention to it. As long as they didn’t kill each other, as long as they were able to get the information he needed, he didn’t want to get involved. 
 
    Besides, Zephyr seemed to know what she was doing, and by the time the sun was beginning to set, Nazarena was even cordial with her. There was so much about the aeromancer that he didn’t know. He wondered how he would have reacted to her had he met her before the Reset, what kind of person Zephyr, Weili Zhao, her real name, had been like. Then again, he also wondered this about himself. 
 
    Sterling ended up heading inside at one point to get a beer, and as he did, the Sunflower Kid joined him. 
 
    “You want one?” he asked as he took the beer from a cooler. Nazarena had electricity, which was powered by a generator rigged up by a team of flectomancers that worked in this region of Albuquerque. Sterling had seen lights from the rooftop in the surrounding neighborhood, which told him that changes had started. He didn’t remember there being this much light the last time he visited Duke City. This could always change in an instant if the Godwalkers visited, but for the time being, things seemed relatively stable. He popped the top from his beer bottle using a counter. “Well?” 
 
    “I’m good.” 
 
    “Yeah, I just thought I’d be polite. How did them fajitas treat you?” 
 
    “They weren’t half bad.” 
 
    “Weren’t half bad? I haven’t eaten like that since… Well, actually, we’ve been pretty good this time around, haven’t we? If you cancel out Kayenta, we’ve been downright spoiled, ‘specially with that meal in Gallup. Sometimes I still think about that one.” 
 
    “It was good.” The Sunflower Kid leaned against the wall and placed her arms over her chest. 
 
    “Did I say something? I thought I was pretty quiet during supper, at least for me.” 
 
    “No, but it is about earlier.” 
 
    “Yeah?” Sterling took a sip from his beer. He then took another one, when he realized he was going to need more if they were going to have this conversation again. 
 
    “How much do you know about how a biomancer works?” 
 
    “What do you mean by that?” Sterling gave her a funny look, trying to understand what she was referring to. Did she mean the gender thing? If that was the case, he already knew they could do that. He knew that she could conjure a number of things, and he had seen her perform some pretty powerful acts in the past. 
 
    “I’m asking how much you know,” she said as her hair began to change colors. It grew in length and then swept across her face. As it did, her skin darkened, her eyebrows thickened, and wrinkles began to form across her cheeks.  
 
    The Kid’s features snapped back into place. 
 
    She began to grow taller. Sterling watched in horror as her arms thinned, and her fingers elongated like that of the images he’d seen of an extraterrestrial from a Roswell tourist brochure. Soon, the Kid was pushing past seven feet, her hair and her eyebrows now bleach blonde. Freckles started from her forehead and traced down her face, presumably out the tips of her fingers as she began to shrink again, back to her normal size. 
 
    “Do you understand?” 
 
    “That you can change? I get that part.” 
 
    Harjo stepped inside, saw what was happening, and quickly slipped back out. 
 
    What point is she trying to make here? Sterling thought aloud. 
 
    I’m sorry. It is not my place to tell you, came Harjo’s reply. 
 
    Not your place? What in the hell is going on here? Sterling took another sip from his beer and focused on the Kid. “You’re going to need to be clear with me, what you’re trying to say here. If you’re trying to impress me with your biomancer powers, hell, there’s no need for that. You are just about the most impressive mancer I’ve ever come across. You and well, Roxie. But she wasn’t a mancer. Still, I have never seen someone do some of the things she did.” 
 
    “You’re just saying that, and even stranger…” The Sunflower Kid’s skin darkened again, her eyes now a bright blue. “You still speak of Roxie like she’s here, like she can hear your compliments.” 
 
    “She is still here, in my list currently. Look, is this some kind of attack?” Sterling asked as he pointed the neck of his beer bottle at the teenage biomancer. “I don’t need…” He shook his head. He was getting agitated and he didn’t know why. For some reason, he felt like he was on the spot, like everyone was judging him in some way, even if it was only the Sunflower Kid who was in the room with him. “If you got something to say, then you should just tell me. I’m not like our boy Harjo out there. I can’t read minds, nothing like that, and if I could I’d still probably make mistakes. Wish I could, to be honest with you, but I can’t.” 
 
    “Do you understand what biomancers can do?” 
 
    “Dammit, you keep asking me that, and I keep telling you that… that… I don’t know. Yes? I think I do. I’ve seen what you can do there with your body, and I know what you can do with plants. Hell, that’s one of my favorite things when you grow me a pepper,” he said, trying to lighten the conversation. Sterling took another drag from his beer. “I’m sorry if I sound angry over here. I’m just frustrated. I don’t like running errands for someone, even if it is a mission to raise hell, a favorite pastime of mine. We ain’t mercenaries.” 
 
    “Is that what this is about?” 
 
    “No, it’s about Ram. That son of a bitch. Listen here. You didn’t see what he did, but I did. He attacked an innocent group of natives that hosted me for a night. Just slaughtered them. Bodies just frozen, mangled. Hell, I even had to get a new arm because of him. But I guess that has nothing to do with what you’re referring to, this biomancer question. Look, if you got some hidden skill that you haven’t shown me yet, Kid, by all means, I’d love to see it. I’m your biggest supporter. You know that. Anything you can do that would help us, or hell, help yourself, don’t bother me none.” 
 
    The Sunflower Kid’s hair began to shorten, her bones changing yet again as her jawline thickened. It was a slow process, and as Sterling watched, part of him wanted to tell her to stop. It looked painful. Instead, he took another drink from his beer. “Don’t know what you’re trying to do,” he finally told her as her form returned to normal, the teenager now with her hair about shoulder length, auburn.  
 
    “We can talk about it more later. I’m sorry to bother you with this right now.” 
 
    “Don’t bother me none.” Sterling finished the beer and felt like having a cigarette. “You don’t need to hold anything back from me.” 
 
    “Are you sure about that?” 
 
    Sterling looked his daughter in the eyes he nodded at her. “I wouldn’t say it if I wasn’t.” 
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    The plan was to move out well past midnight which required them to once again travel using Zephyr’s power as they had done earlier. While this wasn’t Sterling’s favorite transportation method, he figured it would be better in the dark, and his focus now was on making sure that Nazarena was prepared to deliver the goods. 
 
    “Because we are,” Sterling said after explaining as much to the female warlord, their group now on the rooftop again and enjoying a cool night. “You deliver, and we deliver.” 
 
    “Have I made any indication I wouldn’t live up to my side of the agreement?” 
 
    “No, you have not, but that don’t mean that you won’t.” 
 
    While she had been cordial enough, there was a way that she talked about Sterling and his group that got under Sterling’s skin. It was a biting tone, one that spoke of a relationship in which the two had butted heads repeatedly. Knowing Zephyr, and knowing how spur of the moment she could be, but also how quickly she was able to turn violent, he could easily see how their short-lived romance had been a recipe for disaster. 
 
    The two of them breaking up was probably one of the better choices they had made, and from what he had picked from the conversations over the last several hours, the feeling certainly wasn’t mutual. It was clear she wanted Zephyr back. 
 
    Nazarena set her beer down. “How can I maintain the order that I have maintained without giving my word?”  
 
    “You weren’t always in charge of the Toros…” 
 
    “Giancarlo Tomas had to go. We have grown since his departure. Your point?” 
 
    “Let’s talk about that, his departure,” Sterling told the woman. 
 
    “Aren’t you the one that’s the necromancer? If you want to talk to him, you can do so yourself.” She motioned to a large ceramic pot in the corner of the rooftop, a cactus growing from it. “His remains are there. What’s left of him. Sometimes I like to talk to the cactus.” 
 
    You can do that, you know, Harjo thought to Sterling. His remains are actually in there. 
 
    You don’t need to tell me how to use my own power, Sterling thought back to the telemancer. Of course I could dig around in there and see if I can’t find a bone or two, but what good would that serve? Only to confirm that this woman ain’t right. Sorry if I snapped at you there. Something is off. Don’t you sense it? 
 
    Her mind is clear. 
 
    Sterling huffed as he thought another message to Harjo: My gut tells me that something is off. 
 
    What would be off? She promises to give us the information we need if we handle the Airmen. 
 
    Can’t you just get the information? 
 
    That’s the thing, she doesn’t know. She knows someone that knows. This is one of the ways that she has set up her operation here due to mancers like me. She gives orders, but she often isn’t in charge of how they are executed, and she gives those operating beneath her free rein to make many of their own decisions. Furthermore, when it comes to sensitive subjects, which apparently this Ram guy has become for them, she has someone handling it. In this way it never touches her. 
 
    So even if we tortured her, we wouldn’t get it out of her. 
 
    Exactly. She sets up all these plans and contingencies and lets the people beneath her operate accordingly. Each one has several options as to how something plays out. It’s only when the system breaks that they need something like we’re planning to do tonight. And understand, I didn’t get this info from her, but from her two guards. I haven’t pried in her mind. She would know. 
 
    And you are all right with this? Flexing a little muscle? Sterling thought aloud. He looked over to Harjo. The telemancer was staring off into the distance, giving no indication that they were having a conversation in their heads. 
 
    Flexing a little muscle? To see what you all are capable of doing in person? Yes. 
 
    People may die. 
 
    That is generally the case. 
 
    I want you to do something. These two mancers that protect her, Sterling thought to him after a long pause. He was referring to her two bodyguards, the pyromancer and the cryomancer. If Nazarena here decides to betray us, I want one of them sons of bitches to kill her. That’s the message I want you to implant. And do it real subtle-like. If she tries to double-cross us? She dies. If she doesn’t, then this mancer forgets that the suggestion was ever made. That, amigo, is our contingency. Can you do something like that? 
 
    Sterling watched as Harjo swallowed a lump in his throat. I can. 
 
    You’re much stronger than you let on, I’m sure. But like I said, this would be a benefit to all of us. It would also make sure that we don’t have another revenge mission to go on later, and it would give Nazarena what she has coming if she tries anything funny. 
 
    After a long pause of silence, Nazarena said something in a standoffish tone to Zephyr, annoying the aeromancer to the point that she stood. Harjo’s voice appeared at the back of Sterling’s head again: It is done. The cryomancer will do it. He is often tasked with guarding her bedroom. 
 
    She don’t need to suffer neither. Nothing like that. The quicker the better. 
 
    I understand. And if the pyromancer sees him kill her, he will look the other way. But you do realize, if this does happen, it will create an even bigger complication in this quadrant of Albuquerque then we may realize. Especially because they are the ones in charge of the Plaza, where the other gangs, and likely in the future, the Killbillies, will meet to negotiate. 
 
    I am the firestarter… Sterling paused for a moment as this thought came to him, not quite certain if it were a song or just his own thought.  
 
    Is that a song? 
 
    Don’t know, Sterling replied. But all she has to do is not betray us. Ain’t that hard. I am the firestarter. 
 
    It doesn’t seem like she’s going to. 
 
    All these contingencies, there must be one for what happens when someone shows up with a telemancer. Even if you don’t think she has a charm… 
 
    She doesn’t. And she has hidden the contingency by not actually knowing what it is. Someone else knows. It is quite elaborate what they have set up to prevent telepathy here. I suppose that is important, especially with the secrets that are often traded down in the Plaza. 
 
    It’s clever, I’ll give her that. But it don’t matter now. If that is what happens, if she is about to backstab us, then we’re going to be the ones that laugh last. One more thing to implant, Harjo. 
 
    What’s that? 
 
    Make sure that she talks to her little lieutenants here if the plans change. Now, I don’t know how much they speak, but maybe she mentions something about it. Maybe there’s a trigger word you can plant in her head. 
 
    That can all be arranged. 
 
    Sterling placed his hands behind his head and kicked back for a moment. He felt like closing his eyes, but then he saw the way that Zephyr was standing, indicating that it was best that they begin their operation. 
 
    Remember, he thought to Harjo, if everything is hunky-dory, and this isn’t some kind of trap or something, then nothing happens. But if it is… 
 
    She will wish it wasn’t. 
 
    And Zephyr doesn’t need to know about this. Got it? 
 
    Harjo nodded. 
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    The plan was relatively simple. They would go to the Kirtland Airmen, infiltrate one of their locations and disrupt everything. The items they had taken from the Toros no longer mattered; it was all about the disruption. 
 
    The more Sterling thought about it over the course of the night, the more he didn’t agree with what they had been tasked to do. He wasn’t a hitman. He had never even considered himself in this position. Yet this was all his doing. It was his quest for revenge that had put them in this scenario. He couldn’t be the one to question it. 
 
    “What would you like me to do with their minds?” Harjo asked Zephyr, just as the group was preparing to leave the rooftop. The aeromancer glanced over to Nazarena, who shrugged. 
 
    “That’s your call,” the leader of the Toros told Zephyr. 
 
    “We are there to disrupt.” 
 
    “Are you okay with this?” Sterling asked Zephyr. “Because if you ain’t… I mean… there has got to be another way.” 
 
    She wants to assess the situation once we get there, not here, Harjo thought to Sterling. 
 
    He changed his tune very quickly, so that Nazarena heard. “Listen to me, getting cold feet over here. Let’s get there and get done with this. The sooner we are out of Albuquerque, the better. I hate this damn place.” 
 
    “Hold on…” The wind began to circle around them. Sterling closed his eyes and felt the aeromancer take over as he rocketed off the rooftop.  
 
    Their group flew through the air and landed just about as quickly as they took off, now on top of a building in a different part of Albuquerque. Sterling gasped. He took a look around and tried to get his bearings. It was clearly an airbase, landing strips in the distance and housing. 
 
    “Stay low,” Zephyr said as she crouched. The Sunflower Kid and Harjo did the same. 
 
    Sterling was the last to bend over, his hands on his knees. 
 
    “Damn, why did we have to do it like that?” 
 
    Zephyr continued without skipping a beat. “Now for our conversation. We are supposed to be elements of chaos here. That doesn’t necessarily mean that we should kill everyone, but I’m not opposed to it.” 
 
    “I didn’t come here to kill people.” 
 
    The aeromancer glanced at the Sunflower Kid. “Aware.” 
 
    Harjo spoke: “If I see anyone, then they will join our side unless they have preventative technology. That may help us cause the chaos you are looking to cause.”  
 
    Zephyr considered the telemancer’s statement. “That would help.” 
 
    Sterling spoke: “I don’t understand why we aren’t actually trying to retrieve whatever was taken from the Toros. That part of all this makes absolutely no damn sense to me. If someone stole my stuff, I’d want it back. But the Toros don’t seem to want anything back.” 
 
    “I didn’t like that part either.” 
 
    Sterling turned to Harjo. “Well, in that case, do you know what it was that was taken?” 
 
    “I don’t. They truly have set themselves up to not have a telemancer leaching information. There are several things that it could have been,” Harjo explained. “It could have been weapons from a flectomancer who lives in Raton; it could have been an amalgamation that they have been trying to catch south of here; it could have been food supplies—” 
 
    “Wait a damn minute. Did you say an amalgamation?” Sterling asked. 
 
    “Yes, one of them snake ones.” 
 
    Sterling and the Sunflower Kid exchanged glances. “Let’s hope it’s not that,” he finally said, recalling the time that he had faced off against one of the snake amalgamations that was somehow controlled by the Culto Demente Sagrado. He never went into deep detail with the Sunflower Kid as to how they had controlled it; he assumed at the time that it had something to do with her power, but even something that large didn’t seem like a creature that she could readily manage. 
 
    Harjo understood all of this in the time it took for him to look from Sterling to the Sunflower Kid. “It is a different one, but it does have some relations with this cult.” 
 
    “Damn cults and their telepathic leaders. This is the first time in the last, hell, seventy-two hours, that I have said something similar. You know, Harjo, I like you, I really do, amigo. But the people with your power…” Sterling tsked. “Always up to something, let me just keep it at that.” 
 
    “What do you want me to tell you?” 
 
    “Nothing, continue,” Sterling told him. 
 
    “So anyway, it could be any one of those three things: weapons, an amalgamation, food supplies.” 
 
    Zephyr considered this for a moment. “If it is weapons, we could use that to our advantage. Everyone likes an explosion.” 
 
    “Or we could just head to the outskirts of what used to be the military base here and you could send in a hurricane. You’ve got enough mana to do that,” Sterling told her. 
 
    “A tornado? Yes. A hurricane? Not so much. I would need…” She glanced up for a moment as if she were calculating something. “More power.” 
 
    “I can give you all the charms I have,” the Sunflower Kid offered. “A windstorm would be an easy way out of this situation.” 
 
    “It would, but Nazarena already asked me earlier that I not do that. Her plan is to send a message, not start a war. And we have to remember something. If the Kirtland Airmen all of a sudden went down in this fight, or whatever happens here tonight, the Killbillies would move in. They are already on the border of their territory. So…” Zephyr tilted her head left and right. “I’m trying to remember a saying here, but it’s not coming to me.” 
 
    “‘Damned if we do, damned if we don’t.’ That it?” 
 
    “Something like that,” she told Sterling. “Now, I want everyone to think of the map that Nazarena showed us back at the Plaza.” 
 
    Sterling didn’t have to think about it. As soon as she mentioned this, the details of the map appeared in his head as if he was looking at it. Thanks, he thought to Harjo. 
 
    We are on what used to be the BX, the base exchange. The housing is near here, but our focus is going to be on the buildings across the street from the BX. You see them on the map? 
 
    “Hell, I see them in real life,” Sterling said as he turned to the west. 
 
    Zephyr lowered her head. “We will destroy them; or I will, while the rest of you stand guard. I could do it from here, but I think if we get a little bit closer, it will be faster and it will cause less collateral damage.”  
 
    Sterling heard the start of a whirring sound, one that he instantly recognized. A trio of drones rose from the opposite side of the building, and as they did several lights on the rooftop clicked on. 
 
    His eyes fell to a speaker.  
 
    “~We have you surrounded. Everyone on the ground, hands on the back of your head!~” 
 
    “It’s… a trap?” Zephyr asked, the wind starting to whip around her. 
 
    “How?” Sterling asked Harjo. 
 
    The telemancer’s eyes went wide. “I understand it now.”  
 
    And as he said those words, a bolt of lightning cut Harjo down. 
 
    

  

 
   
    .Chapter Six. 
 
      
 
      
 
    The lighting that had struck Harjo down belonged to an electromancer. The woman had since landed on the rooftop, joined by a pyromancer and a gaiamancer. All were in desert fatigues and body armor, and they clearly meant business. 
 
    The sudden appearance of Harjo’s telepathic voice had a way of knifing through some of the tension. I am alive, but unconscious. It is strange. They targeted me on purpose, this is all a set-up. You will have to fight our way out of here. 
 
    “Hell naw,” Sterling said as he quickly drew his shotgun. He pointed at the electromancer. 
 
    “What do you think travels faster?” she asked, energy crackling around her eyes. 
 
    “Why don’t we find out?” Sterling swiveled and fired his shotgun at the pyromancer, which sent the flaming man flying off the rooftop. As he did so, vines and flowers sprouted out of the Kirtland electromancer’s eyes, nose, and mouth, the woman choking instantly as the Sunflower Kid did her worst. 
 
    The gaiamancer, a bulky guy with thick stone eyebrows, jumped backward just as a spear of wind twisted in his direction. From Sterling’s perspective, it looked like he had flipped over the rooftop to his death; but sharp peaks rising from below told him that the man had landed safely, that he was preparing for a true fight. 
 
    The drones buzzed about, the three combating a small tornado that Zephyr had conjured. An explosion off to his left told Sterling that one of the drones had released its payload by mistake. By this point, he was crouched before Harjo, trying to figure out how he was going to carry the big man who had at least a hundred and fifty pounds on him. 
 
    An idea came. Sterling summoned Beep. 
 
    <Beep? Beep!> 
 
    “Aware. We’ve gotten ourselves into a little pickle here, Rox,” Sterling told her. 
 
    Rather than respond, the miniature Godwalker turned to the two drones that were still hovering about. The front of the monolith opened, revealing the laser cannon hidden inside. Beep quickly shot both drones down. More explosions followed. 
 
    Once again, Harjo’s voice appeared: They have snipers on the rooftops now. Get down to the ground and we can try to leave from there. 
 
    Sterling exchanged glances with the others. It was clear that Harjo was communicating with all them at the same time. The telemancer continued: I understand now how this trap was set. And they are expecting you to fly back to Old Town.  
 
    What about our little plan for Nazarena? Sterling thought back to him as Zephyr helped him place Harjo’s body on top of Beep. 
 
    <Beep…> 
 
    “I know you don’t like it, Rox, but it’s just temporary, until our boy here wakes up. He’s awake in our heads,” Sterling told her. 
 
    “Something is wrong…” 
 
    Sterling glanced at the Sunflower Kid. He was about to tell her that everything was wrong when the ground began to shake.  
 
    The rooftop gave way and they started to fall.  
 
    They never hit the ground as Zephyr floated them into the air, but Sterling still felt as if he did, the world continuing to collapse all around him. Clouds of dust rose from beneath him,  rebar and cracked concrete appearing on the periphery. 
 
    “Is everyone okay?” Zephyr asked as her eyes darted left and right. 
 
    “It’s here. It’s here!” The Sunflower Kid, who had helped Beep hold Harjo up with a vine, pointed into the settling dust, Sterling watching as visible fear took shape across her face. 
 
    As the debris cleared, Sterling saw that the gaiamancer had done more than bring their building down. The man had brought down an airport hangar as well which had released a giant snake amalgamation. Bullets from the snipers and the rooftops began striking the amalgamation, doing little to stop it. 
 
    “Shee-it. Can we move to the air now? Or do you want to…” 
 
    He wasn’t able to finish the question.  
 
    Zephyr had already taken off toward the amalgamation. 
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    Sterling knew by this point that he would never understand the aeromancer’s intentions. Maybe it had something to do with the anger she was feeling about Nazarena’s betrayal. Perhaps she wanted a challenge, or perhaps she had another motive entirely. 
 
    Always a mystery, Sterling thought as he touched the ground outside of the rubble and began charging in her direction. 
 
    Boom! 
 
    He fired his mana-powered shotgun at one of the Kirtland Airmen, who had been running toward him with an assault rifle. 
 
    Sterling was so focused on the action that he hadn’t paid attention to the Sunflower Kid or her current whereabouts. He regretted it instantly as a wave of gravel tore through the asphalt and rippled in his direction, Sterling barely managing to clear the gaiamancer’s attack in time.  
 
    Figuring he could use a distraction, Sterling summoned the pair of animates he had in his inventory list. The two began running toward the location where Sterling had last seen the enemy gaiamancer. One of them was tackled by another of the Airmen, who instantly regretted what he had done after he realized the undead nature of his target. 
 
    The undead were strong, and they didn’t experience the range of emotions a normal person would in this kind of environment. No shock, no adrenaline. Just primitive ruthlessness. His animate quickly overpowered the gang member and began strangling him. 
 
    Sterling moved on. The amalgamation was still over a hundred yards away, Zephyr flying around it now as the wind continually struck the side of the serpent’s body.  
 
    Where the hell are you? Sterling thought as he continued his search for the gaiamancer. The ground would shift, and walls of stone would lift, but he never spotted the man, not like the ones he faced off with before. He wondered if the man had been able to dive beneath the surface, as he’d seen a gaiamancer do once before in Deseret. 
 
    Sterling looked around frantically, expecting him to explode out of the ground at any second. 
 
    Boom! 
 
    His shot did little to stop the stone form that suddenly whipped toward him. The impact was what he would have expected. Everything went black, the bright spotlights that now cut through the darkened military base nonexistent. Sterling had been knocked out before, and he had certainly passed out. But he had never experienced the sensation that he was experiencing now. 
 
    He was still awake. 
 
    Even if he couldn’t see anything, he could feel the gaiamancer lifting him and slamming him to the ground. He could smell dirt and sweat, and with the next impact, he could taste blood. 
 
    In a last-ditch effort, Sterling summoned his Mold Manipulation power.  
 
    He imagined his power tearing out of the palms of his hands. It had an immediate effect. The rough, abrasive stone that had wrapped around his body suddenly lost its strength. He heard the sound of someone choking, but everything remained black as Sterling was deposited on the ground. 
 
    Sterling brought a hand to his face.  
 
    Something was wrong with his vision. 
 
    With a deep breath out, Sterling pushed himself up. Ignoring the blood as it filled his mouth, he began to crawl forward until he felt the grip of a shotgun. He grabbed the weapon immediately and pushed back. 
 
    Boom! Boom! 
 
    He blindly fired the gun in the direction of the gaiamancer. The bullet spray hit stone and flesh by the sounds of it, his opponent letting out a final gasp. 
 
    More terrible sounds came to Sterling, which only added to the confusion. He held on to his shotgun for dear life as he continued to scoot backward and fire shots into the night.  
 
    Boom! Boom! 
 
    He reached a lump of stone marred by shredded asphalt. His breaths shortened, Sterling’s heart pulsing in his chest. He heard an air siren in the distance, followed by something that sounded like the collapse of either another building or… 
 
    “Come on,” he said to himself as he rubbed his eyes, his vision remaining pitch black. “Damn chickenshit, come on! Try me!” 
 
    Boom! Boom!  
 
    Sudden movement caused Sterling to get antsy again. He almost pulled the trigger, but stopped himself when he heard a voice that sounded as if it were right next to him. 
 
    Relax. You aren’t firing at anyone. The gaiamancer is dead. You got him. 
 
    “Harjo?” Sterling whispered. He then thought his next question aloud:  What’s happening? What about the amalgamation? Give me some answers, goddammit, I’m floundering over here. 
 
    Once again Sterling began to feel panic in his chest, his breath shortening. He heard an explosion. He heard gunfire. He heard a sound that reminded him of an amplified punch to the face. He smelled blood. Sterling pressed himself even further back, over the rubble that he had just been pushed up against, successfully transitioning to the other side.  
 
    His vision flashed, blurred, and went black again. 
 
    The Comanche telemancer’s voice appeared in his head again: You are almost to me. Do not worry, the Sunflower Kid is helping Zephyr. They are bringing down the amalgamation.  
 
    Where are you? Are you with Beep? 
 
    No, she has gone off on her own after the snipers. I wouldn’t be surprised she has taken down half of their group by the end of this. She is something else. 
 
    Even with his panic and momentary blindness, Sterling felt a smile spread across his face.  She is that, ol’ Rox. You barely knew her. They called her Rowayton the Indestructible. Damn woman could punch through a bank vault. And damn could that woman shoot… 
 
    I’ve tried not to observe any of your memories of her. 
 
    Where are you communicating with me from?  
 
    As I’ve told you, I’m not far from you. 
 
    Sterling thought for a moment. Could I crawl to you? 
 
    Maybe. Yes. 
 
    I suppose I’m not going to be able to follow the sound of your voice, am I? 
 
    No, Harjo replied to Sterling. But if you keep heading straight back, you’ll end up near me. I’m propped up near a dumpster. 
 
    Still passed out? 
 
    I am. But not for much longer. 
 
    More gunfire in the distance.  
 
    Sterling did his best to scoot backward, keeping as low as he could. He had the use of his legs, but he had this feeling that if he got to his feet, he would turn in the wrong direction. If Harjo wanted him to go straight back, that’s what he would do. 
 
    The sound of men screaming. The shock of weapons barking. The screech of something smashing. Each burst came coupled with an explosion of light, Sterling’s mind trying to trace where it had come from. 
 
    You are almost here… 
 
    Doesn’t feel like it, Sterling thought back to Harjo as he continued his push toward safety. He reached something metallic, slightly hollow. It also smelled bad.   
 
    I think I’m at the trashcan. 
 
    Good. Just transition to your left. Slowly. 
 
    Sterling reached his hand out and grazed his fingers against the gravel. He began to do as Harjo had instructed, and soon, he came to the telemancer’s foot. 
 
    You found me. 
 
    Indeed. Sterling kept his back against the dumpster now, shotgun once again in his lap. I don’t know how much longer it’s going to be, my loss of vision, but if anything comes near here and it isn’t one of ours, well, he or she ain’t going to be happy. I’ll blow them to… to smithereens. 
 
    What is smithereens? 
 
    I don’t know, dammit, but I’ll shoot like there’s no tomorrow.  
 
    We are safe. I won’t be passed out much longer. Where are we going to go next? Will we do as is expected of us and visit the Toros? 
 
    I’m guessing Zephyr is supposed to decide that, but she done run off to fight herself an amalgamation. We will figure it out when they regroup. Besides, there’s always plan B. 
 
    There is something else, Harjo thought to Sterling. 
 
    Yeah? There is always something else. But before we get to that, what happened? Right before you were struck by lightning, what epiphany did you have? 
 
    Nazarena. There were radios around her place. Boomboxes. She must have had a technomancer listening in, and she probably has one do so at all times. She is so used to it that she didn’t even think about it. Zephyr likely knows about it, but she was also used to this and didn’t question it. What I’m trying to say is a technomancer and listening devices was how they were able to transmit the protocol to set up this ambush. I’m sure of it. 
 
    But why? Why did they set up this ambush? 
 
    If any of them are alive, I can find out. 
 
    And if any of them are dead, I can find out, Sterling thought back to the telemancer. 
 
    Yes, your power. That could be helpful. 
 
    Just need me some blood or some bones, something. I’m sure we can find it around here. Damn vision. If I could just see where I was going… 
 
    It’s also a problem for the seeing. 
 
    This ain’t the time for philosophizing… 
 
    Harjo was quiet for a moment. 
 
    I wasn’t trying to be offensive or nothing, understand. This just ain’t the time, Sterling thought to him after another explosion caused his shoulders to jump.  So, no offense, amigo. 
 
    No, it wasn’t that, I think… 
 
    “Sterling?” Harjo asked. “I think, yes. I’m awake now.” 
 
    Sterling felt movement as the telemancer slowly began to stir. 
 
    “In that case, you need to be my eyes. Look at me with my back propped up against this stinky-ass trash can. What the hell are these people putting in here? Even a vulture wouldn’t pick from this damn dumpster.” Sterling coughed, and as he did he felt the pain in his chest. He’d been through a lot since the ambush on the rooftop, and his vision was still off. It wasn’t quite as black as it had been a few minutes ago, but it was still scratchy, and aside from blips of light, he couldn’t really tell what was going on.  
 
    He began to rub his eyes. 
 
    “Pinche ojos…” he sighed. “I guess all we can do is just sit back and wait for the ladies to join us after they are done kicking some tail.” 
 
    “Hopefully they’ve left someone alive…”  
 
    Sterling smirked. “Just remember: we’ve got options if they didn’t.” 
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    Sterling’s disrupted vision was just returning to him when the Sunflower Kid and Zephyr landed. Beep was with them as well, blood now splattered across the front of the Godwalker’s smooth metallic body. Roxie had clearly done some butchering up close. 
 
    “Damn…” Sterling said as he took Zephyr in. She looked like she had just been in a hell of a fight. She was the exact opposite of the Sunflower Kid, who seemed the same as ever, which told him that she had likely stayed back. “Y’all leave any of them Airmen alive? We need us some answers.” 
 
    “No, but more will be here soon,” Zephyr told him. “We could wait and ambush them.” 
 
    The Sunflower Kid spoke up: “I think we should leave and head to the Homecidos’ territory. I know someone there. There won’t be conflict, and after what we’ve done here, we may get a hero’s welcome.” 
 
    “I guess…” Sterling slowly pushed himself up. “I got struck real hard back there by the gaiamancer.” He ran his hand through his hair. Everything was still a bit wobbly.  
 
    Sterling glanced over to an area about thirty feet away. It was now defined by rubble and craters from the gaiamancer. He also saw what was left of the gaiamancer’s body, now a statue of molded stone and chipped by shotgun slugs that seemed out of place in what was once an airbase. 
 
    Sterling’s eyes jumped from the rubble to the dead serpent carcass in the distance. The Sunflower Kid and Zephyr had really done a number on the amalgamation, and he was glad of that. Air raid sirens occasionally peppered the conversation that followed, reminding Sterling that they were still in hostile territory. 
 
    “We need to move,” the Kid said.  
 
    “Yep, I am in full agreeance there. All right, let’s get going then. And we don’t need to worry about that ex of yours, Nazarena.” 
 
    Zephyr froze, a cold look coming over her face. “What did you say?” 
 
    “I said Nazarena has been handled. Don’t you go worrying about that part.” 
 
    “Why… why do you say that?” 
 
    Sterling tapped his finger on his temple, figuring that she would be impressed. “Because I had Harjo implant a little instruction for our dear traitor. If this turned out to be some kind of ambush, which clearly this was, the two mancers that protected her were instructed to kill the woman. And as you can see, that’s exactly what happened here.” 
 
    “Oh no…” This voice belonged to Harjo. Sterling squinted over to the telemancer, who was still seated on the ground, a troubled look on his face.  
 
    Sterling understood Harjo’s concern once a breeze started to whip around him. 
 
    He screamed for Zephyr to stop, but his voice was quickly drowned out by the powerful wind that was seconds away from sweeping him off his feet. Zephyr stopped, but not because she wanted to. The Sunflower Kid had restrained the aeromancer with vines, two of which were wrapped around her neck and pointing needle-like thorns toward her ears. Had the Sunflower Kid struck her, it would have pierced Zephyr’s brain. 
 
    “Let me go!” she shouted to the biomancer. 
 
    “We do not have time to fight,” the Kid said coolly. “I will release my restraints, but we do not have time for this. Not now. We have to leave before we have company.” 
 
    “You had no right to order her execution. I…” Zephyr’s face twisted an expression of anger to sudden surprise at the words that were about to come out of her mouth. “I wanted to be the one that killed Nazarena.” She laughed, and as she did so, her shoulders relaxed. The Sunflower Kid released her restraints. The aeromancer continued to shake her head at Sterling. “Dammit, Sterling, I wanted to be the one. After this? After all we’ve been through? She was seriously going to…? No, no. We are going there, now. Then we can go to the Homecidos. How long do we have?” 
 
    “Before they attack her?” Harjo asked, referring to Nazarena’s two mancers. 
 
    “Yes. How long do we have?” 
 
    “I would imagine it’s not very long…” 
 
    “Then that’s where we go. We take them out so they can’t follow your orders.” 
 
    “All I need to do is see them again. We don’t have to ‘take them out,’ as you suggested. But you need to understand something, and it’s something…” Harjo slowly nodded. “It’s something that you already understand. The technology to prevent telepathy hasn’t reached Albuquerque yet. Because of this, Nazarena has set up a series of protocols, code words that certain people know the meaning of. From what I know now, her place is rigged up by a technomancer outside of the influence of someone like me. So she might not yet know exactly what has happened here. I mean…” 
 
    “I don’t believe it. She would know by now. You can read my mind. You know how our system works.” 
 
    “Yes, she would know by now,” Harjo told Zephyr. “The orders are for her to have everything told to her after a telemancer has left, or an order has been officially executed. And I would consider this an execution.” 
 
    “You can say that again,” Sterling told them. “We need answers, about Ram, and why she’d do something like that. If there were some ulterior motive. So… maybe the best place to get them answers is straight from the horse’s mouth, not that I want to revisit Old Town. Shee-it. Do I have time to roll a cigarette before we go?” 
 
    “No,” Zephyr told him as the wind began to pick up around them. “We leave now.” 
 
    “In that case, let’s git.” 
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    They were going to have to move quickly. This was something that was agreed upon before Zephyr called upon her power. After Beep was away in Sterling’s inventory list, the four took off into the night, the group moving like a surface-to-air missile as they lifted off rapidly and began their descent to Old Town Plaza. 
 
    As he had before, Sterling simply trusted that Zephyr knew what she was doing, that she would bring them down softly. She did so; Harjo immediately moved into action as the mancers from earlier raced onto the rooftop. They stopped, their faces going blank. 
 
    “Are we too late?” Zephyr asked. 
 
    Rather than Harjo answering, the pyromancer spoke: “No, Nazarena is asleep.” 
 
    “That… that bitch. She sent us to die, and she simply went to sleep? I just knew…” The wind started to pick up. Sterling placed his hand on Zephyr’s shoulder.  
 
    “Cool it, Zee. Let’s not bring the whole house down. We’ve already done something like that tonight.” 
 
    “Okay… you are right,” Zephyr said, listening to Sterling for once. Maybe it was the tone that he had used with her, or maybe it was everything they had been through that night mixed with their pasts, including her impulsive nature back at the Comanche encampment. “Let’s… talk to her.” 
 
    “Yup, have ourselves a little chat.” 
 
    Zephyr led the way into the top floor flat, and stormed right into Nazarena’s bedroom. 
 
    Sterling moved in after her, his shotgun drawn. “Easy,” he said to Zephyr once they discovered that Nazarena was in bed with another woman, both fast asleep. Their sudden appearance in the room woke the warlord up, who quickly summoned a silver revolver and pointed it at the two of them. She then quivered and brought the gun to the side of her head, the muzzle pressed against her temple. 
 
    I’ve got her, Harjo thought to Sterling, the telemancer now standing behind him. The Sunflower Kid stayed behind, keeping watch outside with Nazarena’s two mancer guards.  
 
    “I can’t believe…” Even though it shouldn’t have been possible, wind started to whip through the room, tearing down anything that was on the walls and scattering a few items on the dressers. 
 
    “Easy,” Sterling said again. “Let’s get answers and skedaddle.” 
 
    “Why?” Zephyr asked her former lover. “Why?” 
 
    How would you like Nazarena to respond? Harjo thought to both of them. I can simply have her tell you the answer or give her free will, yet keep the gun pointed at her head so she knows that we are in charge. Please let me know how you would like to proceed. And let me know what to do with the two outside before we leave. 
 
    Sterling nodded, impressed. Harjo had this sort of thing down to a science, which he expected from someone like him.  
 
    Zephyr finally spoke: “I want to talk to her. I want to talk to the real Nazarena. But keep the gun there.” 
 
    The warlord’s face twisted into a mask of shock once Harjo relinquished control. “What have you done to my body?” She glanced up at the gun pointed to the side of her head. “What… have you done?”  
 
    Zephyr threw her arms back. “What have I done? What have you done? You sent us to die!” 
 
    Nazarena glared at the three of them. “You do not know the war that you will start if something happens to me, Zee. Everything that takes place in this room is being monitored. I am in duress. Initiate…” She stopped speaking and her face went blank. “It was just a bad dream,” she said. “Turn off all feeds. That is an order. Disregard what I just said.” 
 
    I don’t know if that will work, Harjo thought to Sterling. I shouldn’t have let her take command of herself without knowing she would initiate something like that. My mistake. 
 
    So what you are telling me is we don’t have much time, Sterling thought back. 
 
    I don’t know. She didn’t initiate the correct protocols. According to the system she has set up, they must be initiated properly. But anyone listening to what has just happened here will know that something is off. I would say we don’t have much time. I’m telling Zephyr this as well. 
 
    Can you have two separate conversations with two separate people at the same time? 
 
    I am right now, he thought back to Sterling. 
 
    Dang. 
 
    “Why? Tell me, dammit!” 
 
    “You want to know why I did it?” Nazarena asked Zephyr. “You really want to know? Because I’m willing to tell you; I’m willing to reveal the truth. But are you ready to hear it?” 
 
    Sterling motioned for Nazarena to wrap it up. “Hurry. Ain’t no time for this kind of bullshit.” 
 
    “Actually, we will start with you, cowboy necromancer. The Killbillies put a huge bounty on your head. So if you want to know why I did what I did, that’s one of the reasons. Money is in an object here. Not only that, they’ve also made a contingent offer that comes with territory and protection. Potential partnership. Anyone who brings them your head gets a foot in the door.”  
 
    “My head?” Sterling asked. “Shee-it, remind me to tell the Chronicler later on that the leader of the Killbillies wants to get me as much as I want to get him. But I’m going to win this one. And as for you, what does sending us to the Kirtland Airmen have to do with the Killbillies?” 
 
    “Two birds with one stone. But the timing apparently…” She gritted her teeth. “The timing wasn’t right.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” Zephyr asked. 
 
    “Ram should have been there.” 
 
    “Come again?” asked Sterling. 
 
    “He’s the leader of the Kirtland Airmen now. He killed Nicole and Raphael, their former leaders. He took over, a couple weeks back. I figured that you would kill him, and that the Killbillies would eventually swoop in and do whatever it is that they’re going to do with you. But you are here now, which means they didn’t show yet…” 
 
    She had codes for all of this? Sterling thought to Harjo. 
 
    No, the technomancer operating behind the scene must have made these decisions. I’m starting to wonder if she’s the leader, or if that title belongs to someone else. 
 
    It would make sense… 
 
    It would. 
 
    “So you set us up to not only do your dirty work, but then take the fall once the Killbillies showed up so you can collect the bounty. Is that it?” Zephyr asked, a vein now pulsing on the side of her head. Her skin looked tighter than it normally did, the woman’s eyes filled with fury as she stared down her ex-lover. Sterling didn’t know if she’d heard the telepathic conversation that he had been having with Harjo. She seemed utterly focused on Nazarena. 
 
    “Makes sense, right? Get territory, protection, and take out the man who is increasingly becoming a thorn in our side. But since you are here, I’m going to guess that he wasn’t there.” 
 
    “Why didn’t you just have the Killbillies intercept us here?” Sterling asked. “Clearly you have schemed all of this up. We were here for hours this afternoon; you must have known we’d return if we survived. Why didn’t you just have it happen then?” 
 
    “What part of what I said did you not understand? I wanted you to handle Ram and the Kirtland Airmen. The best time for that would be night. And—” 
 
    “You aren’t the one making these decisions, are you? It’s a technomancer behind the scenes. Where is he? She?” Sterling looked back to the telemancer.  Harjo? 
 
    He nodded. I have the information we need for that. 
 
    Good. We’ll get that sorted too. 
 
    “I know you are controlling my mind and have prevented me from going through the protocols that I need to go through. But you should know by now that things are already in play. The distress single has already been made, and it’s not the Toros who will be answering the call.” Nazarena started to laugh, even though she was still restrained. “The Killbillies. I’m sure by now they have been contacted directly and will be focusing their forces here. Do you think you have time to get away?” 
 
    “Shee-it, the Killbillies are coming here?” asked Sterling. “First of all, why would they do that if they wouldn’t try to interfere at the airbase?” 
 
