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    Hey you. 
 
    Yeah, you. You should join my Patreon page. When you join, you will get preview chapters of my future books to both read and listen to. You’ll also be able to see cover art sketches and get copies of sexier, NSFW versions of my already super sexy covers. If you are into audiobooks, I have a tier where you get 3-4 every month included for a crazy low price. Woah. 
 
    Click here, or search for my name on Patreon.com 
 
      
 
    If Patreon isn’t your jam, you can always join my Facebook group to get updates there. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 1 
 
    Streams of fog billowed past my truck’s windshield as it landed with a feather-light bounce on the moonstone road of the desert world. The four warrior women sharing my cab all exhaled with a mixture of relief and giddiness. 
 
    I found that I shared the feeling as I glanced around to make sure they were all in one piece. Indy and Ellie were buckled snugly into the passenger seat, while Artemn and Meikha were back in the doghouse area. A small huff of effort escaped Artemn as she struggled with the makeshift seat belt I had fashioned out of a bungee cord. 
 
    I prepared to stop the truck so I could give her a hand, but then there was a sharp snap as the bungee cord broke and was flung against the walls of the doghouse in two pieces. 
 
    My winged warrior stared down at the two severed halves of the cord in her hands, and then she shot me an apologetic look with her silver eyes. “Oops.” 
 
    “Artemn does not know her own strength,” Ellie sighed. 
 
    “The contraptions of Earth are quite foolish,” Indy sniffed as she cast a disparaging look back at the bungee cord. 
 
    “Don’t worry about it,” I chuckled to Artemn as I turned forward to get us going again. “I’ve got about a dozen more of those.” 
 
    I turned Spitfire off the moonstone road and onto the hardpacked ground of the desert. The setting sun lanced through my truck’s dusty windshield, but soon it would be out of sight below the horizon. We would get to Bayalon at dusk, just before the fiercest fights of the day typically started. 
 
    This was perfect for one of the three missions we were on tonight: Getting my four warriors into the arena for their first real fight together.  
 
    I didn’t plan on entering them in an ultra-high stakes battle, like the deadly one Indy, Ellie, and Artemn had fought in Volluz a month ago. This battle was more for practice. 
 
    Although I had no issue with the certain prospect of raking in a few extra jewels. 
 
    Another purpose for paying a visit to Bayalon was currently resting in the pocket of my dark denim jacket. I slipped a hand in and brushed my fingers over the scroll to make sure it was still there. Volluz’s council of elders had entrusted me with this, and delivering it would only strengthen the ties I had with both of the oases’ councils. 
 
    Not that they needed strengthening at this point. The elders had practically been tripping over their feet in their attempts to curry good favor with me on my last visit. 
 
    Still, a little extra gratitude couldn’t hurt, especially considering our third mission to find something for Artemn: A fyrox, one of the small creatures she had once owned as a pet. 
 
    I cast a glance back at the black-and-white-haired warrior and wondered if she remembered this proposition of mine. If not, she was about to get what I hoped would be the best surprise ever. I had seen the longing in her silver eyes back when she told me about the adorable little creatures. 
 
    At the moment, Artemn was in quiet conversation with Meikha Swiftrage, the slender, tawny-eyed warrior I had acquired on our trip to Volluz. Meikha’s dark blonde hair was braided around the crown of her head. The setting sun glinted off of it, along with the gold thread that Ellie had woven through her fellow warrior’s braid. 
 
    My blue-haired warrior had been getting really into this lately, and she had done both her own and my other warriors’ hair in a similar fashion. Indy’s high ponytail had her signature copper rings braided into the bottom of it, while Artemn’s Viking braid was woven through with its fine silver chain. Ellie’s own hair was done in an elaborate, swirling braid with her wire of gleaming pearls peeking through it. 
 
    In their pre-battle attire, my warrior women looked a combination of lethal and stunning that I’d never get over. Once they donned their decorative armor and weapons, every eye in Bayalon would be glued to us more than ever before. 
 
    Which was saying a lot. After all, the inhabitants of the legendary city had more than proven that they couldn’t get enough of the warrior women that belonged to me. 
 
    And neither could I. 
 
    But as a crowd of car-sized objects swam dimly into sight ahead of us, I forced my attention away from my vicious fighters. 
 
    I had been expecting the sight of the fallen gorsicans, but it still sent a slight chill through me, despite the fact that I had now slain two live ones on my own. 
 
    Luckily, these familiar gorsicans were very much dead. Forests of long, skinny legs jabbed up into the sky from each shadowy figure that was silhouetted against the setting sun. Most of them were lying belly up on the hard ground of the desert. 
 
    I couldn’t resist giving Spitfire’s horn a brief tug, just in case any of these gorsicans happened to be a live one who had crept in to play possum and ambush us. As far as any of us in the cab were aware, this kind of trick wasn’t in the gorsicans’ repertoire. 
 
    But then again, none of us had had any clue that the leggy bastards were capable of wearing the skins of other animals like a cloak while they stormed around in the desert, either– at least, not until I fought one posing as a giant, murderous bull on our last visit. 
 
    I let out a small breath when there wasn’t the slightest sign of movement from any of the beasts, but I kept a wary eye out as I steered around them. 
 
    I also took a moment to make sure I had my new AR-10 within easy reach. 
 
    The gun was a recent addition to my small arsenal. An addition that had definitely seemed wise after our encounter with the massive bull that had actually turned out to be a gorsican. I thought it was more than worth the necessity of another background check and a waiting period to now possess a gun that could take on the monsters of the desert world. 
 
    The gun was a bit heavy, and my little pistol was definitely more suited for striding around the desert oases with, but when it came to slaying monsters out here on the sands, I thought the AR-10 would definitely pack the right amount of punch for the job. 
 
    There was a rustle of movement from behind me. Meikha’s slender fingers clutched at the passenger seat as she leaned forward to plaster her face against the window. 
 
    “Gorsicans,” she whispered. “And chariots. This must have been where the Widows’ Revenge took place.” 
 
    “The Widows’ Revenge?” I glanced over at the familiar sight of the abandoned, bone-white chariots strewn between the gorsican corpses. “Was that the name of this… battle, or whatever it was?” 
 
    Meikha nodded solemnly as she drew back into her spot at the front of the doghouse. “The gorsicans attacked an old desert city. The men there defended the oasis. They succeeded in turning away the gorsicans, but they were slaughtered in the process, every last one. Then the widows rode out to seek revenge. This was the result.” 
 
    My other warriors shivered slightly as they all shared a look. 
 
    “How do you know about that?” I asked the blonde warrior with interest. I had heard some tales about the desert world from Ellie, but those had been learned from the temple where she grew up. 
 
    There was a brief pause. 
 
    “I know more about the desert’s history than most warriors,” she said quietly.” 
 
    “Ahh.” I nodded. 
 
    I decided to let this subject drop for now. The pain in my newest warrior’s voice reminded me of how Indy had sounded when she spoke about her own past, back when I first won her in Kortico. Meikha hadn’t entirely opened up to us yet, and I didn’t think now was the time to dredge up old memories if she wasn’t looking to do so. 
 
    Soon the gorsicans were behind us. The sun had disappeared below the horizon, but its light still lingered slightly in the sky. Still, the dusk was dim enough for the fiery balls of light ahead to be clearly visible. 
 
    The excitement that rippled through me was familiar by now, but still just as thrilling as ever. The legendary city was waiting for us. We were practically like celebrities there at this point, or even something more. The sound of the crowds screaming my warriors’ names was something that would never get old, and I knew my women felt the same. 
 
    By the time the sandstone walls were towering over us, the writhing, red-orange light of the lanterns atop them cast dancing, geometric shadows down into the carvings on the walls. From behind me, Meikha let out a soft gasp at the sight. We had told her as much as we could about this desert city, but seeing it for the first time was a hard feeling to convey. 
 
    “The trapped souls of the damned,” she murmured as we rolled to a stop. When I glanced back with confusion, her sharp, tawny eyes were fixed on the roiling light of the fiery lanterns. 
 
    “What?” I asked as I turned to stare at the lights again. “Are you talking about…?” 
 
    In the whirlwind of activity that had previously overtaken us upon entering this legendary city, I’d never had a spare moment to think about what caused the motion of the various glass orbs that lit most of Bayalon. I had assumed it was some simple sort of fiery magic. 
 
    But Meikha clearly thought– or knew– otherwise. 
 
    “The orbs are prisons,” she said softly. “I read about them in the old scrolls of Volluz. Each one holds a fire being who once violated the laws of this city. Their own fire has been enchanted to consume and torment them. That’s why the light moves the way it does– they’re writhing in eternal pain. Or… so the tales say.” 
 
    I stared up at the burning lanterns. Like I had noticed before, some of these orbs on the walls were easily big enough for me to stand in. 
 
    “Yeahhh,” I muttered. “If it’s true, then, well… It kinda checks out for this place.” 
 
    My other warriors nodded in agreement. 
 
    I stopped the truck before we got too close, so my warriors would have time to put on their decorative armor. 
 
    The rose-gold plate armor on Meikha’s shoulders was shaped and carved into delicate, swirling arcs that evoked the look of the wind. It matched the corset that cupped her breasts and trailed down her abdomen in a v-shape over the tan-colored silk of her romper. The long, trailing sleeves attached to her shoulder armor were made of gauzy fabric like a cape, and they rippled slightly in the wind that Meikha could send swirling around her body at will. She looked fucking stunning, and so did my other warriors as they adjusted their own armor in the cab. Indy’s golden scale-mail clinked softly as she fastened it in place, and Ellie’s fingers skimmed lightly over her gleaming blue porcelain corset. 
 
    When everyone was ready, I drove the rest of the short distance to Bayalon. Spitfire’s horn bayed like a warhorn even as the big, solid brass gate started retracting up into the sandstone wall. 
 
    I parked the truck inside and then leaped to the ground. My warrior women did the same, and they prowled around the front of the cab to join me as the familiar tall, yellow-eyed guard approached us at a gallop. 
 
    The distant but deafening roar of an arena crowd washed over us, and the guard waited until it died down to greet us. 
 
    “Fuck yeah,” he hooted with a gleeful expression on his hawk-like face. “You’re back again!” 
 
    “We thought it was about time to do some more ass-kicking in the legendary city,” I said casually. 
 
    “Well, I know what I’m doing tonight,” the guard said as he punched the air. “You– Whoaaa…” 
 
    He trailed off as he caught sight of Meikha. The lantern light glinted off her decorative armor and the ornate, rapier-like sword sheathed at her belt. Its hilt was made of swirling carved white jade, and the scabbard was gold and inlaid with diamonds, sapphires, rubies, and emeralds. It was a more fanciful replica of the battle-ready sword I had picked up for her from the store where we’d gotten Artemn’s spear back home, and it was undeniably impressive as hell. 
 
    The guard clearly shared my opinion. He let out a low whistle, and the noise stretched on as he took in the decorative weapons my other warriors now carried around. I had to admit they made an eye-catching sight, and pride stirred in my chest as I took them in again. 
 
    A chorus of boos rang out from the arena, and I raised my eyebrows. 
 
    The hawk-faced guard snorted. “That’ll be Rulgbara the Rogue. Crowd loves to hate her. They’ll be pumped as hell to see you, oh, man.” 
 
    “I know.” I smirked. “But first, I think we’re gonna go–” 
 
    I cut off at the nearby sound of leathery wings flapping against the air. A pale blue glow descended on us, and soon three glowing blue Spectrids landed nearby. 
 
    Their looming size and glowing blue color told me these Spectrids had been sent by the council. 
 
    “Word travels fast around here,” I muttered. When I spotted the saddles strapped onto the creatures’ backs, I figured this was a clear enough indication that this was the council of elders offering us a ride to the Stronghold. 
 
    “Lord John.” One of the Spectrids approached and dipped its scaly neck respectfully. “The council welcomes you back to Bayalon. They eagerly await your presence– that is, unless you’re planning on visiting the arena first…?” 
 
    “Nah,” I said. Then I glanced over at the guard. “Although I’m hoping to maybe spread some word that we’re here.” 
 
    “Oh, I’m all over this,” the guard assured me. 
 
    Without another word, he took off at a sprint through the winding streets of the Old Town, toward the volcano arena. 
 
    “The council thought you’d be entering your fighters tonight,” the Spectrid told me with a nod. “They’ve invited a few bookies to attend to you. I’m sure they’ll be happy to assist with spreading the word.” 
 
    “Cool,” I said with a grin. Then I gestured at the saddle. “Should we just…?” 
 
    “Of course.” The Spectrid lowered itself to a crouch and beckoned with its scaly snout. 
 
    The other glowing creatures did the same. Indy and Ellie immediately vaulted onto one, while Artemn and Meikha headed for another more carefully. 
 
    I clambered onto the one I’d just spoken to, and it flung itself up into the air without hesitation. 
 
    My stomach swooped, and the badass feeling of being a dragon-rider filled me again as the wyvern-like creature flapped its wings to gain height. 
 
    The domed buildings of the Old Town looked like black bubbles beneath us as we soared over them. Some rose out of a sea of glowing foliage in their yards. Then we passed over the Caldera arena. The waters of its surrounding lake rippled under the light of the fiery torches, and we saw the distant figures of arena fighters in the volcanic crater below as the light there flared white. I was sure I saw fingers pointing up at us as I glanced down, and I allowed myself another moment of feeling like an utter badass as I sailed through the sky on Spectrid-back. 
 
    Soon we reached the moss-covered valley where the tall, terraced stone buildings of the elders lay. From this height, the picturesque, vine-colored buildings looked even less fortress-like than usual, but I knew by now that the valley could be filled with water at will to protect from any unlikely attackers. The fortress was a relic of Bayalon’s tumultuous past. 
 
    We descended onto one of the terraces, where the big round globes radiated a misty blue luminance instead of the red-orange glow present in most of the city. 
 
    The council was already waiting on the terrace when we landed. I slid neatly down from the Spectrid’s back onto the jigsaw-like stone floor as my warriors did the same. 
 
    “Lord John,” Vaksahn, the silver-haired elven council member, greeted me as he strode forward with a hand outstretched. “We’re honored that you’ve chosen to return to our city.” 
 
    I mostly managed to ignore the swirling mist that coated his fingers as I returned his handshake. 
 
    “Glad to be here,” I said in an easy voice. Without preamble, I reached into my coat and brought out the scroll. “A reply from Volluz.” 
 
    I knew the council must’ve been expecting this to some extent, but a hush still fell over the group, and Vaksahn’s hand was shaking ever so slightly as he reached out to grasp the scroll. He stared down at the silver seal stamped with crisscrossed lines for a long moment. 
 
    I watched closely as he grasped the matching silver ribbon tied around the scroll. As with the message I had delivered to Volluz, the thing hadn’t come untied back when I’d given it a tug myself. It was like it had been sealed with some type of magical lock. His brow creased slightly in concentration, and the mist swirled a little more quickly around his fingers as he gripped the ribbon deftly and pulled it free. 
 
    He unrolled the scroll and scanned his eyes quickly over it, with his gaze lingering at the bottom. Then he nodded and allowed the scroll to roll back up. 
 
    The steely-haired Vaksahn raised his eyes to me, and he was silent for another moment. 
 
    “Any favor you wish, Lord John…” he said somberly. “Ask, and it’s yours.” 
 
    “In a heartbeat,” a white-haired elder assured me. 
 
    “Well…” I mulled this over for a second. “I have a few ideas.” 
 
    The council all nodded eagerly for me to go on, so I got straight to the point with my first request. 
 
    “I want a fyrox,” I said bluntly. “As in, I’d like to, er, find one, and take it home with me.” 
 
    I sensed a small shift of motion next to me. When I glanced over, Artemn’s silver eyes were shining as she clutched her hands giddily to her chest. 
 
    I grinned but then returned my gaze to the elders. 
 
    “A fyrox?” Vaksahn asked with some surprise. His expression seemed puzzled by the interaction between me and my winged warrior, but he nodded respectfully after a moment. “Their breeding grounds are up on the eastern cliffs, inside the Flailing Grove.” 
 
    I gave him a shrewd look as I remembered the variety of toxic and vicious plants I had encountered in this oasis. “And does this Flailing Grove, uhh… do anything? I mean, will it attack us or something?” 
 
    But one of the elders was already hurrying over to the far side of the terrace. She reached up to grasp one of the slender branches of a tall potted tree, and it broke off with a loud, crisp snap. 
 
    “Here, Lord John,” she intoned as she rushed back over. The robe that wrapped tight all the way down to her ankles constricted her steps into short, sharp strides. “This is a laughing lash. Use it to whip one of the flailing branches, and they’ll become good-natured right away.” 
 
    I ran a hand up the slender but sturdy branch, and its trailing vines swayed as I tucked it into my belt. “Thanks, I appreciate it.” 
 
    “Of course.” A monocled elder nodded enthusiastically. He started rooting around in his pockets for something, and eventually came up with a spare monocle that was prismatic and inlaid with an absurd amount of jewels. “If you offer a fyrox vixen a gift, she may be more disposed to grant you a cub.” 
 
    “Are you sure you don’t mind parting with this?” I asked doubtfully as I handled the monocle. It was pretty damn swanky, and it appeared to be worth a small fortune. “I mean, I’m sure there are other gifts–” 
 
    “No, no.” The man shook his head and waved a hand airily. “Those are jewels harvested from the depths of the rift. Fyrox vixens are quite discerning. I’m honestly not certain one would accept anything less. And regardless, I have another few.” 
 
    I raised my eyebrows, but nodded in thanks as I passed the monocle over to Artemn. 
 
    The elders all watched this byplay almost like they couldn’t believe it was real, but then the white-haired woman snapped back to attention. 
 
    “Lord John,” she said earnestly. “What else can we do for you? Surely there’s something more than a fyrox…?” 
 
    “I was thinking about entering my warriors in a fight tonight,” I said with a shrug. 
 
    “We thought you might,” Vaksahn said smoothly. He raised his hands and clapped loudly. 
 
    I assumed he was summoning the bookies that the Spectrid had told me about as I heard the quick shuffling of feet. Soon, two of the familiar, gray-skinned beings came hurrying into view. 
 
    But by the sound of it, the bookies weren’t alone. 
 
    And I would’ve recognized these booming, clanking footsteps anywhere. 
 
    Sure enough, when I turned around, the leader of the brass gargoyle mediators was stomping out onto the terrace after the bookies. 
 
    “Took you long enough,” he complained to Vaksahn in his clanging boom of a voice. His brassy face glinted under the misty blue light, and his expression appeared distinctly irritated at being summoned like a dog. 
 
    His expression was thoroughly shared by the person who came striding out onto the platform behind him. 
 
    This face was another familiar one, but it was made of normal flesh instead of brass. It was aristocratic and slightly sardonic looking, with a close-cropped silver beard. This man was elven-eared, and his silvery hair shared the same color as Vaksahn’s, although it was about a foot longer. Mist swirled around his fingers as he raised one hand in a wave. 
 
    “Mek,” I said with genuine friendliness. I allowed my eyebrows to lift just a fraction as I glanced between him and Vaksahn. “Wasn’t expecting to see you here.” 
 
    Judging by Vaksahn’s expression of sudden distaste, this was clearly an arrangement of convenience for him, rather than one made out of any good feeling toward his wayward son. 
 
    “Mekoliviath will accompany you to the arena,” he announced. “Err, if you wish, of course. I thought you might like to hear about any changes in the fighting scene. I wouldn’t know about such matters, so…” 
 
    The way he flicked his fingers toward Mek reminded me again of his disdain for the petty violence of the backers that surrounded their doings in the arena. 
 
    Judging by Mek’s expression as he returned his father’s gaze, the disdain was mutual, but his gaze lifted as he turned back to me. 
 
    “Excellent to see you, John,” he said. His voice had some similarities to his father’s, but it was more casual and never rose into a pompous, ringing tone. “You picked a good night to come. The fighting is fierce.” 
 
    Vaksahn gave him a stern look. “That’s Lord John to you.” 
 
    Mek responded with a tight-lipped smile and said nothing. I smirked and rolled my eyes at Vaksahn while the council was distracted, and the wayward son’s lips twitched slightly as he suppressed a snort of laughter. 
 
    “Just John’s fine,” I said, and my calm voice seemed to sever the threads of tension that stretched taut across the space between father and son. I glanced at the gargoyle and bookies. “So…” 
 
    “Ah, yes.” One of the gray-skinned bookies shook his head as he jerked his eyes away from the tense scene. He shuffled toward me and reached out to tug his associate along by the sleeve. “Lord John. We’d be happy to clear a spot for your warriors in the arena. Between us and the sight of you heading to the arena, we should be able to draw quite a crowd. The night has just begun, so…” 
 
    I shared a glance with Artemn to be absolutely sure my winged warrior was fine with this fight. She gave me a small, firm nod, and her silver eyes seemed lit with genuine excitement. There was no trace of tension in her shoulders as she faced me. 
 
    I nodded back and turned to the bookie. 
 
    Since I was accustomed to this process by now, it only took us a minute or so to hash out the details, and we agreed that he would clear a four-on-four spot for my warriors before the last few fights of the night. 
 
    “Tomorrow is a harvest day,” the bookie explained. “So some people may not stay up as late as usual. But this way you’ll be about an hour and a half before the final fight of the evening. Everyone should still be up and about, and they’ll be invigorated from watching Elgeza Rattlebane truss Gulsa Deathcloak in the arena, so…” 
 
    I raised my eyebrows as my mind immediately leaped into trying to visualize what inspired these bynames, and I realized I was actually looking forward to spending some time here before my warriors’ fight. 
 
    The gargoyle was watching closely with a stern expression like he was listening for any funny business on the bookies’ parts, but he just nodded and grunted with approval when we were done. 
 
    Vaksahn waved a hand at the bookies. “You may share a Spectrid to get back to the arena quickly, so you can spread the word for Lord John.” 
 
    The bookies gave me matching smiles of excitement before they turned and hurried off. The lead gargoyle gave me a creaky nod and then leaped into the air to follow them. 
 
    I thanked the council, and there was another brief but tense moment as Mek and his father said farewell to each other. 
 
    We descended to the ground on Spectrid-back, although it took a few trips between my warriors and Mek’s. The elven man had four fighters to his name now, and they trailed after him like ducklings as we approached the edge of the terrace. 
 
    Mek’s expression was relieved when he slid off the scaly creature down below, and he shook his head as he glanced up at the terraced Stronghold that his father was watching from. 
 
    “Wretch,” he muttered under his breath as he took his eyes away. 
 
    “Wretch?” I snorted as we started off with our warriors in tow. “That’s it?” 
 
    The elven-eared man gave me a thoughtful look as we started off, and then cast a last dark glance upward. 
 
    “Lickspittle,” he added in a contemplative voice. His tone got more spirited as he went on. “Pompous, misty old milksop. Blatherskite. Stuffy, sialoquent, bitter, preening excuse for a person. Egomaniacal ass-rouster. Blithering windbag. Insufferable jackass.” 
 
    “There we go,” I chuckled. I had no idea what half of these words meant, but the tone was unmistakable. “Very eloquent… Mekoliviath.” 
 
    Mek’s answering smile curdled on his face, and I shot him an evil grin. Finally, a wry expression lifted the corners of his mouth. 
 
    “So,” he said in a spot-on imitation of his father’s ringing voice. It dropped down into his usual lazy tone as he went on. “Where have your adventures taken you since I saw you last?” 
 
    “Volluz,” I said simply. 
 
    His gray eyes widened. “I didn’t know that place still existed. Although… to be fair, I don’t really know anything about the other oases in this accursed desert. What was it like?” 
 
    “Chaotic,” I said with honesty. “It was kind of like a hundred different cities all stuffed into one oasis. Oh, yeah, and there are kidnappers.” 
 
    “Kidnappers?” Mek gave me a confused frown and eyed my broad shoulders. “Don’t tell me someone tried to pick you up and carry you off?” 
 
    “Not me, genius,” I snorted. “My warriors.” 
 
    “Oh.” Mek shook his head and let out a low whistle. “I’m assuming you slaughtered every last one of them?” 
 
    “All but one,” I said with a sigh. “Although I think that one is going to spend the rest of his life wandering through a hall of endless mirrored torment, so… seems sort of fair, I guess.” 
 
    Mek murmured in shocked agreement as we dodged through the towering, fringed grass stalks of the shambling plains. When we came out onto the black volcanic stone road that led to the Caldera arena, I saw that there was a small crowd of people trickling in both directions. The few that were heading away from the arena immediately reversed directions when they caught sight of us. More heads swiveled in our direction as we headed toward the ferry. 
 
    Mek seemed to be enjoying this extra attention a little, but his grip tightened around his chain of warriors as he spoke. 
 
    “I’m glad you all made it out in one piece,” he said with feeling. “And also… I’ve got to say thank you.” 
 
    “For what?” I asked. 
 
    “Slaying Imiath, of course.” He smirked. Then he glanced back at Artemn. “I assumed it was you, anyway. Krasur and I found his body near the Coin Stacks. When I tell you that big bald bastard almost shat himself…” 
 
    I choked back a laugh at this. 
 
    “It was me,” I admitted. 
 
    The silver-haired man seemed on the verge of asking me how, but then he seemed to decide that was pointless. He just smiled instead. 
 
    Then he sighed and inclined his head to the right. “Speak of the devil...” 
 
    I glanced over and raked my eyes through the small crowd of people hovering nearby. It only took me a moment to spot a familiar Spectrid. This scaly, wyvern-like creature was smaller than the elders’ Spectrids had been, and it had no mysterious blue glow. But it did have three top hats stacked on top of its head. 
 
    “That’s Krasur’s, right?” I chuckled as the Spectrid gave me a toothy grin, then immediately took to the air and flapped away. Nearby people squawked and yelped as its wings buffeted them in the head. 
 
    “It’s Krasur’s,” Mek confirmed. “Since it’s heading for the Tufted Cliffs, I’m assuming that means Krasur’s at home. Or he is now, anyway. As soon as he hears you’re around, no doubt he’ll come running.” 
 
    I rolled my eyes at this, but I had to smirk a little. I really was a hot commodity around here. 
 
    I took a brief break from my conversation with Mek as I spotted something interesting in the crowd. 
 
    “Princess,” I murmured as I squeezed Indy’s wrist lightly. 
 
    She jumped a little and then turned her head to follow my gaze. A frown creased her golden forehead as she ran her eyes over the crowd of people. 
 
    Then she spotted what I was looking at. 
 
    “Ooooh,” she hissed softly. 
 
    A cluster of tall, lanky teenage girls was inching toward the front of the crowd to get a better view of my women. What made them stand out was that several of them were sporting the same tattoo: A flaming heart with a red-gold eye in the center, surrounded by a coiling whip. 
 
    Indy’s eyes flared excitedly at the sight. I heard a small squeal escape the nearest girl as she met my princess’ fiery gaze, and she looked like she was on the verge of hyperventilating from excitement at being so close to her idol. 
 
    Then the princess reached out with her free hand and jabbed a finger into Ellie’s ribs. 
 
    “Oof,” my dainty warrior complained. But she turned her head to follow where Indy was looking, and her blue eyes widened. “Is that…?” 
 
    “Yes, little wolfling,” Indy purred with a bloodthirsty smile. “These symbols are to honor us.” 
 
    In the past, we had spotted a few not-so-great looking tattoos of my warrior women’s weapons here. But these were way more artistic and well done for something in the desert world. It looked like someone had put in a lot of time, energy, and devotion into permanently etching this onto people’s skin. 
 
    I also noticed that a hell of a lot more people seemed to be favoring pants instead of robes compared to the last time I was here. I even saw a few wearing dark jackets that seemed oddly similar to my own, and I stared at these stark changes in fashion with slight confusion until I was distracted by something else. 
 
    “Lord John!” a high, melodious voice beckoned from somewhere else in the crowd. 
 
    The voice was accompanied by the strumming sound of a harp. After a moment my eyes found the player: a tall, sway-backed woman whose beige skin was patterned all over with leopard-like spots. 
 
    “I call this song ‘The Wolfling and the Flame,” the woman cried, and her face flushed as she stared at my warriors. “It’s about the second time your warriors graced Bayalon with their presence.” 
 
    Her long fingers danced over the small harp she had braced against her hip, and honeyed notes rippled through the air as the woman launched into a song: 
 
    “The scaly red wench, 
 
    the axe-wielding minx, 
 
    and the scrambling 
 
    screecher all joiiined 
 
    To go up against 
 
    the little blue wolf 
 
    and the one with 
 
    the fire in her eyyyes…” 
 
    Soon the whole crowd started to clap and stomp their feet as the singer made a heroic ballad out of Indy and Ellie’s past fight against Zenia, Mavra, and Tazabelle, the warriors who had belonged to the now-deceased Master Freyos. 
 