    “I don’t know. Probably because… because they wanted to see how that scenario would play out. But you’re here now, and they have to know by this point—” 
 
    “Lady, even if you’re an idiot, I’m going to be honest with you—you just made my day. I’ve been killing ‘Billies for what? Several years now? Zee. I’m going to leave this one here up to you. Do what you want. I’ll tell the Kid that them ‘Billies may be coming. Beep too. It’s time Commodore Bones knows that his worst nightmare is back in New Mexico, and what better way to do so than put a dent in his recruits, cause chaos for the Toros and the Airmen, and test out my new weapons in the process?” He whistled. “I just hope I got enough time for a cigarette.” 
 
    “Before you leave…” 
 
    “Yeah?” he asked Zephyr. 
 
    “Let me borrow one of your revolvers. I’ve got more questions.” 
 
    Sterling unholstered one of his guns and handed it to her, the muzzle pointed at the ground. “Do what you got to do, Zee.” 
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    Sterling stepped out onto the rooftop to find both of Nazarena’s mancers sleeping, the two cuddled together. Did Harjo do this on purpose? he thought. The Sunflower Kid was crouched near them, her eyes darting up to Sterling as he approached.  
 
    “Ain’t them two mancers cute.” 
 
    The Kid smirked. 
 
    “Sadly, these two won’t be asleep for long, I reckon. We’re about to have company. Killbillies.” 
 
    “And we’re going to stick around?” 
 
    “Might as well see what we can find out. And it would be nice to know why Ram ain’t here in Albuquerque. Not that they’re going to necessarily know the answer to this question; I’m just saying we got a little more digging to do before we call it a night.” 
 
    “We should visit the Homecidos. I know someone there.” 
 
    “You’ve been saying that. That’s probably not a bad idea either depending on what goes down next.” It had been a long night, there’d been injuries, betrayal and everything from amalgamations to the death of a teammate. Talk about a night… 
 
    Sterling tucked a shotgun under his arm and went for his bag of tobacco and his rolling papers. He quickly crafted a cigarette and lit it, knowing there wouldn’t be a lot of time to smoke. 
 
    “We could head there, or back to Madrid for the night to regroup.” 
 
    “Yeah, we might need to do that after all the bullshit we’ve dealt with today.” 
 
    Harjo stepped out onto the balcony, his appearance coupled with a gunshot from within the rooftop apartment.  
 
    “Did she do it?” Sterling asked the telemancer. 
 
    Harjo shook his head. “She couldn’t.” 
 
    Make sure it happens after we’ve left, Sterling thought to the telemancer. 
 
    Understood. What if Zephyr goes back one day? 
 
    Then she goes back. That woman in there tried to get all of us killed. I’d bet good turquoise that Nazarena will do so again if she’s given the chance. If Zephyr comes back here on her own, if we’re somehow able to do all the things that we have set out to do in Chaco Canyon and beyond, I don’t want her to have to face this alone. She can curse my name then.  
 
    I… understand. 
 
    These two sleeping beauties over here—get one of them to handle it right after we’ve left. And make sure that they don’t interfere with the fight that’s about to happen. What was that shot, anyway? 
 
    Zephyr shot a bullet into the wall next to her head and had me put Nazarena and her lover to sleep directly after. 
 
    Sterling turned back to the Sunflower Kid. “Damn relationship drama, not that I haven’t had my fair share in the past. Anyhow, the Killbillies are going to just ride right into the Plaza and start shooting if they’re anything like the Killbillies I’ve come to loathe down south. Whatever this place was before they arrived in Albuquerque, it ain’t going to be that no more.” 
 
    As if on cue, the roar of ATVs echoed through the streets of Old Town, signaling that the Killbillies were near. 
 
     Sterling shook his head. “See? Told ya. They really are just going to roll in here like they own the place. But that’s what I’ve come to expect from these sorry sons of bitches. Let’s make this quick, get the information we need, and then…” He summoned the miniature Godwalker. “We’ll figure that out at that point. Rox, get excited. Killbillies are en route.” 
 
    <Beep?> 
 
    “Yep, I’ll catch you up—Nazarena done betrayed us and the ‘Billies are on their way here.”  
 
    <Beep!> 
 
    “My thoughts exactly.” 
 
    Sterling went to the side of the roof, and as he did Zephyr stepped out, the aeromancer holding his revolver limp in her hand. She avoided eye contact with him as she handed him his firearm, which he sent back to its holster.  
 
    “Glad to see you, Zee.” He offered her his cigarette. She took a small drag from it and returned it to Sterling. “Good news; Killbillies are almost here. We need to head down to solid ground. Alive or dead, let’s try to get some information out of these ‘Billies before we head on out.” 
 
    The sound of more engines ricocheted off the walls of the buildings that surrounded the Plaza. The Killbillies were mere moments away now from contact. 
 
    Sterling was so excited about the battle that was set to take place that he barely paid attention to that feeling in his stomach as he stepped over the edge of the roof. He floated down, instantly glad to be in a more familiar setting. The Plaza was mostly cleared out, but there were still abandoned cars and other things that would provide cover.  
 
    It would have to do. 
 
    There never seemed to be any strategy in what the Killbillies did, at least when they weren’t under the direct influence of the Commodore, which meant that their strength mostly lay in their numbers. Sterling was certain that they would simply ride out to the Plaza and start hunting for him and whoever he was with. This was how they operated; this was who they were. 
 
    Sure enough, the bandits began to appear, some flying, others riding ATVs and motorbikes, a dozen in total. Part of their intimidation power came from their display of strength and uniformity, all of them in the yellow bandannas that made them easy targets, and skull insignias on their modified clothing. Their faces were those of people who had been lost, who had joined the best chance of survival they could come up with. They were easy targets. 
 
    Sterling couldn’t fault them for wanting to be part of something bigger, but he could fault them for what they had done to southern New Mexico. And he could certainly fault them for what they were planning to do to the rest of the state as Commodore Bones enacted his plan of domination. 
 
    No words were exchanged, nor was there any hesitation on Sterling’s part as he simply stepped out into the open and began shooting his revolvers one at a time, his cigarette perched on his lip as he fired left and right.  
 
    Bang! 
 
    Bang! 
 
    Bang! 
 
    His actions got the Killbillies’ immediate attention. As they turned to address him, one of the trees in the Plaza came alive, twisting toward the ground. The branches slammed down on some of the flying Killbillies. A strong wind whipped past, toppling their motorbikes. Chaos followed as some of the Killbillies turned their weapons on their companions courtesy of Harjo. 
 
    Mana-powered bullets. Plant constructs. Men and women shouting as they were lifted into the air and slammed onto the ground. Telepathic mutiny. 
 
    Old Town Plaza had seen plenty of fights since its establishment in the eighteenth century, yet it had likely never seen a response as quick as the one Sterling’s companions put together.  
 
    And like many battles, it was over just as soon as it started.  
 
    None of the Killbillies got away, and it wasn’t long before the dead began to rise from where they lay and all gathered together around a single female Killbilly who had been shot several times in the arm. The woman screamed as the zombies stopped in front of her and parted, allowing Sterling and Harjo to pass through their ranks. 
 
    Upon seeing the telemancer, the remaining female bandit froze, her will and mind now belonging to Harjo. It was strange to see both telepathic obedience and fear in her eyes at the same time. Even under his control, her lips quivered as she spoke: “What would you like to know?” 
 
    Sterling crouched in front of her and finally flicked his cigarette to the ground, the ember glowing orange.  
 
    The animates he’d summoned all began to fall one at a time. “Well, go ahead and give her some free will, Harjo. I’ve got me some questions. If she don’t answer correctly, just give me the heads-up. And let her know that you are in her mind.” 
 
    The woman blinked a few times. “What… what do you want to know, mister?” 
 
    “Good, let’s get right down to it.” Beep floated closer to Sterling. He stood in place, his hand now on the top of the Godwalker. “You see this here?” 
 
    <Beep.> 
 
    The woman nodded, fear once again in her eyes. 
 
    “Me and this Godwalker got a little present for Commodore Bones. But after our little conversation here, you won’t remember none of that part. You won’t remember the Godwalker, and you won’t remember my face. Funny how that works, right? Anyhow, back to the Commodore. Is ol’ Beto in the city? Yes or no.” 
 
    “I… I don’t know.” 
 
    She knows, Harjo thought to Sterling. And yes, he is in the city, in an industrial park that’s part of the former territory of the Barelas Glyphs. 
 
    “I’m going to ask you one more time, lady, and if you lie to me…” Sterling went ahead and retrieved a shotgun. He pointed it at the woman’s leg. “I know you got some natural power, but from what I could tell, none of y’all were mancers. Not the first time I’ve seen Killbillies being sent to the slaughter, if we’re being honest. But I’m guessing that Commodore Bones has the mancers protecting him and the base he’s set up in the industrial park south of the city center. Yes or no? And if you lie to me, well, it won’t feel good. I won’t kill you, but I’ll make the healing part a son of a bitch.” 
 
    She gulped. “Yes, he is there.” 
 
    “Did the Commodore order you to come here?” 
 
    She shook her head. “No, my group is part of a different branch of the Killbillies that oversees…” The female bandit took a look around at the dead bodies, all of which now lay around her, almost in a halo formation. A lump formed on her throat. “We oversaw these sorts of interactions. Rumors and intel, we were a sudden response team.” 
 
    “Do you think that this news has reached Commodore Bones?” 
 
    “It will once we don’t return. That’s how these things work. If we return, we are to return with answers. The absence of our return is an answer in itself.” 
 
    Zephyr approached, and as she did Sterling felt a slight breeze ripple past. “It won’t be much longer, Zee.” 
 
    “I figured.” 
 
    “Well, how long do you think we have before the Commodore shows up?” Sterling asked the woman. 
 
    “He has much bigger things to handle than whatever this is…” 
 
    “Wait, you don’t know who I am, do you?” 
 
    She shook her head. “Just a person of interest. That’s all we were told.” 
 
    “Heh. Person of interest my ass. Young lady, you are looking into the eyes of the man that’s going to bring Commodore Bones and the Killbillies to the ground. Let me be the one to inform you: within two days from now your organization and its ranks are going to be looking a lot different. I want you to remember that part, but I don’t want you to understand the context of it.” He glanced at Harjo, who nodded. 
 
    “There’s no way that a single person could take us down. That is the genius in the structure…” 
 
    “Sure, that’s probably the case. But a bunch of tatted up yellow-bellied bandanna-wearing bandits ain’t got much in the way of genius, if you ask me. Here’s how this is going to play out. You are going to tell Commodore Bones what you saw here, and if you can’t speak to him directly, you will speak to the people that do. You won’t remember who did it, you won’t remember how, but you will remember how easily your forces were decimated. You’ll blame it on the Toros, you’ll say it was an ambush of some kind. You’ll tell whoever you report to to take this to the top. That fear you felt just a few moments ago, you’ll make them feel it.” 
 
    “You aren’t going to… kill me?” 
 
    “No. But if you value your life, I would tell them what you know, what you saw here, and then I would hop on my little ATV and start heading south toward Mexico. Or east. Heck, maybe north, but whatever you do, I wouldn’t head west. Trust me there, lady. Harjo, make sure she listens to what I told her here.” Sterling knocked his fist against the top of the Godwalker. “It’s time to return to Maron.” 
 
    <Beep.> 
 
    “Not so fast.”  
 
    Sterling turned to find Zephyr floating, a solemn look on her face. “I need to handle something else.” 
 
    “What now, Zee?” 
 
    “The technomancer that sold us out, the one who works for Nazarena. I know where he is. It will be fast, but I need to hurry. I will meet the three—four—of you back at the base.” 
 
    Sterling knew by the way she held herself that he wouldn’t be able to talk any sense into the aeromancer. Still, he hesitated. 
 
    “I promise. Technomancer, then I’ll leave Albuquerque. You have my word.” 
 
    “Kid?” 
 
    “Rox?” 
 
    <Beep.> 
 
    The Sunflower Kid nodded at Sterling, which caused Zephyr to smirk. “Do you need their permission?” 
 
    “Always good to get a second, and sometimes third, opinion. Do what you got to do, Zee, and make it look like the Killbillies did it. Grab some of them stupid yellow bandanas. Hell, take one of the bodies too. Let’s stir shit up.”  
 
    “Good idea.” 
 
    Sterling, Harjo, and the Sunflower Kid gathered around Beep. “We’ll see you back in Madrid.” 
 
    “You will. I promise.” 
 
    They portaled away, leaving the single Killbilly left alive completely flabbergasted, and with a mission to tell the Commodore that they were in trouble.

  

 
   
    .Chapter Seven. 
 
      
 
      
 
    The quiet of Madrid, New Mexico, was a stark contrast to what they had just experienced. It was ominous in its own way, the sky above overcast, gray clouds blotting out most of the stars. Even with the gloom, a glimmer of moonlight beamed through, yet it wasn’t enough to illuminate much of their surroundings. Predictably, the only lights that were on were inside of Raylan’s workshop, where Sterling could hear chatter between Maron, the flectomancer, and the Chronicler. 
 
    “Should we let them know we have returned?” Harjo asked Sterling. 
 
    “Nah, he can figure it out; or we’ll just talk to them in the morning. I try not to get in his way when he’s tinkering, and by the sounds of it…” Sterling nodded. “Yup. Best we just get some rest and regroup tomorrow. Beep? You coming with me or what?” 
 
    <Beep, beep…> 
 
    “Heh. Be like that, then,” Sterling said as the miniature Godwalker joined the Sunflower Kid. He couldn’t help but offer up an almost wistful smile to the pair.  
 
    Roxie, you always were difficult, Sterling thought as he turned in the direction of his room. 
 
    He walked more slowly than normal, dragging his feet now, the exhaustion from a long day in Albuquerque certainly felt. The sudden shock of adrenaline slightly dampened with tranquility of Madrid was something he didn’t quite know how to process. Sterling tried lying down for a spell. When this didn’t work, he took a chair on the porch, kicked his feet up on the banister, and rolled a cigarette. He smoked and thought about the night. He thought about the glee that he experienced upon seeing the Killbillies, in confirming that Commodore Bones was in Albuquerque. 
 
    “He ain’t going to like what we do next,” Sterling kept telling himself in different ways. “It’ll be much-deserved. Beto won’t like it one bit, nope, not one bit. Not going to be a happy camper, I’ll tell you what…” 
 
    He was surprised to see a sudden burst of flames land before him like a comet. Sierra’s appearance nearly caused him to lose his balance in the chair; Sterling regained his composure as she approached, the fire on her shoulders flickering away. 
 
    “Well? Did you do what you needed to do in Albuquerque?” 
 
    “Talk about an entrance, damn. And to answer your question: No, I did not. Well, I did a little. Still got a bounty hunter to deal with, but at least the head of the Killbillies is there in Albuquerque, making that part of the plan much easier.” 
 
    “And you are going to attack him?” 
 
    “He’s already tried to attack us, just now, back at the Plaza. But we sent a message too. So, yeah. That’s what we’re going to do.” 
 
    Sierra stepped onto the porch and leaned against the banister, right next to Sterling’s feet. “Just you?” 
 
    “I mean, whoever wants to volunteer to attack the Killbillies is welcome to do so…” 
 
    The pyromancer turned her palm around, and as she did a flame appeared. It grew into a vertical column of fire a few inches thick. Slow as ever, the flame began to diminish until it was just a glowing spark. “I guess I could be interested in that.” 
 
    Sterling smiled up at her. “Yeah? You guess? It’s going to be quite the little fight, I reckon. Probably not something to take lightly. He knows we are coming now.” 
 
    “Does he now? The element of surprise may have been a smarter way to go about this…” 
 
    “I should clarify, he just knows someone is coming. That’s all, so there is still that, you know, the element of surprise. I never did claim to be no Einstein; I figured spooking the ‘Billies would get him feeling real paranoid, and maybe even disrupt his operation in the process. Think about it. Beto’s got all the scouts and other things going on in Albuquerque. Not only that, he has the Comanche coming in from the west, which he may or may not know about fully. Now, he has to contend with the fact that one sorry son of a bitch—ahem, that would be me—is gunning for him.  But he doesn’t know who this sorry son of a bitch is. Could be anyone. I can see him now, jumping at every shadow, shitting his britches at every report that someone may have spotted a group of superpowered badasses headed in their direction. Who could it be? The Comanche? Some new gang? The boogeyman? Shee-it, just thinking of Commodore Bones squirming makes me feel nice and fuzzy inside.” 
 
    “I can see that. When do you plan to strike him?” 
 
    “Actually, there is some strategy there. I hate to put Maron through it, but we may need to personally check on the Comanche and see how their advance is going. I don’t know if we’re going to be able to line them up directly with the Killbillies, but that would be something, wouldn’t it? Think about them two forces just clashing, utter chaos.” 
 
    “Is that what you want?” 
 
    “Not so sure it’s exactly what I want, but it will keep them too occupied for the time being, and maybe, just maybe, stop the spread of both.” 
 
    “For someone new to spread their influence, then.” 
 
    This was a sad reality that Sterling had already considered. “You ain’t wrong there.” 
 
    “And then Chaco Canyon?” 
 
    “Yup, and Bryce Canyon. Anyhow, I need to get my head on straight and figure out the best way to do this.” 
 
    Sierra raised both eyebrows at him. “And how do you plan to do that?” 
 
    “With a little rest, for one.” 
 
    The pyromancer stepped off the porch. She turned back to Sterling. “I would be willing to ‘raise hell’ with you, as you say, in Albuquerque and beyond. Just so you know.” 
 
    “Really? I was hoping you’d say that.” 
 
    “And Ram? What about him? How is he going to fit into all this?” 
 
    “Another thing that remains to be seen. But he’ll get his, don’t you worry. And…” Sterling cleared his throat. “You don’t have to leave, you know. I don’t mind the company.” 
 
    “You don’t, do you?” 
 
    “No, ma’am, I sure don’t.” 
 
    Now it was Sierra’s turn to make a decision. She paused for a moment, and finally turned away. “Yet another thing that remains to be seen, huh? Get some sleep, cowboy. I’ll see you in the morning.”  
 
    With that, she burst into the sky, a circle of dying flames left in her wake. 
 
      
 
    [image: ] 
 
      
 
    Sterling would have slept well had it not been for the vision. It came to him early that next morning. He was transported to the battlefield yet again and running from what seemed like all of Comancheria. A plane flew overhead; he was leading them directly into a… trap. Or… was it?  
 
    Was it really the Killbillies’ trap? 
 
    Sterling awoke with a gasp. The early morning dawn cast subtle blue into the room he was staying in. It was cold, but he was still warm under the rough wool blanket. He stared up at the adobe ceiling trying to come to grips with the second part of his vision, what he knew to be the missing piece. 
 
    It was a trap. But who was the trap actually for? Initially, he assumed it was for the Comanche, but what if it were for the Killbillies? 
 
    That’s it… 
 
    Sterling sat up once he sensed a presence in the room. 
 
    Surprise came over him as he found Zephyr curled up at the end of the bed. Seeing her spawned both relief and a flash of shock. She was dirty, much of her clothing ripped, dried blood crusted across her face and her arms. “What did you get into?” Sterling asked the aeromancer as she blinked her eyes open. 
 
    “Wha—? Sorry… sorry for coming here.” 
 
    “It’s okay, I ain’t worried about that. I’m more worried about why you are looking the way you’re looking.” 
 
    She sat up, and as she did she swept her dark bangs off her forehead. “You should see the other guy.” 
 
    Sterling laughed. “Is that right?” 
 
    “The technomancer had some defenses, but nothing I couldn’t handle.” 
 
    “Why did you choose my room? I mean, you can stay wherever you’d like, but…” 
 
    “Because I wanted you to be the first to know that I took care of what needed to be taken care of. Not only that, I wanted you to also be the first to know what I learned.” 
 
    “Yeah? What’s that?” 
 
    “I know you have your ways of getting information out of people, and Harjo has his ways too, but I’m known to be persuasive when I need to be.” Zephyr yawned. “Let’s just say I was persuasive last night, and got the information you’ve been looking for from the technomancer.” 
 
    “Ram?” 
 
    She nodded. 
 
    “Where is that illiterate pinche puta?” Sterling asked, recalling the poorly written message that Ram had once left him. 
 
    “That’s the part that’s going to surprise you, although… I suppose nothing could really surprise you anymore considering what has happened since we were transported to Utah.” 
 
    “Hell, before that.” 
 
    “Ram went to the Comanche, to broker a deal with them.” 
 
    “You’re kidding.” Sterling placed his feet on the floor, onto a threadbare rug. “That damn convict is really trying to get ahead of this.” 
 
    “That’s why he wasn’t at the Kirtland Airmen’s base. He is west of Albuquerque hoping for an agreement.” 
 
    “To hit the Killbillies on both sides.” 
 
    “Exactly what I was thinking, although it could be something else. There’s always a chance he is trying to keep the Airmen group neutral.” 
 
    “Like hell,” Sterling said. “You know, it would be real nice to see how far inland the Comanche have come. They must have passed Gallup by now, them poor folks. Then again, if they simply surrendered, then I guess they won’t have much to worry about. I don’t know. We have to ask Harjo.” 
 
    “We could do that, you know.” 
 
    “Ask Harjo? Sure, but he’s probably sleeping. It can’t be past six in the morning.” 
 
    “No, what I’m saying is that we could use Beep to travel there and get a read on how close the Comanche are. Maybe we’ll get lucky and find Ram.” 
 
    “Out of the question.” 
 
    “Which part of it?” 
 
    “Zee, you know as well as I do. The last time we tried to sneak into the Comanche encampment, you took a shot at their head honcho, which, in a way, kickstarted this whole mess with them invading New Mexico and whatnot. Now, I’m all for seeing what they’re up to, but there can’t be any infiltration.” 
 
    “I didn’t think we were going to infiltrate; I thought we could use the drones.” 
 
    “The drones?” 
 
    “They have cameras. Maron can connect with them, and Harjo can transplant what he is seeing into our minds. We will be like birds. Think about it.” 
 
    “And if the Comanche see one of the drones?” 
 
    “We will have plenty of time to get out of there. And maybe, just maybe, Ram isn’t staying with the group. What if he were staying nearby, in his own camp? Just something to consider.” 
 
    Sterling ran his hand along his beard stubble. “You could be right there. Then again, it might be best for us to let him make whatever deal he’s going to make with the Comanche, to really throw them Killbillies off guard, especially now that they’ll have been with the Toros, and vice versa.” 
 
    “Maybe, but with Harjo we could try to figure out what that deal was, what it entails. We could also try to intercept Ram, do something that way.” 
 
    “Not a bad plan.” 
 
    “So that’s what I’m suggesting. Good, right?” 
 
    He grinned at the troublesome aeromancer. “Maybe, but I may have something else to add to that.” 
 
    “What’s that?” 
 
    “You already know about the vision I had, one that I can’t quite seem to put in order. Well, something else came to me, just now, right before I woke up and saw you.” 
 
    “Yeah? What’s that?” 
 
    “Originally, I thought that I was leading the Comanche to the Killbillies, that it was a trap for them. But now, I’m thinking it’s a trap for the Killbillies. It’s hard for me to really put into words what I’m feeling here, but there’s some kind of trap that’s happening, and for that to really do its damage, one of the sides needs to know what’s going on. Now, we’ve taken potshots at the Comanche, but we still have an in with Harjo. The Killbillies, on the other hand, them fools can go straight to hell as far as I’m concerned. There is no way I’ll be making a deal with them ever again. In fact, I was talking to Sierra last night, and she’s game to attack their temporary HQ whenever we get the chance, so we got fire to add to our general mayhem.” 
 
    “Good. But the timing of this is crucial. If we take out their leadership, that might limit what they can do against the Comanche.” 
 
    “Yeah, I was thinking that as well,” Sterling said, even though he didn’t want to admit it to himself. “That is a complication, and it requires setting things in order. The more political this gets, the more we are going to have to intervene and possibly get involved in ways that we can’t foresee.” 
 
    “Would they still go to war if the Killbillies’ leader was taken out? That’s the question.” 
 
    “What if they were already at war? That’s what I’m saying here. Commodore Bones is smart enough to have some sort of chain of command situation put into place. The only thing is, the scramble to figure out what to do with him might allow the Comanche to easily overrun the city once they get to Albuquerque. That’s where Harjo comes into play, maybe.” 
 
    “You do something to the Commodore’s mind, have him order the attack first, and then deal with him after the majority of his forces are gone. Is that what you’re suggesting?” 
 
    “Maybe, but that will be harder than it sounds. There’s Magdalena, Don Gasper’s ex-lover, and she’s a telemancer. So to deal with Commodore Bones, we are first going to have to deal with her. And trust me, I wouldn’t mind sending her over to the dark side to hang out with ol’ Gasper, damn good-for-nothing woman.” 
 
    “Telepathy won’t work on us. We have bracelets.” 
 
    Sterling touched his head.  “True, and I have a cowboy hat.” 
 
    “So, to recap. Maybe we should spy on the Comanche, and perhaps in doing so will find out what Ram has been up to, and if we are really lucky, we will be able to do something to him that could work to our advantage.” 
 
    “Look at the two of us, masterminding all this. We are really cooking with fire now, aren’t we?” Sterling asked. “Heh. Just another day in the life.” 
 
    “One more thing…” Zephyr lowered her gaze. “About Nazarena.” 
 
    “Yes?” 
 
    “She’s dead too.” 
 
    Sterling cleared his throat. “Yeah?” 
 
    “I visited her after the technomancer. Rather than say anything, I just tore her place down. She died in the collapse. I made sure of it.” 
 
    Sterling nodded. “Sorry you had to do that.” 
 
    “It had to be done. Better now than later.” 
 
    “I agree. Better now than later.” 
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    Their communal breakfast consisted of boiled eggs, bread, and a jam that had been made out of peppers and gooseberries. It was spicy and sweet, not exactly Sterling’s favorite combination, but good nonetheless. Sterling didn’t get the time that he would have liked that morning to work on a desert haiku, but he did enjoy the company of others, his entire group at the table that morning, including Paco, who had already returned from visiting Abuela. 
 
    Conversation was light, ranging from stories about crazy things they had seen people do in Madrid and Albuquerque to a city that Sterling was intimately familiar with, Truth or Consequences. This led to Sterling telling them about a quest that he and Kip had once taken to Hatch to steal peppers from a one-eyed seller who had ripped them off. Laughs were shared; the anticipation of what was to come, of the decisions that would be made soon, didn’t feel as heavy as it normally did. 
 
    Sterling was thankful for this.  
 
    After all that had already happened in Albuquerque, he was happy for a chance to just sit back for a moment and assess everything. Reminisce, even. But even with the light conversation and revelry, Sterling knew he needed to talk to what was increasingly becoming the brain trust of their operation, the combination of Maron, Raylan, and the Chronicler all vital to their situation. 
 
    This was why Sterling grew serious after most of the meal had been eaten. His entire group was still seated on a wooden porch not far from Raylan’s hangar. It was a bit tight, but he liked it this way.  
 
    “Welp, might as well get everyone updated…” Sterling described the conversation he’d had earlier that morning with Zephyr, how she had revealed to him that Ram was in the west seeking a partnership with the fast approaching Comanche. He described his vision yet again, how he had always assumed that he had been leading the Comanche to the Killbillies, that it was supposed to be a surprise for the outsiders even if it ultimately resulted in a war both sides couldn’t handle. Now, he realized that the con he was trying to pull would be on the Killbillies. 
 
    “…Bring them out to the open, the Comanche are charging, all hell breaks loose and we skedaddle. It’s not exactly the vision I was having, but I know that’s what is supposed to happen here. I can’t explain it; it’s just one of them things. I feel it in my bones, my soul. Listen to me over here… I probably should talk to Gasper.” 
 
    <Beep.> 
 
    “What’s Gasper going to say?” Zephyr asked him. “If it’s your gut that you’re feeling, and it checks out with what we discover later today, I reckon we go for it.” 
 
    “Yeah, maybe. We have a couple of options here. One would be to let things play out as they naturally would. I’m not saying I don’t want to get involved to stir the pot, but after that, we’ll remove our hands from the situation.” 
 
    “Let the two sides fight it out,” said the Chronicler. 
 
    “Dusty gets it. What I’m wondering, though, is if there is a way for us to attack, or maybe infiltrate, the Killbillies. I wonder if there is a way to get inside Commodore Bones’ head, and have him make the orders himself. Use good ol’ Harjo here to force him to divert his forces, to concentrate everything he has into the Toros’ territory. Maybe implant some message like the Comanche have started to push back, leaving him to see an opportunity. Let ‘Beto think that all they need to do now is chase down their prey. Something along those lines there.” 
 
    “What about the Comanche?” 
 
    “I was just getting to that,” Sterling told Paco. “And it’s a good question. We would simply tell the Comanche what was happening, that Bones is moving his forces in, and maybe we’d even work with them to some degree.” 
 
    Harjo ran his hand along the back of his neck. “You may have tricked the others at the encampment, but Quanah could remember who he saw. Right now, we are anonymous to them. But if we get too close…” 
 
    “You don’t think he recognize you?” Sterling asked. 
 
    Harjo shook his head. “Not at that distance, and not with the telepathic blocks I was putting up. In person, of course he would.There aren’t many telemancers in Comancheria. But seeing the three of us again, together; I get this feeling that he would know it was us. And I don’t think that this would be a situation that would be as easy to handle as you are thinking.” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    “Let me ask you,” Raylan began, “when the Comanche travel, how do they travel? You mentioned their encampment and the sheer size of their forces. Do they all move together, forming a sort of flank?” 
 
    Harjo confirmed this with a nod. “That is part of their strategy. It is said that when the full group travels together it can be heard from miles away. I don’t know if this is the case because anytime that happened, I was either traveling with them, or I was already in one of the scouting groups.” 
 
    Raylan grabbed what was left of a piece of bread and set it on the table. He searched for another object and settled on the jar of homemade jam. “So what you are wanting to do is force these two forces to collide,” he said, motioning the bread toward the jam. “But to potentially speed up the process, you would need to transport the Killbilly forces. That just doesn’t seem possible, not without…” He glanced at Maron. “Not without teleportation. Or, I suppose, waiting it out.” 
 
    Maron gave him a skeptical look. “That many people?” 
 
    “I don’t know how we would pull it off, or if it is even possible for Roxie here to teleport a force of that size. And while our location is currently masked from the Godwalkers, doing something like that would probably draw their attention. Which is the last thing that we want. The last thing that anyone wants.” 
 
    “If we want to force the two to war against one another, and we want to surprise the Killbillies, I don’t think that we need to teleport all of them fools,” Sterling said carefully. “Even if my vision says otherwise. What I do think we can do is bring the ‘Billies and the Comanche into the western part of Albuquerque and get the war going there. All we’d need to do is ruffle a few more feathers to make this a reality.” 
 
    “More than we have already ruffled?” Zephyr asked. 
 
    “More than that, I reckon. Maybe what we do is convince Commodore Bones to start moving in on the Toros now that the upper management is disposed of. Hell, we already got both sides—the Toros and the ‘Billies—thinking that they took potshots at each other last night. He already has the southern part of the city, why would Commodore Bones not want to expand? That’s why he is in Albuquerque to begin with.” 
 
    “Makes sense to me,” said the Chronicler. 
 
    “This next one is going to take a little bit of finesse, and it may not be possible, but what if we could intercept Ram before he reaches the Comanche? We would need to start now. If he’s going to be traveling, he’ll be traveling on the highway. That’s a lot of territory to cover, but we have drones, we have you,” Sterling told Zephyr, “and we have plenty of things we can do to stop Ram from reaching the Comanche with the information that he has. Now, what we do is keep Ram alive for a little bit longer, and since his forces, the Airmen, are on the eastern part of the city, we have Ram tell the Comanche that he plans to squeeze the Toros. We have Ram then return to Albuquerque and parley with the Killbillies. Here’s the good part—” 
 
    Paco’s eyes lit up. “I get it. I get it. The trap that you’ve been talking about. Ram tells the Killbillies that they can team up on what’s left of the Toros. The Comanche swoop in and the war begins.” 
 
    “Yup, and that’s when we strike Commodore Bones. He won’t be there at the initial start, he’ll be back with Ram getting ready to carve out the spoils. I don’t how many birds we’ll be getting with one stone here, but that’s the goal. Which means we need to move, and do so smartly. Zee?” 
 
    “Makes sense to me,” said the aeromancer. “A lot of working pieces, but I figured that would be the case at some point with what we are trying to do.” 
 
    “We need to see what the Comanche are up to, and we need to hope and pray that Ram hasn’t reached them yet. If he left yesterday, he probably hasn’t. Knowing that sorry excuse for a bounty hunter, he is taking his time, anticipating that the Comanche will reach him before he reaches them. And that’s the final part of this here strategy. Once he returns to Albuquerque and meets with the Killbillies, we will have Ram report to the Commodore that the Comanche have stopped their spread into New Mexico. Only issue there is that Commodore Bones has to believe him, which could be hard because of Magdalena, his telemancer.” 
 
    “I believe I could handle that,” Harjo said. “I have memories of the Comanche retreating, or traveling in the opposite direction of me, maybe that’s a better way to put it. I can implant these so that Ram is entirely convinced.” 
 
    “I figured you could do something like that. As the war breaks out, we finish off the upper command of the Killbillies, and let Albuquerque do what Albuquerque is going to do. Because of all that fighting in Old Town, the Glyphs and the Homecidos are going to want their piece. Can’t forget that.” 
 
    “Then we tell them what is being planned,” said the Sunflower Kid. “Or a version of it. Don’t forget, I have a contact with the Homecidos. I have an in there. If we get the timing of this right…” 
 
    “Yup, and we should visit your contact too, tonight.” Sterling smiled at each and every member of their blossoming operation. “Y’all, I do believe we got ourselves a devious little plan here. A damn fine one too, if you ask me.” 
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    Before they left Madrid, the Chronicler started up one of his long-winded lectures, the researcher telling Sterling and his team about one of the ways the Spaniards observed their latitude. He explained that the conquistadors carried an instrument called an astrolabe, a device that dated back to before the birth of Christ. They would take a reading at noon, when the sun was at its highest point. While the device worked to some degree, in an era before there were accurate clocks, like the time period in which the Spanish had reached the Southwest, it was impossible to know when noon had actually arrived. This disrupted all of their readings, which gave difficulties to researchers in the future trying to retrace their expeditions. 
 
    Sterling thought about this as he stood on a cliff overlooking Interstate 40, west of Albuquerque. Was it noon? Telling time was much less important than it had been in the past. People met when they met, and even if there were ways to know what time it was, from flecto or technomancer gear to digital items that still worked with a generator, it still wasn’t easy. Time didn’t carry the same weight as it used to. Not in a landscape as barren as the Southwest, with its sherbet rock formations and vast distances between scattered dollops of civilization. 
 
    If someone said they were coming, they would come. That was how it worked nowadays. 
 
    It was rare that someone would give an exact time, which had led the Chronicler onto another tangent, the researcher clearly distressed by some of the operations they were planning to pull off that day. Dusty didn’t wear his woes as well as the others, who had all seen more battle than the Chronicler had. This was why Sterling didn’t interrupt him as he continued on, their conversation shifting to the Zuni language, and why the pueblo tribe spoke a dialect not related to any language in the world, and how this suggested a lasting geographic stability spanning over seven thousand years. 
 
    Sterling merely let him talk. 
 
    Sometimes, it was better that way. 
 
    The cowboy necromancer settled his thoughts as he gazed toward the west. The sky was turquoise, the sun bathing the distance in light.  
 
    Sterling currently was serving as the lookout for the expeditionary group. He stood on a cliff between Gallup and Thoreau, not far from New Mexico’s Continental Divide. Sterling could see for miles with his monocular, but he doubted that he would be the one that discovered either Ram and whatever group of Kirtland Airmen he had brought with him, or the approaching Comanche.  
 
    Zephyr and Sierra had flown to the west, since the aeromancer was able to cover huge distances. The Sunflower Kid and Paco had gone to the east alongside Maron, who would be able to use his drones if they encountered any hostiles. Keeping Sterling company were Beep and Harjo, the telemancer fanning himself with an old Vogue magazine that he equipped from his inventory list, a bead of sweat on the side of his forehead. 
 
    <Beep.> 
 
    “I know, I know,” Sterling said. “You and I need to have a talk at some point. We still haven’t done that.” 
 
    The Godwalker didn’t respond. 
 
    “Things have just been, well, they have just been things. You know how it goes. Don’t you go getting upset with me neither, Rox.” 
 
    Sterling’s companions had a lot of ground to cover, but they were banking on the Comanche being closer to Gallup, somewhere between Rehoboth and Church Rock. It was in that direction that Zephyr and Sierra had flown, Sterling figuring that they would be able to get out of there faster than the other three, especially with Zephyr’s power. 
 
    <Beep.> 
 
    “I agree, it’s too quiet around here. Got me feeling antsy as hell,” Sterling said as he casually finished a cigarette. 
 
     He checked his monocular yet again to see if there was anything moving along the highway. Nothing. Earlier, they had seen a small truck go by that looked to be a local affair. There were no gang insignias painted across the old Ford pickup, nor was there any protection or anything that would indicate to Sterling that they were up to no good.  
 
    They let them pass. 
 
    More of what the Chronicler had said earlier came to Sterling as they waited for the others to report back. The researcher spoke of a man named Alvar Nuñez Cabeza de Vaca, who had led a Spanish expedition through Florida. The expedition took eight years and covered well over two thousand miles of unmapped territory, from the Gulf Coast all the way down to Mexico, which at the time was New Spain. Of the six hundred men who had set out with the explorer, only a couple survived. 
 
    During their wanderings, Cabeza de Vaca did everything from become a trader to a healer, which gave him freedom amongst the tribes they encountered. He even performed the first surgical operation in the New World, at least the first one documented by Spain. Eventually, he reached Mexico City, a survivor of eight years of wandering. But his story didn’t end there. Cabeza de Vaca later became the general captain of New Andalusia, and helped build up the population of Buenos Aires, only to be charged with poor administration, arrested, and transported back to Spain.  
 
    After all he had done, all he had survived, bureaucracy had brought the famed explorer down. 
 
    Ain’t that something, Sterling had thought upon hearing this. Ain’t that something. 
 
    As much as he wished there was more civil order, the same kind that the Before People had, there were times that Sterling was glad that he could truly be a free man and didn’t have to deal with bureaucracy. 
 
    He had a feeling that that wouldn’t have suited him. 
 
    Either way, it must have been trying for Cabeza de Vaca to continually encounter various indigenous peoples, narrowly survive death, and continually traverse strange new terrains. A true adventure, but it couldn’t have been harder than what Sterling and his kind were living through now, a post-apocalyptic world ruled by both alien monoliths and the more powerful amongst the survivors.  
 
    Then again, was something like this even right for comparison?  
 
    Could a daring explorer who had walked across most of the southern parts of America in the 1500s be compared to a man who could control the dead and summon the courage to take on the alien overlords that had ruined his world? 
 
    Rather than answer, Sterling flicked his cigarette to the ground and put it out beneath the heel of his boot. He stepped away from the edge of the cliff and handed the monocular to Harjo. “I need to take me a breather, amigo. You’re up.” 
 
    “Everything okay?” 
 
    “Just my thoughts, got too much on my mind; wouldn’t mind silencing myself for a minute or three. Maybe a couple breaths, maybe a pepper, and I should be good. Hell, I should probably drink some water too.” 
 
    “I can help you with that…” 
 
    Sterling ran his tongue along the outer edge of his teeth as he considered the telemancer’s offer. “You mean silence my thoughts?” 
 
    “Yes. It will be like…” Harjo squinted up at the sky for a moment and returned his gaze to Sterling. “Are you familiar with white noise?” 
 
    “Not particularly.” 
 
    “It is a sound that is used to drown out other sounds. I would apply this idea to your thoughts. I can show you what I mean if you remove your cowboy hat.” 
 
    “I guess I got nothing left to lose,” Sterling said with a chuckle as he took his hat off his head. He no longer wore the anti-telepathy bracelet, his trust in Harjo having fully solidified by now. “Do your worst.” 
 
    “Maybe you should sit down for a moment.” 
 
    “Yeah? If you say so.” Sterling took a seat and kicked his legs out, eventually crossing one over the other as he leaned back into his palms. As he did so, the thoughts racing around in his head slowly began to filter away, replaced with a void that he couldn’t quite explain. Every time a thought came it disappeared as immediately as it had formed. 
 
    Eventually, he got into a more comfortable position on his back and crossed his arms over his chest and closed his eyes. 
 
    It felt good to finally relax, even if it was temporary.  
 
    White noise ain’t half bad.  
 
    

  

 
   
    .Chapter Eight. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Zephyr and Sierra landed in a swirl of wind and dust. Something Sterling had pieced together earlier played out before his very eyes as the slick black clothing that Sierra wore, which had just been on fire moments ago, held its form as her body returned to normal. Raylan’s tech made it so that there were no burn marks, no smoke, the pyromancer able to easily transition from her entire body being on fire to her normal form. 
 
    It was remarkable. 
 
    “Well?” Sterling asked as he sat up. “What do y’all got?” 
 
    Zephyr started to laugh. “You sure look comfortable over there.”  
 
    “Taking a nap, cowboy?” Sierra asked Sterling as she approached and extended her hand to him. He took her hand and noticed that it was warm to the touch, yet not as hot as he’d thought it would be. 
 
    “Harjo here was canceling out all my thoughts using white noise. It ain’t bad, I’ll tell you that much. Y’all should give it a try.” 
 
    <Beep.> 
 
    “Right,” Zephyr said, interpreting the Godwalker’s noise. “Anyhow, the Comanche are there, a few clicks outside of Church Rock. Not only that, we found Ram. He’s with a group of five Airmen. From what I can tell, they have yet to make contact. They are closer to our current location than they are to Church Rock, and they are heading in that direction.” 
 
    “Meaning we need to intercept them…” 
 
    “My thoughts exactly. If we go now, we should be able to get to Ram long before he can reach the Comanche. I thought of something else while I was flying. Harjo, once we rework their minds a little, we also need Ram and company to understand the best way to approach the Comanche. I figure this is something you can handle.” 
 
    The telemancer nodded. “They will have to approach ready to be taken prisoner. They may still be taken prisoner, I don’t know. But Quanah, and those directly beneath him, have made agreements with various groups in the past, especially when it was to their advantage. It sounds like this would be to their advantage, closing in on the Killbillies on both sides.” 
 
    “That’s what we do.” Sterling brushed his hands together. “And the sooner, the better.” 
 
    “What about the others?” 
 
    “We can leave Beep here. Maron will be able to communicate—” 
 
    <Beep.> 
 
    “I’m sure that you would rather go and cause a little trouble, but that’s not what we’re looking to do right now, Rox. You already know that.”  
 
    “She may be reminding you not to get too rough,” Zephyr said. 
 
    “I already told you that I will deal with Ram later. If we need him right now for our little plan to work, then we’ll use him. Later, him and me can square things away, without the use of a telemancer,” Sterling told Harjo. “I’m more focused on making sure we get this thing going the way that it needs to go, putting all the pieces into play.” 
 
    “Let’s do this. The four of us, and Beep stays here.” Zephyr began to levitate. “Are you ready?” 
 
    Sterling sent his hat to his inventory list and nodded. “As ready as I’ll ever be.” 
 
    Wind twisted through the air, immediately lifting Sterling, Harjo, and Sierra. The pyromancer ignited, flames licking off her body as she smiled at the cowboy necromancer. 
 
    “You’re hot,” he said, only realizing after the words left his lips how stupid they sounded.  
 
    Luckily, she hadn’t heard him, or at least, he didn’t think she had heard him, as Zephyr took control and shot the four of them toward the west. 
 
    They were like rockets cutting through the high desert air, comets of the post-apocalyptic variety. As soon as they took off it seemed like they landed, their sudden appearance causing the pair of vehicles that Ram and his companions were traveling in to screech to a halt.  
 
    The two modified jeeps kicked up dust clouds as they settled, a standoff imminent. 
 
    With his two revolvers in his hands, Sterling waited for the doors to open. He ignored Harjo’s voice at the back of his head telling him that he had already taken their minds. Even if he could believe the telemancer, this was too real, too ripe for conflict.  
 
    “Here goes nothing…” 
 
    It was hard to believe his own eyes, especially as he saw Ram step out of one of the jeeps. The man wore a white three-piece suit, his hands tattooed, his skin with a light blue tinge to it. His snakeskin boots were white too, and the shards of ice on his head, which had been spiked the last time Sterling had seen him, were smoothed out this time. 
 
    “I should kill you right here…” 
 
    Ram didn’t respond, his mind now under Harjo’s control. 
 
    I told him what needs to happen, Harjo thought to Sterling after a short pause. 
 
    “Who is he traveling with?” 
 
    Several others, none of whom are mancers. They do have a lot of weapons, though, most of them in their inventory lists— 
 
    Sterling didn’t hear the shot; he only saw Harjo lurch forward and hit the ground.  
 
    The telemancer rolled to the side, and as he did a bead of blood trailed across his forehead and toward his temple.  
 
    Ram had a sniper. 
 
    Sierra was the first to act as she conjured a circular wall of flames that circled around their group, a barrier of protection. It also quickly formed a barrier around the two jeeps, just as the men inside filed out. 
 
    “Shit! I’ll find the sniper!” Zephyr burst into the air. 
 
    Stering was only focused on one thing at the moment, one person that he knew needed to come down before they dealt with the others. He began firing his revolvers at Ram, who had just regained his senses, and was turning his arms into enormous ice weapons. 
 
    Bang! 
 
    Bang! 
 
    Bang! 
 
    Sterling fired shot after shot until the bounty hunter hit the ground. He stepped over to him and fired several more into his chest, then put one between his eyes. 
 
    Sterling had been so focused on Ram that he hadn’t even noticed that the other Airmen were shooting at him. It was only once he was struck by a bullet that he snapped out of it. He flew backward, and got back to his feet.  
 
    Sterling looked over to Ram to see that the bounty hunter was gasping, his face a mask of blood and grit. He had been wearing a bulletproof vest beneath his three-piece suit, but Sterling’s direct shot into his skull had done the trick. Now, he needed to bring it home. 
 
    Ignoring his own gunshot wound, Sterling reached his hand forward and grabbed Ram by the ankle. As he did he activated his Soul Absorption power. The bounty hunter cried out as energy came into Sterling. The sudden surge of power took Sterling off guard for a moment; he held strong, and it wasn’t long before Ram let out a final death gasp. 
 
    A flaming body trailed past them, courtesy of Sierra. It was only then that Sterling looked up to see all of Ram’s men either on the ground and burning, or flailing, trying to get to safety. The wall of flames around them was scorching hot. By the time Sterling got to his feet, he was drenched in sweat, yet he felt powerful, even if he’d been shot in the thigh. He took a lumbering step toward one of the jeeps and placed his hand on the hood for balance. 
 
    He felt his throat constrict as he turned back to Harjo, who was clearly dead.  
 
    From Harjo he looked to Ram, feeling this strange sense of hollow relief as he realized that the man he had been looking to kill for so long was now dead. It hadn’t been an epic fight, and in some regard Sterling felt that both of them had been cheated by this fact, not to mention the loss of Harjo. 
 
    Damn it all… Sterling watched as Sierra landed, the pyromancer still bathed in fire. She maintained the wall of flames around them to prevent any more sniper fire. 
 
    “What do we do now?” she asked, a bit breathless. 
 
    Sterling slowly shook his head. “Let’s wait for Zephyr to return. We will figure something out here. Maybe I need to talk to Harjo. Yeah,” Sterling said as he wiped more sweat from his brow. “I need to talk to Harjo. Hell, Ram too.” 
 
    “How?” 
 
    “You’ll see.” 
 
    “And you think Zephyr will be able to handle the snipers?” she asked hurriedly. “I can try to catch up with her. I’m as fast as she—” 
 
    “I know she will, don’t you worry. I just wish y’all had seen them earlier. Damn shame, all of this. Now it’s back to the drawing board.” Sterling shook his head yet again. “What a pity. He was a good man, Harjo was. He didn’t deserve to die like that. What a damn pity.” 
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    The wall of flames continued to blaze around Sterling as he waited for Zephyr to return.  
 
    In dramatic fashion, two bodies dropped from the sky, both dying upon impact. They were followed by Zephyr, a spiral of dust spinning around her after she landed. 
 
    “Are they the only snipers?” Sierra asked. 
 
    “As far as I know.” 
 
    “Let’s find out,” Sterling said as he stepped over to Ram. “After we do, we will talk to Harjo. The whole situation is…” 
 
    “Fucked.” 
 
    He grimaced. “You got that right, Zee.” 
 
    Sterling knew as he looked at the bounty hunter’s blood that summoning him could prove troublesome. There was no telling how someone would react, and he didn’t expect Ram to be happy about whatever afterlife he had found himself in. Sterling also didn’t know if what he had done to him in the end, absorbing his soul, had an effect on Ram’s form in the afterlife. 
 
    There was only one way to find out. 
 
    Sterling crouched before the bounty hunter and curled a single finger. The blood oozing out of the gaping wound on his face soon fashioned into a visage of a man who looked bewildered, one with angry eyes and spiked hair. “Where—?” 
 
    “It don’t matter,” Sterling told Ram as a new sense of remorse came to him. It had been his fault, all of this. Harjo’s death was on his hands. Had we just focused on Chaco Canyon… Sterling shook his head. Now wasn’t the time. He needed answers. “How many snipers did you have traveling with you?” 
 
    “Who are you?” 
 
    Sterling wanted to tell Ram that he was the man that killed him. But he knew antagonizing the bounty hunter would only draw this out. “I’m a telemancer. You are asleep.” 
 
    “I was shot…” 
 
    Sterling felt a sudden warmth behind him, signaling Sierra was near. She had never seen him perform this necrotic skill before. 
 
    “Yes, you were. Then the telemancer that is with us put you out. You are in a sleep state; we need to know how many snipers have joined you.” 
 
    “Why would I tell you?” 
 
    “Because I’m with the Comanche,” Sterling said. 
 
    “The Comanche? No, that can’t possibly be true. I recognize you… I recognize you from Madrid.” 
 
    “Sure, you recognize me. But what the hell does that prove? Just like you, I saw an opportunity with the Comanche that I decided to take. I’m with them now, partnered against the Killbillies. Now, how many snipers do you got? I’m only going to ask you one more time.” 
 
    “You are with the Comanche?” 
 
    “I sure am,” Sterling lied. “The telemancer with us is Comanche.” 
 
    “There… there are two.” 
 
    Sterling glanced up to Zephyr, and from the aeromancer to the bodies she had delivered.  
 
    “Good. That’s what I needed to know.” 
 
    “When will you let me out of this… this space?” Veins on the place where Ram’s neck would be constricted as he grew increasingly panicked.  
 
    “You telling the truth?” 
 
    “Why would I lie to you? You are the reason we are here, to meet the Comanche.” 
 
    The apparition began to fade; Sterling strengthened it again. 
 
    “One more thing. Why were you coming to meet us, anyway?” 
 
    “To speak to your leader, to tell him that the Killbillies have taken the southern part of Albuquerque and that their influence has spread throughout southern New Mexico like a wildfire. I came to make a deal.” 
 
    “Last I checked, when you took my arm off, you were working for the Killbillies,” Sterling said. “Thinking of selling them out?” 
 
    “I’m a bounty hunter. They were paying well at the time, and I used those resources to deal with the upper management of the Kirtland Airmen. I knew what I was doing.” 
 
    “Yeah?” Sterling asked as he recalled what the cryomancer had done to some of the natives he had stayed with, including a woman named Maria. His voice grew louder with agitation. “That give you the right to kill innocents?” 
 
    “No one is innocent.” 
 
    “Says you. But to be clear. You were going to come out here and tell us everything you know about the Killbillies and their operation in southern Albuquerque. Is that it? That what you were planning? Just trying to piece it all together, amigo.” 
 
    “Yes. We have maps too.” 
 
    “Where?” 
 
    “There is a briefcase in one of the jeeps that has some of the information. Physical copies. I thought it would help to verify just in case something like this happened. That’s what the snipers are for.” 
 
    “One of your snipers got one of mine. I ain’t happy about it.” 
 
    “Not my problem. You should have announced yourself, or at least your telemancer should have. I would just chalk it up to collateral damage. It happens. It happens frequently.” 
 
    Sterling felt like punching the apparition. He controlled himself. “I hope you enjoy hell.” 
 
    “—Wait… what?” 
 
    “You heard me.” Sterling watched as Ram slowly melted away, his face a mask of shock all the way until the end. “Don’t need the fire anymore,” he told Sierra, referring to the wall of flames protecting them. 
 
    “That was… that was one of the strangest things I’ve ever seen.” 
 
    “You haven’t been around long enough,” Zephyr told the pyromancer. “What now?” 
 
    “Now?” Sterling looked over to Harjo’s dead body. “Now, we do the same to Harjo here. Crying shame, if you ask me. And…” He didn’t want to say it was all his fault. At this moment, what happened wasn’t about him, it was about talking to their teammate. 
 
    With this in mind, Sterling slowly approached the telemancer and took a seat. He looked down at the puddle of blood now forming a halo around Harjo’s head. He hated to see it. Once again, Sterling used his Death Whisper power, and as he did the blood sculpted into a spitting image of Harjo. 
 
    “Harjo, I hate to tell you this, amigo, but you are dead.” 
 
    “I’m… dead?” 
 
    “You know what I can do, my powers. I’m talking to you after you’ve died. No easy way to tell you, amigo, so I’m just coming right out with it. Ram had a sniper, a pair of them, and one of them took a shot.” 
 
    Harjo stayed silent. 
 
    “Now, we are out here in the middle of nowhere, and as you can imagine, our little plan is in the dumpster. But that don’t matter much to me. Plans and whatnot. Them things can change. I want to ask you how you want to be buried. At least we can do right by you in that regard.” 
 
    Sierra placed her hand on Sterling’s shoulder. Zephyr maintained her distance, a cold look on her face as she glared at some point in the distance. 
 
    Harjo’s voice grew stronger as he spoke: “Maybe there’s a way to fix the situation. Maybe…” 
 
    “You don’t need to worry about fixing any situation. We can regroup and figure out something else.” 
 
    “No, I can still help. I know! Take my body to the Comanche. Use your power on me. I can confirm who I am, that you rescued me from these men…” 
 
    “Are you saying…?” 
 
    “Whatever we were going to have Ram tell them, you can personally tell them. About the Killbillies, about their advance into the Old Town Toros’ territory. Maybe I can…” Harjo’s form quivered. “Maybe I can talk some sense into Quanah.” 
 
    “You made it sound before like that wasn’t exactly possible. What makes you think you would be able to do it now? Not that I’m questioning what you know, or what you’re capable of. I’m merely asking.” 
 
    “I will speak to Quanah in our language. He will give it thought, and in the end, I think he will agree. You are offering them a chance to overwhelm their enemy. I don’t know what happens after that, but if it’s a distraction that you are trying to create, it is still possible.” 
 
    “Not gonna lie, I’m starting to think that maybe we’ve gotten in over our heads.” 
 
    “We have clearly gotten in over our heads,” Zephyr said. “But I would expect nothing less from our group.” 
 
    Harjo’s form started to waver. Sterling summoned his power yet again. 
 
    “Not everything is as bad as it seems. All of you brought me hope in the short time I was with you. What you are trying to do is insane; I only hope that you can pull it off, and I’m not talking about this war. I’m talking about the Godwalkers.” 
 
    Sterling shook his head. 
 
    “This is my damn fault, it’s all my damn fault.” 
 
    “It doesn’t matter now. There’s nothing that can be done, no way to bring me back from the dead, wherever I am…” 
 
    “You’re still part of us,” Sterling told the bloody apparition, “part of this team. And you will be there until the end. I will update you; I have my ways. We’re going to take care of this little situation that we have found ourselves in. Then we’re going to move on to something bigger, and more glorious.” 
 
    “I know you will. I could see it then, and I can still see it now.” 
 
    “How do you think we should do this?” Sterling asked. “Are you suggesting that I show up with a dead body and wish for the best?” 
 
    “It’ll take a little more finesse than that, but yes. That is exactly what I’m suggesting. Here’s what we should do…” 
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    The sun was setting by the time Paco, Maron, and the Sunflower Kid returned to the rendezvous point. They found Sterling seated with his legs hanging off the edge of the cliff, smoking absentmindedly and staring off into the distance. Harjo’s body now rested on a woolen blanket, one with a red and gray southwestern pattern. Zephyr and Sierra were seated on the ground near the dead telemancer. 
 
    “No…” the Sunflower Kid said as she landed. “What happened?” 
 
    “He’s dead?” Maron asked, even though this was clearly the case. The bullet wound in the center of Harjo’s forehead was visible even in the diminishing light. 
 
    Sterling continued to stare off at the horizon as Zephyr explained what happened, how their plans had changed.  
 
    Damn…  
 
    Sterling ashed his cigarette as he watched as a flock of birds pass by, the flock cutting south in a V formation. It reminded him of the lake near his home in T or C, and the birds that would come every year by the thousands. They were loud, and occasionally they were messy, but Sterling liked when they visited. Seeing the birds reminded him that there was a bigger story happening, one beyond his war with the Godwalkers, or any local disputes he’d been having with the Killbillies. It was also a reminder that the seasons were changing, that winter would come, and that in a few months they would return, the desert world renewed. 
 
    He continued to watch the birds until they flew directly overhead. By this point, the others were caught up on what had happened, and the Sunflower Kid was crouched in front of the telemancer. 
 
    “I wish we had been there.” 
 
    “No, you don’t,” Sterling told her without looking over to the Kid. “It was all too sudden. One of them bullets could have hit you.” 
 
    “So now we’re just going to try to… make peace with the Comanche?” Paco asked. 
 
    “I wouldn’t say we’re going to make peace as much as we’re going to spill the beans on Commodore Bones and what he has going on there in Albuquerque. That briefcase over there…” He motioned to the metal case. “It has the information, old city maps that have been modified. We looked through it all. Ram might have been an illiterate son of a bitch, but he was as conniving as a fox and he has some pretty good intel.” 
 
    “And what if it doesn’t work?” 
 
    “What do you mean?” Sterling asked the Sunflower Kid. 
 
    “What if they don’t believe you, or attack you? According to Zephyr, there are thousands of them.” 
 
    “In that case…” Sterling put his cigarette out on a rock and flicked it into the wind. “In that case, Beep teleports me the hell out of there. Because I’m the only one going in. The rest of y’all are staying on the perimeter. I’ll do the talking, I’ll be the one that puts my neck out on the line. Well, me and Harjo here, and Rox.” 
 
    <Beep.> 
 
    “You just plan to teleport right into the middle of it all, have Harjo talk to Quanah, and then leave? Just like that?” 
 
    “It’s not as crazy as you think,” Sterling told the Sunflower Kid as he got to his feet. “They ain’t never seen one like this before, a Godwalker working with a human. It won’t be hard for me to make my point.” 
 
    “And what if their leader remembers you? You said he was a telemancer, right?” 
 
    “Last time I came through there I was dressed like one of them, fur on my shoulders, face painted all black. This time, I’m going just as I am now, cowboy hat and all. Maybe he will catch wind of who I am, maybe he won’t. But I think if he hears me out, and he hears Harjo out, that he will agree that what we’re saying makes sense. If it doesn’t, we get out of there before shit hits the fan.” 
 
    “And you want to do this tonight?” Paco asked. 
 
    “I don’t want to do it in the first place, but we still got things need doing in the city, including meeting with the Homecidos and figuring out how we’re going to get them Killbillies to move their forces into the western side of town. I hate to see the Plaza go to waste, but that’s what’s going to happen, likely. Damn shame too, if you ask me. A neutral meeting ground was practically the only thing holding Duke City together. 
 
    “Now, I bet you’re wondering how we’re going to figure out where exactly we’re going to teleport Beep and me. That, my friend, is up to you and your drones,” Sterling told Maron. 
 
    “They will see the drones if they fly too close to their encampment.” 
 
    “You ain’t wrong about that. Still, drones aren’t exactly easy to shoot out of the sky; and sure, they may have a technomancer or three, but we should be able to figure out where things are, especially if we hurry. And maybe…” 
 
    “A windy distraction?” Zephyr asked. 
 
    “Look at you, reading my mind.” Normally, Sterling would have said something about how she was acting just like Harjo, but it wasn’t like him to joke about the dead, even with his necromatic behaviors. So he moved on. “Anyway, if y’all got something you want to eat, let’s do that now. Otherwise, we should get going. The night is still young.” 
 
    The Sunflower Kid began to conjure fruit. As she did, Sterling summoned some of the jerky from his inventory list. He also equipped a can of beans he had been saving. “Paco, I could use your help over here, son.” 
 
    The Hopi youth approached him, and after Sterling managed to open the can, the solimancer quickly warmed the beans. Spoons began to appear in their hands as everyone summoned odds and ends from their inventory list. They shared the jerky, the beans, water, and finally, the fresh fruit, apples and oranges. Afterward, Sterling equipped a bottle of tequila he had and took a swig of it. There wasn’t much left, but he still passed it around. As usual, the Sunflower Kid didn’t drink, but Zephyr and Maron did, and Paco ended up taking a pull as well. 
 
    “Not the best meal we’ve ever had, but pretty dang close,” Sterling said once they were finishing up. 
 
    “I wonder what the Comanche did to Gallup, if the restaurant is still there,” the Sunflower Kid said. “I hope so.” 
 
    “Shit, I hope so too. That place was good, wasn’t it? Well, I suppose I can ask Quanah here when I see him.” 
 
    “You better be on best behavior, cowboy.” 
 
    Sterling winked at Zephyr. “I always am, Zee, I always am.”

  

 
   
    .Chapter Nine. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Sterling watched as the drones took flight from a bluff near the Comanche’s position. While it didn’t give them that great of an aerial view of the Comanche’s forces, it was the best they were going to be able to do without teleporting to Church Rock itself, which would have brought them a little too close for comfort. Better to keep some distance…  
 
    “You doing alright?” he asked Maron. 
 
    His eyes filled with alien code, the technomancer was on his knees, head bowed down.  
 
    “I’m… I’m fine.” 
 
    “Good. Just checking.” 
 
    From the way Sterling had interpreted it, Maron was seeing what the drones were seeing, which he would then transfer into Roxie, who would be able to whisk him away to Quanah’s current location. Zephyr had already started up a light windstorm, which she sent toward the back of the Comanche encampment. There was finesse in what she was doing, the wind not strong enough to raise suspicion, yet still able to blow things down and make communication difficult without yelling. 
 
    What she was producing mirrored a desert storm, which, like a flash flood, could pick up any time unexpectedly. That was one of the things that made them so dangerous. Sterling had seen this numerous times around T or C. One minute things were calm, the next he was about ready to pound a stake into the ground and tie himself to it. 
 
    Hold on for dear life, he thought as more wind rippled past. 
 
    Harjo’s dead body was still on the woolen blanket with them, which had Sterling feeling glum every time he looked over to him. The telemancer was aware of what needed to be said if and when Sterling made contact, which was one of the things they had discussed before leaving Ram’s location. As for the bounty hunter himself, Ram, and five of his men, were now in Sterling’s inventory list. Animates were always a useful thing to have, and he had a feeling that having them in Albuquerque would be to their benefit, especially once war broke out. He only hoped he didn’t have to summon them early at the Comanche encampment. 
 
    “They have noticed me,” Maron said in a soft voice, referring to his drone. “They are alerting their technomancer.” 
 
    “Ain’t worried over here; I know you are stronger than them,” Sterling said. “You got my full confidence.” 
 
    A smile lifted the corners of Maron’s cheeks. “Perhaps.” 
 
    “If I was a betting man, and I am, I’d say his humble abode should be somewhere in the center. At least it was last time.” 
 
    “There will be guards,” Zephyr added. 
 
    “Ain’t too worried about them neither.” Sterling glanced over at Paco, who paced nervously. It was odd being around the Hopi youth while he was stressing. The young man generally had a relaxed nature about him, one that Sterling had grown used to over their time together. Seeing him like this had an immediate effect on Sterling.  
 
    To combat his own disquiet, Sterling began rolling up a cigarette. Once he finished, he rolled up another, placing one behind each ear. He thought of offering one to Paco, but he was well aware by now that the young man didn’t smoke. 
 
    Probably a smart thing… 
 
    <Beep.> 
 
    “Yeah, yeah.” Sterling lightly set his hand on top of the Godwalker, yet again wishing that Roxie was there with him. He felt a sinking sensation in his chest. She deserved better. With a deep breath out, he steeled himself as he finally shifted his gaze back over to Maron. The technomancer was slowly nodding, a bit of drool now on his lip as he stared down at the ground. 
 
    “I… I found it.” 
 
    “We don’t have a lot of time,” Sterling said as he approached the technomancer. He helped him to his feet, the two gathering around Harjo and Beep.  
 
    “Here’s the receiver.” Maron handed Sterling the piece that would allow Beep to teleport to a specific location. “I truly hope this works…” 
 
    “It’ll work. Just got to believe.” Sterling lifted Harjo, which wasn’t easy considering the man’s weight and the current status of his body. He ended up shifting him onto his shoulders, a fireman’s carry. He was glad that he had enough strength to do so. There was always the option of animating his corpse, but he hoped to not have to do that. 
 
    At least not yet. 
 
    With his other hand, and still with a slight grimace on his face, Sterling summoned his shotgun. 
 
    “Are you ready?” asked Maron. 
 
    “As ready as I’ll ever be.”  
 
    Sterling felt a hand on his arm and turned to find the Sunflower Kid. “I should go with you.” 
 
    “We already discussed this; this is supposed to be a solo mission. Ain’t nothing going to happen to me, don’t you worry.” 
 
    “I’m wearing my telepathic bracelet,” she said, “and you could use backup if things don’t go the way that you would like.” 
 
    Sierra, who had been silent for a while now, nodded in agreement. “And if she’s not going, I’m going.” 
 
    “Don’t y’all start in with me,” Sterling said, feeling both the weight of the situation and the dead Comanche telemancer on his shoulders. “We already decided. No pun intended, but I am the one that needs to shoulder the risk here…” 
 
    Yet Sterling could tell by the way the Sunflower Kid squeezed his arm that she wasn’t going to let go. 
 
    “I’ve got too many damn women in my life telling me what to do…” he mumbled under his breath, which elicited a response from the Godwalker. 
 
    <Beep…> 
 
     “Shee-it, you too, Rox? Welp, Maron, it looks like things have been decided for me. Let’s get this here show on the road, and y’all be ready for anything. I’m serious now. If we can’t parley in any way, we will be teleporting back here in a heartbeat. Kid, stay right next to me. I mean it, too. Things are about to get real interesting, I reckon.”  
 
    Maron offered them a countdown and they portaled away. Sterling, the Sunflower Kid, Harjo’s lifeless body, and Beep appeared in front of a well-guarded trailer surrounded by the Comanche. 
 
    “Don’t shoot!” Sterling told the guards he heard Beep start to charge up. “I’ve got one of yours with me. I need to talk to…” 
 
    Bang! 
 
    A bullet grazed the side of Sterling’s arm. “Dammit, I said don’t shoot!” he shouted to a man with his face painted black, the guard now floating directly in front of Quanah’s front door.  
 
    Before the guard could shoot again, and before any of the other guards could fire their weapons, they were all swiftly restrained by the Sunflower Kid. She erected a thick wall of wood behind Sterling and her, creating a half sphere to act as a shield from anyone trying to approach from the rear. Sterling had seen the Sunflower Kid move quickly, and it always took him off guard, but seeing her move this fast yet again reminded him just how powerful she was. 
 
    It made him proud. 
 
    “Quanah!” Sterling shouted, feeling invigorated by his daughter’s decisive actions, ready for anything. When there was no immediate response, he turned his focus to one of the guards. “Is he in there? Tell me if he’s in there, dammit!”  
 
    Sterling was blown backward by a gust of wind. He slammed into the wooden structure that the Sunflower Kid had created, losing Harjo in the process. The approaching Comanche aeromancer didn’t attack again, especially once the Sunflower Kid wrapped a thorned vine around his throat. 
 
    Sterling grabbed his firearm and approached the nearest guard, his mana-powered weapon now aimed at the man’s head. “Quanah! I am here to talk to Quanah. I ain’t here to fight no one! Last time I tell you sons of bitches…” 
 
    The door of the trailer opened. 
 
    Quanah stepped out. The leader of the Comanche wore flectomancer armor, over which he had draped a wool poncho. His face was chiseled like sandstone, and there was just a hint of black under his eyes. Since the long-haired man was a telemancer, he didn’t need to say anything to his guards for them to all relax at once. 
 
    “I see that your thoughts are blocked,” he told Sterling and the Sunflower Kid, his voice calm and collected, wise even. “And you have one of mine with you. Not only that, he’s dead. What you say next will decide if you live or die tonight. Who are you? And why have you come here?” 
 
    “First of all,” Sterling said, “you ain’t gonna be the one that decides our deaths, amigo, let me be the first to tell you. I got much bigger fish to fry than whatever you’re trying to do here with Comancheria and your little excursion into the Land of Enchantment. Much bigger. Now, you want to know who I am? Answer may surprise you, but here we go: I am a part-time pepper farmer, and full-time necromancer, from Truth or Consequences, a quaint little city down south. This here’s my daughter, the Sunflower Kid. She’s a biomancer. As you can probably already tell, she has some of her plants just about ready to pull you down and rip you to bits and pieces. So don’t go around making idle threats, because that’s not what this here’s about. I’ve brought back one of yours, Harjo. He was a telemancer, and I’m here to use my powers on him so he can communicate with you. Harjo here will verify that we haven’t come with nefarious purposes.” 
 
    Quanah nodded. 
 
    “You are familiar with what someone like me can do?” 
 
    “No, but I have heard. We do not have a necromancer in our ranks at the moment, but we do have several biomancers.” 
 
    “Harjo may be dead, and I assure you that we weren’t the ones that killed him, but I have a way for him to speak to you. To do that, you’re going to have to call off your men, and make us some assurances over here. For one, we need to be able to walk out of here, and by walk I mean teleport.” 
 
    Quanah lowered his eyes from Sterling to the Godwalker. “I’m curious about why you are traveling with one of them.” 
 
    “In that case, you’re in luck. Because I have answers for that as well. I got a lot of answers, and not that many questions, actually. And maybe, once all this is over, you’ll see me off knowing that I delivered some pretty good news to you considering what it is you are trying to do here in New Mexico.” 
 
    “The Killbillies attacked us, and they have made several other smaller attacks since then. That is why we are in New Mexico.” 
 
    “Aware,” Sterling told the man. “Their leader, Commodore Bones, is one of the reasons I risked my life to come out here to talk to you. That man needs to die, and his bandits, all these men and women who he has brainwashed into thinking they can go around like little demigods raping and pillaging across the South, well, they need to go with him. An exodus to hell, far as I’m concerned. We will talk about all those things, but before we do, before we parley, I need some assurances.” Sterling casually placed one of his cigarettes in his mouth, summoned his lighter, and lit it. “Hope you don’t mind if I smoke.” 
 
    “So, you want assurances?” 
 
    “Sure do. Now, do you want to hear what I got to say, or do you want to see what the three of us are capable of? You ain’t gonna like it, amigo, I’ll tell you that much. But as I already done told you: we ain’t here to fight, nor is this some type of assassination mission. I can assure you there. If it were, I would have already had the Sunflower Kid here take care of business. We got other people to visit tonight. You’re our first stop.” 
 
    “How can I know that if you are blocking your thoughts?” 
 
    “You’re just going to have to trust me, a complete stranger who shows up with a Godwalker and a teenage biomancer. Crazy, right?” 
 
    One side of Quanah’s face lifted, a smirk appearing. “You have some cojones.” 
 
    “Shee-it, if you knew what I’ve been through, and I’ll tell you some of it, you would know how I grew the pair I currently have. Like I told you before, we got bigger fish to fry, something a little more otherworldly, if you get my drift.” Sterling tilted his head toward the Godwalker. 
 
    “What do you plan to do?” 
 
    “Are you familiar with what happened in Monument Valley? How all of them Godwalkers disappeared?” 
 
    Quanah nodded. “They were all destroyed. Our people discovered it.” 
 
    “And my people are the ones who did it. That was us.” 
 
    His throat quivered. “That was… you? How?” 
 
    “It sure was, which is why I’m telling you we have bigger enemies then the Comanche or the Killbillies. We’re here to deliver some intel, courtesy of our boy Harjo over here. He was a good man; he helped us.” 
 
    “His unit was killed.” 
 
    “It sounds like you have a better grasp of what your men are doing than I thought. I would love to tell you that it was Godwalkers that killed them, but that isn’t exactly the case. It was us, and some of Harjo using his telepathy. You may be wondering why, and Harjo here can tell you more about that if you ask him, but I think it has something to do with what he saw once he did a little bit of that telepathic digging in our minds, before we got these anti-telepathy bracelets.” Sterling exhaled a cloud of smoke. “After all, rebuilding Comancheria is a great thing, an ode to the past, ancestral lands and whatnot. But ridding the world of Godwalkers, or if not the world at least the Southwest, well, that takes precedence.” 
 
    Quanah took a big breath in through his nostrils. “You have my assurances that you will be able to leave here. To make matters easier, we can speak privately inside my trailer. My men are telling me that you simply appeared, which I would assume was teleportation through your Godwalker.” 
 
    “You would assume right.” 
 
    “And after we speak, the three of us and Harjo, you may teleport from my trailer.” 
 
    “Sounds good,” Sterling told him. “There’s one more thing.” 
 
    “What’s that?” 
 
    “Harjo stays here with you, his body. He should be with his people. If it were up to us, we would just bury him somewhere in the desert. To be honest, I don’t know much about Comanche death rituals and whatnot; we’ve got more of the pueblo variety down where I’m from. But I figure you might have something that needs doing, so agree to that, and assure us that we will be able to leave here peacefully, and you have yourself a deal. You’re going to like what we have to say.” 
 
    “I hope so, and I agree. You will have safe passage once you’ve finished.” 
 
    Sterling summoned the briefcase. “Good. Then it looks like we’re in business.” 
 
      
 
    [image: ] 
 
      
 
    Sterling recognized the look from the Sunflower Kid soon after they entered Quanah’s trailer. It was the same one that she had given him back at Nazarena’s flat, a reminder for Sterling to behave himself. He tipped his hat at her as Quanah motioned them toward a seating area. 
 
    The space was bare, and aside from a single black couch that had been reupholstered, there was no furniture. “We Comanche travel lightly,” Quanah said as he summoned a foldable chair from his inventory list. “Our ancestors were nomadic.” He placed the folding chair across from the couch. From there he equipped a patchwork quilt which he laid out on the linoleum floor. 
 
    It was easier at this point to have Harjo walk himself, which was exactly what Sterling did through necromancy, even if it was an eerie thing to witness. Harjo lay down onto the quilt. As soon as he was settled, Sterling summoned his power back. 
 
    “Please, sit.” Quanah motioned to the couch. The Sunflower Kid did as instructed. Sterling remained standing.  
 
    “I’m going to have to get a little blood for you to talk to Harjo here.” 
 
    “By all means.” Quanah took a small knife from his pocket and handed it to Sterling. “Use this.” 
 
    Now crouching before Harjo, Sterling made an incision. As soon as blood began to seep out, he placed the knife on the ground and summoned the telemancer. 
 
    “Sterling?” Harjo asked as his face took shape. “Are you there?” 
 
    “I’m here, amigo, and we are with Quanah now.” 
 
    “Harjo.” 
 
    The bloody apparition swiveled ever so slightly so that it now faced Quanah.  
 
    “Have at it.” Sterling sat back as Harjo began speaking to the leader of the Comanche in their native tongue, starting with a greeting that sounded like haa-muh-rah-way-ka.  
 
    Sterling listened to them talk for a while, and once Harjo’s form began to slowly start to fade, he strengthened it. At one point, he glanced over at the Sunflower Kid, who was entirely fixated on the conversation as if she understood it. 
 
    “Care to do some translating?” he asked her quietly. 
 
    The Sunflower Kid smirked. “They are speaking Comanche.” 
 
    Sterling had to place his hand over his mouth so he wouldn’t laugh. Well, she has your sense of humor, he thought, which was followed by yet another pang of sadness for what had happened to Harjo. He had been starting to enjoy being able to speak to the man in his head. Not only that, but having a telemancer around was the ultimate secret weapon. Something about it made Sterling feel safe. He tried to swallow the remorse he felt, but it wasn’t easy. 
 
    Eventually, the pair switched to English. 
 
    “So, you betrayed your men and joined this group for two reasons. The first reason was that you truly wanted to do your part in stopping the Godwalkers. The second reason was that you wanted to help us, your brothers and sisters, get an advantage over our new enemy, the Killbillies.” 
 
    “That’s right,” Harjo told Quanah. 
 
    Quanah stroked his chin as he stared up at the blank ceiling for a moment. “I see. So you’re not a traitor; you are a forward thinker.” 
 
    Sterling slowly nodded. This was exactly the plan that he had cooked up alongside Harjo, and from what he could tell, it appeared to be working, mostly because it was close to the truth. Harjo had been able to read their minds in the beginning, and he would have known their intention to deal with the Killbillies, even if he didn’t have access to Sterling because of his cowboy hat. 
 
    This was where their strategy lay, in being able to turn Harjo’s betrayal into a mission of espionage. 
 
    The conversation continued, Quanah eventually shifting his focus from Harjo to Sterling. “And you are okay with this? The way he took advantage of you?” 
 
    “Let’s get one thing straight—we took advantage of each other. He needed us to help you and your people, and we needed him to get information from some of the gangs in Albuquerque. That’s why it was so sad to see him go the way he did. He had become a true friend.” 
 
    “Tell me more about your death.” 
 
    Harjo spoke: “We encountered Killbillies along the way to meet you. We thought we had them pinned, but this turned out not to be the case. They had snipers that we didn’t register.” 
 
    “Even with your Godwalker here?” 
 
    <Beep, beep.> 
 
    “That means ‘no,’” Sterling said. “Unfortunately, the Godwalker wasn’t with us when this happened. You see, we had a meeting point for some of the others in our group. We were split up.” 
 
    “Tell me about these others who are with you.” 
 
    “Just a technomancer,” Sterling said, keeping things simple, “and a pyromancer.” He deliberately left Zephyr out, just in case Quanah was able to connect the dots and realize that they were the same ones who infiltrated his encampment back in Arizona. 
 
    “I see. It was your idea to bring him here?” Quanah asked Sterling. 
 
    “It was both of our ideas, in a way. He is, after all, your people. And we still needed to deliver our message.” Sterling patted his hand on the briefcase. “We got maps in here, and what we’re planning to do is, well, I’ll show you…” 
 
    Sterling popped the briefcase open and handed Quanah a map of Albuquerque, one that had been shaded with the various gang territories. He explained that there was a vacuum in leadership regarding the Old Town Toros, and that the Toros had been cooperating with the Killbillies. He then explained how their next stop, later tonight, was the Homecidos, who they hoped would squeeze what was left of the Toros to some degree as the Killbillies moved in. “That’s where you come in. The Killbillies won’t be expecting an army of Comancheria, not after we’ve met with their leader. He’s the one I have beef with, Commodore Bones.” 
 
    “Why do you have beef?” 
 
    “It’s a long story, but if you must know, he strung me up one time in the south, tried to crucify me like I was Christ himself. Not only that, he did the same to my friend, the woman that is inside this Godwalker.” 
 
    “I still don’t get that part.”  
 
    “It’s as I told you,” Harjo said. “Something to do with the power of the soul and the energy the Godwalkers are able to extract from it. That is my best understanding of it.” 
 
    Once again, Sterling strengthened the apparition.  
 
    “So Commodore Bones did something to her as well.”  
 
    “He sure did,” said Sterling. “I promised her before she died that I would take care of things. So that is what is happening here, I’m taking care of things. Now, I thought a lot about this, and I don’t know what your intent is in New Mexico, but the way some of your groups of terrorized cities around Deseret and, hell, through Oklahoma, that can’t happen here. As much as you and I are breaking bread right now and coming up with a strategy to deal with the Killbillies, I’ll go ahead and do the same with whoever’s trying to challenge you if you get out of line. Does that make sense? I’ll fight for me and mine.” 
 
    “And that is a threat?” 
 
    “Hell, no, it ain’t no threat. It’s a damn promise. New Mexico has enough of its own problems without bringing in bandits stripping us of the little resources we have. One wrong move, amigo, and it will be a war. Believe that.” 
 
    “We are rebuilding Comancheria.” 
 
    “Aware, and I know plenty of people you can talk to about doing that,” Sterling said, thinking of the Chronicler, “but if rebuilding is going to come coupled with terrorizing, that’s when I’ll step in. I know people in these parts, and I’ve got some pretty strong friends. You see where we are right now, in your trailer with you. And you see how easy it was for us to get here. I’m not trying to threaten you, now, even though it may sound like that. This is just me asking you to think carefully about what you do if and when you take the Killbillies out for good. I’m asking you to think about that moment and beyond, how it plays out.” 
 
    “Interesting.” 
 
    “I would say so. Also, I’ve got contacts with the people pretty much running Deseret as well, the Serpents of Paradise. Maybe if all goes well here, I can help broker peace between you and the Oracle, their telemancer leader. They got their own bandit group that is terrorizing the locals known as the Angels of Woe. Now, the Serpents are…” Sterling didn’t want to say that they were a cult, so he skipped over that part. “Let’s just say they have quite a bit of influence, and a real faithful group of people that believe in their mission. That said, they could be good trading partners.” 
 
    “That remains to be seen, but I do hear what you’re saying about New Mexico and…” Quanah paused. Once again, he stroked his chin. “I believe that it is possible. But first, we will need to see if you can deliver on the Killbillies. We will reach Albuquerque tomorrow night.” 
 
    “Tomorrow night, huh? In that case, consider it like I’ve already delivered. Now, it’s your job to go in there and do your worst while they are least expecting it.” Sterling summoned the receiver.  
 
    “Yes. And you will be there, in this battle?” 
 
    “Maybe for the start, just to make sure it kicks off, but as you know…” Sterling motioned to the Godwalker. “We’ve got another agenda that needs seeing to. Take this.” 
 
    Quanah took the receiver from Sterling. “What does it do?” 
 
    “It will allow us to teleport back to you, to update you if necessary. Now, you don’t have to hold on to it, but it will make communication easier once you’re in Albuquerque.” 
 
    “I see…” The receiver vanished as Quanah sent it to his inventory list. “Good, all this is good. We will heighten our push toward Albuquerque. If you don’t mind, I would like to speak to Harjo just a little longer. At that point, you may leave if you’d like, and we will make sure that he receives a proper burial.” 
 
    “Before you do…” Sterling stood and approached Quanah. He offered the leader of the Comanche his hand. “You’ve got my word that I will uphold my part of the bargain, and I expect you to do the same with yours.”  
 
    Quanah shook his hand.  
 
    “And you will update me, right?” Harjo asked Sterling. “About what happens with the Godwalkers?” 
 
    “Before we leave here, I’ll get some of your blood and put it in a bottle, add it to my inventory list. Don’t worry, I’ll keep you in the loop.” 
 
    “I would like to know as well,” Quanah said. “And perhaps… Perhaps there’s a way I will be able to help. I don’t know yet.” 
 
    “Perhaps. But let’s shoot for one step at a time here. First, the Killbillies, and before we do that, the Homecidos need a visit. One more question.” 
 
    “Yes?” 
 
    “Gallup. Did y’all burn the place to the ground?” 
 
    “No, no we didn’t. We made an alliance with the city leaders.” 
 
    “Good… good to hear. Anyhow, Kid?” Sterling nodded from the biomancer to the Godwalker. “Rox? Y’all ready to go?” 
 
    <Beep.> 
 
    “Good, then let’s git.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    .Chapter Ten. 
 
      
 
      
 
    It had already been agreed upon that the trip back to Albuquerque to visit the Alta Monte Homecidos would be a mission for a smaller group, which was basically a coded way to say that Zephyr wouldn’t be joining them. Just Sterling, Beep, and the Sunflower Kid this time.  
 