    The crowd egged the woman on until she approached the end of her ballad. Afterward they whistled and called for an encore, and we continued to wait for the ferry as she belted out another song: 
 
    “The horned demon loomed 
 
    like a towering cliff 
 
    blocking the stars 
 
    with his maaass 
 
    He thought he could match 
 
    the bold, dashing man 
 
    with the wolf and the flame 
 
    in his graaaasp…” 
 
    The song went on to describe what I guessed was the woman’s assumption of my duel with Imiath, which she must have guessed at from the backer’s death along with Artemn’s presence at my side. Unlike the real duel, this version involved me grabbing that hulking bastard by his horns, flipping him onto the ground, and stabbing him in the heart with a golden sword. 
 
    I smirked slightly at this over-the-top rendition of things. I was tempted to toss the woman some type of payment for her effort, but judging by the boisterous crowd around us, there was a strong chance that this would leave a good hundred people scrambling to receive the same. 
 
    So I just gave her a little bow and a salute as the ferry scraped against the shore ahead of us, and then I carefully shielded my warriors from the crowd as we made our way onto the craft. 
 
    We were closely followed by Mek and his women. The silver-haired backer snickered with amusement as the crowd struggled to board the boat after us. The singer broke into a new ballad as she tried to totter onto the gangway with her harp in hand. 
 
    “The bold hero returned 
 
    with the wolf and the flame 
 
    and the golden one 
 
    who was hallooowed 
 
    The people rejoiced, 
 
    they all shouted his name–” 
 
    “–and those dumb bastards sank the whole boooat,” Mek finished under his breath as the craft rocked in the water. 
 
    I wheezed with laughter as we were finally propelled away from the shore and people were left splashing forlornly in the shallows. 
 
    The strum of the harp faded and was replaced with a sound that I recognized as the ambient, between-fight chatter of the crowd echoing around the Caldera arena. 
 
    I eyed my winged warrior again to see how she was handling being included in the music. Before, any type of attention had made her uncomfortable, even if it was the good kind. But now her chin was lifted proudly, and her silver eyes flashed under the light of the fiery lanterns as she met my gaze. 
 
    I loved to see her feeling comfortable in her own skin like the utter badass that she was, and I spotted the faintest flicker of glow like a firefly from her skin while her eyes drank me in. 
 
    The arena was already packed nearly full. By the time we made our way to sit down near the backers’ lounge, another batch of people was squirming into the seats. 
 
    On the ground just below us, bookies were dashing to and fro. Their stony gray fingers joined the fingers of the crowd in jabbing up to where me and my warrior women sat. Soon the clink of coins and jewels dropping into pouches was clearly audible. 
 
    “Well, well, well,” Mek murmured at my shoulder. “Look who it is…” 
 
    I looked up just in time to spot Krasur lurching through the crowd at top speed. His dark hair had been pulled hastily back into a braid. The dancing, fiery light of the lamps shone off the two patches of shiny, scarred skin on each side of his deep widow’s peak as he turned his head left and right like a bomb-sniffing dog. 
 
    He was panting as hard as if he had sprinted here, and his bulky shoulders heaved with each breath as he struggled to look calm and dignified. 
 
    I pressed my lips together as the urge to laugh rippled through me, and I managed to give the burly backer a nod of greeting as he approached. 
 
    He was polite enough to try and make himself small as he wormed his way through the stands, but it didn’t do much good. People were sent toppling left and right as they tried to give him space, and he grunted an apology in his low, tough-guy voice when he accidentally clouted a teal-skinned river goblin on the head. The goblin’s frilly green gills flared with outrage as he reeled over in his seat. 
 
    Finally, he squeezed himself into the spot next to me and heaved a sigh of relief. 
 
    “Lord John,” he said with as much dignity as if he had just swept in on dragonback. “Good to see you again.” 
 
    His dark eyes widened as they lingered on the gleaming ornamental weapons that my warriors carried or wore at their hips, but he managed to keep himself from gaping too much as he asked me about my travels. 
 
    I wasn’t quite as open with him as I’d been with Mek, mostly because I just didn’t enjoy the conversation of the burly backer as much. Luckily, a new fight began in the arena to distract us. 
 
    “On one side, we have Rupina Brightbow,” the lead mediator boomed in his brassy voice. “And on the other, we have Thuvra Redclaw.” 
 
    Rupina was a slight, tan-skinned warrior whose only weapon was a bow made of gleaming, polished wood with a gossamer-like string. At first, I took this as a poor choice of weapon for an arena fight, but I had to admit it was actually pretty impressive as she fired arrow after arrow at her opponent with jaw-dropping speed. Thuvra Redclaw had three arrows embedded in her flesh by the time she got in under Rupina’s guard. But she practically made mincemeat of the bow-wielding woman with a pair of long black metal claws that were attached to her fingers. Soon Rupina’s skin was half-covered with oozing red gouges and wounds, and Thuvra strode out of the arena victorious. 
 
    By this time the crater was literally overflowing with people. They were packed into the benches and sitting on the stairs that led down through the stands, and there were even more of them perched up on the rim of the crater. 
 
    The crowd was especially thick in the area surrounding me and my warrior women. Krasur’s chest puffed up with pride at the secondhand attention he was getting, while Mek looked like he would prefer to melt out of people’s sight by now. 
 
    Despite this, the silver-bearded man made for an entertaining conversation as we started placing bets between ourselves on random shit, like which aggressive backer would be reprimanded by the brass gargoyles first. 
 
    After a while, there was a two-on-two fight, and the lead gargoyle’s deep, clanking voice announced the warriors’ names. 
 
    “On one team we have the newcomers Aglemma Fireswipe and Yeremmi the Wolf-Cub,” he boomed. “On the other team, we welcome Nuthies the Snake and Aepher the Blue.” 
 
    I stared with disbelief as four warriors strode out onto the arena wielding weapons that were clearly meant to imitate my own warriors’. As their names echoed through my head, I realized these women were like the shitty, Dollar-Store version of my warriors. 
 
    Aglemma Fireswipe had a doubled-bladed black metal sword and a whip that was made out of leather strips alternating with thick, clunky black chain segments. It had a lumpy metal spike on the end that was painted orange, but the paint was chipping off to show the black metal underneath. Yeremmi the Wolf-Cub bore two crude black metal versions of Ellie’s tonfas. 
 
    These women were literally trying to be my warriors. 
 
    And so were their opponents. 
 
    Nuthies the Snake bore a sword and whip of her own. This one was made entirely out of leather, with something that appeared to be a large walnut weighting the end. Her companion, Aepher the Blue, was bearing her own attempt at tonfas that were crafted from some type of deer antler. 
 
    The crowd erupted into boos as Aglemma and Nuthies’ whips immediately got tangled together. A furious tug-of-war ensued. On the other side of the arena, Yeremmi and Aepher went down in a tumble as their tonfas locked against each other. 
 
    At this point, I was distracted from the fight by the presence of several people getting uncomfortably close to us. 
 
    Mek flinched back as a scarlet-skinned hand shot past his face and reached out for Ellie, who was on my other side. The hand’s owner was a squat fire being with red-orange hair and skin that was covered with swirling puffs of smoke. 
 
    Even at a distance, this bastard felt about a hundred degrees too hot, and I was glad I’d decided to wear my tactical gloves as I reached up and smacked the hand away with all my strength. 
 
    I was tempted to grab hold of it and twist the fucker’s wrist, but I didn’t want to bring the fiery being tumbling into Mek, or spoil my warriors’ fight. So I just sent the orange-haired man my most threatening glare. 
 
    He shook his head like he was pulling himself out of a daze as indignant voices from the crowd shouted him down. About a dozen hands reached out to smack or shove him. Most of the people snarled in pain when they made contact with his red-hot skin, but then one of them managed to grab the fiery being by the back of his shirt and yanked him bodily down the stairs. 
 
    A gray-skinned bookie immediately plunged up into the gap left by the orange-haired man. 
 
    “Lord John,” he called with a slightly nervous look after the fiery being. “Would you and your warriors like to enter the backers’ lounge early? We have an area designated for you.” 
 
    I immediately braced myself to stand as I clutched my women’s wrists. 
 
    “Good luck,” Mek muttered in my ear. 
 
    I shot him a grin as I got to my feet. Most people had the grace to stay back as the bookie shooed them out of the way, but several voices screeched my and my warriors’ names as I hustled the four women down the stairs toward the lounge. 
 
    I clutched my duffel bag and my warriors’ arena weapons close to me, and we stuck close to the side of the lounge as we followed the bookie to the back. 
 
    There was a tall, gray velvet curtain separating the back half of the lounge from the front area where the backers for the current fight were sitting. I ducked gratefully behind it with my warriors and then turned to face the bookie. 
 
    “Alright if we get some details out of the way?” he asked warmly as he glanced over me and my women. “Then I’ll leave you to prepare for the fight, of course…” 
 
    I nodded, and the bookie slipped a notepad out of his pocket as he went on. 
 
    “This fight will be to five blood,” he told me. “If that’s agreeable to you?” 
 
    When I nodded, he pulled a charcoal pencil out of his pocket and poised it over his notepad. “What would your warriors like to be announced as?” 
 
    I glanced over at my women. 
 
    “Induya Fire-Heart,” my princess said proudly. 
 
    “The Wolfling,” Ellie decided. 
 
    Artemn tilted her head, and I could see the thoughts flickering through her silver eyes like they were written out for me to see. 
 
    My winged warrior was a storm fey, and that was something that the people of Bayalon would never forget. I knew Artemn was now trying to decide if she wanted to lean into that identity and reclaim it for her own, or shift away to something new. 
 
    Finally, she lifted her chin. “Artemn Stormstrike.” 
 
    “Excellent, excellent,” the bookie mumbled as he continued to jot things down. 
 
    Then he looked expectantly at my fourth and newest warrior, and there was a spark of interest in his eyes as he ran his gaze over her. 
 
    In Volluz, Meikha had gone by the name of “Swiftrage” in the arena. It was certainly a fitting name, but Indy had suggested a whole slew of other names in the time since then, just in case she wanted to deviate. 
 
    The blonde warrior had a decisive look on her face as she chose for herself now. 
 
    “Meikha Swiftrage,” she announced. 
 
    “It suits you,” I agreed. 
 
    Indy nodded approvingly, and the bookie murmured in agreement as he took notes. 
 
    When he was done, he gave me a nod. 
 
    “I have a line of credit opened for you already,” he assured me. “As I do with the opponents’ backer. He’s known as Aliax. Not the most well-tempered man, but he’s no Imiath.” 
 
    The bookie’s voice had a clear note of relief and what I thought was gratitude as he spoke. Then he leaned closer and lowered his voice as he went on. 
 
    “His warriors are known as Ilbrega the Tower, Silni Swiftstride, Pergren the Merciful, and… the Vulture.” He shuddered slightly. “A word of warning: the last two work together quite well. Pergren is called ‘the Merciful’ because she incapacitates a warrior just perfectly for the Vulture to take them down. So, the Vulture will always be the killing blow after a strike from Pergren.” 
 
    “Interesting,” I muttered. “Thanks for the heads up. Will we, uhh, know which one is which?” 
 
    The bookie pursed his lips. “Ilbrega is quite obvious– tall as a tower, of course. Silni has gray hair. Pergren is a Shard Elf, so she has bright red skin, naturally. It has some jagged edges, so tell your warriors to watch out. And that leaves…” 
 
    “The vulture,” I finished with a nod. “Got it. Thanks.” 
 
    The bookie beamed at me and then rushed off to attend to the current fight’s backers. 
 
    In the privacy of the lounge, I gave my warrior women their caffeine pills. They washed it down with the delicious, chilled water of Earth that they loved so much. 
 
    The ice cubes clinked together in the thermos as I took a small drink for myself and sighed. 
 
    “Alright,” I said to my warrior women as they clustered around me. “I know you guys are already more than amazing at spotting your opponents’ weaknesses, but…” 
 
    “It is always smart to prepare a strategy,” Ellie said sagely. “You are wise, John.” 
 
    “John the Wise,” Indy whispered. Then a small giggle escaped her. “John… Goldensword.” 
 
    I snorted as I recalled the song we’d heard earlier, but then I gave my warriors a serious look. 
 
    “Since we know the strategy of Pergren the Merciful and the Vulture, then we know when they’ll be most vulnerable. Yes?” 
 
    “Yes, John,” my warriors chorused. 
 
    “Vultures are useless without a predator to assure them a good meal,” Indy declared. “I shall await the blows of this Merciful warrior and then strike her like a snake.” 
 
    “Sure,” I chuckled. “Just don’t get carried away. No major arteries. Got it? And it might take some watching to find her weak points if she’s got those jagged edges the bookie was talking about.” 
 
    I had a feeling this Shard Elf was something similar to a type of being I had seen here before. That particular warrior had been green-skinned, but she’d had some type of crystalline flesh that was tough and armored in places. 
 
    My warrior women all nodded solemnly as we talked this through. 
 
    I felt a familiar flutter in my stomach when the bookie came and waved us out, but I pushed it away and gave my warriors a firm nod. I was used to this shit, and this was a non-fatal fight, after all. They had this in the bag. 
 
    The bookie’s description had been accurate. Ilbrega the Tower was a looming, pale-skinned woman with short brown hair that was shaved into intricate patterns. Silni Swiftstride was a lean, spindle-shanked woman who seemed just as young as the other warriors, but had a long mane of frizzy gray hair. Pergren the Merciful had bright red skin that rose up in hard ridges and reflected the light like a crystal. 
 
    The fighter known as the Vulture was like her name in appearance as well as fighting tactics. Her pink skin had a strange, mottled appearance, and it was almost leathery in texture. She had a long, stooped neck and a sharp beak of a nose, and she bore two short, curved black daggers like talons that she spun deftly in her hands as she stalked out onto the arena. 
 
    Her three fellow warriors all bore longer black metal swords. None of their weapons were any match for the ones my warriors had in their grasps. 
 
    I felt a surge of fierce pride knowing that my women didn’t even need this advantage. They were already lethal as fuck with their skill level alone. The weapons were just an added bonus. 
 
    I watched closely as they faced off with their opponents, and I blocked out the deafening screeches of the crowd despite the way it made my adrenaline skyrocket even more. The clink of coins and jewels was audible even through the screaming. 
 
    Across the lounge, the backer named Aliax glanced in my direction with a stony, imperious expression. He appeared to be the same type of being that his warrior Pergren was, with bright red skin that had a strange, crystalline texture. On his bald head, the crystal-like spikes jutted up into the shape of a crown. 
 
    The gargoyle clapped his brassy hands with a deep, clanking thud. 
 