    While Harjo would have likely been included in this group, that was no longer an option. They would need to rely fully on the Sunflower Kid’s contacts within the Homecidos. Sterling was glad that Zephyr hadn’t put up much of a protest about this. The previous events in Albuquerque had clearly affected her to the point that he didn’t know how sound the aeromancer’s temperament would change things, especially if they happened to run into any of the Toros. 
 
    Their return trip to Madrid became a touch and go situation. Just as soon as they appeared, Sterling and the Sunflower Kid prepared to depart again. As they were just about to go, the Chronicler brought up an issue that they would need to address in the near future. The researcher stood outside Raylan’s hangar, both hands behind his back. He had been puffing his pipe just a moment ago, but he had since returned it to his inventory list. 
 
    “If I may… ahem. Correct me if I’m wrong, but we were planning to use Harjo to telepathically extract location data for Bryce Canyon, and pretty much anywhere else that Roxie or Maron haven’t already been. Now, that is no longer an option.”  
 
    Sterling took off his hat and ran his hand through his hair. “Shee-it…” He looked to the Sunflower Kid, who stood just far enough away from Raylan’s floodlights that Sterling couldn’t quite make out her features. 
 
    Zephyr spoke: “Then we will have to just go where we can and head out from there. Moab. How far would Bryce Canyon be from there?” 
 
    “Three hundred miles or so of either rough terrain or taking a highway that continues to be a battleground between the Angels of Woe and the Serpents of Paradise. We could always fly most of the way, but it is a long flight. Beautiful one, but long.” 
 
    “I may have a solution for that.” 
 
    “What do you plan to do?” Sterling asked Zephyr. “Just tornado us into the air, land, and keep leapfrogging?” 
 
    “That may be our only option, yes.” 
 
    “My stomach ain’t going to like that one bit, but if that’s what needs to happen, then that’s what needs to happen,” Sterling said. “I just wish it were easier to discuss things with Roxie, to be honest.” 
 
    “Perhaps…” Raylan, who had been listening to the conversation, brought his hand to his mouth. He kept it there for a moment as he stared down at the ground. Sterling was starting to notice signs of exhaustion; it looked like Raylan hadn’t slept in a while. 
 
    “Yes?” Sierra asked. 
 
    “We have the tech to stop telepathy… What if I could reverse engineer it in some way? What if one of those bracelets that you all have could help Beep communicate with you?” 
 
    Sterling gulped. “Telepathically?” 
 
    Raylan tapped his temple with his finger for a moment as he started to tilt his head to the side. “I think it’s possible. We could work on that,” he told Maron, who stood away from the group now, his arms crossed over his chest. The technomancer looked cold, at odds with the code now burned into his skin and his hands which was bright red, the floodlights making it appear even more painful than it may have been. 
 
    “We have so much to work on,” Maron told the flectomancer. 
 
    “A weapon, a gauntlet, and now this. I suppose the gauntlet can wait, unless someone is trying to get levels?” 
 
    “As much as that would help us right now, I think the best thing to do is focus on the most important tasks at hand,” Sterling said. “We need to be able to teleport because we are going to have to move fast after we hit Chaco Canyon. Instant communication would make that easier. And, according to you, we need this weapon.” 
 
    “More tests to come…” 
 
    “I reckon.” 
 
    Raylan continued: “Do what you have to do in Albuquerque tonight and we will keep working on this. I’m assuming it’s going to take the Comanche some time to get there.” 
 
    “They assured us that they would be there in twenty-four hours. So this time tomorrow night is when it all needs to go down. Not a lot of time to get all cylinders firing, but we’ll get it sorted.” Sterling turned to the Sunflower Kid. “Well? What are you thinking? You ready to pay this buddy of yours a visit and see if we can’t recruit a bunch of homicidal maniacs?” 
 
    The teenage biomancer stepped out of the dark. “I think it’s possible. My friend there, Cristobal, will be able to throw his weight behind whatever we ask. I’m guessing that they have some sort of communication with the Killbillies, otherwise the Killbillies would have already moved into their territory. They don’t have the same numbers as the other groups of Albuquerque, and, despite their name, they aren’t as homicidal as you may think.” 
 
    “Says you.” 
 
    “They’ll be the ones that push the Killbillies toward the Toros, which would give us our chance and give the Comanche the opening they need.” 
 
    “Orchestrating a war…” Zephyr leaned against the outer wall of Raylan’s hangar. “I never thought that this was where my life would take me, treating large groups of people like pawns. But here we are.” 
 
    “We are all pawns in the grand scheme of things,” Sterling reminded her. “And right now, we have a chance to make something happen. We may not always have that chance.” 
 
    <Beep.> 
 
    The group turned to the miniature Godwalker. Sterling spoke: “There’s a lot of risk, you and I both know that, and things may not line up the way that we’d like them to. But that don’t mean it ain’t worth a shot here. We’ll see what we can do in Albuquerque, and then try to get some rest and get ready for tomorrow night.” 
 
    “And you trust Quanah?” the Chronicler asked. He was back to puffing on his pipe, the tension of the conversation clearly getting to him. “Because you made it sound like it was so easy. You just visited with Harjo, and everything from that point forward went smoothly.” 
 
    “He’s different from some of the other warlords I’ve run into in the Southwest. Maybe it’s the telemancer part of him, although we were masked at the time.” Sterling licked his lips. “Yeah, I think I trust him, enough to know that he’ll hold up his side of the bargain here. What I’m more worried about is what happens after that. Will he or won’t he become the dictator that New Mexico doesn’t need at the moment? Guess that remains to be seen. Either way, we still have an ace up our sleeve with Beep here, not to mention our connections with the Oracle.” 
 
    “An alliance… is this what you are suggesting?” the Chronicler asked. 
 
    “I’m no diplomat, and I’m not the type to broker a peace, but a wiser man, someone like you, Dusty, would be ideal for something like that. So maybe I am suggesting something along those lines. But that won’t involve me, unless it has to because you need an enforcer.” 
 
    Raylan lifted both his hands. “Gentlemen, gentlemen, we are getting ahead of ourselves. First we need to finish setting this all up, and then we have the Godwalkers. Peace talks or anything of the sort can be hashed out after that.” 
 
    “Yeah, yeah.” Sterling lit the cigarette that he had been saving. “I’m just saying, don’t include me in any of them future things. If I survive all this, y’all already know where I’m going. The place is called Truth or Consequences, where I plan to get ready for next year’s pepper crop. Maybe, and just maybe, I’ll take a trip out to the ocean too before then, considering we’re moving into winter, and there’s not much I can do until spring. Well, I do need to rebuild my home, but…” Sterling shook his head. “You are right, Ray, we are getting ahead of ourselves. Kid? Let’s do what needs to be done and try to make it quick. It’s been a long-ass day.” 
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    Back to the belly of the beast. 
 
    His revolvers holstered on his hips and his mana-powered shotgun under his arm, Sterling was now ready for anything. They portaled away from Madrid courtesy of Beep, and reappeared in an abandoned field next to an old movie lot. Even more ironic considering their New Mexico setting, the space beyond them was set up to look like a town somewhere in the Southwest circa the mid-1800s, a single dirt road cutting through it, buildings lining either side. 
 
    The saloon was currently open for business, which was where all the activity for that night was apparently taking place. There were lights on inside and music playing. As Sterling looked around, he noticed there were also guards. The Alta Monte Homecidos would have noticed Sterling and the Sunflower Kid’s appearance had they not taken shape in the shadows courtesy of Beep. It was clear that Roxie knew her way around. 
 
    “We will call you if we need some help, otherwise…” 
 
    <Beep.> 
 
    Sterling placed his hand on the Godwalker and returned the alien monolith to his inventory list. He offered the Sunflower Kid a troubled smile. “Alright, Kid, you’re in charge. And before you tell me to be on my best behavior, just know that I’m trying to get done with this for tonight. The sooner we get back to Madrid, the better.” 
 
    The Sunflower Kid motioned for Sterling to follow her. As soon as they stepped out into the light, some of the guards noticed their presence. “I’m here to see Cristobal,” the Sunflower Kid told them. 
 
    One of the Homecido guards, a hairy man with a baseball hat obscuring his features, cleared his throat. “I don’t know where you came from, but you have about three seconds…” 
 
    “Tell him the Sunflower Kid is here to collect on a favor. He will know who I am.” 
 
    The guard was about to give her guff when his counterpart, a woman with sharp features and her hair pulled back into a ponytail, stopped him. “Wait a minute, I remember you. It’s fine,” she told her counterpart. She offered the Sunflower Kid a firm grin. “He’s in there. You can head on in.” 
 
    “Are you sure, Kay?” the other guard asked. 
 
    “I know her, Ray.” Her eyes traced over Sterling’s form. “Him, I don’t know.” 
 
    “Who are you?” the man asked Sterling. 
 
    “Just call me Skeleton Man,” he said, going with Paco’s nickname for him. It was best that word not get out that he was in the city, especially with the bounty that the Killbillies had put on his head. 
 
    “Skeleton Man, huh?” The man snorted and spat. 
 
    Sterling spat. “Do you want to have a pissing contest too? Because I’ve got to go.” 
 
    The female guard stopped her companion from doing anything else by placing her hand on his shoulder. “Let’s not, tonight. And if any of you need to use the restroom, there’s an outhouse over there.” 
 
    Sterling tipped his hat at the woman. “I’ll hold it. After you, my lady,” he told the Sunflower Kid. 
 
    Once they were away from the guards, the Kid turned to him. “I thought you said you would be on your best behavior…” 
 
    “What are you talking about? This is the best that I can be. If someone challenges me, well, it’s just in my blood to rise to that challenge. Hell, it’s in your blood.” 
 
    She slowly shook her head. 
 
    “I don’t mean that you’re ornery or nothing, not like me, but they say the apple don’t fall far from the tree. At least they used to say that. And I have no idea what that means for Isaac Newton or his relationship with the trees. Anyhow, I’ll try harder.” 
 
    “Please do.” 
 
    The Sunflower Kid led Sterling up a pair of wooden steps and directly to the saloon, where techno music played from an older Sony speaker, a blue light shining on it. The CD that they were using to play the music skipped a beat; the female DJ tensed up and began looking through her collection. Aside from CDs, she had tapes, old iPods, and other MP3 players including smartphones. Whatever was going on here was meant to be somewhat vintage, yet it wasn’t the records that Sterling had also seen come through T or C a few times. Still, vintage enough. 
 
    “Must be a style thing,” Sterling said as his eyes jumped from the back of the Sunflower Kid’s head to the bartender. “Mind if I partake? I mean, we’re trying to blend in here…” 
 
    “Do as you wish. He’s in the back room there.” The Sunflower Kid turned to a doorway that had been blocked off by a curtain. “I’ll go in. Try not to get in trouble.” 
 
    “Damn, you’re acting like I’m some sort of adolescent over here.” Sterling stepped over to the bar. He approached and sat down on a wooden stool. A bartender soon appeared, the man wearing a mustard yellow vest and a shiny green bowtie. His eyebrows curled at their ends to the point that it almost looked comical. “What’ll it be, stranger?” 
 
    Sterling took a look at his options, from a bottle of tequila to vodka and beer. In doing so he caught a glimpse of himself in the mirror behind the bar, and from there the rest of the saloon, which was still decorated in the same way it may have been back in the nineteenth century.  
 
    The walls were made out of wood, the curtains red and surprisingly intact, the surfaces of the tables polished. There were a couple of Homecidos playing cards at one of the tables, one of them with his chair turned around, a concentrated look on his face. It dawned on Sterling that this was perhaps why they had pitched themselves as a violent group. Keeps the riffraff out, he surmised. Only those brave enough to truly be considered members would venture into a place that looked like this. 
 
    Yet being here now, Sterling felt right at home. It almost reminded him of the bar in Truth or Consequences, and he could picture Kip sitting there with him at the bar sharing a bottle of tequila. 
 
    “Two shots of tequila,” he said, imagining that his friend was there. Sterling summoned a bit of the turquoise he had in his inventory list. “This should cover it.” 
 
    The bartender nodded and returned with two clean shot glasses. He poured up the tequila, grunted, and slid the two glasses over to Sterling. Sterling turned to the empty seat next to him and raised one of the shot glasses. “To you, Kip, and to getting home and finally settling down.” 
 
    He threw the tequila back. 
 
    He then took the next shot, his arm grazing against the grip of his shotgun as he did so. “Got to be careful,” he said as he tipped his hat at the bartender. After another shot, Sterling approached the room that the Sunflower Kid had entered. A man stepped forward. He looked at the weapons that Sterling had and then motioned him in.  
 
    “Figured as much,” Sterling mumbled as he entered the next room over.  
 
    This was the kind of place where people would look at you funny if you didn’t have a weapon. 
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    Had Sterling seen the man named Cristobal in a different setting, his eyes would have passed right over him. Yet here he was pretty high up on the Homecidos food chain, which confirmed something he’d learned a while back about the post-apocalyptic Southwest—things were never what they seemed. 
 
    Cristobal was short, he couldn’t have been over five feet tall, and wore a striped knit top tucked into a pair of cargo pants, his belly bulging well past his waistline. His jowls hung to the point that they nearly touched his collarbone, and he had a short mustache that fully covered his upper lip. His black hair was parted to the right, and his ears were pierced several times, a dangling cross being the one that most caught Sterling’s eye. 
 
    Cristobal motioned to a seat next to the Sunflower Kid. 
 
    Sterling sat, and as he did Cristobal offered him a cigarette from an actual pack. 
 
    “A real one?” Sterling asked as he gladly took the cancer stick. 
 
    “We found a supply recently. Not as fresh as they could be, but at least there’s a filter.” Cristobal’s voice was deep, his accent telling Sterling that he had likely come from another part of the country. It certainly wasn’t a southern accent. 
 
    “Appreciate it.” Once the cigarette was lit, Sterling took a drag off it and blew the smoke up at the ceiling. “Welp, I’m guessing the Kid here has already caught you up on what we are trying to do. And I’m also going to go out on a limb here and say that you would like the Killbillies out of Albuquerque just as much as anyone else.” 
 
    “We’ll gladly see them out, if that’s what you’re asking. We have a contact within their organization. Once this meeting is over, I will set the ball in motion. Our contact will learn that there is an opportunity to take down the Toros, one that we simply can’t pass up. Knowing the Killbillies, and their desire to spread like a fungus through Albuquerque, they will try to beat us to the low hanging fruit.” 
 
    “We got us a real tight schedule here, with the Comanche coming in tomorrow night. You sure you can make this happen?” 
 
    “I don’t have any control over the Killbillies, but I am starting to appreciate their operating procedures. I don’t know how much the Kid has told you about who I am, but I’m not actually the leader of the Homecidos. I am, however, able to take command when I hear of an opportunity, and this is a very big opportunity. While the Killbillies are moving toward the Plaza, we will push toward the south, cleaning up any guards they leave there, and retaking that territory from the Barelas Glyphs.” 
 
    “That’s how you want to squeeze them, huh?” Sterling asked. He had assumed that the Homecidos would want to attack the Toros as well, but now that he thought about it, this strategy made sense. The Killbillies would be leaving themselves open. The only thing was… 
 
    “Yes?” Cristobal asked after Sterling took another long drag off the cigarette.  
 
    “I just can’t help but wonder: what if they don’t take the bait?” 
 
    “I’m not worried about that. We have been very clear with our contact in their organization, especially after we saw what they were able to do with the Glyphs down south. We were already considering simply joining them and pushing toward the north. This will be a better chance for our organization.” 
 
    Sterling huffed a response. He had no idea what to expect from the Homecidos, but to find them in a saloon operating like a Fortune 500 company was certainly surprising. 
 
    “Still having your doubts?” 
 
    “My only concern is that they don’t bite,” Sterling told Cristobal. “Which would cause issues with the Comanche. And those are issues that we don’t want here, not with their forces fast approaching. It really comes down to your power to convince your contact that there really is an opportunity here.” 
 
    “Nazarena is gone. Even if the Toros have an operating procedure in place for this type of scenario, it will still take a little time to get sorted, and you better believe they don’t want that information to get out. No, this is what happens. We will explain to the Killbillies that there has been a development in the Plaza, that we are planning on moving in in a day or so, and this will trigger the Killbillies’ reaction. It’s a perfect opportunity for them, because it is a perfect opportunity for us.” 
 
    “Not to mention the Kirtland Airmen,” the Sunflower Kid said. 
 
    “What about them?” 
 
    “Ram is out,” Sterling told Cristobal as he ashed his cigarette. “So there is an opening there as well. I killed him somewhere off I-40 outside of Gallup. I have his body in my inventory list if you’d like to see it.” 
 
    Cristobal sparked up a cigarette himself. “I believe we will just put that on the back burner for now. The Killbillies don’t need to know; and it will take some time for the news to reach the Airmen that their newest leader has gone the same way as the others that were once in charge.” 
 
    “Makes sense,” Sterling said. 
 
    “I appreciate you bringing this information to me. I know nothing comes free, but if it gives you the opportunity you would like, and it gives us the opportunity we would like, then I consider that a win.” 
 
    “Same. How do you two know each other, anyway?” 
 
    Cristobal smiled at the Sunflower Kid. “Do you want to tell him, or should I?” 
 
    “You can.” 
 
    “When she first got here, the Kid hung out here for a while and helped us with some of our food supplies. Then she ended up joining up with Zephyr. Speaking of which, have either of you heard from her? What is her role in all this? Especially considering Nazarena’s death…” 
 
    “She’s with us, Zephyr is,” Sterling said. “And I know that she had a past with Nazarena, but all that is settled now.” 
 
    “She’s in Albuquerque?” 
 
    “No, somewhere else. But she will be there tomorrow night, when we sniff out Commodore Bones. That may be another issue…” Sterling finished his cigarette and put it out. “We need to make sure that we don’t get into some sort of crossfire situation. If you see an army of the undead shuffling toward what’s left of the ‘Billies’ command, or you feel the wind change or maybe see some fire, or anything else like that, it’s us. So hold back.” 
 
    “At night? That may not be so easy.” 
 
    Sterling quickly considered his options. “I think I know a way that we can make it happen,” he finally said, thinking of the earpiece that Maron had made. “We will deliver something tomorrow before it all goes down. Should we drop it off here?” 
 
    “Leave it with the bartender and tell him it’s for Cristobal. I will let him know that I’m expecting something.” 
 
    “Good. We will have some drones and a guy running the headpieces if we find ourselves in the same vicinity. That will help us communicate with you, and when we drop it off…” 
 
    Cristobal ashed his cigarette. “I will leave a note with the bartender to let you know if everything is set to go. If it’s not, then we may have to improvise.” 
 
    “Yeah, as much as we can plan, we plan. I’m still ready to play it by ear. Don’t really have a musical bone in my body, but I tell you what, once things get rolling, I’ll fall into place with my team and make sure everything is where it needs to be.” 
 
    “Then we have ourselves a deal.” Cristobal poured up two shots of tequila. He lifted his glass to Sterling and they toasted. Once Sterling threw the tequila back, he wiped his mouth with his arm. “Damn, that shit stings.” 
 
    “It does,” Cristobal said, his eyes a bit glassy. “It’s a good sting, though. Feel free to stick around if you’d like. We have some live music happening later. They are playing songs from a band that was once called The Red Hot Chili Peppers.” 
 
    “Shit, sounds like my kind of band. Heh. Maybe next time.” Sterling stood, and as he did he nodded to the Sunflower Kid. “Shall we?” 
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    Sterling and the Sunflower Kid’s trip to the old movie lot known as Tamalewood, home to the Alta Monte Homecidos, turned out to be relatively short-lived. After that discussion with Cristobal, they simply left the saloon and headed away from the guards until they could teleport without being seen. 
 
    They reappeared in Madrid, not far from Raylan’s hangar. As it had been before, the light inside was on, and Sterling heard low chattering and tinkering, which told him that Raylan was still working with Maron. He then heard the sound of Dusty clearing his throat, which told him that the Chronicler was there as well. 
 
    “Go ahead and float on in there,” he told the Godwalker. “I’m sure they’d love some company, Rox.” 
 
    <Beep.> 
 
    “Good. As for me, I think I’ll just leave them to themselves,” Sterling told the Sunflower Kid as he turned in the direction of his room. He expected her to go a different way, but instead she took a step closer to him. “Yeah?” he asked her. “Ain’t you tired? Been a hell of a long day, if you ask me.” 
 
    “I have a confession for you as well.” 
 
    Sterling tilted his chin up at the sky, searching for the moon. What he found were a smattering of gray clouds and the twinkle of stars, evidence of galaxies light-years away. One of them galaxies is where the Godwalkers came from… 
 
    “In that case, follow me,” he finally told the Sunflower Kid. Once Sterling reached his front porch, he took a seat in the rocking chair and kicked his legs up on the banister. He summoned his bag of tobacco, and rolled up a thin cigarette. Meanwhile, the Sunflower Kid simply leaned against the post opposite him, her arms crossed over her chest. “It’s about Las Cruces.” 
 
    “What about Las Cruces?” 
 
    “It’s about more than Las Cruces.” 
 
    “I figured as much,” Sterling told her. 
 
    “Biomancers, like me… there’s something else unique about this gift that we are given.” 
 
    Sterling lit a cigarette. “Yeah? What’s that?” 
 
    “The very nature of what we are able to do allows us to…” The Sunflower Kid touched the side of her head. “Our brains. They were all rewired after the Reset, our memories wiped. But some of us…” 
 
    “What are you trying to say?” 
 
    “Remember the Acoma woman, how she remembered everything that happened before the Reset?” 
 
    “Yeah?” 
 
    “That’s because she was a biomancer.”  
 
    “She was?” Sterling thought back to Marissa and all the flowering succulents in her backyard garden. “What exactly are you trying to say?” he asked the Kid again, even though he was starting to get a sense of what she was hinting at. 
 
    “I knew all along. I’m sorry, but I’ve known all along. I’ve known who you are.” Tears started to form in the Sunflower Kid’s eyes. “The entire time. My memories stopped and they started again immediately, within… within hours after the Reset.”  
 
    “They did?” 
 
     She started to cry. “I watched Mom die. I saw her head… the blood. And… and… I tried to find you. I took her car. I kept driving until I got in a car accident. But I didn’t die in the wreck. My vines, my plants saved me. I hit the steering wheel, the airbag, I remember that much, but that was it. When I woke up…” She swallowed. “When I woke up, the inside of her car was covered in flowers, and a tree had grown out of the engine and stopped the other car from completely killing me. I remember…” 
 
    With a shaky hand, Sterling took another puff of his cigarette. It was the first time he’d ever been around her when she was this upset. He had seen the Sunflower Kid angry, but he couldn’t recall the last time he’d seen her cry.  
 
    No, this was unlike her. 
 
    “I slowly began to figure out what I could do. And…” She motioned to herself, to her body. “I did this. It was what I wanted. I began wandering around. I… I killed some people. Men. They saw me naked and tried to attack me. They almost succeeded. I was delirious. I wasn’t paying attention, and was struck in the back by a baseball bat. I fell, and once again, my power took care of them. By the time that I was able to move again, their bodies had been ripped to pieces by me. I was starting to understand what I could do, but I still couldn’t believe it. I did this.”  
 
    Once again, she motioned to herself. 
 
    Sterling nodded. 
 
    “What I’m trying to tell you is that I remember it all. I remember you and Mom. All of it. And I’m sorry that I’ve never told you. It wasn’t right of me.” 
 
    Sterling waved her concern away. For a moment, he couldn’t look at her. He wasn’t angry by any means, but seeing her as upset as she was was having an effect on him. Another drag off the cigarette did little to calm the tension he was feeling. 
 
    “You weren’t a very nice man. I loved you, and I love you more now seeing who you have become, but you weren’t very nice then. You never hit Mom or nothing, but you worked hard and were irritable. You wouldn’t have accepted me for who I am.” Once again she motioned to herself. “And I think that at the time, this was why I didn’t tell you. It took everything I had not to say something. Imagine if you actually found your father. Imagine how hard it would be not to tell him.” 
 
    “I don’t remember my father.” 
 
    “He died when I was young, just a baby. Heart attack. That’s what changed you, according to Mom. Your mother died soon after. That made it worse. I didn’t know Mom’s parents. They had some falling out after she got pregnant with me.” 
 
    “I’m… sorry to hear that.” 
 
    “I think it had something to do with you.” 
 
    A sad smile traced across Sterling’s face. “I reckon. I’m sorry to hear everything else, that you didn’t think that you could tell me something personal, hell, that you didn’t think that you could tell me the truth about who you were. This whole time. This whole time. What was your name, by the way? What was your original name, the one me and Isabelle gave you?” 
 
    “Angel. Angel Monedero.” 
 
    “Angel. Angel Monedero, huh?” Sterling said the name again in his heart. “And you chose the name the Sunflower Kid?” 
 
    “I did. The car accident I told you about, all the flowers that grew around me were sunflowers, hundreds of them. The name just seemed to fit.” 
 
    “I just can’t believe you’ve known this whole time… I would have never predicted that. It makes sense though, you being a biomancer and all. So this was why you were a little hesitant yesterday, when I made my confession to you. You already knew.” 
 
    “I did.” 
 
    Sterling finally looked up at her. “Well, we’re here now, and not even an alien attack that killed ninety percent of the population can keep us apart, it seems. I would say that that is something special. I would say that is something real special. I might even call that fate. And look at us, about to jump headfirst into local politics and do our part in stopping them downright awful Godwalkers. Stuff of legends, you and I, the Monederos, stuff of legends. No matter what the past was, or how we were then, this is who we are now, and to me, that’s all that matters. Thank you for telling me what you told me here tonight. And thank you for not… thank you for not giving up on me.” Sterling put his cigarette out even though it was only halfway finished. “I think it’s best we both get a little rest. Tomorrow is going to be one hell of a day.”
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    .Chapter One. 
 
      
 
      
 
    The following morning was a blur of activity. Sterling was entirely amped up for what would happen later that day, so much in fact that he found it hard to listen to Raylan and the Chronicler talk deeply about their plans for Chaco Canyon, or what Raylan had concocted with Maron through their night of tinkering. He was too distracted with the future. 
 
    In the end, Sterling told them that it would all have to wait until the following day. That was when they would start the next chapter, that was when they would see to the Godwalkers once and for all. For now, they needed to focus on Albuquerque.  
 
    Even if he tried to suppress it, the conversation he’d had with the Sunflower Kid kept surfacing. To think that she had known all along only made him more curious about the past, even though he was trying to be as forward-looking as possible. He knew nostalgia could be toxic, but she actually remembered who he was, and the relationship that he’d had with Isabelle. Not only that, she knew of his relationship with his parents, and intimate details about his life.  
 
    And she had been looking for him. 
 
    Yet again their first encounter came to Sterling as he paced back and forth in front of Raylan’s hangar, the others across the street enjoying yet another communal breakfast. He couldn’t shake what he was reliving in his head: the Sunflower Kid approaching him, naked, plants blooming all around her as if she had just exited the Garden of Eden even though it was actually the summer in Las Cruces. At that time, Sterling was still in whatever he had been wearing at the bar when everything had happened, his reflective neon clothing covered in blood, blue jeans stained with grit. He must have looked like hell. 
 
    Their encounter played in his head again and again. It was brutal now that he understood the bewilderment on her face, the twitch in her eyes upon first seeing him. She had found him, and in that moment, she had decided not to tell him the truth. 
 
    “Damn shame,” Sterling thought as he scrolled through his necromancer class skills, followed by his techniques. Sometimes, it was good to remember how far he had come. The before people had their distractions, and he had his. 
 
      
 
    Necromancer Class Skills 
 
    Death Whisper: Class Proficiency Level 4 
 
    Casting Cost: 6 Mana Points 
 
    Description: Can communicate with the deceased; blood needed to do so. 
 
    —— 
 
    Resurrection: Class Proficiency Level 8 
 
    Casting Cost: 5 Mana Points 
 
    Description: Can summon at will, but doing so takes a cut of MP until the animate is relinquished. 
 
    —— 
 
    Enhanced Durability: Class Proficiency Level 5 
 
    Grafting casting cost: 15 Mana Points 
 
    Description: Enhanced durability and grafting. 
 
    —— 
 
    Death Sense: Class Proficiency Level 3 
 
    Description: Able to sense the bodies of the dead around you. Higher levels allow for wider ranges, including remote animating. 
 
    —— 
 
    Mold Manipulation: Class Proficiency Level 3 
 
    Casting Cost: 6 Mana Points 
 
    Description: Able to manipulate and conjure mold. Higher levels allow for strong and further reaching creations. 
 
    —— 
 
    Osteomancy: Class Proficiency Level 3 
 
    Casting Cost: 10 Mana Points 
 
    Description: Able to get an exploratory vision when coming into contact with bones. 
 
    —— 
 
    Soul Absorption: Class Proficiency Level 3 
 
    Casting Cost: 25 Mana Points 
 
    Description: Temporarily absorbs the soul energy of living things.  
 
      
 
    Combat: 
 
    Sword Expert Level 8 - 56 Technique Points to Level 9 
 
    Marksmanship Level 9 - 73 Technique Points to Level 10 
 
    Melee Expert Level 5 - 34 Technique Points to Level 6 
 
      
 
    Stealth: 
 
    Sneak Proficiency Level 4 - 26 Technique Points to Level 5 
 
    Assassination Level 3 - 17 Technique Points to Level 4 
 
    Cover of Night Level 3 - 12 Technique Points to Level 4 
 
    Disguise Level 1 - 4 Technique Points to Level 2 
 
      
 
    Perception: 
 
    Persuasion Level 7 - 52 Technique Points to Level 8 
 
    Awareness Level 8 - 59 Technique Points to Level 9 
 
      
 
    Sterling pondered the last couple of days through his new technique. Had his persuasion abilities been better? Had it helped him with Quanah in some way? And what about his awareness? Did he feel like he was more aware? Certainly his weapon skills had helped him, especially when he had been blindly firing on the gaiamancer at the Kirtland Air Base. Unfortunately, he’d probably have to get into another bar fight to really test his melee skills, which, truth be told, was something he wasn’t opposed to. 
 
    “Yet another reason to go back to Gallup,” he said under his breath. This statement brought a smirk to his face. He didn’t need to go that far to find someone willing to fight in New Mexico.  
 
    He continued to pace, the heels of his boots kicking up dirt. 
 
    Sterling wasn’t quite nervous, but he was definitely antsy, ready to get on with it. The time had come, even if it would be a few more hours before he would finally get to pay a visit to Commodore Bones. A lot had been building up for him to get to this point. 
 
    This reminded him of something he needed to do. Sterling turned to where the others were having breakfast. He would join them for a meal, but after, it was time to talk to Roxie. 
 
    To do so, he was going to need a medium. 
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    Maron joined Sterling in Raylan’s hangar with the goal of translating the conversation that Sterling intended to have with Roxie. The flectomancer accompanied them, Raylan taking a seat on a stool in the corner where he could get back to work. 
 
    “Maybe… maybe we should step outside,” Sterling said, suddenly feeling apprehensive as he caught a blurred glimpse of his own reflection in Beep’s smooth front surface. “Make this here a little more private.” 
 
    “Don’t mind me,” Raylan said. “Pretend I’m not here.” 
 
    <Beep…> 
 
    Maron sat cross-legged next to the Godwalker, a wild look in his eyes. He began to tilt his chin back, his pupils filling with this strange code that Sterling now recognized as some ancient Pueblo-Alien script, something long forgotten. It was too bad they would never know what any of it meant.  
 
    As the technomancer started up, Sterling still couldn’t shake the feeling that he was being watched. Even though Raylan seemed to be tinkering with something, it bothered him. It was clear that the crafter was also observing what was about to happen. 
 
    “I can hear her now,” Maron said in a monotone voice. 
 
    “Rox?” 
 
    “She is saying—” 
 
    Raylan cleared his throat. “I know I told the two of you that I wouldn’t interrupt, that I wouldn’t bother you. If I didn’t say that, I meant to, but…” 
 
    Sterling looked over to the flectomancer; Maron did the same, his eyes still pulsing with code. 
 
    “I believe…” Raylan nodded at the technomancer. “Well, we discussed a version of it last night and you may not remember, because it was late, but there may be a way that we can improve our communicative abilities with Roxie.” 
 
    <...Beep?> 
 
    Maron looked away from Sterling, his gaze now cast down at his sandaled feet. He stood. “Do you want to try it?” 
 
    “I think it would serve all of us. Do you mind, Sterling?” 
 
    “Do I mind what?” Sterling asked Raylan. “I have no idea what the hell you guys are talking about. I wasn’t here last night, remember? I was negotiating with the Comanche and making deals in Duke City.” 
 
    “It wouldn’t take us very long…” 
 
    “One of y’all needs to come clear with me real quick, or I’m…” Sterling couldn’t quite threaten them, nor did he have the heart to do it. Still, the interruption had annoyed him. “I’m just saying, let me know what’s going on here.” 
 
    “I don’t want to get your hopes up, but there may be a way that Roxie will be able to communicate with all of us fully if she so desires.” Raylan focused on the Godwalker. “Is that something you would like to try?” 
 
    <Beep…> 
 
    “One means yes, two means no,” Sterling said, still agitated. 
 
    <Beep!> 
 
    “In that case, I would ask that you produce your weapon.” Raylan cautiously approached Roxie as the front of the Godwalker began to morph. The top portion of the monolith rose and the front panel slid open, producing a laser cannon that Sterling had seen in action before. 
 
    “Careful with that thing,” he told Raylan. “Turn your ass to barbecue real damn quick.” 
 
    “Yes, this is perfect. There is clearly room. I’m going to install something inside you,” he told the Godwalker. “But first I will have to make it, and then Maron will need to activate it.” 
 
    Now it was Sterling’s turn to take a seat. What Raylan usually did was something that happened behind closed doors. This was the same with every flectomancer Sterling had ever met. He’d seen them tinker, sure, but he had never seen them actually create the items that they created. 
 
    “Before we do so…” Raylan nodded his chin to a red button near the hangar door. “Will you close that for me, Sterling?” 
 
    “Sure.” 
 
    Once the garage door was shut, and Sterling had taken a seat, Raylan got down on his knees in front of the Godwalker. He held his hands in prayer position in front of his chest, and with a deep breath out, the flectomancer stretched his hands apart. A thick, opaque material materialized out of thin air. The floating material resembled liquid metal. As Raylan started to knead it with his hands, it grew thicker. 
 
    Sterling looked down at his revolver. While it had been highly modified and perfected, he could tell that it had been made of the same material. As Raylan continued to knead the alien substance, he began to look ill. 
 
    His visual transformation reminded Sterling of what he had seen the Sunflower Kid do, albeit considerably more painful, as if Raylan was suddenly verging on the precipice between life and death. “I assure you,” he said, his voice without the life that it once had. “I will be better when I finish. If you’ve never seen this before—” 
 
    “I haven’t,” said Sterling. “Not many have, I’d wager.” 
 
    “Yes, you are correct. It is strange, but so are all of our powers. Mine allows me to produce a substance which I can then mold into anything.” He flattened the liquid metal and smoothed his hands over it. He then stretched a piece of it and opened his fingers ever so slightly, making the piece thicken. “I believe it is ready.” 
 
    Maron approached. The technomancer very carefully stuck his hand inside the opening on the front of the Godwalker. He held it in place against the inner sidewall, and as he did Raylan held his hand over it. The handmade nature of what Raylan did amazed Sterling. Yet again he found himself glancing down to his sidearm and marveling at how perfect it looked, at the work that must have gone into it. 
 
    It went on like this for another fifteen minutes, perhaps longer. Sterling lost track as he simply observed it all happen. It was entirely bizarre, the way the two men practically hovered over the Godwalker. Sterling felt a lump in his throat as he recalled who was trapped inside, Roxie confined in a way that no tech would ever be able to fix no matter how marvelous. 
 
    “I believe…” Raylan stepped away. “Yes. I believe it is ready. Close up, Roxie, let’s give it a try.” 
 
    The front of the Godwalker began to collapse, its surface suddenly smooth again. 
 
    “Say something to us,” Maron told Roxie, his eyes back to normal now. “Try to communicate with us.” 
 
    <Can… can you actually hear me?> 
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    All of it was bizarre, all of it made little sense. What made the sudden appearance of Roxie’s voice even more out of this world was the fact that it wasn’t coming from the Godwalker. It existed somewhere in the back of Sterling’s head, like Harjo’s telepathic chatter.  
 
    <Can you hear me?> 
 
    “We can hear you, Rox,” Sterling said as he rushed over to the Godwalker. He nearly shoved Raylan and Maron aside as he placed both hands on the small monolith. “I can hear you like… Like you are some sort of telemancer or something. What about y’all? Can y’all hear her?” 
 
    “I can,” Maron said; Raylan confirmed that he too could hear Roxie with a short nod. 
 
    “You did it,” Sterling said. The message was meant for the flectomancer, yet he continued to stare deeply into his own reflection on the Godwalker’s smooth surface. “You crazy son of a bitch, you did it. We can hear you loud and clear, Rox, loud and clear!” Sterling clapped his hands together. “Damn, if that ain’t something.” 
 
    <I… I’m so happy to know this, to be able to speak with you again.> 
 
    “You ain’t the only one.” Sterling began to pace, not certain of what he should ask her or say. Instead, he focused his questions toward Raylan. “How long will this last? How long can she talk to us? Talk to me, Ray—” 
 
    “There is no time limit that I know of…” 
 
    “I guess we can’t call you Beep anymore,” Sterling told Roxie, a grin forming on his face. 
 
    <You shouldn’t have called me Beep in the first place.> 
 
    “Yeah, you ain’t wrong there. Sorry about that. Just made it a little bit easier for me, not that I should be concerned about myself. Hell, all of this is about you, and about your experience and… I just wish I knew what to tell you right now…” 
 
    < You don’t need to tell me anything. We can talk later, in private. What we need to discuss right now is what is set to happen tonight.> 
 
    The grin remained on Sterling’s face. It was always like you to be focused on the task, to not dilly dally in the day-to-day drama, affairs of the heart, he thought. “You’re right, we can talk later. Ain’t much to discuss tonight. First, we check with Cristobalpher and make sure the Homecidos are doing their part in helping with the squeeze. Then, we use the map he gave us to figure out where the Commodore is holed up.” 
 
    <If you just get me there, I can do the rest.> 
 
    “I know you can, but I want to at least be able to speak to the man before you fry him up like a taquito.” 
 
    <I am sure that can be arranged. But the telemancer with him…> 
 
    “Magdalena, yup. She wouldn’t have any effect on you, and we have our charms and my hat. That said, the element of surprise will already be in our favor, we might as well tilt it even more in our favor by sending you in first.” Sterling licked his lips. “Can you imagine, them two walled up, perhaps getting reports back from the fight that has started in the western part of the city, not yet knowing that the Comanche are about to rain down on their parade… Then, you show up and do your worst.” 
 
    < That is the way we should handle this.> 
 
    “Goddamn, it is good to be able to hear your voice. Got my skin tingling over here, Rox, I tell you what. I can’t believe…” Sterling swallowed hard. He wanted to say that he couldn’t believe that she was so close yet so far, and he was glad he stopped these words before he could say them. “I just can’t believe.” While Roxie spoke to them telepathically, it was clear that she wasn’t able to read their minds or anything. This was something Sterling appreciated considering the gamut of emotions he was running through at the moment. “I’ve got so much I need to talk to you about.” 
 
    <Like I said, we can talk privately, but later. Now is the time to plan. Now is the time to make sure that every detail of the strategy is in order. The Killbillies die tonight.> 
 
    “That’s my Roxie,” Sterling said with a wide grin. “Gonna be a real good time here a bit later.”

  

 
   
    .Chapter Two. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Checks were made into the afternoon especially now that Roxie had more control, easily able to communicate with the others. The first thing they did was make sure that the Comanche were en route to Albuquerque, which turned out to be the case. Roxie also took Sterling and the Sunflower Kid to visit Cristobalpher of the Homecidos. The mustachioed man confirmed that the Killbillies had been tipped off, and that the Homecidos were moving into two positions, with the goal of putting pressure on the Toros and provoking the Killbillies, as discussed. Their other goal was to raid the Killbillies’ location in southern Albuquerque after Sterling finished with Commodore Bones, which would leave the Homecidos two fronts to contend with. 
 
    Sterling knew that there was the potential for kinks in their plan. Even so, he was certain that they would be able to pull this off, that his group was strong enough to handle whatever Commodore Bones threw at him. He wasn’t cocky about this, nor would there be any bravado. He just knew how much they had improved since the last time they had encountered the Killbillies. Sterling also had something else bearing down on his shoulders—the weight of what was to come. It slowly felt like it was creeping more and more as it pushed to the forefront. This was what they strived for all along, starting well over three years ago.  
 
    Dealing with bandits and post-apocalyptic politics was just a side gig. 
 
    Sterling and his companions had a small meal that evening of beans, tortillas, and plenty of peppers. The Sunflower Kid produced fresh pears for dessert, which they happily shared. Seeing her conjure fruit reminded Sterling that there had been a reason she named her mount Watermelon, that she had never gotten watermelon seeds to replicate. 
 
    Another quest, for another day, he thought as they finished up their evening meal. 
 
    Sterling had been mostly quiet through the afternoon, his mind elsewhere. Sometimes, this was how he liked to prepare, choosing a comfortable absentmindedness over an intense focus. It suited him, and in a way it suited his high desert upbringing. The land was always calm before the storm, before flash floods would appear out of nowhere and sweep the world away. 
 
    And this was exactly what Sterling planned to be that night, a flash flood. 
 
    He now wore the new body armor that Raylan provided for him. It resembled the bulletproof vest he had worn in the past yet it was lighter, and there were armored bits that also went around his biceps and forearms. All of it fit nicely beneath his black pearl snap shirt, and under his duster, to the point where it almost felt like he wasn’t wearing armor at all. Even better, it nearly doubled his armor rating. 
 
    After examining himself in the blurred mirror of the room he was staying in, Sterling took a quick look at his base stats. 
 
      
 
    Name: Sterling Monedero 
 
    Race: Human 
 
    Mancer Class: Necromancer 
 
    Class Ranking: Death Artist 
 
    Level: 90 
 
    Fortitude: 142 
 
    Strength: 117 
 
    Resolve: 229 
 
    Mana: 215/215 
 
    Current Armor Rating: 50 
 
    XP: 2,689,967 
 
    XP to Next Level:101,178 
 
    Stat Points Available: 0 
 
    Technique Points Available: 4 
 
      
 
    “Death Artist, huh?” He removed his cowboy hat and ran his hand through his black hair. He would have preferred a title like Skeleton Man, something that added to the lore that others had built around him. But for tonight, with what he needed to do with the Killbillies, the title ‘Death Artist’ suited him.  
 
    It suited him well. 
 
    Gonna be a good night… 
 
    As Sterling approached the door of his room, he considered summoning Harjo and Don Gasper and letting them know what he was about to do. In the end, he figured this could wait. He also didn’t want to hear Don Gasper lament the loss of Magdalena; if there was one thing Sterling was certain of, it was that the wretched telemancer would be one of the first to die courtesy of Roxie.  
 
    Better to kill now and ask for forgiveness later. 
 
    “The thunder rolls…”  
 
    Sterling placed his hand on the doorknob, hesitating for a moment. Suddenly nervous again, he sat down on the end of his bed and rolled up four cigarettes. He tucked one behind his ear, and put the other three in the inner pocket of his duster.  
 
    For some reason, as he crafted the cigarettes, he thought about what the Sunflower Kid had revealed to him, how she had known that he was her father all along. He wanted to talk to Roxie about it, or anyone, really. It just felt strange to hold it so close to his chest. “How remarkable is that?” he asked, even though no one was there to answer him. “What an amazing young lady.” 
 
    Nothing about the world that Sterling had found himself in made any sense, from the aliens to the bandits, to his powers and the things that those around him could do. Raylan could craft liquid metal out of thin air and create anything his heart desired; Paco was able to control heat and make heat constructs; Zephyr with her winds; Maron’s technomancy and all its functions; the Sunflower Kid’s plant constructs; Sierra’s blazing pyromancy… 
 
    Damn fine team…  
 
    As if thinking of the pyromancer could somehow summon her, Sterling heard a knock at the door. For some reason, he recognized it as belonging to Sierra without actually confirming this.  
 
    He could just sense it. 
 
    “It’s open,” he called out. 
 
    Sierra stepped into the room to find him seated on the bed. She was accompanied by a lavender-like smell, some sort of lotion, perhaps a fragrance from a soap. “I have to admit it was strange at first…” 
 
    “What part about any of this is strange?” Sterling asked with a sudden laugh. “Everything seems pretty much normal to me.” 
 
    “I mean the Godwalker, and knowing that one of yours is trapped inside. It was hard to believe, but I heard her voice earlier. It all makes sense now.” 
 
    “What makes sense?” 
 
    “You love her—still do, right? You love Roxie.” 
 
    Sterling cleared his throat. “Come again?” 
 
    “Roxie, you love her, right?” 
 
    “What gave you that notion?” 
 
    Sierra closed the door and leaned against it. “Just something I’ve been thinking about, something I have picked up on.” 
 
    “Well, all of us seem to have some sort of sixth sense. Don’t mean it’s a hundred percent right, though. And all of us seem to be overthinking, which checks out considering all the shit we’ve been putting ourselves through.” 
 
    “I was going to come in here and say something to you along the lines of, ‘you know, I thought you coming back here to Madrid was, in a way, you trying to see me.’ Selfish, I get that. And I understand what it is you’re trying to do, even if I can’t yet imagine the scope of it. Light the kindling beneath the fire, and leave it be while you chase bigger and tougher things like the Godwalkers.” A flame appeared in her hand, flared up, and vanished. “Sorry, I don’t even know what to say. I may have gotten ahead of myself here…” 
 
    “Want to sit?” 
 
    Sierra nodded. She sat on the bed next to Sterling and stared at the wall for a moment. “The first time that you tried this with the Godwalkers, the time that you said you failed…” 
 
    “Three years ago. What about it?” 
 
    “Yes, then. What was your motivation at that time? You didn’t know if it was even possible. Now you know it is possible, and there’s an instant motivation in knowing so. But what about then? What about that time?” 
 
    “I think then I was just…” Sterling shrugged. “To be honest with you, my motivation then ain’t too complicated. You know when you get going through people’s junk in their homes, trying to pick apart the past… you know how a part of you gets angry that someone else came in and took away all of it, some damn alien just killed everyone? At least this used to be the case for me. To answer your question: I was pissed then, and some of the people you see here with me now, they were too in their own ways. So we banded together. But now, we got a fighting chance. And this little skirmish we need to deal with in Albuquerque? I guess you could say we’re having the icing before we get the cake, if that makes sense.” 
 
    “It makes sense.” 
 
    Sterling smiled at her. “I always thought you were something special. I still do.” 
 
    “I think you’re something special too…” Sierra grinned at him, her eyes flickering for just a moment. “Whatever that means.” 
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    The Killbillies had set up their main operation in an industrial park not far from the airport. Roxie knew enough about the location to port them there relatively easily, but they wouldn’t all be part of the assault. Zephyr would take some over to the Plaza area, where they would work to stir up trouble until Sterling and the others joined them. Maron would be with her, running communications for all of them, including Cristobalpher of the Homecidos. Paco and Sierra would join them as well, leaving Sterling, Roxie, and the Sunflower Kid to handle Commodore Bones. 
 
    It was better that way, their makeup allowing Sterling to be laser focused on getting in and getting out of the Killbillies’ headquarters. 
 
    “Remember,” Sterling said after the entire group had appeared outside of the industrial park that night, well beyond the Killbillies’ perimeter, “no one dies here tonight, well, aside from the people that need dying. Like I was telling Sierra earlier, this is the icing on the cake. Stay alert, make sure you know who you are shooting at.” He glanced to Maron. “And be sure to stay in communication with others. We will see y’all in Old Town. Just in case no one told you yet, all of you look real good. Real good. Damn if we ain’t a bunch of superheroes.” 
 
    One of the things that Raylan had been working on in his overnight crafting sessions was armor for all of them. The minimal armor had a uniformity to it, especially as most of them were wearing the chest plating over their clothing. Only Sterling and the Sunflower Kid wore it beneath their clothing. Like father, like daughter, he thought as he tipped his hat to Zephyr. 
 
    <We will be there shortly.> 
 
    “It’s going to take me some time to get used to that,” Paco said. The Hopi youth also had his face painted with black horizontal stripes, and his hair pulled back into a tight bun. “But I’m glad to hear you, Roxie.” 
 
    <Strange as it sounds, I’m glad to be heard.> 
 
    “Good luck,” Sierra told Sterling as Zephyr began to hover the three of them in the air. They took off, leaving a ring of dust in their wake. 
 
    “So that’s what it looks like from the other side of her windstorm. Heh,” Sterling mused as he turned in the direction of the industrial park. “I hope you’re ready to do some serious sneaking, Kid. Well, not a lot of that, actually.” 
 
    “There’s no need to do that now that we have you, Roxie.” 
 
    <You are correct. It won’t take me very long to find them. When I do, I will kill Magdalena first.> 
 
    “And like we agreed, leave Commodore Bones for me, to talk to at least before you microwave him like a burrito.” 
 
    The miniature Godwalker shifted toward Sterling.  
 
    <Have you ever had a microwave burrito?> 
 
    “Actually, I have. Kip has himself a microwave in his trailer, and finding a burrito in Truth or Consequences ain’t all that difficult. Shee-it, I can’t wait for y’all to meet Kip. He’s a real hellraiser.” 
 
    <Who said anything about going to Truth or Consequences once all this is over?> 
 
    Sterling smirked at the Godwalker. “Acting like you got something better to do once we save the world… I love it, love hearing your voice again, Rox. Come on. Let’s pay our friend the Commodore a little visit.” 
 
    Sterling and the Sunflower Kid crept toward the industrial park in the pale moonlight, Roxie floating silently behind them. They were able to make out the silhouettes of a pair of guards, and the Sunflower Kid handled them with relative ease. Not only did a series of vines rise up from the ground, they also dragged the men under, burying them. 
 
    “You always were something special. And that’s another thing,” Sterling told the Godwalker, figuring he would just come out. “She knows. She knows I am her father, not only does she know that, the Kid has known since day one. Figured I’d tell ya.” He stopped himself from revealing the Kid’s real name to Roxie. Angel. That was something for him only. 
 
    <You have known since the start?> 
 
    The Sunflower Kid stopped walking. “I didn’t think this would be something we would discuss tonight…” 
 
    “Well, Rox here didn’t make time for me earlier to have a heart-to-heart. What better time than now? I’m kidding. We can pick this apart into pieces later and see if we can’t put it back together into a puzzle that makes some goddamn sense.” 
 
    <Wait, you actually have known since the start?> 
 
    “Like he said, we can discuss it later.” 
 
    Sterling smirked at the Sunflower Kid. “You act like we got places to go and people to see.” 
 
    “I guess we could always just head back to Madrid and spend the rest of the night playing dominoes…” 
 
    Sterling stopped walking and turned to the Sunflower Kid. “You were playing dominoes?” 
 
    “What did you think I was doing when I wasn’t with you?” 
 
    “Growing fruit and vegetables? Honestly, I had no idea. Who are you playing dominoes with, anyway?” 
 
    “Paco, once or twice with Zephyr, the Chronicler, although he preferred to play chess. He has a pretty nice set in his inventory list, one that he says was carved out of human bones. He played that with Maron a couple of times too. Anyway.” 
 
    Sterling nodded at her. “Anyway is right. Let’s not get ahead of ourselves. We got us a bandit king to unceremoniously dethrone.” 
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    Sterling certainly felt stealthy as he moved from the shadows of one building to the next. They hadn’t reached the point yet that Roxie would head forward, but he could tell that they were getting there. His sickle sword drawn, Sterling snuck up behind a man. He quickly stood, placed his hand over the man’s mouth, and slit his throat, dragging him back into the shadows once he was finished. He deposited the man’s body behind a bush and caught up with the Sunflower Kid, who had created a wooden ladder for them to scale the top of one of the smaller buildings for a better vantage point. 
 
    Once they were at the top, the pair ducked behind the air vent as Roxie hovered nearby. There was a ton of commotion on the other side of the industrial park, accompanied by the diminishing roar of ATVs and other vehicles, and the smell of exhaust. It was exactly what Sterling wanted to hear, a true indication that the Killbillies were heading toward the northwest. 
 
    “Well, I’ll be damned. This may actually work.” 
 
    <It will work. I’m ready now to find Commodore Bones and Magdalena.> 
 
    “Let’s make it easier. Follow me.” 
 
    Sterling returned to the wooden ladder that the Sunflower Kid had created. Once he was back on the ground, he found the body he had just deposited behind a bush. While the Sunflower Kid and Roxie covered him, Sterling summoned his Death Whisper power.  
 
    “Should have done this earlier…” 
 
    The puddle of blood formed into the face of a scared man, one partially hidden by shadows. 
 
    “No need to say nothing,” Sterling told him quickly. “I’m here to help the Commodore; the base is under attack.” 
 
    “Help? Where…?” 
 
    “Someone knocked you out, but, um, I’m a telemancer. I’m Magdalena.” 
 
    “You’re… you’re Magdalena?” the Killbilly asked, confusion in his voice. 
 
    “My telepathic voice can take on any form I’d like. Do not let it bother you, son. Now, where would I find the Commodore? Like I said, the base was attacked as we were moving out; I need to secure his location.” 
 
    “Of course. There are buildings on the eastern side with large glass windows. That’s where he usually is.” 
 
    “And you don’t think that he went to the fight with the Old Town Toros, do you?” 
 
    “I don’t know.” 
 
    “I got another job for you, then.” Sterling relinquished his Death Whisper power. He placed his hand on the man’s shoulder and sent the Killbilly to his inventory list. This was another reason that he wanted to at least partially attend the fight set to happen. He had a feeling with what they planned to do in Chaco Canyon that it would be helpful to have more than a few animates in his list, aside from those he had picked up in their fight against Ram. 
 
    <What did he say?> 
 
    “The building is on the eastern side of the industrial park. Lots of big windows. He doesn’t know if Bones will be in there or not, but I would suspect that it is heavily guarded if he is. Good for me because, well, I could use some more recruits. Let’s git. Let’s cause them some real trouble when we get there.” 
 
    <Should I go ahead of you?> 
 
    “Just you sit tight, Rox. If someone sees you scooting around, whatever security system they have here will be alerted. I’d rather hit them all at once. Of course, you should still make sure Magdalena doesn’t have the power to speak any longer. She’ll only get in the way. It’ll also show Commodore Bones that we mean business. And hell, maybe Don Gasper will get lucky and she’ll go wherever his spirit is holed up. Then again, she’s a devil woman, and while he ain’t no saint, Gasper wasn’t that bad of a man. For his sake, I hope there is a hell, because if they join forces over there, wherever there is, it won’t be good for nobody. Come on.” 
 
    They continued on, avoiding the cones of light that illuminated portions of the industrial park. The temperature dropped as it always did in the desert, the air crisp and dry. There were a couple times that Sterling was able to smell food cooking somewhere, perhaps in one of the buildings, remnants of a meal that had been served not so long ago. 
 
    He didn’t pay much attention to it. He was hungry for something else in that moment, a vengeance that had been stewing within him for quite some time now. Commodore Bones had strung him up, the man had hurt Roxie, and he had betrayed Sterling in the end. The Commodore represented everything bad about a post-apocalyptic world, the kind of people that took power without checks and balances, the true savages. At the same time he represented the cunning it took to rebuild civilization. In his heart of hearts, Sterling knew that there was likely a lot that Commodore Bones and Quanah had in common. But only one of those men had tried to kill him on several occasions now. The grass wasn’t greener on the other side, not by a long shot. 
 
    Sterling sent his sickle sword to his inventory list and summoned his shotgun. He had both his revolvers on his hip as well, and the cowboy necromancer was itching to begin the inevitable. 
 
    There could have been strategy in what they were going to do next, but Sterling had already decided on the element of surprise, of sudden appearance. So that’s what they were going to do. As soon as they saw a couple of guards, Roxie raced ahead, distracting them. 
 
    Sterling came upon the guards and finished them off with a couple of mana-powered slugs. 
 
    Boom! Boom! 
 
    This certainly got the attention of people inside the main compound. Doors kicked open, drones appearing as well. A couple more Killbillies ran out only to be gunned down by Sterling. The Sunflower Kid handled a few others, while Sterling went for one of his revolvers and began firing on the drones. 
 
    He hit the first and it exploded; it wasn’t long before he nailed the second, his gunmanship heightened through his skill advancement. 
 
    Whoosh!  
 
    A rush of water came crashing out of a pair of double doors. The growing tidal wave swooped up in the form of a man, his entire body twisting with the crests of white. Sterling began firing at him immediately, but by the time he’d squeezed the triggers of his two revolvers, he was swept back by the closest thing he’d ever seen to a tsunami wave. 
 
    The water swelled all around him. It poured into Sterling’s mouth, it choked him. The waves grew into a spiral, at least seven feet in diameter, lifted him in the air, and slammed him down onto the ground before washing away. 
 
    Now on his knees and drenched, Sterling gasped as he tried to get his bearings. Both guns drawn, he watched as another wave came toward him. “Shee-it…” 
 
    He was struck yet again, and barely held on to his weapons as he was tossed into a road barrier. There were more guards now, but because of the commotion caused by the hydromancer, they had yet to spot Sterling. Needing to act quickly, he summoned the animate he had just put in his inventory list and gave the man his gun as the Sunflower Kid tried to combat the hydromancer with more vines. 
 
    The confidence Sterling had been feeling earlier had collapsed.  
 
    He only hoped his next maneuver would work.  
 
    “Run that way and shoot this!” Sterling told his animate as he handed the dead man his revolver. “Aim for the water. One more thing.” Sterling glanced around and found his cowboy hat lying on the ground. He retrieved it and placed it on the zombie’s head, ignoring the slitted opening at the front of the man’s throat that had saturated his yellow bandana. “Just keep firing, and don’t let nobody have that gun. Now git!” 
 
    The poorly camouflaged zombie took off; Sterling ran in the opposite direction and picked up his pace before finally launching himself in the air. As soon as his boots left the pavement he was flying, heading in the opposite direction of his animate. The word ‘lucky’ barely described how Sterling felt once he miraculously reached the other side of the hydromancer, who was already trying to attack Sterling’s animate with yet another wave. He saw the man’s actual form amidst the twist of water; he knew that there was nothing he was going to be able to do with it unless… 
 
    Sterling flew toward the man and collided with him.  
 
    As he did, he activated his Soul Absorption power. The effect was immediate, faster than even Sterling thought was possible. The man’s form became tangible as Sterling continued to drain him, the hydromancer shirtless, his body slick.  
 
    The two hit the ground and rolled. Holding him from behind, Sterling slipped his hand under the man’s arm and grabbed him by the neck. He kept absorbing, and as he did he felt the strength coming into him. 
 
    Off to his right somewhere, his animate aimed Sterling’s gun at some of the other Killbillies, most of whom had now been injured by the Sunflower Kid, who finished off the rest as Sterling got back to his feet. 
 
    As he approached his animate, he summoned one of the cigarettes he had rolled up earlier. He lit it and he retrieved his weapon from the dead man. He then sent the animate back to his inventory list, to be used at another time, but not before grabbing his cowboy hat. 
 
    Roxie’s voice appeared in Sterling’s head. 
 
    <I have Commodore Bones. Magdalena is dead.> 
 
    “Dang, Rox,” Sterling mumbled as he looked up at the building. “How are you even communicating with me right now?” 
 
    <I’m not far from the window on the second floor.> 
 
    “Yeah?” Sterling asked as he surveyed the damage. The Sunflower Kid approached him, the look on her face telling Sterling that she was annoyed that things had nearly gotten out of hand there. “How’s old ‘Beto doing anyway? He looking forward to seeing me?” 
 
    <He doesn’t exactly know it’s you yet. I’ve got him pinned; I can’t seem to communicate with him in the same way that I can communicate with you.> 
 
    “Man, this is going to be real fun. Just wait until he sees my haggard ass. He’s going to wish he hadn’t put that bounty out on me, I tell you what. And he’s really going to wish that he had finished me off when he had the chance.” Sterling turned to the Sunflower Kid. “Let’s get inside there and turn that frown of yours upside down. Things are looking up.” 
 
    “You could have died back there…” she finally told him, her fists clenched at her sides. “If the hydromancer had been stronger, or smarter…” 
 
    “Yeah? Well, he wasn’t. But there may be other mancers. I can’t imagine that the Commodore just had that guy protecting him. Then again, he also had a telemancer, so there’s that. Anyhow…” Sterling spun his revolver around his finger and sent it back into his holster. “I’m sure we’ll figure it all out soon enough. Let’s see if we can have a little fun in the meantime. And… I’ll be more careful.” 
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    Sterling approached the building in question, his revolver drawn. Sudden movement to his left indicated that one of the Killbillies was still alive. The woman went for a sidearm in sheer desperation. 
 
    Bang! 
 
    Sterling put the lady out of her misery before she could put him out of his. A thought came to him upon entering the buildings and finding it relatively clean: this had once been the territory of the Barelas Glyphs, and now it belonged to the Killbillies. Soon, it would belong to the Alta Monte Homecidos or perhaps it would belong to the Comanche, the cycle of banditry beyond even the power of a superior alien force. 
 
    It never stops, does it? 
 
    The Sunflower Kid caught up with him. 
 
    “Upstairs,” he said as he tilted his chin to the wraparound stairwell, which had a banister made of polished metal and glass. Yet again, Sterling found it remarkable that they had been able to maintain the place. It had been a while since he’d seen such a clean interior, aside from the hotel back in Gallup, which was an unusual case itself. 
 
    Commodore Bones ran a tight shop. 
 
    Up the stairs he went after rolling and lighting a fresh cigarette, Sterling with his revolver at the ready just in case Roxie had missed someone. He knew the likelihood was low, but he’d already been too confident earlier and it nearly got him drowned. Plus, he was still sopping wet, a not so pleasant fact. Traveling down a hallway, Sterling stepped into what had once been a conference room, one that had maps of Albuquerque hanging on the wall. It was here that he found Magdalena’s dead body, her head completely blown off, just a splatter of brains, bones, blood and hair where her face used to be. 
 
    “Damn, Rox…” 
 
    He then spotted Roxie hovering near the glass, an older man standing before her. The man held a revolver, his desert camouflage clothing without a stain. A yellow bandanna hung beneath his white beard, and he had a pair of orange wraparound sunglasses attached to a lanyard around his neck. 
 
    “Well, lookee here,” Sterling said as he pointed his revolver at the man. 
 
    Commodore Bones, who had yet to figure out what was happening aside from the appearance of a Godwalker, went entirely pale upon seeing the cowboy necromancer. He stumbled backward, lowering his firearm for a moment as he placed his hand on his heart. He quickly regained his composure, but didn’t raise his weapon.  
 
    He knew that he was pinned. 
 
    “How?” he asked, his voice tinged with anger, fear, and shock. “How?” 
 
    “Nope,” Sterling said as the Commodore began to raise his firearm again. “You do that, and I’ll have the Godwalker blow your arm clean off. Make it look like Magdalena’s head over here. In fact, hell, I might as well make it so you can’t dance, just to let you know I mean business.” 
 
    Sterling quickly shot Commodore Bones in the foot, his bullet going through the man’s boot. 
 
    Bang!  
 
    Once again, Commodore Bones began to raise his weapon. By the looks of his red face, it took all the will he could muster not to cry out at the pain in his foot, yet he couldn’t stop his hand from trembling. He gritted his teeth. “What…. What do you want?” 
 
    “What do I want?” Sterling pointed his revolver at the ceiling. “What do I want? The first thing I want is for you to put that damn gun away, ‘Beto. It ain’t going to do you no good. Either this here Godwalker will fry you like a chimichanga, or the Sunflower Kid will rip you to shreds and grow some flowers out of your eye sockets. You did notice the plants, did you not?” 
 
    Commodore Bones glanced down to see the curl of a dozen vines now surrounding his legs. He reluctantly sent his gun to his inventory list as blood pooled around his foot. 
 
    Sterling slowly lowered his revolver. He took the half-finished cigarette from earlier out of his pocket and relit it. After a long drag, he looked back up at Commodore Bones. “Well? You surprised to see me?” 
 
    “I should have—” 
 
    “Yeah, you should have. You had your chance twice, first outside of Hatch, and then in White Sands. Should have done it then, you dummy. I guess that’s the lesson you are going to learn here tonight, even if you won’t have long to really think about it. Put your enemies in the ground when the opportunity presents itself. And don’t worry, pendejo, I ain’t going to make the same mistake as you. This is your last night in this lovely little post-apocalyptic world of ours. I hope you enjoy it.” 
 
    “You… you plan to kill me?” 
 
    “No, I promised your death to someone else. You and me?” Sterling exhaled a cloud of smoke. “We are going to have ourselves a quick conversation, then we’re going to take a nice little trip over to check on the Toros, and see the Comanche ride in.” 
 
    “The Comanche?” he gasped. “This was a trap… It was you! It was you, wasn’t it?” 
 
    “Me? Well, I can’t take all the credit for it. It was me and a couple thousand Comanche friends of mine, plus a good enough group of homicidal bandits that didn’t seem as bad as their name makes them out to be. Yeah, I suppose you could say it was me. But I get high with a little help from my friends,” Sterling said, the words coming to him before he could process them. Probably a song, he thought as he continued: “Anyway, ain’t none of that going to matter here in a bit. You’ll see what I mean, ‘Beto.” 
 
    “The Comanche? Are you an idiot?” Commodore Bones said, growing bolder. Blood had formed a halo around his boot now, but Sterling knew that the man’s Resolve would allow him to heal from something like that. So he went ahead and shot him again, this time in the other foot. 
 
    Bang! 
 
    “Son of a bitch!” 
 
    Sterling came forward in a flash and grabbed the Commodore by his neck. He placed the muzzle of his weapon against Commodore Bones’ stomach. “You keep my mother’s name out of your mouth,” he said, his cigarette still perched on his lip. He shoved the Commodore back into the glass wall. 
 
    “You are making a grave mistake,” the Commodore said in a low tone, his words slurring together in frustration and anger. “A grave… a grave mistake! What did it take to hold Rome together after Caesar’s assassination?” 
 
    “Last I checked, this ain’t Rome. This is the Land of Enchantment.” 
 
    “A Civil War… A triumvirate… Antony, Lepidus, Augustus… they had to use force to hold it all together. Don’t you see? I am doing the same here in New Mexico! Can’t you understand this?” 
 
    “So, in your little example here, you’re like the Father, the Spirit, and the Holy Ghost then, huh? You’re all three parts of the triumvirate, as you called it. Shee-it. Keep flapping your lips, Commodore, no one here gives a damn. Believe you me.” 
 
    “Do you not understand? By selling us out to the Comanche, you have traded one warlord for another. What about you?” he asked the Sunflower Kid. She merely shrugged, the teenage biomancer not especially interested in their conversation. 
 
    “Wait, I’m still on the triumvirate part,” Sterling told the leader of the Killbillies. “What about the three? The triumvirate? Who is that supposed to be? You, the Old Town Toros, the Kirtland Airmen? Maybe it’s you, the Texas Rangers, and the White Sands Militia? I’m trying to understand your little history analogy here; I’m trying, ‘Beto, I really am.”  
 
    “The name is Robert, goddammit!” 
 
    Sterling flicked his cigarette to the ground and put it out with his boot, which drew hate on the Commodore’s face. Sterling smirked. “Look at you acting like you own this place and you give a damn about good housekeeping. Man, I tell you, it’s been a long time coming, our meeting. You tried to have me killed more than once, hell, you even sent that illiterate son of a whore Ram after me. Almost got me, too. And now, here we are. Ram’s dead, and you’re next.” 
 
    <We should just kill him and get on with it.> 
 
    Dammit, Sterling thought, even though Roxie couldn’t hear him. He wanted to savor this moment for just a little longer, and they weren’t planning to kill him here anyway. Sterling wanted Commodore Bones to see the ambush firsthand. 
 
    “One warlord for another, that’s what you are doing,” the old man spat. “Make no mistake.” 
 
    “I made plenty of mistakes, and one of them was letting you live. I guess you could say we have that in common, we both made the mistake of letting each other survive past our first encounter. That said, it appears that only one of us has learned our lesson.”  
 
    Bang! 
 
    Sterling shot the Commodore in the foot again. 
 
    “Stop! Are you crazy? Stop… stop shooting me!” 
 
    “Listen to you, getting a taste of your own medicine.” Sterling recalled the battle he’d had with the Killbillies in Las Cruces, how he had been shot at the bar. It never felt good, even if certain wounds were relatively easy to recover from. “The thing is, Commodore, we got bigger plans here for the Southwest, starting with them Godwalkers. You don’t need to know much about it, but this little conversation we’re having, the fact that I’m here right now, this is basically a side quest for me. The main event is coming up. So here’s how it’s going to play out. We’re going to take you over to the Plaza and let you watch the start of the ambush, then… Welp, you’ll have to find out when the time comes.” Sterling approached the man once again. “Place your hands behind your back.” 
 
    “You will pay for this…” Commodore Bones said, yet Sterling could tell by the tone of his voice that his heart wasn’t in it. Anything he said going forward would be in desperation. 
 
    “Hands behind your back, or I shoot you in the foot again. Hell, I’ll shoot you in that big ol’ belly of yours because I know that hurts more than a foot. And if you keep mouthing off, I’ll shoot you in the pecker.” 
 
    The Commodore did as instructed. Once his hands were behind his back, the Sunflower Kid encased his wrists and fists with her plant construct, the material hardening. 
 
    “I guess there’s only one thing left to do, and that’s check on the fight.” Sterling shoved Commodore Bones forward, and then placed his wet arm around his shoulders like he was an old friend. “You kicked over an ant pile when you came after me, boy, when your people burned down my pepper farm, let me tell you. You see, I’m a simple man, Commodore. Hell, maybe I am an idiot, just like you said a few moments back. A simpleton, someone who can only understand black-and-white, point A and point B. Anyhow, you came after me, you came after mine, and you even betrayed me. Now that, my friend, is call for revenge if I’ve ever heard it. What else could a simple guy like me do given a power like this? Anything you want to say to Magdalena before I send her headless body to my inventory list?” 
 
    “You’re a monster.” 
 
    “Shee-it, that message for me or for her?” 
 
    Commodore Bones tried to free himself from Sterling’s grip, but with his wrists bound and his feet recovering from bullet wounds, all he could do was fall. He cracked the side of his body against the conference room table.  
 
    <Are you ready yet?> 
 
    “Yeah, yeah,” Sterling told Roxie as he stood the Commodore up. “I guess I’m done playing with my prey.” 
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    Sterling, the Sunflower Kid, Commodore Bones, and Roxie appeared on a rooftop next to the Old Town Plaza. Maron wasn’t far from them, the technomancer ducking, now in a flectomancer-modified bicycle helmet. His eyes flashed with code and settled. He seemed panicked, and once Sterling got his bearings he could see why. 
 
    A fight had broken out in the Plaza, the Killbillies taking on the Old Town Toros, and being partially flanked by the Alta Monte Homecidos. Ducking now, and trying to get a gauge on who was winning, Sterling came to a relatively quick conclusion: even with the Homecidos, the Killbillies had the upper hand. 
 
    Where the hell are the Comanche? Sterling thought as he saw a spear of wind cut through the air, one flickering with fire. Zephyr was fighting in the battle below, as was Sierra. “And where’s Paco?” he asked Maron. 
 
    “Paco is down there somewhere as well. Take this.” Maron handed Sterling one of the earpieces he had devised. “It links to Zephyr and me.” 
 
    Sterling quickly put the earpiece in. “Appreciated, amigo.” He pressed his finger on it. “Zee, we’re here.” 
 
    “It’s about damn time! Get down here!” 
 
    Maron turned to the Commodore. “Is this… Is this him?” 
 
    “This little bearded fucker right here? Who else could it be? Maron, meet Commodore Bones, live and in the flesh.” Sterling licked his lips, and as he did he sensed the Commodore laughing behind him. He turned back to the man to find him with a big grin on his face. 
 
    “Looks like someone’s plan has fallen through…” 
 
    “Yeah?” Sterling went ahead and pistol whipped the Commodore, which sent the big man onto his side, his wrists still shackled.  
 
    “Bastard!” The Commodore spat blood and glared up at Sterling. “You’re going to lose this war, and when you do… And when you do, it will be my turn…” He bared his bloody teeth. “My turn.” 
 
    Sterling crouched in front of him. “Is that right?” 
 
    He felt a hand on his shoulder; the Sunflower Kid. 
 
    “Maybe we should get down there and help until the Comanche arrive.” 
 
    “You ain’t wrong,” he told her. 
 
    <What about me? Should I stay here?> 
 
    Sterling glanced over to Roxie, who now hovered near the edge of the rooftop as if she were observing the battle below. The front surface of the Godwalker was open, revealing its laser cannon. It twitched ever so slightly as she tracked movement below. 
 
    “How about this? How about the kid and I get down there and raise a little hell, and once we’ve gotten somewhat distracted, you start picking them off one by one. Or…” Sterling took another look over the rooftop to see the barrier that the Killbillies had already erected, and their vehicles beyond it. “Maybe you could do a little shooting that way, give them hell. Maron, you stay here with the Commodore. If he does anything, or says anything, shoot the son of a bitch in the foot.” Sterling handed the technomancer one of his revolvers. “Heh. Again. I’ve already shot him a couple times.” 
 
    The technomancer looked at him incredulously. “Aren’t you going to need that?” 
 
    Sterling swept his duster back to reveal his shotgun. He then summoned his sickle sword, the curved blade rimmed in turquoise energy. “I’m good with what I got for now.”  
 
    “You’re going to regret this…” 
 
     “Yeah, we’ll see about that, ‘Beto.” Sterling launched himself off the rooftop, ignoring the butterflies in the stomach. He landed in the Plaza near a group of men and women holding position behind an overturned beer truck. He didn’t know if they were Toros or Homecidos, but they definitely weren’t Killbillies based on their clothing. 
 
    Sterling took off toward the southern end of the Plaza, and as he did the ground rippled next to him, an enormous root tearing from it and taking some of the concrete sidewalk with it. It lifted into the air and whipped two of the Killbillies out of the way. 
 
    Boom! 
 
    Sterling fired his shotgun into the gut of a bandit who had just landed before him. A couple of dead bodies ahead caught his eye. The pair came alive instantly and joined the fray. Sterling summoned the Killbilly he had in his inventory list, as well as Magdalena’s headless body. The bandit immediately moved into action, while the headless body simply added a grotesque confusion to the chaotic scene as she moved left and right, trying to get her bearings.  
 
    As he continued onward he summoned Ram and his men, adding the distraction of Kirtland Airmen to the fray as well. 
 
    A burst of flames next to Sterling had him spinning to face it, his finger already on the trigger. He recognized Sierra as the fire licked off her body. A smile formed on the pyromancer’s face upon seeing him. “It’s about time you showed up.” 
 
    She pushed both palms forward and unleashed an incredible plume of fire. 
 
    “Where the hell are the Comanche?” 
 
    “They’re coming,” she assured him. 
 
    A string of shots from a high caliber rifle cut the conversation short. Sterling spotted a pair behind a machine gun, one Killbilly manning it while the other fed the bullets. Sterling grabbed Sierra and jumped behind an old concrete planter in the square. Bullets shredded everything around him, the air filling with dust. 
 
    Sterling’s attempt to help Sierra avoid gunfire had come with unintended consequences. She had instinctively activated her flame form once the bullet started flying, seconds before he stupidly tried to tackle her. This had resulted in burn marks across his cheeks and on his forehead. His fresh pink skin burned and stung, yet he tried to ignore the burning sensation as more bullets flew in their direction. 
 
    “You have to be careful around me,” she said as more gunfire struck the concrete planter, her flaming eyes suddenly filled with concern. 
 
    “Dammit, dammit…”  
 
    The sound of the gunfire changed once a new barrier was erected, one of thickened wood courtesy of the Sunflower Kid. She quickly joined Sterling and Sierra. The Kid turned the palm of her hand to Sterling, and an aloe vera plant quickly formed. 
 
    “Going to need a lot of that,” Sterling said as he cautiously pulled out one of the leaves. Sending his sickle sword away, and now resting his shotgun in his lap, Sterling quickly applied the aloe vera to his face, which cooled the steam to some degree. It didn’t help much, but at least it was cool for a moment.  
 
    His Resolve would do the rest. 
 
    While the Killbillies were apparently doing well in the battle, they hadn’t truly brought out the big guns yet. Sterling didn’t see the amount of mancer activity he would have expected in a battle like this. This told them that they were holding back to some degree. 
 
    Sterling placed a finger on the earpiece. “Zee, I’m going to need you to take out that machine gun they got going. Damn thing.” 
 
    “On it.” 
 
    As he looked left, he saw a pair of heat constructs running away from the barrier, a spray of bullets following it. Paco came from the other side and joined him, the Hopi youth sucking in deep breaths. 
 
    “You doing alright, amigo?” 
 
    “I should ask you the same thing.” 
 
    “Yeah, just a bit of a second-degree burn over here. Ain’t purty, and there will be blisters later, but it’s feeling better. Now that we are all together, let’s try to stay close. Once the Comanche appear…” This reminded Sterling that he needed to check with Zephyr yet again on the Comanche, to confirm what Sierra had said. “Anyhow, once they’re here, we’ll skedaddle. This ain’t our fight.” 
 
    As these words left his lips, Sterling couldn’t help but remember what the Commodore had told him, that he was trading one warlord for another. He didn’t want to believe this even though he knew it was true. In that way, this was his fight. 
 
    The wind picked up around them. Sterling put his hand on his cowboy hat and ducked as an incredible gust cut past them. He heard screaming beyond, and even with the gunfire, his animates running about causing trouble, and the general mayhem, he still heard the bodies of the machine gunners smash onto the ground courtesy of Zephyr. Not only that, but he watched as she lifted the machine gun itself and all of its bullets, and slammed the weapons into the pavement, breaking them. 
 
    Zephyr hovered like a goddess, the wind swirling around her, a satisfied look in her eyes. She was in her element; Sterling recognized this as her hair whipped around her face. He smiled. “Well, look what the cat dragged in…” 
 
    “What should we do now? Do we continue to whittle away at their defenses? They have quite a force beyond their barriers up there. We could chip away at that while we wait on the Comanche. I spotted a group of Texas Rangers back there as well, and there are more powerful mancers from what I saw on my reconnaissance flight.” 
 
    “Why ain’t they here yet?” Sterling asked Zephyr. 
 
    “They are close. I suspect that they will be here in the next… thirty minutes or so. Yes, maybe sooner. And the Commodore is with us? Alive?” 
 
    “Barely.” 
 
    “Quanah wants to meet with him.” 
 
    “No, I think that would be a bad idea…” Sterling said, recalling the Commodore’s triumvirate example. While Sterling didn’t have much of a knowledge of Roman history, he knew that the Commodore possessed the gift of the gab. If he actually met with Quanah, he might be able to convince the Comanche leader to not only spare his life, but to surrender in some way or split up the New Mexico territory. 
 
    “A bad idea?” 
 
    “You’ve never met the Commodore, Zee. He can be very persuasive, and I think that… Yeah, I think that for this to work it would be best if he’s dead. Also…” 
 
    Laser fire from a rooftop began cutting into the Killbillies’ defenses, signaling that Roxie had started up. 
 
    “I think Rox would agree,” Sterling said, “and besides, I promised her the Commodore’s head. So that’s our story,” Sterling told the group. “Bones tried to fight back and we handled it. Now, as to what we do until the Comanche get here. Let’s raise hell, but only on their front defenses. Let’s not get involved with the mancers or any of the Rangers they may have unless they’re wanting a fight.” 
 
    “Sounds good to me,” Paco said.  
 
    Both Sierra and the Sunflower Kid nodded in agreement. 
 
    “And remember to stay close,” Sterling told them, “close enough that Zee here can whisk us all to safety. We are only here to cause trouble until the Comanche arrive.” 
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    For the next thirty minutes or so, Sterling and his companions aided in the fog of war. This was easier due to the cover they were able to conjure courtesy of the Sunflower Kid. During this time, Sterling was also able to amass quite a collection of animates, and now had about about a dozen in his inventory list. He also had another dozen or so scattered about the Plaza, wreaking havoc. The only problem with this was the zombies weren’t able to distinguish between the various sides waging war. 
 
    Sterling didn’t care. While they had made an agreement with the Homecidos, the group was still, at its core, the post-apocalyptic equivalent of an organized crime organization. And as for the Toros, he didn’t really care what happened to them. 
 
    So his animates ran wild. 
 
    While there were stark differences between the vision he’d had several times now and reality, there was one thing that held true. An airplane. It appeared over the battlefield, circling in the dark sky above. 
 
    “I think…” 
 
    Drones were suddenly released; considering what Sterling had seen the Comanche do before, this meant that there would soon be explosions. It was clear beyond a shadow of a doubt that reinforcements had officially arrived. 
 
    “Yup. We need to move! Zee, you’re up! Maron,” he said into the earpiece, “we’re coming your way!” 
 
    Zephyr whooshed into the air, and as she did all the wind came with her, the aeromancer displaying the vacuum-like power of her ability. Sterling and the others were suddenly floating, then they were flying, quickly, Sterling gritting his teeth, his hand on his cowboy hat as his duster beat all around him.  
 
    They landed on the rooftop with Roxie, Maron, and Commodore Bones. 
 
    Explosions began, startling the three sides that were fighting. The roar of the Comanche met Sterling’s ears as motorcycles and trucks tore through the streets, heading from the west. There were mancers, drones, even biomancer-trained amalgamations—all descending upon the Plaza at once. 
 
    The Killbillies began summoning more of their forces, from Texas Rangers to mancers and other heavy artillery. Using his revolver, Sterling took a few shots at a pair of Killbillies moving toward their location.  
 
    Bang! Bang! 
 
    Still feeling the mana-pull from his animates out on the battlefield, he went ahead and withdrew his power from them, immediately noticing a shift in his energy levels. 
 
    Sterling stepped over to the Commodore and grabbed him by the back of the neck. He dragged him forward and positioned him so he could watch the battle taking place. He crouched next to the man, speaking close to his ear now. “You love to see it, don’t you?” 
 
    “One warlord for the next, you fool. You idiot. That is what you have done here. Not only that, you invited a foreign warlord, not someone from New Mexico, not someone who cares about this place. You may have won this battle—” 
 
    “Yeah, yeah, but I lost the war. I get it. And here’s the thing, ‘Beto—” 
 
    “Robert!” 
 
    “Here’s the thing, ‘Beto, the thing that you can’t quite seem to understand. I’ve got a bigger war going on. Had it been the Comanche that had come after me and my pepper farm, maybe things would be a little bit different here. But it wasn’t them fellas, it was you and yours.” 
 
    “All of this for… for a pepper farm?” 
 
    “Like I told you earlier, I’m a simple man...” There was more to it than that, but Sterling liked where this was going; he liked the idea of Commodore Bones dying by the hands of a farmer, a man mad because his home was destroyed. It made for good history, not that anyone would be writing this down in the future. Sterling grinned. “You bet your ass I did this for my pepper farm. This whole thing, hell, one could say even the war I intend to wage with the Godwalkers—all of it is because of my pepper farm. Funny, right? Funny how these things work out.” 
 
    “You don’t know what you have done!” 
 
    “I wouldn’t be so certain of that.” Sterling slapped Commodore Bones on the back. “Pretend like you’re watching a movie, amigo. I’ll be back around in a moment once I—” 
 
    The air grew electric, and not in a way that signified that an electromancer had spotted them.  
 
    Sterling’s heart dropped as two full-size Godwalkers flashed into existence above the battle. They appeared so quickly that the plane that had been circling above ended up crashing into one of them. A plume of fire, followed by thick clouds of black smoke, blotted out the night sky. 
 
    <Let’s go, now!> 
 
    “What about the Commodore?” Sterling asked. “How do we want to do this?” 
 
    He leaned back as Roxie turned to the leader of the Killbillies and fired on him from just a few feet away, completely vaporizing Commodore Bones. It was unceremonious, and violent, which was exactly what Sterling had come to expect from Roxie. 
 