    “On one team, we welcome back Induya Fire-Heart, the Wolfling, and Artemn Stormstrike,” he boomed, and he paused briefly to allow for the deafening screams that swept through the audience. “Along with their teammate, Meikha Swiftrage. On the other team, we have Ilbrega the Tower, Silni Swiftstride, Pergren the Merciful, and the Vulture.” 
 
    I only caught a few voices shouting out the opponents’ names. Most people had my women’s names on their lips, and it sent another fierce surge of pride and satisfaction through me. 
 
    The fiery globes that lit the arena flared white. As the gong-like signal rang out from overhead, the sound seemed to course through my whole body, and I narrowed my eyes with focus as I faced forward. 
 
    And then the fight began.

  

 
   
    Chapter 2 
 
    The crowd was already on their feet, and they were full of shrieks and whoops of excitement as soon as the warriors burst into motion. 
 
    Artemn kept her wings tucked tightly behind her as she went straight for Ilbrega. The short-haired warrior’s black metal sword leaped up to meet a swipe from the blade of Artemn’s naginata. My winged warrior used her spear to counter the tall woman’s reach as she danced around her in quick, darting circles, and Ilbrega swayed slightly as she struggled to keep her in her sights. 
 
    In the middle of the arena, Silni Swiftstride rushed at Indy like a missile. My princess turned aside her blow with a sharp step and a sweep of her sword. Then their blades were a whirlwind of motion as they clashed and grated against each other again. 
 
    Meanwhile, Ellie was coming at Pergren with a savagery that seemed to startle the red-skinned warrior, even knowing my petite fighter’s reputation. Ellie was merciless with her tonfas as she sent a barrage of swift, jabbing blows at Pergren’s crystalline skin. The tomahawk-like blade of her tonfa soon made contact, and the crowd screeched. But the blade scraped dully off the shiny, crystalline surface of Pergren’s skin, and the shrieks died down. 
 
    Then Pergren’s voice was raised into a hoarse shout, and my stomach clenched slightly as I realized this was probably the signal for her to do her predatory move with the Vulture. 
 
    But before the yell had even died on Pergren’s lips, Ellie had cried out a command of her own. She dropped down and rolled to the side as Artemn swept in like a storm toward Pergren. There was a harsh, grating screech as her spear’s blade swept aside Pergren’s next blow. 
 
    Ellie stayed low as she darted aside and headed toward Ilbrega. My blue-haired fighter’s tomahawk-like blade lashed out at the looming warrior’s calf. 
 
    A wordless roar of approval pummeled my eardrums as Ellie’s blade bit into Ilbrega’s flesh. Blood jetted out when she yanked it free. 
 
    “Good girl,” I said with soft approval as I bounced my foot restlessly against the stone floor.  
 
    That was one wound drawn by my warriors. 
 
    But Ellie wasn’t done. As Ilbrega stumbled and snarled with pain, my petite warrior spun her other tonfa and sent its longer blade lancing up into Ilbrega’s thigh. 
 
    “Fuck yeah!” I hissed as the crowd went wild. 
 
    “Awooooo!” A raspy-voiced man howled like a wolf for my blue-haired fighter, and soon the whole arena was shaking as people echoed his cry. 
 
    A small yet vicious smile appeared on Ellie’s doll-like features, but she was all focus again as she rolled away from a furious overhand strike from Ilbrega. 
 
    On the other side of the arena, Meikha was engaged in a fast-paced dance with the warrior known as the Vulture. The beak-nosed woman was astonishingly fast with her short, curved knives, but the weapons were badly lacking in reach, and the Vulture was mostly choosing to dodge away from the strikes of my blonde warrior’s silvery sword. 
 
    “Get her, Meikha,” I growled against my knuckles. 
 
    The Vulture seemed like she was on edge waiting for her usual move with Pergren to take place. She was glancing over at her tough-skinned ally so often that she was struggling to evade the relentless blows my newest warrior was raining down on her. 
 
    A hiss of pain and rage escaped her when Meikha landed a slash on her forearm. 
 
    “Three,” I whispered, and a savage grin split my face as the crowd roared their approval. 
 
    Meanwhile, Artemn had led Pergren away from Ellie and the Vulture in a swift and savage series of attacks. Her spear was alive in her hands as she jabbed, slashed, feinted, and thrusted to test out the crystal-skinned warrior’s weak points. 
 
    Then her spear flashed in at the junction of Pergren’s arm. The blade plunged into the soft region of flesh like a knife through butter, and my winged warrior grunted as she held back from pushing into a potentially fatal blow with her long, wicked spear blade. 
 
    A shower of blood burst from Pergren’s flesh when Artemn yanked her spear free. The red-skinned woman let out a guttural hiss, and she folded her arm close against her body even as she sent a hacking blow at Artemn’s now-vulnerable hands. 
 
    But my winged warrior spun her spear and knocked aside the blow with a contemptuous, silver-eyed look. Without skipping a beat, she brought the butt of her spear whistling around and locked it against the crossguard of Pergren’s sword. Then she twisted the spear deftly and leveraged it to send the tough-skinned woman stumbling. 
 
    Artemn danced past her and aimed a sharp kick at the back of Pergren’s knee. The crowd bellowed in approval as the red-skinned woman went down. 
 
    Then high-pitched screams rang out around the stands, like hundreds of people were suddenly fearing for their lives. Through it, I somehow still heard the hiss of pain that erupted from Indy as Silni’s black metal sword slashed across her golden thigh. 
 
    A bright red gash bloomed there. From across the lounge, Aliax sent me a smug and savage look, but I barely noticed through the clenching in my gut. 
 
    The backer’s smile curdled as Indy rolled and lashed her whip hard at Silni’s face. The crowd was in an uproar before the blow even landed, and hundreds of fingers clenched into hundreds of shoulders as they waited to see how the move would pan out. 
 
    The weighted spike of my princess’ whip skimmed across Silni’s cheek, and blood immediately oozed from the lean woman’s skin. 
 
    Then the gong-like boom rang out from overhead. 
 
    It was over. 
 
    “Our winners are Induya Fire-Heart, the Wolfling, Artemn Stormstrike, and Meikha Swiftrage,” the lead mediator thundered. 
 
    “Yesss!” I snarled, and I finally allowed myself to relax somewhat as triumph coursed through me. 
 
    At the same time, I kept a wary eye on Aliax, just in case this fucker decided he wanted to risk the wrath of the brass gargoyles by dueling me. But he seemed swept up in rage at his warriors instead. His fingers dug into his forearms, and his foot tapped angrily against the ground as he waited for them to approach. 
 
    The crowd was howling their approval so loudly I felt like my head might burst. My warriors stood in the center of the arena as the sound washed over them, and it seemed like a drug to them as they lifted their chins proudly. Artemn’s wings flared out, and golden light spilled from her skin in scar-like patterns. 
 
    I grinned at the sight of my winged warrior showing her triumph so openly. The result was an even more ear-splitting tumult of praise and worship from the crowd. The sound seemed to pulse along with my heartbeat, and I had to admit it really was one hell of a drug. 
 
    My warrior women were genuinely the most badass thing this legendary city had ever seen. 
 
    I was pulled out of my thoughts as a pair of brass feet crashed to the ground in front of me. 
 
    “John,” he said in a clanking grunt. “Congratulations on your warriors’ victory. I’d like a word with you.” 
 
    “Oh?” I stepped closer to hear him over the crowd’s revelries. 
 
    “Yes,” he grunted. He cast a restless look around at the crowd and then shook his head creakily. “But not here. There are three more fights left in the night. Will you meet me in the Stronghold after?” 
 
    “Sure,” I said with some surprise. I had no idea what this was about, but I’d planned on paying the elders another visit anyway. “We’re going to head off to the Flailing Grove for a bit after this, but I’ll stop in at the Stronghold after.” 
 
    “Thank you.” The brass gargoyle inclined his head, then turned and stomped off. 
 
    My warriors raced across the arena toward me, and I didn’t bother to put on an act as I pulled them roughly into a group hug. 
 
    My women were fucking champions. We had already flouted the desert cities’ rules when I allowed them to carry forbidden weapons. If anyone had an issue with me getting a little personal with my warrior women, they were welcome to try me. I felt fucking invincible. 
 
    My women were still swept up in the crowd’s adoration, and they didn’t resist my pull. They just fell into my arms with giddy laughs, and I pulled them all close against me as well as I could considering there were four of them. 
 
    “How did we do, John?” Ellie asked in a voice that was quivering with pride. 
 
    “Are you fucking kidding me?” I laughed dizzily. “You were death on two feet. Well… Eight feet.” 
 
    “Badass?” Indy leaned in to be heard over the crowd’s clamor. 
 
    “Badass to the maximum extent,” I assured her. 
 
    As the bookies rushed in to give me my winnings, I noticed the lead gargoyle was still hovering close to keep an eye on things in the intermission before the next fight. 
 
    I glanced at the crowd that had been steadily pooling around the backers’ lounge in an attempt to get a good look at my women, and I decided this was probably a good idea on his part. 
 
    And it brought an even better one to mind. 
 
    But we would need a little assistance. 
 
    I thanked the bookies as I accepted my winnings, and then I headed over to speak to the brass gargoyle about my idea. 
 
    I cleared my throat loudly. “Uhh… excuse me?” 
 
    “Hm?” The gargoyle whirled around aggressively, then saw that it was me and relaxed. “Ah. Lord John.” 
 
    “Yeah.” I bit back a chuckle. “I was just wondering if you could help me out with something…” 
 
    My plan here was based on the idea Volluz’s gargoyle had had of sending a decoy of me out to draw any followers away. That had allowed me to make it through the city unhindered, and I was thinking the same thing might work here, to some extent. 
 
    The gargoyle let out a slight grumble when I proposed this, but as I explained things, his face took on a calculating expression. 
 
    “You have a point,” he grunted when I was done. “It’s a good plan.” 
 
    Then the gargoyle turned to face the stands nearby and raised his voice to a loud boom. “Any backers in the crowd, please attend us at once.” 
 
    People already hurried to obey the commands of the gargoyles under normal circumstances, but when they saw that “us” included me, they were practically shoving one another to make it down here first. Krasur was at the front like some huge galloping hound, while Mek brought up the rear at a slow stroll with his hands in his pockets. 
 
    Soon a cluster of about fifteen backers had gathered around us. Most were vaguely familiar to me from the Reprieve gathering I’d been to, and they all looked at me with eager recognition as they followed us behind the velvet curtain in the back of the lounge. 
 
    “Now,” the brassy mediator clanked. “Who here wants to show their appreciation by posing as Lord John to distract the crowd?” 
 
    A shocked silence reigned inside the lounge. 
 
    “Posing–?” Krasur finally croaked. 
 
    “Imitating,” the gargoyle clarified gruffly. He waved his brass hand impatiently. “Impersonating.” 
 
    The backers all nodded slowly as they caught on, and nervous looks flitted around the group. 
 
    “I’ll do it,” Krasur said boldly. 
 
    “No, you won’t,” Dibrin the river goblin said with a snide laugh. “Not with those hulking shoulders of yours.” 
 
    “Me,” the raspy-voiced backer named Semo offered. 
 
    The brass gargoyle gave the spiky-haired man a brief once-over and grunted in disapproval. “You are far too stocky, and you only have two warriors.” 
 
    The backer’s face took on an affronted expression, and it only increased when the skinny, sneering Yovu laughed in his face. 
 
    “I’d be the better choice,” he proposed smugly. 
 
    “You?” a river goblin hooted. “You’re absurdly skinny, you’re about three feet tall, and you’ve only got one warrior to speak of.” 
 
    “I am not–” Yovu spluttered and swelled up like an angry toad. 
 
    The gargoyle clenched his metallic jaw with impatience. 
 
    Silence fell again, and then everyone’s eyes darted over to Mek. 
 
    His shoulders weren’t quite as wide as mine, and I might’ve had an inch or two on the guy, but if we traded coats then that probably wouldn’t be too noticeable. 
 
    He also had four warriors. Up close, none of them could even come close to being mistaken for my shieldmaidens, but I figured if we threw in a little more dress-up, it would be enough to distract the crowds for a while. I had seen for myself that Mek was pretty fast on his feet. 
 
    The gargoyle was staring at Mek now, too, and he had an appraising expression on his face. 
 
    “Ohhh, alright,” the silver-haired backer said in a tone of good-natured resignation. “I volunteer.” 
 
    “Very good,” the gargoyle grunted. 
 
    I groped the pockets of my coat to make sure nothing of importance was inside before I shed the garment and handed it over to Mek, while he shook off his cloak and traded garments with me. 
 
    Like many of Bayalon’s backers, he now sported a pair of dark pants instead of a robe, so once he put the hood of the coat up, he could pass as me from the back pretty easily. 
 
    When it came time for my warriors to hand over some stuff of their own, there was a moment of silence, and everyone’s eyes lingered on the ceremonial weapons in my women’s hands. 
 
    Could someone else’s warriors really get away with carrying these around in Bayalon, even if they were posing as my women? 
 
    And for that matter, did I even want them to? I liked Mek well enough, but I also kind of liked the fact that my warriors were the only ones prowling around with forbidden weapons in their grasp. 
 
    “Lord John,” the gargoyle rumbled. “If you’d like, I can keep your warriors’ weapons under guard here until the fights are over. Then I can bring them with me when I meet you at the Stronghold.” 
 
    I exhaled. “Sounds good. But then what will Mek’s warriors carry?” 
 
    “One moment,” the gargoyle muttered. 
 
    Then he wheeled around and barked an order to the nearest gray-skinned bookie, who tripped over his own feet in his haste to obey. 
 
    Soon, the bookie in question came scurrying up with his arms full of black metal replicas of my warriors’ weapons, which he passed over to Mek at a wave from the gargoyle’s hand. 
 
    “These should serve from a distance,” the mediator grunted. 
 
    “Here,” Krasur added. He shrugged out of his own poorly-shaped coat and handed it over to Mek, who then passed it to his own warrior. “Considering how chaotic the crowd is, it wouldn’t look out of place for Lord John’s warriors to be hiding themselves as well.” 
 
    A murmur of agreement went around the group, and suddenly people were hurrying to shed their coats and offer them to Mek’s warriors. 
 
    The silver-haired backer looked like he wanted to roll his eyes at their sudden eagerness to come to his aid, but he accepted the coats with a nod of thanks and draped them over the shoulders of his warriors one by one. 
 
    As they pulled the hoods up over their heads, Mek’s women looked both eager and intimidated at the prospect of posing as my warriors, and they glanced out at the crowd nearby with slightly nervous expressions. 
 