    <Problem solved.> 
 
    Some of the fighting continued in the streets below, but many of the bandits and Comanche began running in various directions, those that could fly taking off. Everything, or mostly everything, had been going according to plan; the appearance of the Godwalkers complicated the situation to no end. 
 
    But there was no time to worry about that as one of the Godwalkers began to charge. 
 
    It was now or never.

  

 
   
    .Chapter Three. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Yet again Sterling experienced a strange and sudden drop in adrenaline as they appeared in Madrid, the night quiet as ever. There was no indication of what was happening in Albuquerque, some fifty miles away. No Godwalkers, no bandit groups vying for control over an important territory. 
 
    “Damn…” Sterling removed his cowboy hat and ran his hand through his hair as he caught his breath. He lit a cigarette and began pacing back and forth, still coming down from all the excitement. “Do you think it was us that brought the Godwalkers? Do we need to move?” 
 
    “No, it wasn’t us,” Maron said, once again with a confidence in his voice that made Sterling relax to some degree.  
 
    The Sunflower Kid spoke: “It must have been because of the human activity. They are known for appearing like that, you know.” 
 
    Sterling glanced over at his daughter and nodded. “You ain’t wrong there. Just… I just wasn’t expecting that. And it complicates things…” 
 
    <When are we ever expecting the Godwalkers to show up?> 
 
    “Yeah, good point.” 
 
    Raylan came out of his hangar, followed by the Chronicler. As soon as he saw their faces the researcher’s pipe appeared, the Chronicler practically absorbing their concern. 
 
    “Is everyone all right?” Raylan asked Sierra, who nodded. 
 
    “Godwalkers showed up.” 
 
    “They did, huh?” Raylan glanced from the pyromancer to Sterling. He ran his tongue across the front of his teeth. “And your face?” 
 
    “Sierra burned me; I also got in a little tussle with a hydromancer, but I’m pretty much dry now.” 
 
    “Should we be prepared for them to come here next?” asked the flectomancer. 
 
    <I am still masking our location.> 
 
    “What about the agreement that you all made with the Comanche? Where does this leave that?” 
 
    “Not in a great place, if you ask me,” Sterling told Raylan. “I’m wondering if Quanah is going to think that we brought the Godwalkers. Do you get what I’m saying here? Like we brought all the bandits together, and the Comanche, with the hopes that the Godwalkers would take them all out. That’s what I’m most afraid of.” 
 
    “We can always check with him, tomorrow…” Zephyr said, referring to the receiver that Quanah had which would allow them to teleport to his location. 
 
    “Yeah, we might should… But we’d better be ready to fight our way in and out just in case, which would make us look doubly suspicious. You see the problem here?” 
 
    “Either it works, or it doesn’t. We can’t be responsible for the Godwalkers. Surely this man must know that we can’t call the Godwalkers whenever we want and invite them to the fight.” 
 
    “People get paranoid,” Sterling told Sierra. He motioned to Roxie. “We can’t forget we have this with us, which is already suspicious enough. Here’s what we’ll do…” Sterling told the group what he was thinking, and they all seemed to agree with it in the end. Even if they were now going to be a potential target of the Comanche, that wasn’t something that they would focus on in the coming days. 
 
    Sterling had left his pepper farm for reasons of vengeance. The Killbillies had attacked him, followed by a Godwalker. He had handled the Killbillies’ side of the equation, and now it was time to attempt the other. 
 
    It was the only way to balance out the numbers. 
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    Sterling had trouble resting that night. He slept with his shotgun next to him, not able to shake this feeling that the Godwalkers would attack. It wasn’t like a shotgun was going to do much if they did, but it gave him a sense of security that allowed him to finally get some rest. 
 
    It also helped that Roxie stood guard in front of his door, something that had been arranged before he headed off to bed. 
 
    He awoke the next morning once his bed moved. He almost grabbed his shotgun, but then he saw the Godwalker’s smooth, semi-reflective surface. 
 
    “Mornin’, Rox.” 
 
    <It is about time that you woke up.> 
 
    “Is that how you do it? Banging your metal butt against my bed?” Sterling smirked. “Shee-it, Rox, you could have brought me breakfast. Put a little tray on top of your shiny head there.” 
 
    The front surface of the Godwalker began to open as if Roxie was about to fire on him. 
 
    “Hold your horses, amiga,” Sterling said as he pressed back. He didn’t think that she would shoot him, but there was no way to gauge her current enthusiasm level in her Godwalker form. 
 
    Her weapon returned to its compartment. 
 
    “Damn, talk about a terrible thing to wake up to. Guess I sort of deserved it.” 
 
    <Did you sleep all right?> 
 
    “Not so great, not so bad either. What are the others doing?” 
 
    <As you would expect, Raylan and the Chronicler have been up most of the night. Maron went to sleep at some point. Paco is up now, as is the Sunflower Kid. They are working on breakfast. Zephyr is asleep.> 
 
    “And Sierra?” 
 
    <I don’t know. She is the newest to our group, and I have yet to really keep track of her.> 
 
    “Well, now that it’s just you and me, I got a few more things to tell you. These are things I meant to talk to you about yesterday, but we got busy. The Sunflower Kid knows that I’m her father.” 
 
    <Yes, you already told me.> 
 
    “I know, but I wanted you to know that I wasn’t joking and… and there’s more to it. What I’m trying to say is that she knew all along. She knew, Roxie. She knew all along is what I’m telling you here.” 
 
    <You’re saying she knew that you were her father from the beginning?> 
 
    “Yup, since she first encountered me. Them biomancers, same as the lady that we encountered at the Acoma Pueblo, they can repair their own memories. She knew since the get-go.” 
 
    <Since the beginning?> 
 
    “Uh-huh. Since the start of the Reset pretty much. The Kid was actually looking for me, but when she found me she didn’t say nothing. I don’t know what to feel about that. It seems like she may have had some hesitations because of who I used to be. But I ain’t that man no more.” 
 
    <We have all changed. Even so, whoever you were then is part of who you are now. I suppose that works the other way as well. You are lucky in some regard, that you can find out more about who you once were. Most people don’t have that luxury.  Look at me. Look at me in this… metal box. Change is inevitable.> 
 
    “With that gun of yours pointed at me, you looked about the same as you used to. Kidding, don’t pull that thing out again. You know, there’s another thing on my mind,” Sterling prepared to tell her what he had been thinking of, finally ready to give voice to a troubling thought that had come to him once or twice, yet he hadn’t fully explored. He summed it up: “If this works, if what we do works, the same thing that happened to Isabelle may happen to you.” 
 
    <I am prepared for that possibility.> 
 
    “I figured you might be, but…” It truly hurt him to stare into his own dark reflection rather than actually look at Roxie. “But I don’t know if I am. Now that I can hear you. It has changed things for me. Just your presence…” He swallowed and glanced up at the ceiling for a moment before returning his gaze to his own muddy reflection. “You’ve been here all along, I know that, but hearing your voice…” 
 
    <We don’t know what’s going to happen, but we have to finish what we started. If I have to exist in this form, then so be it. But if I had my choice, I would rather just pass on. Like Gasper.> 
 
    “He don’t seem too happy where he’s at. Speaking of which, I need to talk to the old devil, him and Harjo. Well, I guess Harjo will be the one to talk to before we head off to rendezvous with Quanah.” 
 
    Roxie floated away from the bed. 
 
    “Hey, where are you going?” 
 
    <I was supposed to tell you that breakfast is ready. By the way, breakfast is ready.> 
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    Sterling summoned Harjo after breakfast. The telemancer’s face appeared from the top of the bottle of blood, almost as if it were inflated like a balloon. It held its form. 
 
    “...Sterling?” 
 
    “Good to see you, amigo. I hope you’re doing well over there.” Sterling was now in Raylan’s hangar. Maron and Paco had joined him, both seated on the ground while Sterling sat in a plastic chair before the bottle of Harjo’s blood. Roxie was there as well, hovering in the background. 
 
    “It’s not so bad.” 
 
    “That’s not what people usually say,” Sterling told Harjo. 
 
    “I guess I’m not like them. How did it go? How did everything go in Albuquerque?” 
 
    “To be honest, everything was going fine and dandy until the Godwalkers showed up. Right at the end there, right when the Comanche were clashing with just about anyone they could get hold of in the Plaza.” 
 
    “They did?” 
 
    “Yup, and I want to get your take on what we should do next. The thing is, I don’t want Quanah thinking that it was us, that we brought them, or that it was some kind of ambush. You see how he could think something like that, right? We bring the Killbillies and the Comanche together to fight, plus a smattering of other bandit groups, and then we bring the Godwalkers to destroy them all. Hell, I don’t even know what’s happened since we left. You bet your ass we got out of there just about as soon as them things showed up.” 
 
    “You should check and see what has happened since.” 
 
    “That was the plan, to go straight to Quanah just to test the waters. I mean, if there’s going to be another war, and it is between the Comanche and us, I’d at least like to know about it before we do what we need to do at the terminals.” 
 
    “I think it would be good to check. I don’t know if he will blame you or not. They know that the Godwalkers can show up in force like that, especially when there is something big happening. It has happened before to the Comanche.” 
 
    “It has?” Paco asked. 
 
    “Yes, in Colorado, outside of Pueblo.” 
 
    “Maybe it ain’t worth checking on then,” Sterling said after a long pause. “We got plenty of enemies as it is, what’s another added to the stack? Not much, if you ask me. Still, I do… Yeah, I do. I want him to know that it wasn’t us. Now, if he believes me or not, that’s up to him.” 
 
    Harjo’s form quivered. Sterling conjured his blood apparition once again. The telemancer continued: “Since you can teleport there and teleport away, you should be safe. If you need me to talk to Quanah, I can. I know that you didn’t bring the Godwalkers, well, aside from Roxie.” 
 
    “Yeah, I may call on you. Then again, maybe Quanah has a little more sense than some of the other sorry sons of bitches I’ve dealt with in the past. Pardon my language. It just feels like the honorable thing to do.” 
 
    “We can make it quick,” Maron said. “In and out. Raylan and I have other plans for you today. Plus, we need to start preparing for our assault.” 
 
    “Other plans? When did y’all discuss that?” 
 
    “This morning.” 
 
    “Welp, I guess that’s how it goes. I’ll update you,” Sterling told Harjo. “And like I said, I may call upon you if necessary. I sure do appreciate your help. Hopefully, Quanah won’t cause us no trouble.” 
 
    Harjo’s form returned to the bottle of blood. Sterling sent it back to his inventory list and nodded at Maron. “Who’s coming with me?” 
 
    <You should get Zephyr and Sierra. Maybe the Sunflower Kid. I will be able to travel to the receiver and back on my own, no need for Maron.> 
 
    “I can go,” Paco told Sterling. 
 
    “No, it’s best that we don’t bring everyone; we don’t want to make it look like we’re ready to wage war. How about just the Sunflower Kid and Sierra. Keep it nice and simple, yet have some backup just in case things get out of hand.” 
 
    “I’ll… I’ll grab them.” The Hopi youth left.  
 
    Sterling turned back to Roxie. “And you need to be ready to fry anyone and everyone who tries to prevent our exit.” 
 
    <It is easier to shoot people in this form and I’m even more accurate; I wouldn’t worry about that part.> 
 
    “It’s so goddamn good to hear your voice, I’ve got to say.” Sterling reached into his pocket and found one of the cigarettes he had rolled last night. He went ahead and lit it as Raylan approached. 
 
    “So, you are going now?” asked the flectomancer. 
 
    “We are, and then will be back here to do whatever we have to do to get moving.” 
 
    “Good. We’re going to test your Soul Absorption power when you return. The device I was telling you about, I’ve made a prototype.” 
 
    Sterling nodded. “We are also going to have to do a little scouting. Unfortunately, we can’t use Harjo to tap into a person’s memory to bring us closer to both canyons. This means we will have to travel as close as Roxie has been before. For Chaco Canyon, that would mean I-40. For Bryce Canyon, it would mean in and around Moab and then we head west.” 
 
    “So you would travel there, get a grasp of what everything looks like, and then be able to move back and forth quickly, once we’re ready. Is that what you’re suggesting?” Raylan asked. 
 
    “Exactly that. If we do this today and tomorrow, then we should be ready for our final push.” Sterling let out a troubled breath. As he did, it seemed like the ancient alien script that had been burned onto Maron’s face glowed for a second. “Any questions?” 
 
    Those that had joined him shook their heads. 
 
    “Good. And hopefully, I’ll be back to T or C by the weekend so I can start preparing for next year’s pepper crop.” Sterling grinned at the miniature Godwalker. “What? That is the plan, is it not?”  
 
    <I didn’t say anything.>

  

 
   
    .Chapter Four. 
 
      
 
      
 
    After he was armored up, Sterling joined Sierra and the Sunflower Kid, both of whom were gathered around Roxie. The day had started to heat up, and the early morning cold had since vanished. Even so, the Sunflower Kid wore a white shawl, her hair platinum blonde and slicked back, a natural defiance in her eyes. Her ears seemed more pointed than they normally did, almost as if she were going for elven features.  
 
    “Were you putting on makeup or something?” she asked as Sterling approached, a rare joke from the teenage biomancer. “What took you so long?” 
 
    “Well, first, I had to put on this armor, then I decided to have me a cigarette. Then…” Sterling cleared his throat. “I just got distracted by something. Ain’t nothing wrong with that, is there?” 
 
    The truth was, he had started to flip through his book of desert haiku, and reading some of his past works always came tethered with memories. He recalled some of the places that he had been, the haiku aiding him with his memories. Sometimes, he would get lost in the words as they triggered myriad thoughts. 
 
    “Anyway, in and out,” Sterling said as he placed his hand on the Godwalker. “That’s the plan here, Rox.” 
 
    <In that case, perhaps I should summon my weapon now.> 
 
    The front surface of the Godwalker began to shift as Roxie’s small laser cannon appeared. 
 
    “Let’s not go in there like that,” Sterling said. To illustrate his point, he sent his two revolvers to his inventory list. He did, however, keep a shotgun holstered under his shoulder, hidden by his black duster. “Everyone wearing their anti-telepathy bracelets?” 
 
    The Sunflower Kid nodded. 
 
    “I borrowed one from Maron,” said Sierra. 
 
    “In that case, y’all ready?” 
 
    They portaled away, and appeared instantly inside of Quanah’s trailer. There was enough room for them, but their sudden appearance did cause the trailer to shake a little.  
 
    “Quanah, it’s us,” Sterling called out, a tinge of apprehension coming to him as he squinted toward the back of the space, light cutting for just a bit of dust in the air. It was too quiet. He all but expected the door to explode open as the Comanche rushed inside. Still, he kept his hand away from his firearm.   
 
    Better not to jump the gun… Sterling thought as he sensed the movement from one of the bedrooms. The door opened slowly and Quanah stepped into the hallway. “I was wondering when you would come,” he said, the robed man nonchalant as ever. “Please, follow me.” 
 
    Quanah reached the door of his trailer, slipped into a pair of sandals, and turned back to them. “Maybe not the Godwalker.” 
 
    Sterling exchanged glances with Sierra and the Sunflower Kid. The teenage biomancer nodded and sent Roxie to her inventory list before she could protest. 
 
    “Good. I want to show you how things are going. I also want to thank you,” Quanah said. “Aside from the appearance of the Godwalkers, the campaign has been a success.” 
 
    Once again, Sterling glanced from Sierra to the Sunflower Kid. He really wished Harjo was there at that moment so he could air his thoughts. This was the last thing that he expected, but it truly seemed that there was no suspicion on Quanah’s part as the leader of the Comanche led them out of his trailer. The guards didn’t budge, all now under Quanah’s telepathic control. The men simply formed a perimeter around the four of them as they headed toward the Plaza. 
 
    Sterling recognized their current location. It was in the neighborhood around the Plaza, not far from a park in front of what used to be an art museum. Men and women in full Comanche regalia, their faces painted black, grew increasingly active as Quanah led them closer to the Plaza. They sifted through the rubble, some armed, others clearly there for scavenging and evacuation purposes. 
 
    Sterling saw where the two Godwalkers he had seen last night fired their weapons. The blast radius spanned hundreds of yards and cut through anything that it touched, completely disentigrating any organic material it came into contact with and leaving a trail of scorched markings. 
 
    “I believe they were trying to send a message, but it didn’t deter us,” Quanah said as he finally stopped and turned to Sterling and his companions. He placed his hands behind his back. “We have managed to mostly eradicate the Toros. We made contact with Homecidos, and I do not know how things will go in that regard.” 
 
    “And the rest of them Killbillies?” asked Sterling. 
 
    “They have been handled. I was hoping that I would be able to speak with their leader; he is not with you, as I had anticipated.” 
 
    Sterling offered the leader of the Comanche a firm nod. “He made his move, and we made ours.” 
 
    “I see. To those that survived, we have offered the option of joining us. We will see how they react. I consider the Comanche to be moving into a new phase of our expansion, one in which we slow our spread as we begin focusing on the territory we already possess. It has been quite a journey,” he said, although Sterling couldn’t tell if the statement was for him, or if it was some sort of mantra that Quanah had been telling himself. The leader of the Comanche slowly looked from his own feet up to Sterling. “If you need to call on our services to handle the Godwalkers, do not hesitate to ask. I will keep this device,” he said as the receiver materialized in the palm of his hand. “Do not hesitate.” 
 
    “I don’t know just yet if we’re going to need any help, but I would wager that some spare mancers would be a good thing. That or a distraction.” 
 
    “I am able to provide both.” Quanah extended his hand to Sterling. “Anything to make this a reality. What the Godwalkers did last night was… It must stop. They have terrorized us long enough.” As Sterling shook Quanah’s hand, he couldn’t help but think of the people that the Comanche had buried in their push to reform their territory. Those who had been killed and their families likely thought a very similar thing to what the man had just said. 
 
    But that was how things seemed to work.  
 
    What goes around, comes around, and it don’t stop. It never stops. 
 
    “We will be in touch,” Sterling finally told Quanah. “One more thing.” 
 
    “Yes?” 
 
    “Gonna sound strange, but do you have a stack of dead bodies or something, Killbillies, other banditos, that I could peruse? I need me some recruits.” 
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    “Can’t beat that,” Sterling said once they arrived back in Madrid. The sky was still the same color turquoise that it had been earlier that day, but now there were a smattering of large white clouds, arcs of sun cutting through them as if they were spotlights. “Can’t beat that either,” he said as he gestured toward the clouds. “Love me a beautiful day.” 
 
    The wind whipped around them as Zephyr landed. Her expression went from one of concern to relief. “I’m guessing it went well.” 
 
    “Just about as good as it could have gone,” Sierra told her. “He didn’t think that the Godwalkers had anything to do with us, and he offered to help with whatever we needed.” 
 
    “What a strange change of heart.” 
 
    <I was thinking the same thing.> 
 
    “Actually, he never did make any indication to us that he was that bad of a guy,” said Sterling as he winked at the Godwalker. “Some of his troops, the ones operating on their own or further away from the main group, seem to be the biggest problem. He’s technically their new leader, so maybe that explains the change in dynamics. Anyhow, for now, we can put that to rest.”  
 
    Sterling turned toward the hangar. He entered to find the Chronicler asleep on a chair in the corner, the man’s bucket hat covering his eyes. Raylan and Maron were working on something together, and as Sterling approached, the technomancer looked up at him, his eyes twitching a little as he focused on the cowboy necromancer. 
 
    “Just in time.” 
 
    “Oh yeah?” Sterling asked Raylan. “Just in time for what?” 
 
    “To test this.” Raylan motioned to a contraption on the table. It looked like a canister, yet the piece was wrapped in the liquid metal that flectomancers were able to produce.  
 
    “That’s it, huh?” 
 
    “It is. And today, a few miles from here, we’re going to test it. I hope you’re ready.” 
 
    “I don’t really have a choice, do I?” 
 
    Raylan grinned. “No, not really. Well, of course you do but…” 
 
    “I know, I know, this was all my idea in the first place. Well, not this invention of yours, but what we are about to do. Are we just going to leave Dusty resting over there?” Sterling asked. 
 
    “I don’t see why not.” 
 
    “In that case, who else do I need to gather?” Sterling asked Raylan. 
 
    “Sierra, Paco, and Zephyr.” 
 
    “Will do. I’m guessing Rox needs to come with us as well.” 
 
    “She does, and I have the location already,” Maron said as he tapped his temple. 
 
    Sterling tipped his hat at the technomancer. “Sounds bueno, I’ll round up the others.” 
 
    Zephyr and Sierra were still outside talking, but the Sunflower Kid had already moved on. It wasn’t difficult to see where she had gone, especially with the smattering of sunflowers that she bloomed with each footstep. Sterling followed the trail of flowers up to the street, and across the road to the communal dining area. He found the Kid seated on the front porch. 
 
    “Have you seen Paco?” 
 
    “How did you find me?” 
 
    “Shee-it, you’re full of jokes today, ain’t you?” He grinned at the teenage biomancer. “You know, after what you told me, I get this feeling that I should be asking you questions about who I was. I’ve thought about it a little and have been wondering why I haven’t. But then, I think to myself, this is who you are now, and nostalgia can be toxic. Does that make sense?” 
 
    “I can see how someone would feel that, yes. If you have any questions, I’ll answer them.” 
 
    “I know you will,” Sterling told her. “Look at me, coming over here looking for Paco and then putting on my inquisitor hat.” 
 
    “It’s fine. Paco is inside. He has been making fry bread. It’s really good.” 
 
    “I’ll bet…” Sterling took a seat not far from the Kid. He rolled up a cigarette and lit it. “Did I smoke? The me from before, did I?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Really? This is a new habit?” 
 
    “You were already smoking once we finally ran into each other in Las Cruces. So yes, it is a new habit, one that you must have gotten from someone that you met before you ran into me.” 
 
    Sterling thought back to those times. He remembered meeting a man and a woman, both huddled together and sharing cigarettes. He spent the day with them, but they were too jittery for his tastes. Rather than wanting to figure out what was happening, the pair moved closer and closer to losing their minds. And that was just in one day. 
 
    “Yeah, I remember when I started now,” Sterling said. “Funny, that. Anyhow, I’ll head on in there and see what ol’ Paco is cooking up. If he’s ready to go, we’ll head out and have ourselves a little fun.” 
 
    “Where are you going?” 
 
    “To test Raylan’s newest invention. Some sort of bomb thingamajig.” 
 
    “I want to go.” 
 
    “Now—” 
 
    “You need someone’s soul to absorb, right? That’s what they want to test, redistributing your power. Well, you can absorb mine.” 
 
    “Sure, but… If it’s too much, you let me know.” 
 
    “I will.” 
 
    “In that case…. Yup, I’ll grab Paco and we will head over to the others.” 
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    Sterling ended up spending a few minutes in the kitchen with Paco eating fried bread while it was still piping hot. The Hopi youth knew what he was doing, and it made Sterling want to get Raylan’s experiment over with so they could have another afternoon meal. 
 
    Once they reached the others, who had gathered yet again in front of Raylan’s hangar, the group portaled to a location Sterling had never been before. They were now in a valley, and what he assumed was northeastern New Mexico. Mountains were visible on the horizon, the distance casting them in a shade of purple that resembled the color of grapes. The soil beneath his feet was dry and cracked, like a thirsty riverbed. As Sterling grew used to solid ground once again, he turned to get instructions from Raylan. 
 
    “This is where we’re going to do it. Using wind and heat, you will burrow a hole here.” A target had already been made using a circle of rocks, even though this wasn’t necessarily needed. It did have a way of legitimizing what they were set to do.  
 
    The flectomancer turned to Sterling. “You will fly overhead and drop it. You’re going to have to fly high enough that you can deliver the payload and give both Zephyr and Paco time to get away, as well as yourself. The rest of us are going to be there.” He pointed to a rocky outcrop. “And all of us need to be prepared to move quickly if this doesn’t pan out the way that we would like.” 
 
    Raylan handed Sterling the canister. 
 
    “Are there explosives in here?” 
 
    “Not the sense of a traditional explosive. As you fly, you will redistribute the energy you have absorbed into this canister. You will need to do so quickly, just a few seconds before you drop it. I have more in my inventory list in case there is a hiccup along the way.” 
 
    “Yup, this is about the damn craziest thing you’ve ever had me do,” Sterling told the flectomancer. 
 
    “And hopefully, it will work. Sierra, would you be able to offer a little of your energy?” 
 
    “No, that’s why I came,” said the Sunflower Kid. 
 
    “I don’t mind either,” said Sierra. 
 
    “Not a bad idea, actually. Perhaps both of you can do so. Let’s see the extent of what is possible here.” Raylan and Maron started off toward the outcrop, the others following behind. 
 
    <You have to be careful.> 
 
    Sterling turned to the Godwalker and grinned. “I’m always careful.” 
 
    <I’m serious. I know you don’t like heights, but you can’t let that distract you. And when it blows up… you have to get away from there.> 
 
    “I won’t be distracted; I’m taking this as seriously as I possibly can,” Sterling said as he sent his cowboy hat to his inventory list. “You damn well know how much I hate flying. If I’m willing to do that to make this work, well, I’m going to be damn sure to pay attention because the last thing I want to do, the absolute last thing I want to do, is fall out of the sky like a vulture who done lost his damn mind. Don’t you worry, Rox. Don’t you worry none.” 
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    He hated to do it, but if this was what it would take to annihilate the Godwalkers of the Southwest, then so be it. 
 
    Now about four hundred feet above the ground, Sterling flew in a slow circle, loathing every moment of his current situation. He’d absorbed energy from both Sierra and the Sunflower Kid now, which was another thing he didn’t like to do, especially with the looks on their faces. The Kid was a bit more used to it considering that this was her second time, but Sierra didn’t take well to his soul absorption power. She flared, and ended up burning his hands. 
 
    It hadn’t been a bad burn, and his hands had mostly healed, the blisters gone, the skin shiny and pink. His black duster billowing in the wind behind them, Sterling continued in a slow circle above the drop zone as he waited now for Zephyr and Paco to drill under the hardtop using a concentration of wind and heat. What they were doing was remarkable, even more so as tiny blips of static electricity began to appear in the tornado that Zephyr had summoned. 
 
    They flew in tandem around the creation, the aeromancer yet again in charge of flight while Paco focused all his power on the heat that he was creating. 
 
    It began to work, and Sterling knew that they would be able to go deeper with Sierra’s help. But this was just the first part of the experiment, they had to see if it would do anything to begin with. 
 
    They continued digging, the ground heated up, and dust and stones were tossed into the air connected by bolts of electricity. They soon had a hole that was easily ten feet deep, maybe more. 
 
    The two departed, and headed back toward the outcrop where Raylan and the others waited. 
 
    Now it was Sterling’s turn. 
 
    As the flectomancer had instructed, he began forcing his power out of his hands. At first, he didn’t think it was having an effect, but then, as he continued to circle in the sky overhead, he looked down at the canister and saw that the small light Raylan had installed on the piece was on. 
 
    Flickering. 
 
    This encouraged Sterling to put his all into it. The cowboy necromancer closed his eyes as he forced the power he had absorbed out of him, the soul energy of those he cared deeply for. He dropped a few feet and tensed up. He nearly released the device, but gripped it again as he steadied himself over his target. 
 
    “I really hope this works,” he mumbled as he finally released the canister. 
 
    Sterling flew back, yet again following Raylan’s instructions. 
 
    He thought he was far enough away, yet the bizarre explosion that followed had a blast radius unlike anything Sterling had ever seen before. Sterling could feel it in his chest, it was nearly strong enough to disrupt his ability to levitate. He watched as a plume of energy created a semi-transparent cylinder that quickly flattened and whipped across the land, like a wind just a few inches beneath the topsoil. 
 
    The device certainly worked, but Sterling didn’t trust the output of energy that it produced. Not only did it create an enormous explosion, he had this feeling that if they continued testing it, it would certainly bring the Godwalkers. 
 
    They needed to leave now. 
 
    And it was clear, as he reached the others, that they were thinking the same thing. 
 
    “We will discuss it back in Madrid. That was…” Raylan’s eyes lit up, as the flectomancer paced maniacally. “That was marvelous. That was beyond what I expected! But it is something that I am wary of testing again.” 
 
    “I reckon,” Sterling said as he finally touched down, glad as ever to be on solid ground yet again. He laid both arms across the crown of his head as he stared at the aftermath of their blast, at the dust that was slowly filtering back down to the desertscape. 
 
    <We need to go.> 
 
    “Yes, yes,” Raylan said hurriedly. “Everyone, gather around. We leave now.” 
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    Sterling was on edge the rest of the afternoon. He kept fretting that the Godwalkers would show up, that they would have to fight back now, losing their advantage. This never turned out to be the case. Mysterious as ever, aided by the way Roxie was blocking their location, the Godwalkers never came. 
 
    After a communal meal, Sterling returned to his room. He felt like keeping to himself, and he knew at some point he would need to talk to Don Gasper as well and update the old shaman. He was just removing his cowboy hat with plans to relax on the bed when Roxie appeared. 
 
    <Sleep so soon?> 
 
    “It’s getting late,” he told her on the tail end of a yawn. 
 
    <Do you want to go somewhere?> 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    <To Truth or Consequences. I can take you there, you know. I’ve been. I thought you may want to see some of your friends before…> 
 
    “Kip? I don’t got that many friends to see there aside from Kip. And…” Sterling looked around, as if he were now in on some sort of secret. “Just us?” 
 
    <No one has to know.> 
 
    “When?” 
 
    <Right now. Are you ready?> 
 
    Sterling grabbed his cowboy hat and placed it on his head. “I am gonna scare the hell out of Kip, just you wait and see.” He started to laugh. “Imagine me showing up and I got a goddamn Godwalker with me. Ol’ Kip is going shit a brick, I tell you what. Hell, I should put on my Comanche outfit, maybe paint my face.” 
 
    <Don’t make me regret this.> 
 
    “You are the one that offered. And you know me, I never look a gift horse in the mouth, whatever the hell that means. Speaking of which…” 
 
    <Yes?> 
 
    “I was just thinking about how I never ride Manchester anymore, now that you’re able to portal us around. Kind of funny, if you ask me. It sort of goes along with the same thing that happened to the before people, from horses to cars, planes, trains, and automobiles. You get what I’m saying here, Rox. A new mode of transportation becomes available and the old one gets left in the dust, so to speak. Well, I’m here to tell you, Manchester,” Sterling said as he playfully pointed at a chair on the other side of the room. “I ain’t gonna forget you, boy. I don’t forget no one. Now, let’s git.” 
 
    Sterling approached Roxie, and the two portaled away.  
 
    They appeared on the outskirts of T or C, not far from I-25. Sterling took a deep breath in; it smelled like home. The desert air had a gravitas to it that was different from the crisp air of Madrid, a chill that gave him goosebumps, that made him want to wrap his shoulders in a wool blanket and sit on his porch with a cup of instant coffee and a cigarette. As he took his first staggering step forward, he felt like he did once they breached the New Mexico border. It took a lot for him not to simply fall to his knees and start kissing the ground. 
 
    This was home. He had made it. 
 
    “I’m going to need to send you away for just a bit,” he told Roxie. 
 
    <I understand.> 
 
    “But I’ll be bringing you back out here in a minute. I can’t wait to see the look on Kip’s face. Judging by the time…” Sterling glanced up at the darkened sky, where a thin stretch of stars signaled galaxies beyond. Whatever it was, it was past dusk.  “He might still be drinking. If not, he’s at home, already drunk. It’s not like he has a lot of entertainment options here.” 
 
    Sterling sent the Godwalker to his inventory list and summoned Manchester’s bones. His skeletal steed clicked together; Sterling placed his hand on the horse’s bony face. “I was just talking about you, Pingo.” 
 
    Once he mounted up, they headed toward the bar in town, near Ingo’s Cafe. Sterling wished that Roxie had made the offer to take him here in the morning, so he could see Ingo and maybe some of the hotcakes that the German man made on occasion. That could be for another day. 
 
    Hell, maybe sooner than later… 
 
    People were certainly surprised to see Sterling step into the small tavern. He shook plenty of hands, tipped his hat at some of the more quiet folks who sat in the back, and finally got word that Kip had already left for the night. 
 
    After a shot of tequila, Sterling mounted up yet again and rode to the trailer that Kip stayed in, not far from Veterans Memorial Park. Kip’s home was behind the Dianne Hamilton Military Museum, which still had an old medical truck out front, one that was painted turquoise and had since rusted over. 
 
    After Sterling hopped off Manchester, he sent the bones back to his inventory list and summoned Roxie. 
 
    <I’m guessing that is it… Lovely.> 
 
    Sterling looked over to the trailer, which had a faint glow coming from inside. “Sure is. Kip’s little slice of paradise, right here. I’ll tell you what, during the summer, things get rowdy over here near them picnic tables. Heh. Barbecues, quinceaneras, hell, you name it, we celebrate it. Good location for Kip, too. All he has to do is stumble back to his trailer. Me? I gotta ride a couple miles out of town to get to my place. Or…” Sterling shook his head. “Where my place used to be.” 
 
    <When you come back, where will you live?> 
 
    “At first, maybe we’ll live here. He’s got a nice comfortable couch in there. I’ll see if I can get my home rebuilt in the same place. Got enough people around these parts that owe me favors, they’ll chip in, and I’ll chip in later when I get my first batch of peppers going. Let’s just get to that point first…” 
 
    <You assume I am coming with you?> 
 
    “If we survive all this, you are, ain’t you?” 
 
    <I haven’t actually thought about what happens next.> 
 
    “Well, you should start thinking about it. Because I could sure use the company, Rox, and hell, a cute little Godwalker like yourself around could keep the varmints off the property, and I’m not just talking about any of them leftover Killbillies.” 
 
    <I’m not your watchdog.> 
 
    “Never said you were. Now, let’s see what the old bastard is up to…” Sterling cleared his throat. “Kip, come on out of there, you son of a bitch. I’m here to rob ya!” 
 
    The trailer jerked as Kip heard Sterling’s voice. He practically exploded out the front of the trailer, the bald man in a hooded sweatshirt that barely stretched over his beer belly, the skin on his face blotchy. 
 
    “What in the hell?” he asked as soon as he saw the Godwalker. Kip summoned a shotgun from his inventory list and pointed it at Roxie. 
 
    “She’s with me…” 
 
    He looked at Sterling incredulously. “Did you just say… she?” 
 
    “I sure did. My friend is stuck in there.” 
 
    Confusion painted across Kip’s face. “Did you say your friend? You got a friend that’s little like that?” 
 
    “It’s a long story, Kip, and I’m running low on tequila. I was hoping you had some, or we can go back to town and have a few shots. I’ll catch you up on everything that’s been going on, amigo.” 
 
    “I can’t believe…” Kip sent his shotgun away and cautiously approached Sterling, almost as if he were a mirage. “It really is you, ain’t it?” 
 
    Before Sterling could answer, Kip gave him a big hug and patted him hard on the back. “Damn, I didn’t think I’d ever see your skeleton ass again. Figured them ‘Billies got the best of you.” 
 
    “Nah, they got what was coming for them in the end. Believe that. So, tequila, you got some?” 
 
    Kip started to laugh. “I do. Now wait a damn minute. Did you just come here to drink my liquor?”  
 
    “No, well, yes, but also I got a little request, something I need you to keep an eye out for.” 
 
    Kip scratched the back of his neck. “Yeah? What’s that?” 
 
    “I’ll catch you up on everything, including a little trip I took to Gallup.”  
 
    Kip whistled. “The Gallup? Did you stay at the El Rancho?” 
 
    “You bet your ass I did.” 
 
    Kip summoned a bottle of tequila, the top of which had been sealed with red wax. “I’ve been saving this for… For when you returned. Not gonna lie. Stole it from some out of towner after I beat him up. He had it coming, don’t you worry. If I hadn’t gotten to him, you would have. Damn, is it good to have you back, amigo.” 
 
    “I ain’t fully back yet. There’s still one thing I got to do, but we might as well partake. Because this may be it.” 
 
    “It?” 
 
    Sterling motioned Kip over to the picnic table. “I’ll explain everything. I hope you wasn’t up in there drinking alone.” 
 
    “Well, alls I can say is I ain’t drinking alone now!”

  

 
   
    .Chapter Five. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Yet again, Sterling didn’t have a chance the next morning to go through his normal rituals, no time to pen a desert haiku, and barely had any time to roll up a couple of cigarettes before he shared a quick breakfast of eggs and fry bread with the others. 
 
    As he ate, Sterling was glad for his Resolve, which had already cured him of any hangover that he should have had after the previous night of pounding shot after shot of tequila with his old friend Kip. He had known that their reunion might get a little rowdy, but in the end, Kip and Sterling mostly reminisced about the past, which was a way for Sterling to slowly tell his old friend all that had happened since they had last met. 
 
    At one point, he all but had to chain Kip to his trailer to prevent the man from coming back to Madrid with him. They’d almost come to blows over it, but in the end, Kip had backed down. 
 
    “You know I hate them Godwalkers too,” Kip kept saying as he smoked one of Sterling’s cigarettes. “As much as anyone, as much as you… as much as… damn Godwalkers! Things they did to us, our lives. You can’t blame me for wanting to get even with them. Same as you.” 
 
    Yet Sterling knew it would be a bad idea to introduce Kip into the equation, so he simply kept drinking with his friend until Kip eventually passed out. He had used this tactic before with similar success.  
 
    In the end, Sterling barely remembered returning to Madrid and getting in his bed, yet it had happened, and he had Roxie to thank for it. 
 
    Next time, he would try to remember to remove his boots before falling asleep. 
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    The scouting team had already been decided for the New Mexico portion of their excursion.  
 
    They would all teleport there together, sans Raylan. Maron, the Chronicler, and Paco would stay back, while Sterling and the others leapfrogged their way toward Chaco Canyon. They would get as close as they could without being detected, and then they would portal back to the Chronicler. From there, they would all head as a group to Moab to perform a similar action, yet this time they would all travel to the site together. 
 
    It was going to be a long day, and for some of them, it would be quite strenuous. Sterling knew that Maron was definitely going to be putting in some work, but he wasn’t the only one that would be suffering through this trip. Try as he might, Sterling still had a fear of heights, and the thought of Zephyr leapfrogging them over the span of a couple hundred miles was about as appealing as being branded. 
 
    Yet he knew it had to be done. 
 
    They gathered in front of Rayan’s hangar, the sky above a rare shade of gray. It looked like it might rain, but Sterling had seen days like this and figured it would pass. The rainy season was over. 
 
    <Is everyone ready?> 
 
    “Ready as I’ll ever be,” Sterling said, his answer followed by affirmative grunts and gestures from the others. 
 
    The Chronicler placed both hands on his bucket hat and squinted up at the sky, his hands now propped beneath his chin. “In that case, let’s hope this is a successful trip.” 
 
    They portaled away.  
 
    Sterling and his group pixelated into existence somewhere along I-40 somewhere between Gallup and Albuquerque, the location confirmed by Roxie, the Chronicler, and Maron. Once they were settled and the dust had filtered away, they shifted off the sun-bleached highway, where they soon found the remnants of an old red barn, one that had been recently used by squatters. Sterling noted an area where a fire had once been; he saw discarded cans of beans, some still with ants, and yellowed mattresses, the springs inside showing. 
 
    “This looks like as good a place as any,” he told the Chronicler. “Plus there’s some shade. Hell, there’s even a bed if one of y’all gets sleepy.” Sterling motioned toward the single red wall of the barn that was still standing. The word Killbilly had been spray-painted across it in yellow. “If there is any trouble, and I don’t expect there to be, they are all yours,” Sterling told Paco, who now stood next to Maron. 
 
    The technomancer’s face glowed, the alien markings freshly pink even if his eyes had returned to their normal color. He looked better than he had when teleporting before, which told Sterling he was now quite accustomed to traveling this way. “And you anticipate this will take two hours?” Maron asked Zephyr. 
 
    “Maybe, maybe not. You got somewhere else to be?” Sterling asked. 
 
    Maron grinned. “Yeah, Moab.” 
 
    “Damn right, Moab. We’ll have us a real nice meal in Moab courtesy of the Elder of Icaria, ain’t that right, Dusty?” 
 
    “I… I don’t know. We will have to see what she agrees to. We are arriving unannounced.” 
 
    “The way I see it, we are practically heroes there. I’m sure they’ll be able to round up something. It’s not like we’ve asked for anything. A square meal shouldn’t be no problem. I mean, they should be rolling out the red carpet.” Sterling took off his cowboy hat and sent it to his inventory list. He then sent his duster away. 
 
    “You ready?” Zephyr asked him. 
 
    “Almost. Let me smoke, send Roxie here to my list , and then we can get going.” 
 
    “Be sure to note anything out of the ordinary,” said the Chronicler. Sterling realized how funny what Dusty had said sounded in the context of what they were doing.  
 
    Sierra was the first to point this out: “You do realize we are going to spy on what has been described to me as a field of Godwalkers, right? Should I note that this is… out of the ordinary?” 
 
    The Chronicler grinned. “Perhaps I should have worded that differently.” 
 
    “Don’t you worry, Dusty. If we see any souvenirs, we’ll be sure to grab one for you,” Sterling told him as he lit a cigarette. He looked to the Sunflower Kid, who was now crouched in the shade and growing some fruit for Paco, Maron, and the Chronicler to enjoy while they were gone. The Kid’s hair was blue today, cut short along the sides and long in the back. She glanced up at him, plucked one of the strawberries, popped it in her mouth, and smiled. 
 
    You sure are something, aren’t you, my little Angel? Sterling thought, proud that she was his daughter.  
 
    Whatever became of all this, at least he had that. 
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    Shooting into the air and coming back down was just about as unsettling as Sterling had imagined it would be. He clenched his eyes shut every time they flew upward, his fists balled at his sides. Their movements seemed to have no effect on Zephyr, Sierra, or the Sunflower Kid, all of whom went airborne and came back down with few words exchanged. 
 
    This wasn’t the case for Sterling. 
 
    Each time they touched down he cursed and thought about having a cigarette. They had traveled this way about a dozen times when he finally broke down and decided on a smoke break. 
 
    “Let’s take five,” he said. Their small group was now standing along the side of a road that was on the cusp of no longer existing. There were plenty of hills ahead, and staring off into the distance gave no indication as to how much further they had to go. 
 
    He didn’t ask. 
 
    It was better not to know; it was better to just hope that they would reach their destination soon and be able to teleport back to the others. As Sterling smoked, the Sunflower Kid squatted in front of a flowering cactus, a curious look on her face. She touched one of the magenta flowers and closed her eyes for a moment, which made Sterling assume that this was how biomancers learned how to replicate organic life. Communicating with it, somehow, got to be. 
 
    “You ready yet?” Zephyr asked him after another few minutes. “Or should we turn this break into a little siesta?” 
 
    “Ready as I’ll ever be.” 
 
    Yet again they continued their strange traveling pattern, up and down, which allowed them to cover great distances yet keep an eye on the land below, just in case they got too close to Chaco Canyon. At some point, they dropped before a sign that was still erected, one pointing out the national park. 
 
    Chaco Canyon National Historical Park. Just nine miles to go, Sterling thought as he wiped sweat off his brow. 
 
    The road by this point was nonexistent, the landscape one that would have belonged anywhere in New Mexico. There was a yellow tint to it, mountains in the background, a field of runoff from the last time water flowed through here. Indiscernible distances, he thought as he tried to gauge how far he was from the mountains. 
 
    They continued, and eventually, the group came to one of the entrances of the park. Sterling immediately summoned Roxie. “I think this is just about as far as we should go,” he said as his eyes traced over the Chaco Canyon gift shop. The building was made of adobe and it was a faded orange, like so many structures in the Southwest. The gift shop was surprisingly intact. 
 
    “Should we look inside?” asked Sierra. “Didn’t you promise the Chronicler a souvenir?” 
 
    <We are close.> 
 
    “Way too close,” Sterling said.  
 
    He hadn’t seen any Godwalkers yet, but he could feel their presence in a strange way. Perhaps it was nerves, perhaps it was something else, but there was something different about this area that lingered in the air. If it had been up to Sterling, he wouldn’t have taken another step forward, but as always the Sunflower Kid moved ahead. 
 
    He caught up with her as the Kid summoned a vine from the other side of a glass door and quietly unlocked the door from within. Like a gentleman, Sterling held the door for the women. Once he joined them inside his eyes immediately fell to the windows overlooking the canyon.  
 
    “Whoa…” 
 
    He could now see the Godwalkers beyond, eight of the larger ones and a good number of the medium-sized monoliths. There were smaller monoliths as well, but from his current vantage point he couldn’t get a good count of them. The reason they hadn’t seen the Godwalkers earlier had been because of the construction of the gift shop, which sat on a bit of an overhang so it could look out over the canyon. 
 
    This clearly was a home base. 
 
    The Godwalkers all seemed to be charging, yet Sterling couldn’t shake this feeling that they had somehow sensed his presence, that they were all looking in his direction. His skin started to crawl, and his throat went dry.  
 
    “Y’all—” 
 
    “These should help,” Sierra said as she began selecting travel guides and brochures. She picked one up called Pueblo del Arroyo Trail Guide, another that read Pueblo Bonito. By the time she approached Sterling, she had other small books about Chaco Canyon and its cultural heritage plus a foldable map of the area. Everything she had looked interesting, yet Sterling couldn’t take his eyes off the Godwalkers outside the window. Even if they were at least a mile away, it still felt like they were floating right in front of him. 
 
    The Sunflower Kid placed a green Chaco Canyon hat on her head. She threaded her blue hair through the opening in the back, and cocked the brim slightly to the side. “What do you think about my new signature look?” 
 
    Her statement finally broke Sterling’s focus on the field of Godwalkers that stretched across Chaco Canyon. He turned to her and grinned. “Maybe I should get me a hat as well.” 
 
    “Probably not. Cowboy hats suit you better,” Zephyr said as she turned to the exit. “Unless the four of you need to do any other shopping or grab some souvenirs, perhaps we should return to the others. We are way too close.” 
 
    “See?” Sterling said. “That’s what I was saying.” 
 
    <We should head away from the gift shop before we teleport. I feel like that will be safer.> 
 
    “You’re in charge,” Sterling told Roxie as his eyes skimmed over a pinned statement about Chaco Canyon, one accompanied by a large, textured map covered in dust.  
 
    He quickly read the description: 
 
    ~Chaco Canyon contains evidence of ten thousand years of human occupation~ Chaco Canyon was the center of a far-reaching culture between CE 850 and 1250. Located in one of the Southwest’s most marginal farming areas, the people fashioned an ancient urban ceremonial center known for its trade. Chacoans acquired trade items from northern Mexico and Mesoamerican cultures, items ranging from copper bells and turquoise to parrots and conch shell trumpets. Religion, administration, trade networks, engineering, agriculture, astronomy, and art—all were part of this mysterious Chacoan world. A variety of materials were imported to Chaco Canyon, including approximately 200,000 whole trunks of ponderosa pine to construct the great houses, some of which were upwards of four stories tall. The ponderosa pine was laboriously brought from the Chuska Mountains, a considerable distance of over a hundred miles. Chaco’s influence eventually covered a vast area of the present day Southwest, including the San Juan basin of New Mexico and portions of Colorado, Utah, and Arizona. For more than three hundred years, Chacoan Culture united many diverse peoples within its sphere of influence. Then it disappeared entirely, the site completely abandoned by the year 1300. 
 
      
 
    Then it disappeared entirely, Sterling thought as his group moved on. Stuff of fantasy… 
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    “Got you some goodies,” Sterling said, just about as soon as they returned to the Chronicler, Maron, and Paco. The three men sat in the shade of the red barn, the Chronicler at the forefront as if he had just been giving a lecture. 
 
    The researcher’s eyes lit up as Sierra handed over a collection of pamphlets, books, and maps. “This is wonderful.” He unfolded a map and began looking it over, his bushy white brows furrowing. “Where were the Godwalkers?” 
 
    “Right about there,” Sterling said, pointing to a position near Pueblo del Arroyo and Pueblo Bonito, the two large, ancient structures that sat across from one another. “The Godwalkers weren’t directly between the two, just a bit south, but my guess is that is where the Terminal is located, especially considering the way that they were all hovering around it like a bunch of braindead moths.” 
 
    Dusty traced his finger over the location and finally looked up at Sterling. “In that case, I suppose we should head to Moab. I can look through all of this later and see if there isn’t more.” 
 
    “Yep, a meal in Moab, like I promised,” Sterling said, “and we will go from there.” 
 
    “A quick meal,” Zephyr added. “If we are doing this tomorrow, I want to get as much as we can get done early so there is time to rest. We’ll need plenty of rest, especially those that will be letting you borrow some of their power.” 
 
    “Yeah, but I got me a bit of a solution to our power issue…” 
 
    “What do you mean?” the aeromancer asked Sterling. 
 
    “Let’s just handle Moab and Bryce Canyon first, get back to Madrid, then we can hash it out. Maron? You ready to take us there?” 
 
    The technomancer got to his feet and approached the Godwalker. As he did, Sterling’s companions began to gather around both of them. “Let’s go,” Maron said, his eyes igniting with code. 
 
    Sterling and his companions appeared outside of Moab. It wasn’t long before they had taken the highway south to the Deseret city, where the Chronicler handled the guards at the front gate. From there it was straight to the Elder of Icaria’s home, where the woman was yet again seated outside in her garden with Evan, her chihuahua. 
 
    “I hope you had a big lunch planned,” Sterling said as he tipped his hat to the woman. “Because we are here to collect.” 
 
    She laughed. “You came here to be fed?” 
 
    “I know y’all got a good restaurant in town,” Sterling said. “We’re just passing through, on our way to Bryce Canyon, and we figured we could maybe get a meal. Now, I’m not going to tell you that we have a pyromancer and a solimancer with us, which would greatly aid in the cooking or grilling of meat, if that’s what you were planning on serving, but…” 
 
    The Elder of Icaria stepped down from her porch and threw her colorful scarf over one shoulder. She smiled playfully at Sterling. “You have some nerve.” 
 
    “Nerve? They call these huevos where I’m from. Anyhow, we are more than able to help out on this little feast.” 
 
    “I’m sure you are. A feast then, is it?” As she considered this, her chihuahua barked. “Give me a moment and I’ll make some arrangements.” The Elder of Icaria walked to the front gate of her home and spoke to a guard there. He nodded curtly and was gone by the time she returned. 
 
    Over the next hour, the Chronicler, Maron, and the Elder of Icaria sat on the front porch speaking while Paco, Sierra, and the Sunflower Kid helped with the meal. Zephyr joined Sterling as he took a walk to Maurice Jones’ place. The flectomancer had a workshop in the building adjacent to the bullpen, and that was where he found the overalled man, seated on a cushioned lounge chair with his arms crossed over his chest. 
 
    “I’m back,” Sterling said, waking Maurice up from his early afternoon nap. 
 
    The flectomancer shot up, startled by their appearance. “Damn, you shouldn’t do that to someone—!” 
 
    “You should have let me tickle him with a bit of wind.” 
 
    Maurice looked from Sterling to Zephyr. “Who the hell is she?” 
 
    “One of ours, you might remember her from the first time we came, or not. Don’t matter. Just stopped by to tell you we are having lunch with the Elder of Icaria here in about thirty minutes, her treat. I figured you would want to join. I was hoping you would join, actually, ‘cause I still feel bad about what I did to your amalgamation, your creation.” 
 
    “Don’t you worry about Bessie.” Maurice stood and ran his thumbs under the straps of his overalls. “And if there’s a luncheon, and the Elder is rolling out the red carpet, you bet your behind I’ll be joining.” 
 
    After putting away some of his things, the flectomancer headed back to the Elder of Icaria’s home with Sterling and Zephyr. While the two of them walked, the aeromancer hovered behind them, Sterling feeling an occasional breeze twist forward. Zephyr seemed like she was in a good mood, which made him happy. He knew that the things that had gone down in Albuquerque had affected her, and he was glad to see that she was returning to her normal self. 
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    Their meal consisted of barbecued chicken and pork, potato salad, and fry bread glazed in Deseret honey for dessert. It was absolutely wonderful, especially with the addition of Sterling’s peppers. As they ate, he sensed something from his companions, this notion that the meal they were sharing might be their last really nice one. Even if they planned to do the unthinkable the following day, something about the setting, the gravitas of the colorful Elder of Icaria at the front of the table, the sheer amount of food, all of it had a Last Supper vibe, at least to Sterling. 
 
    He never mentioned this as they finished up, nor did he make a ‘which one of y’all is Judas?’ joke. He simply stepped away to smoke a cigarette by himself, and was soon joined by Paco. 
 
    “It sure is a different setting here in Deseret,” the Hopi youth said after a stretch of silence. 
 
    “You got that right. The place just looks different with all of them colors,” Sterling said, referring to the mesas and mountains beyond Moab and their rust color. New Mexico had a yellow tinge to it mixed with light grays and caramel browns. Deseret was a smattering of raw sienna, yellow ochre and Venetian red. It seemed to be this way to its very core. It was like living in purgatory, somewhere between Heaven and Hell. 
 
    Deseret was definitely different. 
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    After letting their food settle for about thirty minutes, they began their journey toward Bryce Canyon. 
 
    Looking to avoid confrontation, Sterling and his group stayed clear of the highway as they cut across wide swaths of canyons and sculptured sandstone, dry riverbeds and arroyos that had seen better days.  
 
    Continuing on into the afternoon, Sterling did his best to ignore how much he hated touching down and then shooting off into the air, Zephyr’s leapfrogging something he didn’t know if he’d ever recover from. They did take a few breaks, mostly because of the Chronicler, who occasionally wanted to check out certain locations.  
 
    Sterling tried to stretch these times out as long as he could by prolonging a cigarette, really savoring it. Anything to delay the rollercoaster ride that was their traveling pattern. 
 
    It wasn’t very hard for them to find petroglyphs in some of the locations where they rested, the Chronicler particularly impressed by a pair of hands that had been pressed into a stone some one hundred feet up. “You know, back in the day, archeologists and researchers would have figured out an explanation for how they got those hands up there,” he told the group. “But now… we know.” 
 
    Sterling nodded. “A mancer.” 
 
    “Amazing no one figured it out before, but then again, how could they? How was anyone supposed to believe that the Anasazi were able to fend off Godwalkers so many years ago? How would they have known that they could fly? Or use superpowers?  It really is the stuff of fantasy.” Dusty removed his pipe from his mouth and slowly nodded as he stared up at the marking. “Stuff of fantasy…” 
 
    “I was thinking the same thing,” Sterling said under his breath. 
 
    They reached a new area, one that was even more striking than the stretch of high desert they had passed through. The mesas here were similar to the one that the Acoma lived on, yet they were shades of burnt umber and tarnished dijon, much grander in scale. From a distance the vast rock formations look like a series of skyscrapers all huddled together, like some master architect had chiseled them over the course of a thousand years. There was more greenery here too, bristlecone pine and Colorado pinyon taking root in the scree. 
 
    It was a gorgeous country of stark contrasts, utterly breathtaking. 
 
    Standing on the edge of one of these cliffs and staring out, the wind rippling through his hair, Sterling felt like he could see clear to the other side of the world. The sculpted tufas and sandstone formations never seem to end. Without any sign of civilization they may as well have been on Mars. He had another cigarette as he appreciated the visual. 
 
    Stuff of fantasy, he thought, shaking his head. 
 
    Roxie floated up to Sterling while the others were a good twenty feet away, enjoying the views on the other side of the overlook. 
 
    <The Chronicler says we don’t have much further to go.> 
 
    “Purty, ain’t it?” 
 
    <It is a nice view, yes.> 
 
    “It’s crazy to think that water did all of this, water and platonic movements, time.” 
 
    <Are you ready? Or are you planning to regurgitate more of what the Chronicler has told you?> 
 
    “You can’t let me enjoy this view? Shee-it, I swear, Rox, sometimes you can be quite the ballbuster.” 
 
    <Is that any way to talk to your favorite Godwalker?> 
 
    Sterling laughed. “No, you’re right, I should be a gentleman to my favorite Godwalker. Y’all ready?” he called over to the others. 
 
    Soon, they were moving again. The butterflies pinging around in Sterling’s stomach weren’t able to settle in the time it took Zephyr to touch down and send them back to the air. They reached the point where the Chronicler suggested they continue on foot. 
 
    “How do you know we are close to Bryce Canyon?” Paco asked him, the Chronicler now catching his breath. 
 
    “Like I said earlier, I’ve been there several times. We are coming in from the northeast. I’ve only visited the outskirts; I never actually visited the most famous part of the canyon itself, which is where I assume the Godwalkers will be. That part is known as the Bryce Amphitheater.” 
 
    “Why do you think they’ll be there?” 
 
    The Chronicler shrugged. “Just a hunch…” 
 
    The trek that followed took them well over an hour, the terrain shifting, their group occasionally having to hover when the path before them seemed less clear. They reached a drop off, and after floating down and scaling up the side of a mountain, they came to a rim overlooking the Bryce Amphitheater. 
 
    Sterling gasped at what he saw next. 
 
    There were hundreds of towering hoodoos, all standing like Roman pillars next to one another. The bottom of the formations were pyrrole orange, the middles cast in ivory white, the tops dandelion yellow. Arranged altogether, they look like specters in an amphitheater. 
 
    Floating above the hoodoos were several large Godwalkers. Beneath them were smaller and medium-sized ones, all clearly charging. As Sterling and his group took them in, a few of the Godwalkers seemed to shift in their direction.  
 
    <We need to go, now.> 
 
      
 
    [image: ] 
 
      
 
    Tensions were high once Sterling’s group arrived back in Madrid. Would the Godwalkers follow them? Had they actually noticed Sterling and his companions? 
 
    They prepared for the worst as they told Raylan what they’d witnessed, the group spending the rest of the afternoon shoring up defenses and telling the people of Madrid to hide in storm cellars. Luckily, their fears were never realized. The Godwalkers never showed.  
 
    After all the traveling they had done, and then the panic that had played out once they had returned, Sterling and his companions decided to rest for a spell. There had been no discussion of an evening meal. No one seemed hungry. 
 
    Now back in his room, Sterling tried his best to relax. It was impossible; he knew that the adrenaline he had felt in seeing the Godwalkers all huddled together would only worsen the following day, the main event if there ever was one. 
 
    Yet this was what had to be done. This was where their shared destiny had led them, from a destroyed pepper farm to this.  
 
    There was no turning back now. 
 
    At some point, Roxie, who had been floating in front of Sterling’s bed for a while now, finally spoke. 
 
    <I think we can handle Bryce Canyon, but from what you said, Chaco Canyon…> 
 
    Sterling let out a troubled exhale. “There sure were a lot of them there in Chaco. Probably quadruple as many as there were in Bryce Canyon. Not only that, there were a bunch of bigger ones. I’ve got a good number of animates in my list, as you know, but not enough to distract that many Godwalkers while we deliver the goods.” He ran his hand over his beard. “Are you thinking what I’m thinking?” 
 
    <Quanah?> 
 
    Sterling let out a long sigh. “He did say that he would be willing to help.” 
 
    <It would be a suicide mission for whoever volunteered to be part of the distraction.> 
 
    “It would. And I would frame it to him as such. Yeah, it’ll take more than guts to volunteer for this sort of mission, but I don’t know. What else is there to do? Maybe he has a few brave souls that want to make a difference.” Sterling shrugged. “It’s anyone’s guess. But I know one thing, you never know what a pig will do until you poke it.” 
 
    <I don’t know if I like that phrase.> 
 
    “I don’t even know where it came from, but I said it, and, hell, it makes sense considering what you were about to ask. I mean, sending dead people to die is one thing, but volunteering your men and women, knowing that they will be vaporized by Godwalkers while we take care of what we need to take care of behind the scenes. I don’t know if anyone in their right mind would do something like that. Speaking of anyone in their right mind…” Sterling summoned the bottle of Don Gasper’s blood. “I’ve been meaning to talk to Gasper here.” 
 
    <This should be interesting.> 
 
    The dead shaman’s face took shape in a mist of blood, a troubled look immediately forming and making his wrinkles sag. “Amigo, you call? Is everything bueno?” 
 
    “Bueno enough. Did you find Magdalena over there? We sent her to you.” 
 
    “Yes, I found her…” 
 
    Sterling paused. “Wait, really?” He looked over to Roxie, as if she was able to offer him a facial expression. 
 
    “We reunited, but things have become rocky…” 
 
    “Que horrible.” 
 
    “Sí, muy, vaquero nigromante.” 
 
    “Well, I guess you have plenty of time to figure it out, Gasper.” Sterling almost teased the old shaman but decided against it. “Plenty of time.” 
 
    “Sí, this is true.” 
 
    Over the next ten minutes, Sterling caught Gasper up on what had happened since they’d last spoken. He explained their dealings in Albuquerque, Zephyr’s lover’s betrayal, the dilemma with the Sunflower Kid and their shared past, Harjo’s death, all of it. He finally got to where they were now, Sterling and those who believed in his cause preparing to stare certain death in the eyes. 
 
    “It would make sense to reach out to the Comanche, no?” Don Gasper said after a long pause. “Now that you have befriended their leader, now that they have managed to take down the Killbillies, it would seem that this would only strengthen your alliance.” 
 
    “Yeah, that’s what I was thinking. But we are asking him to send people on a suicide mission.” 
 
    “What else is there to do in your world other than live to die?” Gasper asked, his form wavering. “You can’t do that here, can’t live to die here. No, no. You are already dead here. Dead and done. There is nothing as exhilarating as being alive and knowing that everything could change in the spur of the moment. There are so many options there, in your world.” 
 
    “Options?” Once again, Sterling exchanged glances with the Godwalker as if Roxie could make a facial expression. 
 
    <I don’t know what he’s talking about.> 
 
    Gasper continued. It was clear that he couldn’t hear Roxie. “Your world. Tu mundo. So many options to stay in your body yet go other places in your mind. Dreams, narcotics, pleasure, adventure—nothing like that here, amigo. Nothing so vibrant, so malleable. So cherish it, and maybe the Comanche should look forward to it as well. Tu mundo, amigo. Don’t forget that.” 
 
    “Heh. You think I should tell them that? Just show up, and start going on about how we might as well die here because we can? Shee-it, Gasper, I don’t know what you have been smoking.” 
 
    “Smoking? I haven’t been smoking anything, which is one of the problems over here. Why do you not have marijuana for me? Do you not understand that you must make an offering to the dead?” 
 
    “I can’t get high right now.” 
 
    “Where’s Zephyr? She can get high, no?” 
 
    “She’s resting.” 
 
    “Sleep is for the dead, amigo. You tell her I said that.” 
 
    Sterling smirked. “I’ll be sure to.” 
 
    “And maybe you will be joining me over here soon. In that case, I would tell you to enjoy life while you can, all of it. Do it for me. Go outside, take a deep breath and throw your hands behind your back as you shout, ‘I am alive, you fucking maniacs!’ Trust me, you will thank me for it later, once you arrive.” 
 
    “You really want me to shout that?” 
 
    “I do. For me. Sometime soon.” 
 
    “I very well may end up there with you tomorrow, Gasper, but I am damn sure gonna go out with a bang if I do. Chaco Canyon first, then Bryce Canyon. One after the other. Shoot them fools like a pair of cans on a wooden fence.” Sterling made a gun with his hand to illustrate his point. “I’m taking as many Godwalkers out as I can, damn things. No offense, Rox.” 
 
    <None taken.> 
 
    Gasper slowly nodded. “Good, that’s what you do then, vaquero nigromante. You make those Godwalkers regret the day that they ever came to the Southwest. Pinche Godwalkers.” 
 
    “Gasper, it’s been a pleasure.” Sterling felt the urge to smoke, but that could wait. “It has been a damn pleasure knowing you over here, and knowing you while I am over here and you’re over there. Maybe I’ll see you there tomorrow, maybe I won’t. But either way, I’m glad fate brought us together.” 
 
    “Same, amigo, same.” 
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    Sterling and Roxie appeared inside of Quanah’s trailer later that night. 
 
    “You could have teleported us outside,” Sterling told the Godwalker. It was dark now, and the lights inside the trailer were off. “He ain’t going to like us if we keep showing up this way.” 
 
    <What if it was a trap?> 
 
    “You are too damn paranoid.” Sterling cleared his throat. “Quanah, we are here to update you. Sorry for the, um, late intrusion.” 
 
    He heard noise in the back room of the trailer. Not knowing where the light was, Sterling went ahead and sat down on the couch. “Feel like a real creep over here,” he mumbled to himself as Roxie floated over the door. This would allow her to stop anyone from coming inside, and offer her a view of Quanah once he left his bedroom. 
 
    You always were overly protective of me, Sterling thought as he grinned at the Godwalker. 
 
    Eventually, Quanah came out of the back room wearing the same robe he had been wearing the last time they had met. He flicked the light on. Sterling stood, but Quanah motioned for him to sit again as he summoned a folding chair. He placed it across the couch from Sterling. 
 
    “Well? What have you learned?” 
 
    Sterling was starting to appreciate the way Quanah got straight down to business. It was becoming clearer and clearer to him how the man had been able to maintain his control over Comancheria.  
 
    “I’ll start with Bryce Canyon, and Deseret, because we got back from there this afternoon. Talk about the middle of nowhere. I’m guessing you have been to some places in Oklahoma and Kansas, hell, even New Mexico, that seem like the middle of nowhere. But Bryce Canyon? That is the true middle of nowhere, and Chaco Canyon ain’t far off in that regard. But back to Bryce Canyon. There are a handful of Godwalkers all situated over hundreds of hoodoos…” 
 
    “Hoodoos?” 
 
    “They’re these rock formations that resemble long rocky fingers reaching up from the earth, look like some sort of pinnacles. They got a ton of them in Deseret. Haven’t seen as many here in New Mexico, but we got them too.”  
 
    Quanah clasped his hands together. “Yes, now I know which ones you’re referring to.” 
 
    “So, all that to say, I believe we have Bryce Canyon handled. It’s Chaco Canyon that’s going to give us trouble, and that’s why I’m here to talk to you.” 
 
    “Do you know the Navajo history with Chaco Canyon?” Quanah asked, his question taking Sterling off guard. It sounded like something that the Chronicler would be interested in. 
 
    “Nope, I sure don’t. All I know about Chaco Canyon is that…” Sterling thought back to the sign he had read inside the gift shop. “It’s been there for a long time, was once a meeting ground between civilizations, one that’s anchored by the ruins of two big pueblos. I know them Chacoans were up to something, but what that something was, no one really knows.” 
 
    “Isa-Tai started Comancheria with a Navajo man. Did you know that?”  
 
    “I can’t say that I did.” 
 
    “It was through this man that I first heard about Chaco Canyon. This Navajo was a biomancer, and his memories…” Quanah tapped the side of his head. “They were all intact.” 
 
    “I recently learned that was a thing.” 
 
    “Most of the people in this region, the natives, have shared lineages. While the Navajo weren’t puebloans—they were nomadic like the Apache, like us—like the puebloans, they have a connection to Chaco Canyon. They consider it the home of the Great Gambler.”  
 
    “Never heard of him.” 
 
    Quanah continued: “According to Navajo stories, the Great Gambler kept slaves there and forced them to create the buildings in Chaco Canyon before he was outwitted and driven away. Some Navajo, including the man I knew, trace their origins through Chaco as those who helped drive him away.”  
 
    Sterling thought back to the dates that he’d seen in the gift shop declaring Chaco Canyon had been inhabited from 850-1250 CE. They had been an estimate, a range of sorts. Did this mean that the Godwalkers had forced the Puebloans to build Chaco Canyon? Or perhaps the mancers at the time? He didn’t quite understand the connection, and in the end, he didn’t need to. 
 
    “Above all, it was a place of meeting, Chaco Canyon was, and it should remain as such. Perhaps…” Quanah’s brow furrowed. “Perhaps it would be a good location for Comancheria to start its first city. All the territory we’ve taken, the towns and cities, none of them are ours. What better place to rebuild, to start a true dynasty, than Chaco Canyon? The home of so many of our ancestors, and the place where the Godwalkers in the Southwest were annihilated?” 
 
    “You sure are confident about that last part there.” 
 
    “Did you know that there are roads that stretch into Chaco Canyon, some built over a thousand years ago? They average about fifteen feet wide, and are straight as a ruler. When they reach a mesa or a cliff face, they go straight up with stairs carved into the rock and continue their original alignment. What I’m trying to say is that this was a meeting place then, and it should be now.” 
 
    “I’ve got a friend that you are going to love talking to,” Sterling told Quanah. “But I’ll introduce you to the Chronicler later. Look, I get what you are suggesting here, and it makes sense to me. Why not rebuild? There’s one thing standing in the way, and we both know what that one thing is. The Godwalkers. And that’s why I have come to you.” Sterling cleared his throat. “I don’t know how many of your men will volunteer for what I’m about to suggest, but we could use a hand there in Chaco. To do what we need to do—destroy the Terminal built beneath the canyon—we’re going to need a giant distraction. If a group of brave men and women appeared on one side of the valley there in Chaco, and I threw in a few of my animates, then we may be able to get some of them Godwalkers out of the way so we can drill our hole and deliver what needs to be delivered. Not only that…” 
 
    “Yes?” 
 
    “It would be helpful for us to have a few volunteers that would be willing to let me borrow some of their soul energy. The devices, the canisters I need to drop, need to be charged by yours truly, and I need soul power from a good number of people to charge them adequately. I have some volunteers,” he said, referring to the citizens of Madrid, “but having others would make sure that I deliver the payload that needs to be delivered.”  
 
    “Soul Absorption power?” 
 
    “Yeah, it’s a necromancer thing.” Sterling explained more about his Soul Absorption ability while Quanah listened. 
 
    “I see. Then it is done.” 
 
    “Wait, really?” 
 
    “On one condition.” 
 
    “Name it.” 
 
    “You will allow me to come with you on both missions so I can see their destruction, so I can be part of it. I will arrange my forces tonight, but we will need a location if we are going to distract the Godwalkers in Chaco Canyon.”  
 
    “Do you have a technomancer nearby?” Sterling asked as he glanced over to Roxie. 
 
    “That can be arranged.” 
 
    “And you really want to come with us? Because… I don’t know if we are going to make it out alive. With that many Godwalkers and all the electricity—” Sterling scratched the back of his neck. “We might all die.” 
 
    “Then that is my destiny.” 
 
    “Welp, in that case, it looks like we have ourselves a shared destiny. Call your technomancer in here, and Roxie will give you the information you need to get your forces to Chaco Canyon. They would have to leave tonight, and they would have to move fast.” 
 
    “That can be arranged.” 
 
    “Then we could grab you in the morning and head on our way. Chaco Canyon first, then Bryce Canyon.” 
 
    Quanah stepped over to Sterling and extended his hand. “Glad you came.” 
 
    Sterling shook the man’s hand. “You ain’t the only one, amigo.”

  

 
   
    .Chapter Six. 
 
      
 
      
 
    The big day came sooner than Sterling would have imagined, even if it was something he had been anticipating for some time now. Over the course of the night, Sterling had woken up several times thinking of the event to come, about the sheer insanity of what they intended to do. He calmed himself back down multiple times by reminding himself that someone had to do something. If they failed, others would eventually step up. It could be now, it could be decades later. But it would happen regardless. 
 
    As cruel and unusual as the course of history had been, humanity always found a way to triumph, and Sterling felt that this occasion would be no different, even if they died trying. Their enemy was the epitome of the ‘other,’ of something unthinkable. Yet they had already discovered the Godwalkers’ weakness, and now it was time to finish what they had started. 
 
    “Stuff of fantasy,” Sterling mumbled to himself the next morning.  
 
    He was seated on the porch outside of his room, his cowboy boots kicked up on the banister. In his lap was his leatherbound book of desert haiku, Sterling’s eyes alternating between the haiku he had just written, and the man slowly approaching him. 
 
      
 
    Stuff of fantasy. 
 
    Don’t get much better than this. 
 
    Lizard kill lizard. 
 
      
 
    “Dusty,” he said as he closed his haiku book and returned it to his inventory list. “What can I do for you, amigo?” 
 
    “The Comanche are here. Roxie went to receive them this morning. Quanah has brought the people that will let you borrow some of their soul power. Mancers and others are en route to Chaco to prepare for the assault and will be there shortly. Roxie and Maron have already checked on them.” 
 
    “Damn, just kicking it into high gear, isn’t she? I’m sitting here trying to have myself a little me time, and she’s on the go as always. I guess I’d better go greet them.” 
 
    “Yes, but in a minute. I have something I need to discuss with you.” 
 
    Sterling suddenly began to feel like there was something else that ought to be doing rather than sitting on his front porch and scribbling out a haiku. 
 
    The Chronicler interpreted his sudden apprehension. “Don’t worry. Roxie wanted to give you the morning to sleep and relax. She told me to tell you that. She was adamant about it.” 
 
    “I’ll bet she was. Once she sets her mind, ain’t much anyone can do to change it.” 
 
    “I have something to show you.” The Chronicler equipped some of the maps and other items Sterling had picked up in the Chaco Canyon gift shop. He got down on his knees, laid them out on the porch, and used stones to anchor the two maps. “It all makes sense to me now.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “The people that lived in Chaco Canyon, what they were trying to tell us. It’s all about this,” he said as he tapped his finger on the map. “Fajada Butte. It was here that Anna Sofaer—she was an archeoastrologist; one of my notebooks is even stamped with the logo from her Solstice Project—it was here, near Fajada Butte that Anna discovered something truly remarkable. While she was examining three sandstone slabs that had been arranged on top of one another, she found a strange, spiral pattern carved into the rockface hidden behind them.” The Chronicler showed Sterling what the spiral pattern looked like in one of his notebooks. “According to her research, the Chacoans were able to track the solstices and equinoxes by the way the light passed over these markings. Even more interesting…” He waved the Pueblo Bonito and the Pueblo del Arroyo pamphlets at Sterling. “The sites, and other great houses in the region, align with the solstice. This was discovered after they found another petroglyph on that same Butte, one showing the location of the sun in relation to one of the pueblos.” 
 
    “Dang, really?” 
 
    “Remember what I told you about the astrolabe, how Spanish explorers use this to figure out their latitudinal and logical locations based on the time of day? They had difficulties, as you know. Without watches, they were never able to pinpoint perfect noon, which has made tracking their paths and better understanding of discoveries difficult. Well, these Chacoans had it figured out.” The Chronicler tapped on the map again. “The wall of Pueblo Bonito runs at a perfect line north and south, which would mean that they were able to tell it was noon by the shadow cast by the wall. If it was before noon, there would be a shadow on one side of the wall. Afternoon, it would be on the other, but at perfect noon, there would be no shadow. Just an example of their understanding of the celestial bodies.” 
 
    “Crazy.” 
 
    “They also used these buildings to track the movements of the moon, east and west, and its nineteen year cycle, known as the Metonic cycle. Remember this?” He waved the spiral pattern at Sterling, the one that the female researcher had discovered. “It tracked both the moon cycles and the sun cycles based on when lines would cut through the stone slab, how the sun and the moonlight appeared on the spiral. Now, you’re probably wondering why I am telling you this.” 
 
    “I’ve been wondering since you put that map out there,” Sterling said. 
 
    The Chronicler took a pencil and drew a line left to right, then intersected it with a line going up and down. The line connected several of the heritage spots on the gift shop map. “Do you see? Do you get what I’m trying to tell you here? Their buildings were constructed to line up with the sun and moon cycles, allowing them to track the passage of time based on the equinoxes and solstices. Not only that, these buildings lined up over a large span of land. As an example, one of these great houses is fifteen miles away, yet still aligns with Pueblo Bonito.” 
 
    “I still don’t get why you are telling me all of this, Dusty.” 
 
    “Look at where the two lines meet, where they intersect.” Sterling got down on his knees and studied the map. Sure enough, the two lines that the Chronicler had drawn intersected just south of what would be the center point of the canyon itself. “That is your target. This is where the Chaco Canyon Terminal is. Since the valley is quite expansive, we aren’t going to have a lot of time to find the exact target. I felt that it was important that we didn’t leave this part up to chance. After all, we are only going to have one shot at this, and it is best that Zephyr, Paco, and Sierra don’t face difficulty in discovering the buried terminal. They marked the spot for us, is what I’m saying. These ancient people, these Chacoans. Do you understand now?” 
 
    It dawned on Sterling what he was looking at. It was a bull’s-eye. The researcher who had used the discovery on the Fajada Butte to later understand the astrological importance of the building site could have never known what they were pointing toward, that not only did these buildings align with sun and moon cycles, but they painted an actual target on the landscape. 
 
    “X marks the spot. That’s what you are saying.” 
 
    The Chronicler smiled up at Sterling. “That is precisely what I’m saying. There is little known about these people, these Chacoans, aside from what has been passed down orally in the Pueblo tradition. They have no writings, and many of the great houses in the canyon were abandoned, their T-shaped entryways bricked up, the kivas burned upon their departure. We don’t know why, and we never will. But they had another way to communicate with us, and that was through the sun and the moon, their positions, and I am certain that they were pointing to this location here.” Once again, the Chronicler tapped his finger on the map, directly south of Pueblo Bonito. “An X marks the spot, like you said.” 
 
    “Then it is our job to make it go boom.” 
 
    “Precisely. I will explain this to Zephyr and the other two while you meet with Quanah. They are going to be the ones doing the digging, and you will be the one bombing, as you know.” 
 
    “Yep,” Sterling said as he got back to his feet. He cracked his knuckles and exhaled deeply. “In that case, best we get started.” 
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    Comanche volunteers, most of the citizens of Madrid, and even the Chronicler lined up to allow Sterling to use his Soul Absorption power. One of the issues that had already been addressed was the mana cost of using this power. While the Sunflower Kid had charms that enhanced her MP, Quanah had a legendary charm that actually reduced the drain of class proficiencies. Using this, Sterling was able to absorb the soul power from fifteen people, and he would return after Chaco Canyon and absorb the power of fifteen more. 
 
    He paced now, smoking, the power from his blood magic rippling through him. With each step he found himself bouncing a little, floating even if he didn’t like to float or fly. It was almost too much. Every now and then, he could feel his heart racing to the point that his vision blurred, and he’d have to stabilize himself by stopping and crouching. 
 
    “It is time,” Quanah told him. The Comanche leader was now in his full war attire. His face was black, his hair braided, and he wore custom armor that had a spiral petroglyph painted across it.  
 
    Paco, who was behind Quanah, had done something similar with the paint on his chest. Zephyr was already hovering, as was Sierra, whose shoulders kept igniting and settling, as if she were testing her power. Roxie was there alongside Maron, and Raylan stood near the Chronicler, who sat in one of his foldable chairs as he recovered from Sterling’s power. 
 
    Sterling didn’t have to turn to know that the Sunflower Kid was behind him. He had seen her just moments ago, also with her hair braided, the same spiral symbol painted in red ink over the front of her flowing white kurta. 
 
    “How come I don’t get some paint?” Sterling asked as he put his cigarette out. He had several more in the pockets of his duster, which he would save for after Chaco Canyon. 
 
    “Do you want some?” 
 
    Sterling nodded at Paco.  
 
    The young man produced a chalky white stone from his inventory list. He placed it on the front of Sterling’s body armor and began to make the spiral. Once he was finished, he stepped back. 
 
    “Well?” 
 
    “It looks good,” Paco told him. 
 
    “In that case, it’s time. Maron, once we get there, give the signal to the Comanche. The rest of us, welp, we all know what to do. Not much to say really but good luck.” 
 
    Raylan would join them, having been tasked with helping Maron, Quanah, and the Sunflower Kid if necessary. Quanah had another task as well. The telemancer had volunteered to fly after Sterling if anything happened. 
 
    Normally, Sterling would have joked about something like this, especially in imagining the leader of the Comanche catching him in his arms. But he knew it might be a necessity, and with his heightened energy levels, there was no telling what would happen between now and the moment that he dropped the soul-powered to canisters. 
 
    “I made four,” Raylan said as he handed them to Sterling one by one. Sterling sent the devices to his inventory list. “Charge two of them, release, and fly as fast as you can in the opposite direction. We will intercept you; the Sunflower Kid and Quanah are ready. When we get back I’ll work on something else while you charge.” He tapped his temple. “An idea just came to me.” 
 
    “Good, good to know. Rox?” 
 
    <I’m ready.> 
 
    “Let’s get this rodeo started.” 
 
    Sterling and his team portaled away and reappeared inside the gift shop. Those who hadn’t seen the Godwalkers were visibly surprised by what they now witnessed on the other side of a smooth pane of glass. As there had been before, there were hundreds of smaller monoliths and a good number of the largest ones as well, the Godwalkers all huddled somewhere a bit south of the great houses of Chaco Canyon. 
 
    His eyes painted with code, Maron looked at Roxie and nodded. “The Comanche are approaching and are ready. It won’t be long now.” 
 
    <You have to be ready.> 
 
    “Don’t you go worrying about that,” Sterling told Roxie. “Don’t you go worrying about that none. You just make sure that you can teleport all of us out of here as soon as things start going boom. And remember, all of you, try to save some energy.” 
 
    “You’re one to be talking,” Sierra told Sterling. 
 
    “We still have Bryce Canyon after this; there won’t be much recovery time between our two attacks. This is one of them days that… one of them days that legends become reality. We do this, and the word will spread. We do this, and we take our little slice of the world back. Godwalkers be damned.” 
 
    Some of the smaller monoliths started to shift toward the south. They began moving rapidly, the larger ones lurching in their direction as well. 
 
    Sterling shook his head. He knew the men and women of Comancheria that had volunteered to distract the Godwalkers were likely going to die. He had to make this worth their while as well.  
 
    He had to make this right for all of them. 
 
      
 
    [image: ] 
 
      
 
    Not all of the Godwalkers moved to address the approaching Comanche. Sterling expected as much, and as he exited the gift shop, prepared for the inevitable, he tried to ignore the two bigger monoliths that had held back. It didn’t matter. They wouldn’t be able to fire on Zephyr’s team very easily at the speed they would soon be traveling. 
 
    Zephyr and Paco now wore flectomancer-crafted goggles. Sierra had joined them, the pyromancer bouncing on the balls of her feet, her eyes blazing with anticipation of what was to come. 
 
     It was time. 
 
    Sterling placed his earpiece in and confirmed that he could hear Zephyr, Raylan, and Maron. 
 
    “Just worry about getting out of there once you release the payload,” the Sunflower Kid reminded him. “We will catch up if we have to.” 
 
    Quanah nodded. “Just focus on destroying the Terminal.” 
 
    “I know, I know.” Sterling finished what could be his last cigarette ever and flicked it to the ground. He slowly put it out with the heel of his boot. From there he sent his cowboy hat and his duster to his inventory list. “Y’all ready to do this?” 
 
    The wind began to spiral around his feet.  
 
    Sterling prepared to be launched into the air by Zephyr, who would be responsible for getting him high into the sky. He would take over from there.  
 
    As the wind surged around him, he buckled down and began traveling forward. Soon, he was arcing toward the apex in the sky like a surface-to-air missile. Sterling reached a comfortable cruising altitude, high above the Godwalkers, and began to circle in the air like a vulture. 
 
    Meanwhile, Zephyr, Paco, and Sierra raced toward the drop zone below. They reached the point that the Chronicler had marked on the map, and as they did, the Godwalkers began to notice their presence.  
 
    It didn’t matter.  
 
    Zephyr was moving the three mancers so quickly that it was impossible to make out their forms. Sterling could see the top of a tornado from his vantage point, fire and bolts of electricity rising from it. From what Sterling could tell, there were also rocks in the air now, and some of the smaller Godwalkers had been sucked up into the vortex that Zephyr was creating below. 
 
    Panic rose in his chest as bolts of energy fired randomly, which signaled to Sterling that the smaller Godwalkers were trying to stop Zephyr and her team. 
 
    “Less than a minute now,” came Raylon’s voice over Sterling’s earpiece.  
 
    Sterling equipped the two canisters and began charging them with the energy he had absorbed. He immediately felt a sinking sensation in his chest cavity as he did so, his body dropping ten feet in the air without him even noticing. 
 
    “Come on…” he mumbled as he continued to spiral over the blast zone, the two canisters held to his chest now, charging even more. Sterling started to feel weak, his head suddenly foggy, a fluttering feeling in his stomach.  
 