    “That’ll do,” the gargoyle boomed. He turned to me. “Mekoliviath will exit the arena at a near run, and you… Well, you know what to do.” 
 
    And with that, he turned to shoo the other backers out from behind the curtain. 
 
    I grinned at Mek and gave him a salute. “Godspeed.” 
 
    The elven man looked more rascally than nervous, like he was looking forward to this mischief. He gave me a sly wink and slipped out from behind the curtain with his warriors in tow. I peered around the curtain and watched him steal out of the lounge on light feet. 
 
    It took about three seconds before a collective “oooh” rippled out from somewhere near the lounge, and I withdrew behind the curtain with a chuckle as I tucked my warriors’ arena weapons into my duffel bag. 
 
    “I hope he’ll be alright,” Ellie said with slight anxiety. “If something happens to his warriors, it will be–” 
 
    “Nothing’s going to happen,” I said firmly. I thought back to the time Mek had come sprinting out of Krasur’s and loosed arrows at an attacker before I could even blink. “Mek can definitely take care of himself. And in any case, I think the worst he would get from any followers is some tears of disappointment when they realize who he is. Or… isn’t.” 
 
    Indy nodded wisely. “The bow is most often a coward’s weapon… but he wielded it quite honorably.” 
 
    “I’ll be sure to tell him that,” I chuckled. “But in the meantime…” 
 
    I glanced over to the brass mediator, who was kicking aside the plush rug in the back corner of the lounge. It exposed the big round wooden trapdoor below. The gargoyle’s brassy joints creaked when he bent and pulled it open. 
 
    “See you soon,” he boomed with a nod. 
 
    I nodded back and then turned to my warriors. “You know how this goes, shieldmaidens.” 
 
    “We will be right on your heels,” Indy confirmed. “We will show Meikha how it is done.” 
 
    The blonde warrior was staring down into the smooth, shiny obsidian slide inside the trapdoor. Artemn, who I knew must’ve descended into the sanctum after past fights, moved closer to put a light hand on her shoulder. 
 
    I knew my women would take care of each other, but I still shot a look around to make sure we were entirely alone other than the company of the brass gargoyle. 
 
    Then I swung my feet into the slide and lowered myself onto the glossy obsidian slope. 
 
    “Here goes nothing,” I exhaled. 
 
    I released my grip on the rim and allowed gravity to take hold, and soon I was sent rushing down into the darkness. 
 
    The slope of the tunnel slide got steeper with a suddenness that made my stomach lurch slightly, but I had done this once before. So I just kept my arms to my sides as my path smoothed out a little and started weaving from side to side. 
 
    “Wheeeeee,” a small shriek echoed from behind me. 
 
    I chuckled at the sound of my petite warrior’s voice, followed by an elated giggle from Artemn. Indy’s squawk was slightly less dignified, and the small yelp that came from Meikha sounded startled, but quickly subsided. 
 
    The slide arced into wide spirals interspersed with more steep, near-vertical drops. Finally it leveled out more, and then I shot abruptly off of the slide’s end. 
 
    I dropped onto a pile of fragrant fronds, and I hurried to roll to the side as my warriors came hurtling out behind me one by one. 
 
    The ruddy, furnace-like light of the volcanic sanctum glowed off the planes of my women’s faces as they scrambled to their feet. Meikha, who had never seen this before, seemed filled with awe at the sight. 
 
    She cast a nervous glance down at the magma-like glow that spilled out of the spongy, hole-riddled volcanic stone below us, but Indy’s hand shot out to grip her elbow soothingly. 
 
    We strode past the glassy obsidian soaking pool to the far side of the cavern. I ran my hands carefully along the rocky wall near the spot I remembered from my last visit to this place. 
 
    “Here we go,” I muttered. I had busted in this portion of the wall in the past, but it had been almost seamlessly covered with a panel of matching stone that probably would’ve fooled anyone who hadn’t known to look for it. 
 
    I dug my fingers into the crack and slowly leveraged the panel free. Then I propped it open and waved my warriors into the dark tunnel before me. 
 
    “Whoa,” Artemn murmured with an impressed look. “So this is how you got out last time. Imiath was sure you were going to appear outside the arena after your time in the sanctum was up.” 
 
    “Yep.” I smirked at the memory as I stooped to get through the low entrance. “That definitely worked out in our favor.” 
 
    I carefully wedged the stone as tightly as possible back into place before I turned around and led my women into the darkness of the secret tunnel. 
 
    We followed the dark, winding passage, and soon a deep chill spread through it that told me we were under the lake. 
 
    I noticed Artemn was right on my heels as we walked along, and I could tell my winged warrior was eager to find the fyrox she so desperately wanted. 
 
    A sudden flicker of gold lit the tunnel. It flared bright, then mellowed down into a candle-like glow, and I turned around in confusion to find Artemn with an expression of deep concentration on her face as she raised one palm to waist-level. 
 
    The light from her body flickered out as a bright white orb fluttered into existence on her hand. 
 
    “There,” she said proudly as she started to pick up the pace again. “A lantern.” 
 
    A murmur of appreciation went around our little group, and Artemn led the way at a quick and eager pace with her hand aloft to light our way. 
 
    She slowed when the tunnel leveled out beneath us, and I slipped forward past her. 
 
    The wooden door we had busted through on our last visit was still in pieces on the floor. A thick layer of dust had settled on top of them, and the general grime that coated the area seemed like it had gone undisturbed since then. 
 
    Artemn dimmed her light to a lower level and held her hand low to illuminate our steps as we picked our way carefully across the splintered floor to the wood-slatted window. It still had a roomy gap that I had created last time we were here, and I carefully wormed through it followed by my women. 
 
    I raised a finger to my lips as we paced across the black volcanic stone below. Out here in the Coin Stacks, echoes tended to take on a life of their own, and I didn’t want anyone and everyone who might be in the few-mile radius of the place to be alerted to our presence. Finding and securing one of the skittish fyrox creatures for Artemn would be harder, if not impossible, if we were found and latched onto by any of my women’s many fans. 
 
    I found the path that led through the Coin Stacks and stayed parallel to it so we could find our way without being seen. Without Artemn’s telltale light, the glow of the fiery lanterns illuminated things well enough that I’d be able to catch sight of anything coming our way, but also slip into the darkness if anyone approached on the road. 
 
    Considering we had come across a marauding army of sentient plants on our last trip, I thought that visibility was all the better. 
 
    But there wasn’t a voice to be heard other than the distant cheers and roars from the arena, and soon the Coin Stacks dwindled into shorter columns around us as the Tufted Cliffs came into sight. 
 
    “Alright,” I said as we slowed to a stop. “So, the elders said the fyroxes are up on the eastern cliffs, right?” 
 
    Artemn nodded, and she was already in motion again as she waved us along after her. “Come on, I know the way.” 
 
    We skirted the edge of the Tufted Cliffs in the opposite direction of where Krasur lived. Then Artemn scanned the ground and took us onto a narrow switchback path that led up one of the steep, grassy slopes. 
 
    Everyone was panting slightly when we reached the top. Now we were up on a massive plateau, and I could see what I assumed was the Flailing Grove ahead. It was a forest of tall and gnarled trees that were bent and crooked like old, hunched-over people. Every branch was crowned with a beach ball-sized clump of yellow foliage that stuck out in every direction like a pom-pom. 
 
    My idea that this was the Flailing Grove was confirmed as we approached, and the nearest trees started to sway ominously. 
 
    I held out an arm to stop my warriors and groped in my duffel bag for the branch that I’d been given by one of the elders. 
 
    I waved it experimentally through the air and looked a little doubtfully at the slender vines that trailed from its end. How was this thing going to hold up against those big, gnarled branches if one of them came swinging our way? 
 
    “Stay back,” I instructed my warriors. 
 
    I stepped forward with the laughing lash outstretched. The gnarled branches started to sway faster, and their puffs of yellow foliage fluttered threateningly. 
 
    Then one of the big yellow balls came swinging my way, hard. I jerked back and felt a hot whoosh of air as the branch swung past my face. 
 
    Now was my chance. I brought the laughing lash in a sideways arc toward the flying branch, and the vine hit it with a soft smack. 
 
    A shiver ran through the crooked tree branch, and then it spread to all the surrounding trees. 
 
    Suddenly the trees straightened up completely, and their hunched appearance was completely gone as the trunks and branches all stretched out into smooth, clean boughs. 
 
    “Interesting,” I muttered. 
 
    “May we…?” Ellie asked timidly from behind me. 
 
    I took an experimental step into the edge of the trees, and I kept my fingers coiled tight around the grip of the laughing lash in case these trees decided to do some more flailing. 
 
    But they stayed tall and still as I stepped into their midst, and then I turned and nodded for my women to follow after me. 
 
    “Now,” I said in a soft voice. I reached down to pull the bejeweled, prismatic monocle out of my pocket and carefully passed it over to Artemn. “How do we find a fyrox, exactly?” 
 
    “You have to imitate their calls,” she said quietly, and she accepted the monocle with a slightly nervous expression, like this went against her instincts. “But… let’s wait ‘til we’re further in. I think I see a clearing up ahead.” 
 
    My winged warrior raised her palm, and a soft, hazy orb flickered into existence to light our way as we advanced through the trees. 
 
    Soon we came to the clearing she had mentioned. The ground here was covered with pillowy moss and plants. Their soft, glowing fronds swayed gently in the night. 
 
    Artemn held up a hand for us to stay at the edge of the clearing while she walked to the center. Then she sank down into a cross-legged position and sat with the monocle in her lap. 
 
    She allowed a golden glow to spill in scar-like patterns on her skin as she sat there. Her lips pursed in an eerie, melodic whistle that trilled from high to low, and then back to high again. The sound wavered and echoed oddly through the trees. 
 
    I reminded myself to ask my winged warrior how the hell she made this trilling noise that sounded like an Irish flute, but for now I watched in silence to see what would happen. 
 
    After a few tries, the sound was repeated, and not by an echo this time. 
 
    The warbling call came high and low through the trees. I felt a slight shift next to me, and I glanced down to see Ellie’s blue eyes focused on something off in the forest. 
 
    I squinted and spotted a flash of motion and light, like a scattering of sparks. They bobbed and darted toward us through the trees on the ground. 
 
    Then a shadow flitted into the clearing. The glowing plants’ light revealed it to be a creature that looked a bit like a fox to me, but with glossy golden fur, and a snout that was shorter and more tapered. Its silky fur darkened to a smoky-gray color on its face and paws. The darkness made its glowing orange eyes look even more startling, like two embers flaring in the night. 
 
    Its head was crowned by two huge, tapered ears. They perked up with interest as the creature trotted into the clearing. 
 
    Artemn shifted slightly so the monocle sat visibly in her open palm. At the sight of movement, the creature’s ears flattened back against its head. 
 
    But then its curiosity seemed to get the better of it. Its glowing eyes roamed over Artemn, almost in the way a person would examine another person. Its gaze looked bright and intelligent as it lingered on the bejeweled monocle in her hand. 
 
    There was a small intake of breath from next to me, and I could tell my other warriors had just spotted the same thing I had. 
 
    The fyrox wasn’t quite as fluffy as it had appeared. The plumes of fur on its top were actually three pups draped across its back. 
 
    Despite the comfortable ride they were enjoying, they seemed wide awake. I could see three sets of eyes glowing as the pups gazed around the clearing. 
 
    I was caught between watching this and the trail of sparks that followed the plume of the mother’s tail as she closed the distance between herself and Artemn with light, cautious steps. Then the mother lowered her snout to nudge at the monocle. 
 
    She straightened and tilted her head as she stared up at Artemn. My winged warrior gazed back with her silver eyes bright and solemn. 
 
    Then the creature took another step closer and pushed her snout forward to nudge at Artemn’s wrist. The golden light from Artemn’s skin pulsed white there for a brief moment. 
 
    The fyrox mother drew back a little, and her slender snout parted to grip the monocle gently. Then she half-turned and sank into a crouch, so her three pups were facing Artemn. 
 
    A little thrill ran through me at the sight, and Artemn’s eyes seemed overwhelmed with emotion as she was presented with the gift that she wanted so badly. Her eyes flashed from side to side as she realized she had to choose one out of the three pups. 
 
    She held out a shaking hand and allowed a glimmer of light to zip across her fingertips while she waved them gently around in front of the little creatures’ faces. 
 
    I heard a soft, high-pitched snuffle from one of the cubs. Then the one in the center stirred. Its tiny paws waved through the air like it was swimming in the air as it attempted to leverage itself off its mother’s back. 
 
    With gentle hands, my winged warrior reached out and lifted the cub from its place. It came willingly, and it immediately cuddled into Artemn’s chest as she held it against her like it was a little puppy. 
 
    The fyrox mother turned back to Artemn, and they held each other’s gaze for a long moment before the creature turned and flitted back off into the trees. 
 
    “S-so cute,” Ellie sniffled from next to me. Her blue eyes followed the trail of fading sparks left behind as the fyrox mother vanished into the shadows. 
 
    We approached Artemn as she got to her feet with the tiny, silky creature nestled against her chest. Her silver eyes were swimming with unshed tears as she cradled it in her arms like it was a baby. 
 
    My winged warrior pressed herself into my arms, and I wrapped them around her hips as she leaned close to me. 
 
    “Thank you,” she whispered. 
 
    “You’re very welcome,” I said with a grin. Then I raised my eyebrows as I stared down at the little creature, which seemed to be darkening before our eyes. “Uhh, is it just me, or is this little guy– or girl– changing color?” 
 
    “Guy,” Artemn confirmed with a soft giggle. “They take on the same fur color as their mothers when they’re babies. It helps keep them safe from predators. But once they part with their mother, they change to a different color.” 
 
    The little fyrox was now a deep, smoky-gray color all over, and its eyes stared up at me like two embers. 
 
    “Well, I’ll be damned.” I slowly reached out a finger. When the creature showed no signs of being skittish, I very gently tapped it on the nose. “He’s cute as hell.” 
 
    “What will you name him?” Meikha asked. 
 
    I had learned by now that a desert warrior showing uncertainty by asking a question in my presence was a sign that they were getting comfortable around me, and I smiled as I waited for Artemn’s answer. 
 
    “His name will be Kepodos,” she decided. “Kep for short.” 
 
    “That’s… interesting.” I gave her a questioning look. 
 
    Artemn shrugged. “It means ‘Haven’ in the old tongue.” 
 
    “Cute,” Indy whispered. “Little Kep.” 
 
    “Well, ladies and gentleman,” I said, “It’s about time for us to get back to the Stronghold. Artemn, do you need anything for this little dude? Uhh, like… plucking some magical food for him to eat?” 
 
    “Not right now.” My winged warrior stroked a finger down the pup’s snout. “In the wild they eat fruit, but they hunt for small animals, too. And they eat just about anything that’s offered to them– the same stuff we do.” 
 
    “What do the mothers do with the jewels?” I asked curiously as we exited the Flailing Grove. I glanced back over my shoulder and sped up our pace as I saw the trees all slump over and start swaying madly again. 
 
    “They line their den with them,” Artemn said with a shrug. 
 
    “So, decorations,” I chuckled. “Got it. Hey, let’s cut through the Shambling Plains. No one will be able to see us that way, unless they’re out, uh, tickling the grass, or whatever.” 
 
    When we reached the plains, my winged warrior clutched her pup tight in one arm while she reached out with the other to tickle the nearest glowing stalk of grass. A shiver ran through the whole thing. 
 
    Meikha tentatively reached out a hand and poked the plant, then tried the same tickling motion. She stared at it with fascination when it moved in response. 
 
    “Was there no such plant in all of Volluz?” Ellie asked as she reached out to join in. 
 
    “There weren’t many plants at all in most of the fragments,” the blonde warrior sighed. “The people cut them all down to build.” 
 
    We set off through the grass, and my newest warrior looked around us with interest again as we walked. 
 
    “It’s so peaceful here,” she added. 
 
    I raised my eyebrows but then nodded in understanding as I glanced around. Sure, Bayalon had the odd malevolent threat lurking around every corner– like the homicidal plants, the occasional walkway that swallowed people up like quicksand, and the evil, hidden Cyndrigon creatures– but compared to Volluz, it really did seem sort of peaceful, especially out here in the tall, swaying grass. 
 
    As we descended into the valley of the Stronghold, I spotted a few shadows skulking around near the base of the buildings, and I instinctively hovered my hand above my pistol. 
 
    But it turned out to be Mek and his warriors. 
 
    The elven man’s silver hair was ruffled, and his pants were torn at the bottom, but he seemed unscathed overall, as did his warriors. 
 
    “Now I know what it’s like,” he said when he caught sight of me. “To be you, I mean.” 
 
    I snorted. “How was it?” 
 
    “Stressful,” he said bluntly. “A crowd followed me all the way through the Catacombs. Then I ran across a portion of the Tapestry that apparently had been lost in there. It almost cost me my pants, but it did cut off a sizable portion of my followers.” 
 
    I chuckled and then shuddered slightly at the mention of the Tapestry, and I shrugged into my coat once Mek handed it over. 
 
    “So is that how you shook off all the people?” I asked. “The Tapestry?” 
 
    “Nooo,” he said with amusement. “No, I did that when I decided to sprint through the Spirit Shore as a shortcut.” 
 
    Artemn sucked in a breath. “Why?” 
 
    Mek looked slightly startled at being addressed by my warrior, and even more startled when he caught sight of the creature she carried, but it only took him a moment to find his tongue. 
 
    “I grew up near there,” he said with a shrug. “You’d be interested to know that most of the ‘spirits’ are just steam sprites that developed a taste for slate. Just chuck a rock in there and run through unimpeded.” 
 
    I would’ve had no idea which part of this to address first even if we’d had the time, and I just shook my head as several glowing Spectrids thudded to the ground around us. 
 
    “Well, I’m glad you made it through,” I told Mek with a smirk. “It sounds like you led those folks on a wild goose chase.” 
 
    “It was my pleasure,” he said with a mischievous look. “My father would’ve shuddered to see me, but it reminds me of when I was a kid, raising hell one night at a time…” 
 
    The reminiscent glint in his eye seemed genuine, and I choked back a laugh as I thought of the stern, imperious Vaksahn being told about his son sprinting through this Spirit Shore like a madman. 
 
    Not that I would be the one to tell the mystical, misty old bastard. 
 
    He was the first one to greet us when we touched down on the rocky terrace of the Stronghold. I broke the ice between father and son with some lighthearted small talk and made several sly puns that went completely unnoticed. 
 
    Then a shadow swept in from overhead, and the brass gargoyle landed with a hollow boom on the stone. 
 
    “Here you are,” he grunted as he handed my warriors’ weapons over to me. Then he looked at the elders. “How much have you told him?” 
 
    “I…” The usually eloquent Vaksahn paled as he tripped over his words. “Nothing, yet. We thought we’d wait for your, err, input…” 
 
    I looked at him with slight suspicion, and then back at the gargoyle. “What’s going on?” 
 
    The gargoyle paused and turned his brassy eyes toward Mek and his warriors, who were all looking extremely intrigued. 
 
    “Out with you,” he boomed. 
 
    The elven backer seemed startled but not at all offended by this abrupt dismissal. 
 
    He gave me a rueful wave. “Hope to see you again sometime.” 
 
    “If I’m back, you’ll be the first to know,” I called. 
 
    Two Spectrids flew Mek and his warriors to the ground. 
 
    Then the gargoyle turned to the three remaining Spectrids. 
 
    “You as well,” he grunted. 
 
    Unlike Mek, the glowing creatures looked utterly affronted at this. 
 
    “Us?” the deep-voiced Spectrid asked. “Leave?” 
 
    “Immediately,” the gargoyle barked in a voice that brooked no argument. His jaws slammed together with the force of his speech. “I need to be with Lord John, his warriors, and the elders. Alone.” 
 
    Tension laced the air as the Spectrids stiffly nodded and dismissed themselves. Then I followed as the gargoyle stomped into the archway of the Stronghold. As soon as we were all inside, he reached out and slammed the arched doors shut, then turned to face us. 
 
    “We need to talk,” he boomed.

  

 
   
    Chapter 3 
 
    I stared into the gargoyle’s stern, brassy face and then glanced over to the group of elders. They were all looking a mixture of uncomfortable, sheepish, and hesitant. 
 
    The mediator seemed grimmer than usual, but as always, he was ready to get right down to business. 
 
    “Lord John,” he clanked. “I’m told you were attacked by a fissure elf on one of your visits here, on the night of the Reprieve. Is that true?” 
 
    I nodded. “He burst out of the ground on a geyser and almost killed us. Mek nearly managed to hit him with an arrow, but then Krasur’s Spectrid dive-bombed him and dragged him off. I don’t know what became of him. But… I did find out later that he was sent by Imiath.” 
 
    Vaksahn had a look of sour and reluctant pride on his face at the mention of Mek’s actions, but he stayed silent. 
 
    When I said Imiath’s name, the gargoyle’s face darkened, and he let out a clanging sigh. 
 
    “I do not know how much Imiath might have been involved in what I’m about to tell you,” he rumbled. “This may have been a simple hit job, but the doings of the fissure elves go much deeper– and darker– than that.” 
 
    My eyebrows flew up. Granted, a “simple hit job” was pretty mild when it came to the flavors of darkness I’d encountered in the desert world, but I had no idea what the hell else this could possibly be about. 
 
    But apparently I was about to find out. 
 
    “The fissure elves formed a secret society of summoners,” the mediator boomed. “That is, they were planning to rob the graves of great warriors and bring them back from the dead.” 
 
    “What?” I stared at him with disbelief. I had known a lot of mystical shit was possible in the desert world, but I’d never heard of something like this. “Why?” 
 
    “They wanted the resurrected warriors to fight for them,” the gargoyle clanked. His joints screeched slightly as he shook his head, and a furious look lingered on his blunt features. “Together, we mediators and the elders put an end to it before their plan came to fruition.” 
 
    The elders all nodded solemnly, and I was stunned into silence for a moment as I contemplated this. It was beyond anything I would’ve imagined, even for this place. 
 
    But then again… Now that it had been said, I couldn’t say I was all too surprised. 
 
    “Okay,” I exhaled slowly. “Fissure elves were trying to make themselves some undead warriors, and you successfully stopped it. So… Why are we discussing it now?” 
 
    “The event was disturbing to us not only because of its nature,” the brassy being explained, “but because of its resemblance to something that was foretold long ago. A prophecy.” 
 
    “What did this prophecy say?” I asked. I directed my words mainly at the mediator now because I trusted in his unwavering bluntness to get to the meat of things. “And do you trust it?” 
 
    My other unasked but obvious question hung in the air. 
 
    How was this shit relevant to me personally? 
 
    Why was I discussing this behind closed doors with the gargoyle and elders, while Mek and the Spectrids had been banished from the room? 
 
    I was intrigued, but also wary about what this might mean. 
 
    “I trust it,” the gargoyle confirmed with a sigh that clearly said he wished this wasn’t the case. “It was made by my predecessor.” 
 
    “Ah.” I raised my eyebrows. “I didn’t realize your position was, uh… passed on?” 
 
    “It’s not, normally,” he said bluntly. “The past leader of the mediators was killed, though. Melted in the eruptions. After the peace was made, the mediators joined together with all sides to bind our magic together. Now if anything happens to one of us… everyone pays for it.” 
 
    This sounded ominous as hell to me, but I just nodded to show I understood. “So your predecessor had the, umm, power of prophecy?” 
 
    “Yes,” the gargoyle rumbled. “Such gifts were commonly lost after the peace was made. In fact, most beings’ powers dwindle when not actively used in battle. Except for…” 
 
    The gargoyle cast a brief look over at Artemn and then shrugged as he went on. 
 
    “Just as such powers are, ahh, kept alive, you might say, by battle… the powers of prophecy are stimulated by momentous events. My predecessor foresaw the Great War, just as he foresaw the Reprieve, and the Peace.” The mediator paused and scratched his jaw absently, and he seemed entirely unaware of the grating screech that ensued. “This prophecy was made just before his death. It is one that we have kept constantly on the alert for, but maintained secrecy over at all costs. We didn’t want to give anyone any ideas, you see. However…” 
 
    He trailed off into a deep, rumbling growl and then cast a hard-eyed look at the elders. 
 
    The silence was clearly gnawing at their nerves, and Vaksahn sighed deeply through his nose before he spoke up. 
 
    “We, the elders, were indeed forbidden from sharing such information,” he admitted with a shifty look at the gargoyle. “But you must understand… It is our duty to ensure the safety of Bayalon. By including the prophecy in our letter to Volluz, we hoped to see whether there were any signs of the prophecy being fulfilled in other oases.” 
 
    “You have placed sensitive information in the hands of strangers,” the gargoyle boomed threateningly. 
 
    “Trusted allies of old,” Vaksahn countered with a scowl. “Trusting no one would be just as foolish as trusting everyone.” 
 
    “Trusting people you’ve never met is stupid,” the mediator said with finality. Then he turned back to me. “The prophecy says that at the end of a blood summer, a legion of the reborn will be raised by the thieves of souls, unless a world walker strikes at the heart of the rot.” 
 
    “A blood summer,” I repeated. These words rang a bell with me, but I wasn’t exactly sure what they meant. 
 
    When I asked, the gargoyle frowned in thought, like he wasn’t sure how to explain. 
 
    “A blood summer is an astrological event,” he finally rumbled. “They are mentioned in the old scrolls often, but not spoken of much generally. It’s a bit like… a leap year, or an eclipse. But there is some degree of magic involved. Put simply, a blood summer is the hottest and longest period of time that can possibly occur, and it happens about once per decade.” 
 
    “Got it,” I said. Although the workings behind this were entirely mysterious to me, the general idea was apparent. “So, we’re in a blood summer now, which is one piece of the prophecy. And as for ‘the reborn,’ I’m guessing that means, uhh, undead warrior women?” 
 
    “Presumably,” the gargoyle confirmed. “The ‘thieves of souls’ are thought to be summoners– those who steal the dead away from their eternal rest.” 
 
    “Right.” I nodded. Then I tilted my head. “What the hell is a world walker?” 
 
    “Opinions vary,” Vaksahn stepped in to say. “The mediators of old spoke an entirely different language. Nearly incomprehensible. So it may have been recorded wrong.” 
 
    The gargoyle didn’t seem to take offense at his ancestors’ language being referred to as “incomprehensible,” but he huffed with impatience at all the complexities. 
 
    An elder with stiff white curls raised her voice. “Personally, I’m of the opinion that ‘world walker’ simply refers to an ordinary person who walks the desert sands of our world. An unlikely hero, you might say.” 
 
    “I disagree,” a dark-haired man argued. “I think it means a Walker. As in, a siren that has been physically altered to walk the land, rather than simply swimming.” 
 
    I thought I knew exactly what was meant by this as I recalled Zenia, the scaly-legged warrior with the oddly bent ankles who my women had fought against. 
 
    At the dark-haired man’s statement, the other elders erupted into bickering. 
 
    “Walkers are a recent creation,” the white-haired woman snapped. “I’ll ask you again, Danru, why would an ancient prophecy mention this new-fangled creation of mankind? ‘Walkers’ didn’t even exist up until a few decades ago.” 
 
    “A prophecy is inherently about the future,” the dark-haired man pointed out with a scowl. “Why wouldn’t it use the future’s terminology?” 
 
    The arguments ramped up until all I could hear was furious babbling from all sides. 
 
    Then the brass mediator clapped his hands for silence, and a ringing boom filled the air. 
 
    The elders abruptly dropped their argument, although they all shot each other looks of annoyance. 
 
    “The point is,” the gargoyle clanked as he turned back to me. “We would like to know if you saw anything suspicious in Volluz.” 
 
    His voice lifted into a slight question at the end. 
 
    I mulled this over for a moment and then shook my head. 
 
    “Don’t get me wrong,” I said. “There were some treacherous bastards we ran across… but I didn’t see any signs of, uhh, the undead, or soul stealing, or anything like that. And I definitely didn’t see anyone who reminded me of the fissure elves.” 
 
    The elders all sighed with relief. The gargoyle seemed somewhat satisfied, too, but I thought I still detected a hint of unease in his brassy face as he spoke again. 
 
    “We’d very much appreciate it if you would watch out for anything along these lines in your ventures,” he boomed. “And… if you’re able to, perhaps you could bring word to us if you do see something of the sort.” 
 
    The elders all shot the gargoyle a scandalized look, like he’d just said something horribly offensive. 
 
    “No commitments required on your part, of course,” Vaksahn hurried to assure me. “We know you must be quite busy with your warriors and whatnot. But…” 
 
    “Right.” I nodded calmly. “I’ll probably be visiting some other cities soon, so I’ll be sure to keep an eye out when I’m there.” 
 
    I used a slightly leading tone as I said this, and the elders seemed to latch on to my meaning immediately. 
 
    “We can tell you what we know about the other cities,” Vaksahn offered. “Those you haven’t been to, that is.” 
 
    “I must go,” the gargoyle rumbled. “Thank you, Lord John.” 
 