    Come on… 
 
    “The ground is open; give them fifteen seconds!” 
 
    Sterling merely nodded at Raylan’s instructions, the cowboy necromancer focused entirely on dropping the canisters at the correct location. It was clear where they needed to go. He was right over the sinkhole that Zephyr and her team had been working on. The only thing was, with the dust in the air it was hard for him to pinpoint the exact drop location. 
 
    One of the larger Godwalkers moved directly beneath him, blocking the opening. Sterling gasped; he had been seconds away from dropping the payload when the Godwalker shifted forward. Did it somehow know what he was planning? 
 
    “Someone’s going to need to move that thing!” 
 
    “The Sunflower Kid is on it!” came Maron’s reply. 
 
    Sterling wanted to tell Maron to call her back. He almost did, but he knew that it wouldn’t do any good, that she wouldn’t listen to the technomancer. He watched from above as an enormous vine tore from the ground and slapped into the side of the Godwalker. It was one of the biggest ones that Sterling had ever seen the Sunflower Kid conjure, and now, still hovering over the drop zone, he could see her tiny form standing defiantly as she challenged the alien monolith. 
 
    “Get out of there!” he cried, even though he knew that she wouldn’t be able to hear him. The Godwalker shifted left as the Sunflower Kid’s vine slapped against its side again. “Ray, get her out of there. Maron—” 
 
    Maron’s voice buzzed in his ear. “Drop it! Drop the bomb!” 
 
    But… 
 
    Sterling squinted down at the ground, watching as the Sunflower Kid spiraled in the opposite direction, making a desperate attempt to get away. He gave her another moment as he ignored the shouts in his earpiece.  
 
    Just a little further… 
 
    Concentrating all his energy into his hands, Sterling sent a final shock of power into the two canisters before pushing away from them. He flew backward, the payload heading straight down to the hole that Zephyr and her team had created.  
 
    The explosion that followed didn’t come with fire.  
 
    As it had been during their test run, the explosion caused an invisible energy to ripple across the desert scape. It smashed into the canyon walls around Chaco, sending rocks tumbling down onto the ancient pueblos that surrounded the blast site. 
 
    Sterling lost power immediately.  
 
    Try as he might, he could no longer fly. As the Godwalkers started to collapse, their alien carcasses sprawled across Chaco Canyon, Sterling began to plummet straight toward the wreckage. 
 
    He slipped in and out of consciousness; he would find the strength fly again only to lose his energy and dip in the air. 
 
    Sterling should have hit the ground. That, or one of the sharp corners of a Godwalker. Yet as he neared the alien monoliths, he was suddenly suspended in the air as if he were caught in a tractor beam. 
 
    Sterling didn’t remember much of what happened next, but by the time he finally blinked his eyes open, Quanah was standing over him, as were the Sunflower Kid and the others. He could hear cheering in the distance, but he knew there was no time for celebration.  
 
    Sterling pressed himself to his feet, assisted by Quanah. “What the hell happened?” 
 
    “I told you I wouldn’t let you fall. I am a telekinetic as well, something Harjo may have failed to tell you.” 
 
    After grunting a response, Sterling popped open the front pocket of his black shirt and retrieved a cigarette. With a shaky hand he tried to light it, and once he failed, he gave up and put it back in his pocket, figuring he could do it later. 
 
    “It worked,” Zephyr said. The aeromancer still had her goggles over her eyes, and her black hair was blown back and wild. She came forward and hugged Sterling, Raylan doing the same after her. 
 
    “I’ve got to get back to my hangar,” the flectomancer said, his eyes twitching. “I have an idea.” 
 
    Quanah took a deep breath and looked at the destruction. “This is where we will create the capital of Comancheria. But we aren’t done.” 
 
    “I was just thinking that. Let’s get back to Madrid, and then… and then finish off Bryce Canyon.” Sterling grunted again, suddenly at a loss for words. “I can’t believe that worked,” he finally said. “Stuff of goddamn fantasy.”

  

 
   
    .Chapter Seven. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Sterling and his companions appeared back in Madrid to the cheers of the Comanche waiting to have some of their soul energy drained. Apparently, it was evident in the way that he and his team held themselves that they had done it, no words needing to be exchanged. 
 
    Raylan placed his hand on Sterling’s elbow. “Follow me; everyone else, meet with the Chronicler. He wants an exact account of what happened.” 
 
    Once again, Sterling was led to an oversized lawn chair on the edge of Raylan’s hangar. He sat and the people began to push forward without instruction. 
 
    “Hold on a minute,” he said to Raylan. “You promised.” 
 
    “I did.” 
 
    Raylan returned with a cold beer and gave it to Sterling after popping off the cap. “I’m going to go behind the hangar, shouldn’t take me long. I’ve got an idea. It will be fast.” 
 
    “Do what you’ve got to do, amigo.” Sterling took a sip of the beer and sighed. It hit the spot, and he was glad that Raylan’s flectomancy, or maybe Maron’s technomancy, that they’d managed to make a device that kept the beer cold. He savored the beer for just a bit longer before he finally bent forward and set it down on the ground.  
 
    The first Comanche man approached and Sterling began absorbing his power.  
 
    They had gotten this down to a science. Someone would approach, always with two others to catch the person just in case they fainted. The donor would get on their knees and Sterling would place his hand on their shoulder or on their head. He never made eye contact with them. He didn’t like doing this to people, even if they were volunteering, even if it was for the good of humanity. 
 
    After about fifteen people passed in front of him, they stopped lining up. Just about the point he was wanting another beer, Raylan rejoined Sterling, the flectomancer now with an even larger canister that clearly opened in the middle. “I want you to put the two that you already have in here.” 
 
    “What is that thing?” 
 
    “I whipped it up just now,” said Raylan, whose eyes were now bloodshot. “The outer casing also charges. The problem with Bryce Canyon, as you know, is we don’t know exactly where the Terminal is. We have an idea where it is, amidst the field of hoodoos, but we can’t be too sure. This will amplify the explosion. I’m sure of it.” 
 
    Sterling equipped the two canisters and placed them inside a larger device. The larger piece had a good grip to it and a nice weight. It would be easier to carry this than it would the two canisters separately.  
 
    “I guess…” He looked up to see the others heading in his direction. Only Maron had stayed behind to continue talking to the Chronicler. “I guess we better get heading out, then.” 
 
    Sterling stood, and as he did he felt his knees buckle. Raylan stepped forward and helped him. “Are you sure you are okay?” 
 
    “Maybe I need something in my stomach.” Sterling grinned at Paco as the Hopi youth approached. “How long would it take you to make some fry bread? Fry bread and peppers?” 
 
    “The dough is already ready, so a few minutes? It won’t take me long.” 
 
    “Let’s do that. Let me get something in my stomach here, and then we can steer the ship toward Bryce Canyon. Is everyone feeling alright? I meant to ask that.” 
 
    <The question is are you feeling alright?> 
 
    Sterling looked at his own troubled reflection in the Godwalker’s smooth surface. Yet again, it pained him to know that there was a chance that Roxie would disappear after all this. It had happened to Isabelle… 
 
    He managed a smile. “Never been better, Rox.” 
 
    Quanah stepped over to him. Even though he was stoic as ever, there was still a hint of shock on his face. “I don’t believe I’ve ever experienced something so exhilarating.” 
 
    “Killed your first Godwalker, huh? You get used to it,” Sterling joked as the Sunflower Kid joined them. “You did good back there, a little too close for comfort, but good.” 
 
    “I’ve got him,” she told Raylan, ignoring Sterling’s comment. Sterling was expecting her to actually let him lean against her shoulder or something; instead, she propped him up with a thick vine. 
 
    For some reason, this brought a smile to his face. “Look at you, treating me like a marionette.” 
 
    Zephyr and Sierra joined them, the aeromancer now with her goggles pushed up her forehead. She spoke: “We will try to go faster this time. There isn’t the space nor time for a distraction there.” 
 
    “Faster it is.” 
 
    “You need to be prepared to drop it no matter what. You hesitated back there—” 
 
    “You don’t know that.” 
 
    “It was pretty obvious.” 
 
    “Maybe, maybe to you, Zee. Anyhow, as soon as we eat, I’ll be ready. Like I said, just need something in my stomach. And a cigarette. Luckily…” Sterling patted the front pocket of his pearl snap button up. “I also came prepared.” 
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    According to the Chronicler, the Paiute natives of Utah had developed a mythology around the numerous pinnacles of Bryce Canyon. They believed that these numerous orange, yellow, red, and white hoodoos were what they called the Legend People, whom the trickster coyote turned to stone. The word they use for them even meant ‘red painted faces.’ 
 
    Catching a glimpse of the hoodoos now, especially after hearing the Chronicler ramble on about what used to be a National Park, Sterling gained a newfound appreciation for Bryce Canyon. He also had a deeper appreciation for the Chronicler, who used historical information as nervous chatter, a way to cover his apprehension. 
 
    He wasn’t the only one who felt this apprehension. 
 
    The canyon had been named after Ebenezer Bryce, a Mormon who had settled in the area just in front of the towering hoodoos. Ebenezer grazed his cattle there, and later helped build roads leading in and out. 
 
    It was strange to think now, as Sterling gazed out at the Godwalkers hovering over the hoodoos, that Ebenezer Bryce had been living so close to an alien power source, a Terminal. It was brief, less than a second, but in that split second Sterling imagined a hardened Mormon man leading his cattle through the hoodoos. He imagined what the mysterious pinnacles must have looked like at night, especially from the ground level, a perspective that Sterling would never get to see. 
 
    If Sterling’s team was successful here, most of the rock formations would be destroyed, turned to a crater of rubble, like the great houses in Chaco Canyon due to their proximity to the Terminal. Because of the sheer beauty of the amphitheater, its place in the history of those who had braved the Southwest, a small part of Sterling felt guilty for what they were about to do. It was akin to destroying an ancient sculpture, one that could never be rebuilt. 
 
    Yet it had to be done. 
 
    Zephyr used her power to force Sterling sky-high. Traveling at such a speed was unsettling as always, but Sterling was ready to complete the task he had set out to accomplish.  
 
    This was for all they had lost along the way, from Harjo to his former teammates, Liam and Karina, Don Gasper, and others. This was for Isabelle, and in a way, this was for the man that Sterling used to be, the one who hadn’t accepted his daughter, who had worked himself to the point that he needed to escape from his family the night it all happened. This was also for the people that Sterling had killed, his enemies. They were warm-up challenges on the way to the main event. It was also for Roxie, even though she was technically alive, and it was equally for those that Sterling had yet to meet, the people who had been displaced, who had lost their soulmates, their families. 
 
    Once again, Sterling had the earpiece in, waiting for Maron’s instruction.  
 
    The technomancer stood along the rim of the amphitheater with Quanah, Raylan, the Chronicler and the Sunflower Kid, and Zephyr and her team were already racing toward what would soon become Ground Zero, the three moving fast enough that Sterling couldn’t quite make them out. 
 
    The Godwalkers stirred. 
 
    The compartments on the front of their bodies began to open up, and as they did the Sunflower Kid conjured another set of huge vines there were able to disrupt some of the smaller and medium-sized monoliths. She certainly had their attention now. Roxie portaled those along the outer rim away just as a beam of energy cut into the rim of the canyon, rocks spewing in every direction. 
 
    Sterling let out a sigh of relief as Roxie and the others reappeared on the opposite side of the cliff that circled the hoodoos.  
 
    That had been way too close. 
 
    “They are almost ready!” Raylan told him, his voice crackling in the earpiece. 
 
    Sterling had been expecting the Godwalkers to be focused on those on the ground, or perhaps Zephyr and his team. He didn’t expect a bolt of energy to nearly cut him out of the air.  
 
    Sterling began spiraling even faster now, well aware that the next time the Godwalkers fired, they likely wouldn’t miss. Was this it? Was this how he was supposed to go? 
 
    Holding the larger canister to his chest, Sterling began to dip toward the opening that Zephyr and her team had created, straight to the heart of the monster. There was no way that the Godwalkers would miss next time they fired on him; delivering the payload by hand seemed to be the only solution now. 
 
    Sterling ignored the voices screaming in his ear; he ignored the sensation in his feet and his hands, which had gone numb as he forced his power into Raylan’s creation. His only focus was on the opening that had been created below him, the only solution he could think of.  
 
    Sterling plummeted right past one of the larger Godwalkers, the world around him becoming a blur of smoking dust, semi-reflective alien monoliths, and spire-like hoodoos.  
 
    It was a good image to go out to, but as he prepared to deliver the payload, another thought came to Sterling.  
 
    The Sunflower Kid, Angel, his daughter. 
 
    As the wind twisted around him, he knew that she would try to do something, that she was likely in the process of trying to save him in some way. In doing what he was doing, his suicide dive, her death was as assured as his was. 
 
    He couldn’t let that happen. He had come too far.  
 
    With this in mind, and knowing that the Godwalkers could strike at any moment, Sterling began to arc upward. 
 
     He knew how to fly, and while he didn’t have control over the wind, moving higher than the air was almost instinctual, easy even. Godwalkers be damned, Sterling thought as he completely adjusted his trajectory. The air around him was electric as beams of energy began firing out of the Godwalkers. He avoided them all, the cowboy necromancer rocketing into the air, faster than he had ever flown on his own, still holding on to the soul-charged canisters. 
 
    He reached the point that he felt was as high as he would be able to go and released the weapon over the drop zone, hitting his target. 
 
    Sterling knew as the cylinder of clear energy rose from the ground below, the hoodoos all crumbling, that he was too close to the blast. 
 
    He knew that the explosion would engulf him as well, and likely tear him to shreds. There was nothing that Quanah or the Sunflower Kid could do, yet Sterling continued to push backward, and as he did a miniature Godwalker flashed into existence right in front of him at what had to be the very last second. 
 
    <I’ve got you!> 
 
    As he began to cross his arms over his face, expecting a final blast, Sterling and Roxie vanished. 
 
    They reappeared on the outer rim of the amphitheater, the world shaking as the larger alien monoliths fell into the amphitheater, destroying all the hoodoos. The ground rippled in shock, like someone had detonated a nuclear bomb beneath the soil, and the dust starting to fill the air resembled a mushroom cloud. 
 
    Sterling fell onto the ground and rolled onto his back. He lay there for a moment with his hands over his chest, sucking in deep breaths.  
 
    His eyes closed, Sterling felt his heart beat return to him; he felt the solid ground that he was lying on; he smelled the crisp mountain air which would soon be filled with dust; and he finally began to hear the murmur of those who had joined him. 
 
    Sterling waited for something to happen, anything.  
 
    He waited for his memories to return, for his powers to leave, for the Godwalkers to appear and kill him for good. Instead, as he squinted at the sky, he noticed a hawk sailing overhead, followed by another. The pair moved in tandem. 
 
    After another troubled breath out, Sterling closed his eyes, the sun too bright. “I am alive, you fucking maniacs,” he whispered, recalling the words that Don Gasper had told him. 
 
    An image came to him, of something that had happened years ago. It had been a nice warm day, one where he had spent the afternoon in the perforated shade of a patch of mesquite trees somewhere in Southwest New Mexico. The Sunflower Kid had thickened the trees to some degree, yet mesquite never could create a proper shadow canopy. 
 
    At the time, the two of them had both fallen asleep, not far from one another. Sterling woke up first, his cowboy hat over his chest. He glanced over to see the Sunflower Kid sleeping on her side, and he remembered thinking at the time that as bad as things were, at least they had found each other. Even with how cruel the world had become, they would survive. 
 
    For some reason, lying on the rim outside of the Bryce amphitheater, the same feeling came to Sterling. This feeling now extended to the others, those who had been brave enough to join him on a suicide mission, who had shared his vision of a Godwalker-less world.  
 
    He slowly sat up, and with a shaky hand, Sterling retrieved a cigarette from his pocket. 
 
    A tear he didn’t understand rolled down the side of his cheek. He lit the cigarette and the tear fell, disappearing into the dusty black of his clothing. 
 
    One big inhale was followed by what felt like an even bigger exhale.  
 
    Sterling finally looked over to the others.  
 
    Zephyr had her arm around the Sunflower Kid, who was crying with joy. Paco was on his knees, looking up at the sky, muttering something. Sierra’s hand was on his shoulder, her head bowed. Quanah had his hands behind his back and was turned toward the fallen alien monoliths scattered across the amphitheater. Maron stood next to him, massaging his temples as if he were trying to rub away a headache. Raylan kept his hand over his mouth as he gazed out at what had happened. With his head bowed, the Chronicler scribbled excitedly in his notebook. 
 
    <We did it.> 
 
    Roxie’s voice startled Sterling. He hadn’t seen her with the others, and only then realized that she had been hovering directly behind him. 
 
    “You’re still alive,” Sterling said, choking up again. He took another deep drag from his cigarette.  
 
    <If this is alive, then it is what I am.> 
 
    “I told you, didn’t I?” he asked her, a sly grin taking shape on his face. 
 
    <Told me what?> 
 
    “That we would survive this, and I’d be home in T or C by the weekend.” 
 
    The Godwalker tilted, as if she were looking at him funny. 
 
    <You’ve made your decision?> 
 
    “You act like I haven’t had the same plan since the start of all this. The question is…” Sterling ashed his cigarette. “The question is, Rox, are you coming with me or not?”

  

 
   
    Epilogue 
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    Truth or Consequences, New Mexico.  
 
    Not too distant future.
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    Sterling Monedero had never witnessed the kind of Southwest storm known as a chubasco.  
 
    According to those that lived deeper in the desert, a few clicks west of Truth or Consequences toward the Arizona border, a year’s worth of rain could be unloaded in six minutes, while even a single mile away, the ground remained dry. Chubascos appeared suddenly, as superheated air was forced through frigid, wet air, conjuring the desert’s yearly rainy season. The sky opened up before the rain fell, the heat from the sunbaked ground spiraling upward and piercing higher, assaulting the clouds until they relented. Minutes later, the only sign of the torrential downpour that had just taken place came in the form of ultra-violent flash floods, the desert not able to absorb the water. The floods destroyed anything in their path until they found natural channels, which swelled with water, tearing down structures and trees, sculpting the landscape before vanishing entirely. 
 
    Sterling had never seen the kind of storm known as a chubasco, but he could relate to one, to the sheer power and randomness of its destructive force, how it could appear and disappear and most would be none the wiser. That was Sterling and the ragtag group he had put together. It had taken them longer than six minutes to pull it off, but they had done what they set out to do, the Godwalkers in the Southwest were no more, and they had since disbanded. Not unlike a chubasco. 
 
    Sterling thought about this that afternoon as he kicked his legs up in one of the saunas at the Riverbend Hot Springs, his private room providing him a perfect view of the Rio Grande. It was several months later now, the Southern New Mexico winter in full effect, which only made the hot spring more enjoyable. He’d already written a desert haiku for the day and smoked a couple of cigarettes, which he considered a reward for the hard work he had been putting in over the last several months just a few miles outside of town. 
 
    Sterling’s home was now rebuilt, in the same place it had stood before. It was amazing what calling in a few favors could do, and it was equally amazing how much faster post-Reset people could build, especially with their improved stamina and strength, not to mention their inventory lists. 
 
    Sterling was now the proud owner of a brand-new ranch house, one that had a similar footprint to the place he lived in previously. He had added another wing and a bedroom, in hopes that the Sunflower Kid would one day join him. 
 
    That remained to be seen. 
 
    In the days that followed the destruction of the two Terminals, Sterling’s companions had debated what they should do next. In the end, several of them had stayed behind in Madrid. This included Maron and Sierra, as well as Raylan which wasn’t surprising considering his hangar was located there. The Chronicler had ventured to Moab to spend some time with the Elder of Icaria, and Paco had returned to his people. Zephyr had taken a role with the Comanche in Albuquerque, where she would serve as a senior advisor. The Sunflower Kid had joined her, much to Sterling’s consternation. But the Kid felt she could be of use, especially with her connection in the Homecidos. She also expressed interest in helping Quanah build a new city in Chaco Canyon. Roxie had volunteered to stay with the Kid, the Godwalker apparently kept alive by her own soul energy. Roxie claimed she had decided to go along with the Kid so Sterling wouldn’t worry about her. Even if he believed the miniature Godwalker, he still felt that it had been something he had said, or perhaps something he had done which had pushed Roxie away in the end. 
 
    As Sterling sat smoking in the hot sauna, steam rising off the water, a trail of smoke at the tip of his cigarette, his eyes tracing over the flowing Rio Grande River beyond, he knew better than to go down these rabbit holes of rejection. He carried a receiver with him wherever he went, hoping that Roxie and the Kid would come visit. Not only that, he could always hop on his bone horse and ride north, even if the journey was inadvisable in the winter, a time in which the desert could be unpredictably cold. 
 
    Sterling was stubborn. It was easier for them to come to him, so why make the journey? Besides, he had his home to work on, and plenty to do locally. But now that his ranch house was finished, now that it was nice and cozy in the winter with the fireplace that they had built, maybe he would make that journey. Maybe he would give in and head north. 
 
    “Or maybe I’ll just sit here and smoke like a lazy son of a bitch,” he mumbled. 
 
    There were times when he expected the Godwalkers to show up again, to seek their revenge. Sometimes at night, when he would walk around checking his property, this electric feeling would come to him, the air static.  
 
    He always drew his weapon, but the Godwalkers never appeared.  
 
    Recently, Hector, the special needs man that lived in the area around his home, had been walking across Sterling’s property late at night. The man’s sudden appearance one night had scared Sterling to the point that he ended up firing his weapon in the air. This led to an uncomfortable apology to Ava, Hector’s caretaker, who some of the locals thought was a bruja.  
 
    Ever since then, Hector hadn’t come around the property at night, the big man replaced by the occasional coyote. 
 
    This was equally troubling.  
 
    “Damn coyote,” he said, going with the Spanish pronunciation.  
 
    As he relaxed deeper into the hot water, Sterling came to the conclusion that he wasn’t going to be able to get the coyote to leave without the help of Don Gasper. Gasper had told him before that the witches of the Southwest could take the forms of coyotes, and even if Sterling didn’t quite believe the superstitions, it was odd that the coyote had begun making appearances in Hector’s absence. 
 
    “Yup, gonna need to talk to Gasper,” Sterling said as he closed his eyes and lowered his cowboy hat further, so the brim touched the tip of his nose. “Ain’t living if you ain’t struggling with something.” 
 
    Even with the coyotes, and the winter that lay ahead, Sterling knew that this was the good life. 
 
     It was the life that he had scraped together in a world gone mad. He had done his part to correct it, and now it was up to others to do theirs. If this was retirement, Sterling was ready to live out the rest of his years in relative ease. 
 
    But as comfortable as he was, and as content as he felt, something was missing. 
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    The early morning frost sparkled as the sun came up, making the desertscape look as if it had been glazed in crystals. The wind had howled throughout the night, conjuring memories of Zephyr’s unique power, another thing Sterling was happy not to deal with any longer. There was no more flying in his life, no more high wire acts. No hovering, nothing involving heights. 
 
    It was a best case scenario for Sterling.  
 
    As he sat up and placed his feet on the cold stone floor, a thought came to Sterling. It had been a while since he had spoken to Harjo. He had caught the Comanche telemancer up on what happened with the Godwalkers, same with Don Gasper, but he had told him that they would speak once he settled in T or C, and he had yet to conjure the man. 
 
    “What else do I got to do?” he mumbled.  
 
    After rolling a cigarette—he was getting low on tobacco—Sterling stepped onto his front porch and took a seat in a rocking chair that his buddy Judge, the pepper farmer from Hatch, had gifted him.  
 
    He set the bottle of Harjo’s blood on the banister and summoned the man as he smoked. 
 
    “Sterling?” 
 
    “Live and in the flesh. Sorry it’s been so long, amigo.” 
 
    “How are things?” the bloody apparition asked. 
 
    “Good. Good enough, well, great, actually.” Sterling went ahead and explained what he had been doing in T or C, how they had rebuilt his home and how he was waiting for the new year so he could prepare for his pepper farm. “What I need is some of that ingenuity that them Chacoans had, so I can figure out exactly what time it is. I don’t like wearing a watch, and I don’t like asking others for the time. Guess I could get me some sort of sundial. Maybe I’ll look into that.” 
 
    “They will come,” Harjo told him. 
 
    Sterling had briefly mentioned Roxie and the Sunflower Kid, not wanting to dwell on the fact that they had yet to visit him. Apparently, Harjo had picked up on this. Rather than say anything about Roxie and the Sunflower Kid, Sterling merely swallowed and placed his cigarette in the ashtray. “It’s been nice seeing you, amigo. I’ll try to visit Quanah next spring, if I can get a hold of him, that is. Who knows where that man will be by that point. If I do, I’ll bring you back and let you talk as much as you’d like. I’m sure you would like to hear how the Comanche are rebuilding.” 
 
    “I would. Thanks, and good luck with your farm.” 
 
    “I know you don’t see me as a pepper farmer, or should I say, you never saw what I did down here aside from things you may have witnessed in my thoughts, but I was a good farmer. Much better farmer than I am a cowboy or a necromancer, if that makes any sense.”  
 
    “I believe it.” 
 
    “Be seeing you, Harjo.” Sterling tipped his hat at the telemancer’s face as it faded away. 
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    Sterling met Kip in town later that morning for breakfast at Ingo’s Café. Ingo whipped up two coffees while Kip and Sterling sat by the window ‘like a pair of old farts,’ as Kip kept saying. 
 
    “Pretty fresh, no?” Ingo asked after Sterling took his first sip of coffee, the German expat smiling down at him, flour smudged across his apron. 
 
    “Damn,” was all Sterling could say about the brew. It certainly was fresh, robust, with a depth to it that he didn’t normally notice with instant coffee. “This the real deal or something?” 
 
    “Yah, trade has been good lately with Las Cruces. Many things coming up from Mexico now. Coffee, fruit, other things. You should go down there.” 
 
    “To Mexico or Las Cruces?” Sterling asked.  
 
    “Las Cruces.” 
 
    “You got to be kidding me.” 
 
    “It’s still bad in some parts,” Kip said after a loud sip of his coffee, “but Ingo ain’t wrong, Las Cruces ain’t half bad these days. That’s where I got them seeds you was looking for. All sorts of stuff down there, purty women too. Well, purtier than here. But you know there ain’t much to poke at around here.” 
 
    “I don’t know, last time I was in Las Cruces…”  
 
    Myriad images came to Sterling, from finding Don Gasper bloodied up and communicating with the snake—or whatever he was doing—to the peyote, not to mention his Killbilly brawl at the bar that put him in a pretty tough spot. It was in Las Cruces that he had discovered what was once his home, which would have led Sterling on a wild goose chase had it not been for the fact that Isabelle came to him. 
 
    “You listening?” Kip asked as he slapped his hand against Sterling’s knee. “You got that dazed look in your eyes again, man.” 
 
    “Just one of them things.” 
 
    “Let me know if you’d like any more coffee,” Ingo told them. “I will get your pancakes now. Eggs sunny side up, yah?” 
 
    “Always,” Sterling told him. “Make sure to double down on them pepper flakes too.” 
 
    “Red, green, or Christmas?” 
 
    “Christmas,” both Kip and Sterling said at the same time.  
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    Sterling almost went to Riverbend Hot Springs that afternoon, but he felt that doing so would be indulgent, and even if he was semi-retired, there were things he needed to do around his ranch house.  
 
    The ride between Truth or Consequences and his home took about fifteen minutes if Manchester was going fast. Sterling kept his skeletal steed at a leisurely pace, not in a rush as he headed out of town, past where the Subway and the Pizza Hut used to be, through the cracked parking lot of a Catholic Church that had seen much better days, an overturned Dodge Ram still sticking out of the nave, its undercarriage rusted. 
 
    “Good, Pingo,” Sterling told his bone horse as he trotted along the road, what was left of it, anyway. A breeze blowing past kicked up wrappers and other detritus from the before people. One of the wrappers, an empty black and blue Doritos bag, caught Sterling’s eye. Cool Ranch. He had tried Doritos before, years back, when convenience store food was still a lootable thing. 
 
    Now, he couldn’t remember what they tasted like. 
 
    “Don’t matter,” he mumbled, a mantra for those who had survived.  
 
    Sterling had just reached his home and was hopping down from Manchester when the air suddenly became electric. 
 
    A Godwalker appeared. 
 
    “Where in the hell have you been?” he asked Roxie, who now floated next to the Sunflower Kid. The kid’s hair was cut short, close to her head, and platinum blonde. Her ears were pointed, and her eyebrows seemed more arched than normal. As she had almost every time Sterling had seen her, his daughter wore all white. 
 
    <We thought you could use a surprise.> 
 
    “You thought right,” Sterling said as he took off his hat and held it over his chest. He licked his lips and slowly shook his head. With a quick gesture, he returned Manchester’s bones to his inventory list. “Damn, am I happy to see the two of you. Y’all been holding out on me.” 
 
    Sterling didn’t expect the Sunflower Kid to come forward and hug him. He was initially thrown off guard when she did so, yet he managed to completely give in to it and hug her back, his hand finding a place on the back of her head. “Figured you would shave it today, huh?”  
 
    “Just a change for today.” The Sunflower Kid stepped away and traced her eyes over Sterling’s ranch house. “Where are we, exactly? Is this Truth or Consequences?” 
 
    “It sure is, well, outside of town. This here…” A proud smile trailed across Sterling’s face. “This here’s my place. And over there, that’s where my pepper farm will be. You know, well, I guess I should just show you. Y’all are coming in, right?” 
 
    <We didn’t come all this way to wait for you outside.> 
 
    “I figured as much,” Sterling told the two as he motioned the Sunflower Kid up the steps to his front porch. He opened the door for her and gestured for her to go inside, Sterling also holding the door for Roxie. “Ladies first.” 
 
    <I’m glad that you are keeping manners alive and well down here.> 
 
    “I’m sure you are,” Sterling said as they came into his living room.  
 
    There wasn’t much in the living room at the moment, just a red wool rug, and a reupholstered sofa in front of the stone fireplace. Resting on the sofa was a threadbare blanket and a single pillow without a pillowcase. Sterling had been sleeping there for the time being. To get a bed, he would need to either head to Las Cruces, or see if he could rustle one up at an abandoned home somewhere. 
 
    Yet another task. 
 
    “This is where you have been sleeping?” 
 
    “Just temporarily,” he assured the Sunflower Kid. “But don’t mind this area. Got something to show you.” 
 
    He led her to another wing of the home, separate from the main living area. There were a couple of rooms here and a bathroom, which didn’t exactly have running water but at least they had installed a post-apocalyptic septic tank and a well on the outskirts of the property. It wasn’t the most ideal situation, and they would have to use buckets to wash their hands or flush the toilet, but it worked. 
 
    “Who’s this room for?” the Sunflower Kid asked after Sterling didn’t say anything. 
 
    A smile cut across his face. 
 
    “Yes?” she asked once he didn’t reply. 
 
    “It’s for you. The room is for you. This whole wing of the home, it’s yours whenever you visit. Now, I know that you got things that you’re doing and whatnot, and I know that there ain’t much here now, that the place needs decorating, but it’s yours.”  
 
    “You made a room for me?” 
 
    <What about me?> 
 
    Sterling turned to Roxie. “You want a room as well?” 
 
    <No, I think this space could do. Kid? What do you think?> 
 
    “I think it would be doable, for now. But we can’t stay here.” The Sunflower Kid turned to Sterling and smiled. “You know that, right? We can’t stay here.” 
 
    “Can’t stay here?” His heart skipped a beat. “What do you mean? This is my home, our home. I mean, if I die, well, when I die, it becomes your home. That’s what I’m saying here.” 
 
    The Sunflower Kid took another look around. “I mean we can’t stay here all the time. How boring would that be?” 
 
    “Boring? I have a damn good time here and in town.” 
 
    <You haven’t seen the town yet.> 
 
    “Don’t you go planting ideas in her head, Rox.” 
 
    The Sunflower Kid approached Sterling, a softness in her eyes. “I’ve been thinking a lot lately, and I’ve come to this conclusion. I will stay here with you, and Roxie will as well, but we still have some things we need to do, and by we I mean all three of us. We still need to travel.” 
 
    “Travel?” 
 
    She nodded. “I told you I wanted to see the botanical gardens in Washington.” 
 
    “You are suggesting a trip to the East Coast?” 
 
    “Didn’t you say something at some point about wanting to see the ocean?” 
 
    Sterling ran his hand over his beard. “I told you that?” 
 
    <You speak your thoughts aloud more than you think you do.> 
 
    “Well, yeah, I do want to see the ocean, but I didn’t think that I would actually do it.” 
 
    “Why not? Then that is another thing that we can do. Travel west, see California, see the ocean. Just the three of us.” 
 
    “Just the three of us, huh?” Sterling asked. 
 
    <Unless some of the others want to come, then yes, the three of us. What is there to lose?> 
 
    “To lose? Nothing to lose, really, nothing that we haven’t already lost. You’ll shake on that?” Sterling slowly extended his hand to his daughter. “You promise to call this your home, and I promise to travel every now and then with you. Not only that, you can help me with my pepper farm. Although, I guess with your powers the whole farming thing is sort of a moot point. Kind of funny now, if you think about it, the fact that you’re a biomancer and you are my child and I became a farmer without ever knowing how all this connected. Nevermind.” Sterling looked down at his hand. “Well? Are you going to leave me hanging here or what?” 
 
    The Sunflower Kid finally shook his hand. 
 
    “Shee-it, what did I just get myself into?” Sterling suddenly remembered something. “I’ve got a gift for you.” He summoned the bag of watermelon seeds that he had asked Kip to find and handed them to the Sunflower Kid. “Figured you’d want some of these.” 
 
    The Sunflower Kid took the bag of watermelon seeds and examined them carefully. She looked up at her father and grinned. “A pepper and watermelon farm?” 
 
    “Sounds like a good little business plan to me. So where to first? The East or West Coast?” 
 
    She took another look around the empty space. “I don’t know. Perhaps we should get some furniture first.” 
 
    “In that case, we will probably need to head to Las Cruces. Unless you want to try to find an abandoned home that ain’t already been picked through.” 
 
    The Sunflower Kid shrugged as she continued to examine the watermelon seeds. “Maybe tomorrow. I’d like you to show me what’s so special about Truth or Consequences. You’ve been raving about it for quite a while now.” 
 
    Sterling smiled at his daughter. “You and me? We’re going to be the talk of the town, especially once we roll in with Roxie here.” 
 
    <Spare me.> 
 
    “I’m real glad y’all came, real glad. I was getting worried there for a moment.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
    The end. 
 
    

  

 
   
    .Back of the Book. 
 
      
 
    Reader, 
 
    The Cowboy Necromancer series was intended to be a trilogy, yet there is clearly more of this story to tell. My writing time is dictated but what people are reading and reviewing, because that is what keeps me writing full-time. Cowboy Necromancer isn’t my most popular series, but I think it has a special place in my catalog, and I think it is something that will continue to bring readers over the following years. 
 
    Because of this, I’ve decided to continue the books, but because of said writing time, I have to focus on what people seem to really want from me (which is my broader fantasy works, like Pilgrim and War Priest). This means that future Cowboy Necromancer installments will likely be through novellas. 
 
    If you want to help push this series along, please take a moment to rate and review the books that you have read. Here are the links: 
 
    Cowboy Necromancer 1 
 
    Cowboy Necromancer 2 
 
    Cowboy Necromancer 3 
 
    They don’t have to be long reviews, but every single review helps. However you came to this series, you also saw other LitRPG fantasy books with 1000s of reviews. Predictably, the success of a book these days is based on reviews and an ever changing algorithm. And people make instant decisions based on them. 
 
      
 
    Damn, would Sterling hate algorithms! I can hear his desert haiku in my head now… 
 
      
 
    Ain’t got time for this. 
 
    Five stars don’t always mean five stars. 
 
    Better things to do. 
 
      
 
    Or something.  
 
    But they really help, and they say something like one person reviews a book for every 100-500 times a book has been read. Your review helps independent authors like myself, and I appreciate it. 
 
    Parting the southwestern kimono a little more, Cowboy Necromancer has brought some attention from Hollywood looking to have it turned into a film/tv series. If you can imagine a pepper farmer dressed in all black shouldering through a windstorm in the white salt flats of Deseret followed by Beep, or the Sunflower Kid, or any of the stranger encounters of this series, then you know how amazing this would be on the big screen. It would be beyond me. And I’m not talking about the financial aspect, just actually seeing something I’ve been visualizing for some time now would be an act of enlightenment. 
 
    But yet again, the series needs more reviews for it to reach that milestone. It also needs more love on my end. It needs further content, it needs not to be settled at a trilogy, it needs further installments.  
 
    Basically, the story can’t stop. 
 
    Hence the novellas, shorter books. 
 
    I have three story arcs in mind that have their own beginning and end, and the first will be called Cowboy Necromancer 4: Trona Pinnacles (Novella). Once that is out in the fall of 2022, I hope you read it as well, and that the journey for Sterling and the Sunflower Kid can continue for a long time. I believe future books will have less LitRPG stats because, as you might have noticed, Sterling is quite powerful now and for him to gain power will require either gauntlets or a system change. Now, the latter concept isn’t unheard of, but I’ve always been a writer more focused on the story than fitting genre boxes.  
 
    Maybe to my detriment. 
 
    I digress.  
 
    Let’s see where this little story can go and what I can uncover in my future Southwest research. My research will also continue to be an important part of this series—shedding light on Southwestern mysticism, exploring places that seem otherworldly yet actually exist, and roping in historically accurate stories to the overall narrative. The research for this series runs much deeper than I will get into here, but there is one interesting thing I uncovered that ties right into the series and that I would like to share about Chaco Canyon and the dwellings that were once there. Various Pueblo groups have lore that points to something going wrong in this location, that the people became too powerful, which was why it was abandoned. I found inspiration in this detail and it fit in nicely with Sterling’s journey.  
 
    Speaking of Chaco Canyon, yes, I visited the National Park in 2021 on a trip to New Mexico. Here are a few pictures. 
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    Chaco Canyon was out-of-this-world, truly, and walking through the great houses really gave me a perspective of what it must have been like to live there. Only one thing to know if you ever plan to go—the roads to get there are rough. At some point, they are no longer paved, and since my wife and I were in a rented Toyota Prius, it took us nearly an hour to go about fifteen miles up and down an unpaved road of hills and run off. Funny side story about that. The park ranger, who was a local Native American, warned us about the road and told us that he got off work in an hour, that if he saw us stranded, he’d help. 
 
    Nice guy, amazing location. There’s also a documentary available called The Mystery of Chaco Canyon that’s on Amazon Prime. It is amazing, and it is where I got the astrological part of the Terminal’s location. The people that lived there truly were advanced when it came to understanding phenomena such as equinoxes and seasons. This, and more astrological evidence, is available in the documentary, which is narrated by Robert Redford. 
 
    If you live in America, or you can travel to the Southwest, I absolutely recommend taking a chance and doing so when time allows. New Mexico is especially magical, but there are other places that research for Cowboy Necromancer has brought me, from the sandstone arches in Moab, Utah to the cliff dwellings of Flagstaff, Arizona—it is truly a unique location. Being from Texas (yet now living in New England), I’m sad to say that I didn’t get to the region until I was 26, even though it was right next door! If you are Texan, please get over to New Mexico as soon as you can. It’s only a (estimates distance from where you might be) one to eleven hour drive. Ha! But seriously. It’s a gem of a state, they have great food, and the ruins there, from pueblos to Spanish missionaries, is beyond anything I’ve encountered in the Lone Star State. 
 
    And that, is the end of my travel blog. 
 
    Finally, if you want to read amazing books about the Southwest, everything from cliff dwellings to journeys through canyons, and you want to see where I picked up some of my terms and concepts used in Cowboy Necromancer, I recommend any and all of the books by Craig Childs. I even started the third installment of this story with a quote from his book, House of Rain. 
 
    Thank you if you read all this, and thank you for your reviews and ratings. 
 
    Shee-it, until we meet again, 
 
    Harmon Cooper 
 
    www.harmoncooper.com  
 
    

  

 
   
    Here are some Facebook pages you should join: 
 
    My Facebook Group  
 
    LitRPG Books 
 
    GameLit Society 
 
    LitRPG Forum 
 
      
 
    Here are some other ways to support my books: 
 
    
    	 Join the Proxima Galaxy on Facebook where I look for ARC (advanced Review Copy) readers and give away audiobooks and other cool stuff. 
 
    	 Review my books, which generates more interest from other readers, which makes me write faster because (carrot dangling from the stick!) – I want to please you all! 
 
    	 Join the Harmon Cooper mailing list. 
 
    	 Join my Patreon where you can read exclusive content (from cover design to future release ideas and chapters)  
 
   
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
    To learn more about LitRPG, talk to authors including myself, and just have an awesome time, please join the LitRPG Group. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
  
   Other Books by Harmon Cooper 
 
    I have written over sixty books (whew). Here are some of the highlights! 
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Witcher meets John Wick meets The Witcher in my bestselling series. 
 
      
 
    https://geni.us/PILGRIM 
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    Introducing War Priest: Mask of the Fallen 
 
      
 
    Check out my newest and expect a much deeper cultivation system, some of the best combat I’ve written after a year of research into samurai and ninja (shinobi) techniques, yokai, and a coming-of-age dark fantasy story about a healer who is forced to become a warrior.  
 
      
 
    Check out War Priest! 
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    After being portaled to another world, a writer-turned-barbarian teams up with a fantasy-reader-turned-spellbook in this fantasy bestseller that doubles as a buddy comedy. 
 
      
 
    Get it here! 
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    A man becomes the grim reaper and introduces game mechanics to the role. DO NOT miss this book. 
 
      
 
    https://geni.us/DeathsMantle 
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    What if Ready Player One was a multi-part epic? Gritty LitRPG action, gamer humor, fantastic fantasy worlds, and a killer MC. Now in a convenient box set! 
 
      
 
    https://geni.us/The_Feedback_Loop 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
    .About the Author. 
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    Harmon Cooper is the author of a lot of books. Really, a lot. Originally from Austin, Texas, he spent five years honing his writing skills in Asia before ultimately relocating to New England. More information can be found on his website www.harmoncooper.com 
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