    I nodded respectfully at him, and he returned the gesture before he leaped up into the air and flapped away on his brassy wings. 
 
    The elders all relaxed visibly in his absence, and they turned to me with eager expressions. 
 
    The dark-haired one hurried over to a massive bronze chest on the far side of the room, and he fumbled in his pocket for a key before he bent to unlock it. 
 
    He came back with a bigger version of the map I had been given by the elders in the past, and he shoved objects off the table in the center of the room to roll it flat on the wooden surface. 
 
    We all clustered around the table, and Vaksahn stepped forward to gesture at the map. 
 
    “There are some cities of interest far to the south,” he said, and he pointed to a scattering of smaller-looking green regions in that direction. “These cities are called the Southern Stars, for the way they cluster together, and for the majesty of their warriors. But… they were smaller oases, and all were dependent on each other for trade. It cannot be said with certainty that they’ve survived the heat.” 
 
    I nodded and carefully committed this all to memory. 
 
    Then I reached down and tapped an oasis that looked intriguing to me. It was further to the south of all the oases Vaksahn had mentioned so far, and its sigil appeared to be a crown. 
 
    “What’s this one?” I asked. 
 
    “Zeratra,” he responded in an almost reverent tone. “It was also known as the Crown of the World, partly for the circular mountain ridge that surrounds it. And also because it was one of the greatest of the desert cities. But…” 
 
    He frowned as he gestured at the cluster of smaller oases we had just discussed. 
 
    “Out of all the southern oases, it was the most dependent on the trade route that ran through the Southern Stars,” he said in a troubled voice. “If those oases died out, then I think the likelihood of Zeratra surviving would be extremely low, unless it managed to become more self-sufficient, I suppose.” 
 
    I nodded and filed this away in my mind. 
 
    We discussed Zeratra some more, and I learned that the city was said to have both magic and non-magic fights, and that the backers of the fiercest magical warriors lived like kings, while their warriors were treated like goddesses. 
 
    “Sounds like an interesting place,” I said with my eyebrows raised. 
 
    “If it still exists,” Vaksahn agreed speculatively. “If it does, well… that would be wondrous news, indeed.” 
 
    We talked about some more of the desert cities, but when I spotted the light of dawn leaking in through the windows, I decided I’d heard enough. It was time for me and my warriors to head home. 
 
    “Thank you again for honoring us with your presence,” Vaksahn intoned with a bow of his head. “We are most grateful.” 
 
    The wheels in my mind were already turning as I climbed onto a glowing Spectrid with Ellie nestled in front of me. 
 
    When we touched down by Bayalon’s gate, I waved to the now sleepy-looking guard before we headed back to my truck. 
 
    I paused to glance down at the fyrox that was now snoozing happily away against Artemn’s chest. She had tied the sleeves of Krasur’s jacket into a makeshift sling to hold it snugly against her, and now its paws twitched slightly like it was dreaming. 
 
    The rising sun glimmered off the iridescent moonstone road as I drove back to the portal, and my warriors dozed lightly in their seats. 
 
    The exception to this was Indy, who turned to face me from the passenger seat with her eyes putting the fiery glow of the sunrise to shame. 
 
    “We fought well for you, John?” my princess asked with a question lifting her voice at the end. “You are pleased?” 
 
    “That would be an understatement,” I said with a grin. “You were fucking incredible out there.” 
 
    My princess glanced down at the kelp-like bandage of the Life-Savers that was wrapped around her golden thigh. “But…” 
 
    “But nothing,” I said firmly as I recognized my warrior’s pride flickering. “Everyone gets a scratch now and then. And anyway, you made that bitch pay, remember?” 
 
    “Right in the face,” Indy hissed with evil glee. “She regretted her blunder, I am certain of it.” 
 
    “Same,” I chuckled. 
 
    My princess tilted her head at me. “Do you think Meikha knows something about this Crown of the World?” 
 
    “Possibly,” I said with a glance back at the dozing blonde warrior in the doghouse of my truck. “But maybe we’ll save that for when everyone is as bright-eyed and bushy-tailed as you, princess.” 
 
    Before we headed back through the fog, I stopped and made sure my guns were locked in their case separate from the ammo, so I wouldn’t get in any legal trouble if I got pulled over on the way home. Then I roused my warriors enough to make sure they were ready and secured in place. 
 
    Once we touched down on Earth, I directed Spitfire to the highway’s on-ramp while all my electronics flickered, beeped, and buzzed back to life. 
 
    Not having any messages from Marsh waiting for me was a rare and peaceful feeling, and I felt somehow both keyed up and relaxed as I drove us back to my company lot and transferred my guns, my women, and myself to my car. 
 
    When I pulled my car up in front of my cabin, though, I was hit with a feeling that still bordered on surreal. Even just strolling over the bearskin rug and heading to the lounge, I still couldn’t believe this place was mine. 
 
    Meanwhile, my warriors abandoned their sleepiness and headed straight for the bath. Artemn carefully shifted her still-slumbering fyrox down to nestle him in the cushions of the lounge. 
 
    “Will you make sure he’s okay?” she whispered. She seemed reluctant to take her eyes off the little creature for even a moment. 
 
    I nodded reassuringly, and she gave me a smile before she slipped off after my other warriors. 
 
    Indy sent me a look of longing over her shoulder. It tempted me, and so did the glorious view of my women I’d have sitting in the tub with its huge mirror stretching overhead. But I decided not to join them for now. Meikha had been joining them regularly when they bathed, and my newest warrior had only been mine for about a month. She was still getting comfortable in this situation that was incredibly unconventional for someone from the desert world to say the least. 
 
    So while my warriors bathed, I strolled to the bar that stretched across one wall of the lounge and poured myself a drink, and I glanced over at the sleeping fyrox every now and then to make sure he was still snoozing happily away. 
 
    I took a small sip of my drink, but then saved the rest to reward myself with after I finished an action that I had been both dreading and looking forward to: Emailing Marsh to ask for my billing records. 
 
    This was the course of action I had decided on with Gordon, the business broker who was handling the legalities of my hopeful acquisition of Spitfire. It would look better if I had tried to resolve the situation in a civil manner before proceeding with any sort of legal action. 
 
    As tempting as it was to question Marsh face to face and watch him realize he’d fucked up by lying to me, Gordon and I had decided on the email so we’d have a concrete record of me trying to solve the situation, time stamps and all. Marsh would have no way to weasel out of what he’d said, or not said. 
 
    I typed out the message and read over it closely to analyze it from every angle so it didn’t sound aggressive or overly accusatory. 
 
    Not that it was likely to make much of a difference to Marsh. He was going to lose his shit regardless. 
 
    Still, this was an important point for me, so I was careful as I went over and over the message in the silence of the sunken lounge of my cabin. When I was satisfied, I signed the email and hovered with my finger over the “send” button for a long moment before I finally hit it. 
 
    The whooshing ringtone of the email being sent added a note of finality to things, and I sighed with relief as I got to my feet. Now that my plan was in motion, any anxiety was gone. 
 
    As I set my phone aside and headed to the bar, I resolved not to worry about the next step until I needed to. I already knew exactly what to do next. For now, the ball was in Marsh’s court. 
 
    I headed to the cabin’s walk-in safe to secure my recent winnings along with the rest of the jewels that were currently in my possession. 
 
    Then I was enjoying a glass of recently acquired whiskey in the sunken lounge when my women came traipsing into the room. They were all wide awake now with their faces flushed from their bath, and they were chattering giddily about their fight. 
 
    “Meikha acquitted herself fiercely against the Vulture,” Indy was saying. “Your savagery was masterful and swift, Meikha Swiftrage.” 
 
    A pleased blush spread across Meikha’s cheeks. “Your revenge on Silni Swiftstride was sweet and deadly, Indy. A sight to behold.” 
 
    I smiled at the byplay between my warriors. Meikha had played a key part in the win, and I was glad to see she was kicking ass in the arena even without her formidable wind powers. 
 
    Now that everyone was wide awake, it was the perfect time to hammer out some details for our next trip. 
 
    When I broached the subject, my princess’ eyes flared. 
 
    “I’ll get the list,” she declared, and she left the room with her wet hair flying behind her. 
 
    Kep the fyrox finally woke up. His silky, smoky-gray fur was slightly ruffled as he sat up in Artemn’s lap and let out a tiny howl. 
 
    It sounded like a wolf that had inhaled a little helium, and the sound brought an immediate “awww” from all of my warrior women. 
 
    “What does that mean?” I asked as I watched the little creature with curiosity. 
 
    “He’s hungry,” Artemn said as the pup gently closed his teeth around her finger. “Do we have any meat?” 
 
    I headed off with my winged warrior to get some chicken from the fridge, and then brought it back in a small dish. 
 
    Indy had returned to the lounge area, where my other women now gathered around me on the cushioned benches. The paper she had brought was now sitting on the low table in the middle of the lounge, along with a pen. 
 
    While Artemn sat down with Kep in her lap, I reached into my pocket to pull out the map we’d made of the desert world and spread it out on the table next to the list. 
 
    “Alllllright,” I said as I accepted the pen from Indy. 
 
    I used its point to scan down the paper she’d given me. It was a simple list of cities in the desert world. I had sat down with her and my other warriors to make it not long before we left for Bayalon. 
 
    I didn’t spot Zeratra anywhere on the list, and I glanced up at Meikha for some input. 
 
    “Have you heard of Zeratra before?” I asked. 
 
    “Well…” Meikha hesitated and then looked down at the glass in my hand. “Is that the smoky drink we tried last week?” 
 
    “Yep.” I pulled the bottle toward me and hovered my hand over it. “Need a drink?” 
 
    She nodded vigorously, so I got up and grabbed four more glasses, one for each of my warriors. 
 
    Meikha closed her eyes as she took a long drink of hers. 
 
    “Smooth,” she whispered. She tilted the glass to roll the liquid around inside. “I told you I know more about the desert’s history than most warriors.” 
 
    “Yes,” Indy murmured. “Why is that?” 
 
    “I know because I spent most of my spare moments searching for tales of my people,” Meikha explained. “I’ve never known another being who has the powers of the wind, and I never even met my parents. So… I was always trying to trace them, as well as my ancestors. Each fragment of Volluz had its own library, but the Pristine City had the greatest of all. I snuck in several times, and I spent whole nights going over the old scrolls.” 
 
    “Did you find anything?” Ellie asked, and she reached out to lay one delicate hand on Meikha’s arm. 
 
    “I learned much about the desert world and its peoples,” my newest warrior admitted. “But... I learned little about the ones I cared about most.” 
 
    “I’m sorry, Meikha,” I said quietly. 
 
    The other women all joined me in shifting closer to the blonde warrior, and I knew this was a type of pain they were more than familiar with. 
 
    “But I did learn about this city the elders told you of, John,” Meikha said. “It was of special interest to me.” 
 
    Everyone leaned forward in their seats and fixed their eyes on Meikha, and I felt a quiver of excitement and interest run through the group. 
 
    “Why didn’t you mention it before?” I asked gently. “Back when we were making the list, I mean.” 
 
    “I didn’t know it by its name,” Meikha admitted. “Otherwise, of course, I would have mentioned it. I had read vague things about a city called the Crown of the World, but I wasn’t sure if it was even real. Now, after our conversation with the elders, I know that the city is Zeratra, and that it’s not a myth after all.” 
 
    “You thought it was a myth?” I was immediately intrigued. “And… why is it of special interest to you, exactly?” 
 
    Meikha took another pull of whiskey. 
 
    “I will answer the second question first,” she said softly. 
 
    The blonde warrior hesitated again, and I got the feeling we were about to learn something new and unexpected.
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    “Legend says that the desert used to be covered in water,” Meikha began. “My ancestors, the wind folk, were worshiped for our ability to fill the ships’ sails with air and send them to their destinations.” 
 
    On the one hand, this was a lot to take in, but on the other hand, I had just left the chaotic, mystical desert world freshly equipped with knowledge about prophecies and necromancy. 
 
    So, my mind was feeling pretty damn open at this point. 
 
    I filled Meikha’s now empty glass as she went on. 
 
    “I assumed my people were among them,” she continued. “Especially because of the ship wall at Volluz. When I was trying to trace where my parents had ended up, and where my family originally came from, well… For a long time, the Crown of the World seemed like a logical answer.” 
 
    “Why, Meikha?” Indy asked. Purple shards wove through the red and gold of her eyes, and I knew she was feeling every ounce of emotion that we could read on the blonde warrior’s face. 
 
    “The tales said that the Crown of the World had many magical fighters,” she explained. “And that the mightiest of them were goddesses– real goddesses– of the land, who had come to walk among the mortals, and to fight in the arenas. Those goddess warriors most often had the powers of nature– water, fire, sun, soil, darkness… and wind.” 
 
    A deep silence fell around the lounge, and Meikha toyed with the rim of her glass as she continued. 
 
    “But after all the reading I did in our libraries,” she went on, “I convinced myself the place had to be a myth. Just a way for people to explain to themselves where all the magical fighters of Volluz originally came from. I was scared to believe that it might be real, because… Well, I could never go there. At least, I didn’t think so. Until…” 
 
    “Now?” I suggested. 
 
    She nodded and pulled her arms around herself in a hug. 
 
    Then Indy leaned forward and wrapped her own arms around the blonde warrior. 
 
    “My people are gone, too,” she said in a soft, sad voice. “It is painful, I know.” 
 
    “So, knowing what you know now, Meikha…” I said cautiously. “Do you think some of your people might be alive, and in Zeratra?” 
 
    “Maybe,” she sniffled. “And… this seems to be a good time to tell you something else. About Indy’s people.” 
 
    My black-haired warrior froze in place. She didn’t seem to notice her fingers were digging into Meikha’s arms until the blonde warrior squirmed slightly in her grasp. 
 
    “Sorry!” my princess said hastily. She patted Meikha’s arms gently. “I am sorry, Meikha. But… did you say…” 
 
    “I didn’t want to pry,” the blonde warrior said hesitantly. “But… the woman in Bayalon who sang about your fight… A line of her song reminded me of a riddle I once read: 
 
    ‘Shadows flee at their decree 
 
    At their feet, darklings plead 
 
    Their mercy is a bitter brew 
 
    The scarlet melts away the blue.’ 
 
    There was more to it, but that is all I remember.” 
 
    “A riddle,” Indy whispered. “What is the answer to this riddle?” 
 
    “‘The Light Bearers,’” Meikha replied in a soft voice. “Long ago, these fierce beings with fiery eyes were prized above all at the Crown of the World. They were great leaders, and they meted out justice. Their word was law, and they kept the evils at bay. But then they angered the Shadow Lords. They were outnumbered, and so they had to flee… as did my own people. After that, the legends say that the other peoples finally rose up. A fierce battle was fought in the Crown of the World to avenge our ancestors. The Shadow Lords were overthrown, and peace was restored. But our people were gone, and there’s no record of where any of them ended up.” 
 
    Indy blinked, and blue flecks like raindrops swam through her eyes. 
 
    I didn’t hesitate to jerk her into a hug. 
 
    “Oof,” she mumbled as she was hauled into my lap. Then she leaned her head against my chest and mumbled, “Even the bravest warriors must flee in the face of danger sometimes… Yes?” 
 
    “Yes,” I said firmly. “Especially if it’s not a fair fight. Those Shadow Lords sound like scheming bastards.” 
 
    Me and my warrior women all drank in silence for a few minutes, and Meikha reached over to stroke Indy’s hair while she picked back up on her story. 
 
    “So,” she said with a sigh. “After what the elders said… I am thinking this Crown of the World is indeed real, and it is Zeratra. The part about the fiercest fighters being treated as goddesses– that fits with what I know of the oasis.” 
 
    “But you said Zeratra’s people genuinely viewed these warriors as goddesses, right?” I frowned. “Vaksahn didn’t seem aware of that.” 
 
    “He probably thought it was just a figure of speech,” Meikha reflected. “But in reality, yes… These powers– and the ability to fight with them– were truly seen as signs of divinity.” 
 
    Ellie’s blue eyes sparked with interest, and she leaned closer to us. 
 
    “If the oh-so-kingly backers truly have such warriors in their possession,” she mused, “then they may tie their entire fortunes to these fights. I knew such men at my temple in Gavahna. When the gods are involved, these types of backers believe themselves to be invincible, undefeatable.” 
 
    “A weakness to exploit,” Indy hissed eagerly. “To earn John more riches.” 
 
    “A dangerous one,” Artemn pointed out. “Look at Imiath when I lost in Bayalon. He was ready to rip John’s head off.” 
 
    I grimaced. “Yeah. Well, luckily, I had the advantage there. And we will in this city, too. We just need to be smart about things.” 
 
    My warrior women were all looking keyed up with anticipation, and I felt the same. 
 
    “Alright,” I said. “So, we know there’s a chance this oasis may no longer exist. If it does, it sounds promising as hell. But we should probably have some others lined up, just in case it’s gone.” 
 
    We marked some other oases on the map as Meikha filled us in on what she knew about them. 
 
    Then we went over some more aspects of my women’s training. We decided on having them practice in twos and threes rather than solely as a four-person group, since there might be places where teams of four weren’t as common as they were in Bayalon. We also set up a schedule for them practicing with and without Artemn’s and Meikha’s powers in play, since there might be places that didn’t allow magic, like the city of legend we had just left. 
 
    My warriors were eager to get some sparring in right away, but I overruled this in favor of everyone getting some sleep. 
 
    “Sleep is important before a battle,” Indy admitted with a regretful sigh. 
 
    The rest of the women agreed with about as much disappointment, but I remained firm on the matter. I made sure all of my warriors went straight to bed from there, and I happily drifted off among three of them while images of huge ships and endless ocean worlds took over my dreams. Right toward the end of a particularly windy dream filled with the warrior cries of women all around me, a furious goddess with red-and-gold eyes appeared over the waves, and I couldn’t tell if she was screaming in fury or pain, but before I worked it out, I woke up. 
 
    I stayed in the funk of that dream for longer than expected, but I managed to shake it off by the time my warriors were all finished eating their breakfast. 
 
    I’d already decided it was time to take another trip to Portland so Meikha could be measured for her own set of leather armor that was actually reinforced with the same carbon fiber panels as my other warriors’. So we made that our first task of the day and decided Artemn and Ellie would stay home while Meikha, Indy, and I went to Hide ‘N’ Seek. 
 
    “Abbey is very fun,” Indy told the blonde warrior before we left. “It may be unnerving at first. She is very…” 
 
    “Exuberant,” Ellie suggested. 
 
    “But sweet,” Artemn added as she watched Kep devour his chicken. “You’ll like her, Meikha.” 
 
    I grinned at the rare note of fondness in Artemn’s voice, but she wasn’t wrong. Abbey the leatherworker was definitely on all of our lists of favorite people. 
 
    After I was sure my warriors were all settled, I made the drive down to Portland with Meikha and Indy. When we walked into Hide ‘N’ Seek, it took about a split second for Abbey to make her appearance. 
 
    Well, sort of. 
 
    “You!” her perky voice howled from somewhere overhead. 
 
    We all froze in place and looked wildly around for the source of her voice. 
 
    “Up here,” she said brightly. 
 
    I looked directly overhead and then lurched instinctively out of the way as Abbey leaped down from one of the upper shelves of the store like a ninja. 
 
    “Phew!” she grabbed onto the arm I offered to steady her. “Sorry. Overestimated myself a little on the landing.” 
 
    “Forgiven,” I chuckled as I helped her straighten up. 
 
    Then she slipped into my arms and hugged me. 
 
    It was unexpected, but I found myself immediately returning the gesture. 
 
    “Oops,” Abbey said hastily as she backed out of my arms. The sudden blush in her face rivaled her electric-pink curls for brightness as she turned around and beckoned us to the back of the store, like she was glad for an excuse to turn away for a bit. “Sorry. That was just, um… instinctive… and new… and… I mean… you smell nice. But anyway… I’ll, uhhhh, be right back!” 
 
    She dashed into the back room, and when she emerged, her face had returned to its usual peachy color. The light twinkled off her piercings as she gave us one of her usual bubbly smiles. 
 
    It was only at that moment that she seemed to notice there was a new woman in my group. 
 
    “Holy crap!” she hissed. “I… I mean… I’m sorry. I don’t know what’s wrong with me today. I didn’t even see you before. I’m Abbey.” 
 
    “Meikha,” my newest warrior said with a cautious smile. “I hear you’re very skilled at your craft.” 
 
    Abbey’s chest swelled with pride, and an echo of her previous blush returned to her face. 
 
    “I do my best,” she managed with only a slight stutter. Then she turned to me with an excited expression. “Is that why you’re here? I had so much fun making those last pieces for you. I’ve been practicing more in my spare time, and I already have some more panels ready-made.” 
 
    “That’s awesome,” I said with genuine enthusiasm. “Because we’re definitely looking to get some for Meikha here.” 
 
    “Excellent,” Abbey murmured. Her blue eyes were already alive with speculation as she walked in circles around the blonde warrior. “Hmm… Some gilding on the leather would really accent her eyes. Gorgeous… But anyway… What’s your weapon, Meikha?” 
 
    “A sword,” Meikha supplied. 
 
    “Basically like a rapier,” I clarified. “But with more of an edge to it.” 
 
    “Does it have hand protection?” Abbey asked. 
 
    “Yep,” I said. “Oh, and we were actually thinking about picking up a companion dagger for it, just in case that makes a difference…?” 
 
    “Ooooh.” As always, Abbey looked eager at the prospect of contemplating the practicalities of these things. “You should visit the Silver Boar. I had some customers here complaining about the price of Mauro’s parrying daggers. It’s been a while since then, and I know you have experience haggling with him, sooo I’m pretty sure you could play on that desperation.” 
 
    “You get me,” I chuckled. “That sounds ideal. We’re seeking something that has knuckle protection, too. But, for the armor…” 
 
    “You still want some bracers with armored knuckles, just in case it comes down to hand-to-hand stuff?” Abbey guessed. 
 
    “Exactly,” I confirmed. “But nothing too bulky, so they won’t get caught up in the sword guard.” 
 
    “Of course,” Abbey murmured absently. “I’ll be right back.” 
 
    She dashed into the back room again for her tape measure and notepad and carefully took Meikha’s measurements for her bracers, along with the measurements she needed for a set of greaves and a corset. 
 
    When she finished, she clapped her hands together. “Okay. So, since I already have some panels done, I’m thinking I can have this done for you in about a week and a half– maybe two weeks. Is that okay?” 
 
    “Definitely,” I said as I got to my feet. “I actually have a little more time on my hands lately, and I was wondering if, uh…” 
 
    “You want more of this?” Abbey asked eagerly. 
 
    “Yeah,” I admitted. “It was a really big hit with my shieldmaidens, so I was thinking they might all like a pair. And I would pay you the same fee as before, of course– for each set of armor.” 
 
    Abbey’s jaw slackened slightly like she was counting up all these numbers in her head and finding it hard to contemplate. 
 
    Considering the riches I had personally come into in the last few moments, this was something I completely understood, so I waited patiently until she nodded and gave me a bright smile. 
 
    “You’re too good to me,” she sighed giddily. “I adore making this stuff. I can’t wait to get going on it. I already have your other ladies’ measurements, so I can get started right away!” 
 
     “You’re the best,” I said with a shake of my head. “You know that, right?” 
 
    Abbey waved a hand airily, but then she sent me a shy look. “John? Can you, umm… can you hug me again? Actually, can I hug all of you?” 
 
    To my surprise, Indy jumped on this opportunity by stepping forward and wrapping her arms around the pink-haired leatherworker. 
 
    Abbey’s arms immediately jumped up to return the gesture. 
 
    When I hugged Abbey, she pressed herself against every possible inch of me. She fit into my arms perfectly, and I gave into the temptation to pick her up and swing her around. 
 
    “Eek!” she laughed giddily and clutched at my chest to steady herself when I put her down. 
 
    Up close, her blue eyes were incredibly bright, and I could see flecks of gold around them like tiny sun rays. 
 
    I jumped violently when my pocket buzzed, and the sound of the Imperial Death March rang out. 
 
    “Shit!” I cursed under my breath as I yanked my phone out. 
 
    My heart had already been racing a little, but now it picked up even more at the sight of Marsh’s name on the screen. 
 
    A million things flashed through my mind. 
 
    Marsh hadn’t emailed me back yet or so much as sent me a text. That meant that odds were, this call was about the email I had sent to him. Gordon had told me to get each and every one of our interactions in writing, though, if at all possible. 
 
    So, for the first time ever, I ignored a call from my boss. 
 
    Technically, there was nothing to stop me from doing that under normal circumstances, but it was just a part of my work ethic to always pick up. 
 
    But it was time to go against that instinct for once. 
 
    Now I was playing a new and high-stakes game, and I needed to go by the rules so I could win. 
 
    My heart slowed slightly when the call went to voicemail, and I let out a deep breath. 
 
    “Oookay,” I said dizzily. “I think we’d better get going.” 
 
    “Very wellll,” Abbey said with slight reluctance. “I’ll call you as soon as the armor’s done, okay?” 
 
    “Right.” I grinned at the leatherworker’s return to her usual bubbly self, but I couldn’t help myself from staring into her eyes for a long moment. 
 
    The second we were outside, my warriors both sent me silent, conspicuous looks, and they had matching smiles playing across their lips. 
 
    I was feeling unusually flustered at this point, but luckily, I had a distraction up my sleeve. 
 
    “Wanna find a dagger for Meikha now?” I asked breezily. 
 
    Meikha’s tawny eyes widened, and she joined her fellow warrior in nodding vigorously. 
 
    “She will be even more unstoppable with this additional weapon,” Indy said gleefully. “She can…” 
 
    My princess dropped into a crouch, gripped two invisible blades, and whirled into a series of vicious parry-and-stab motions that had passersby staring with fascination. 
 
    “Riiight,” I chuckled. “Definitely.” 
 
    “What about the conniving bald man?” Indy asked. 
 
    I shrugged. “I’ll handle him.” 
 
    I had done this enough times now that I felt entirely confident about it. 
 
    When the window display of the Silver Boar came into view, Meikha’s jaw dropped. She paused outside the window to stare at the gleaming array of knives on display and pressed her hand against the glass. 
 
    “So… much…” she whispered with her tawny eyes wide. “This is far more metal than we saw at the other Earth-market. Much, much more.” 
 
    “C’mon,” I chuckled. I grabbed her instinctively by the wrist, but then switched to grasping her hand when I remembered where we were. 
 
    The blonde warrior seemed both shocked and pleased by this development, and I caught sight of her sending a wide-eyed look at Indy as her fingers wove through mine. Indy just nodded smugly in response, and I bit back a chuckle. 
 
    As much as I felt like I was used to this shit by now, sometimes it still stunned me that such a gorgeous woman would be shocked by the very idea of me wanting to hold her hand. 
 
    These thoughts were chased from my mind as I spotted the fluorescent light gleaming off a shiny bald head by the blade rack in the back of the store. 
 
    Mauro turned smoothly around at the sound of footsteps. His eyes bulged slightly as he took in the sight of the women with me, including Indy, who had terrified him on more than one occasion. 
 
    Despite being a bit shorter than him, she stared down her nose at him now like he was an ant on the ground, and I knew her eyes were flaring contemptuously beneath my sunglasses. 
 
    At the sight of me, Mauro’s bulldog-like face creased into a wary smile. 
 
    “Back for another blade?” he asked with a hint of trepidation in his smooth, jaunty voice. 
 
    “Possibly,” I said with a shrug. “That depends on what you’ve got, though. We’re in the market for a companion blade to a rapier.” 
 
    “Ahhh.” Mauro waved for us to follow as he stepped sideways toward a floor-to-ceiling glass display. It was full of an array of different rapiers, and some of them were complemented by a smaller blade just like what we’d been looking for. 
 
    Others were entirely different, though. 
 
    “What’s this one?” I asked with intrigue as I tapped a finger against the glass. 
 
    The blade in question was one of the most odd-looking creations I’d seen. Instead of one blade, it had three slender ones. The center blade stuck out straight in front of the hilt like a typical knife, but the others jutted out at an angle to each side. 
 
    I had no idea what type of Edward Scissorhands type of shit this was, and it seemed slightly impractical to me, but I couldn’t deny that I was curious. 
 
    “It’s a trident dagger,” Mauro said with a proud note in his car salesman-like voice. He deftly unlocked the case and reached in to slip the dagger free. 
 
    Then he pulled a small piece of tape off the hilt, and the three blades abruptly snapped shut to become one. 
 
    “Ooooh,” Indy murmured as she stepped closer. 
 
    “Indeed,” Mauro said suavely. His fingers shifted to press down on part of the hilt, and the blades sprang open again with a soft, metallic rushing sound. “There’s a spring mechanism to part the blades. Very useful for trapping blades and parrying.” 
 
    “Probably if your opponent is fighting with a rapier,” I said as I gave the weapon a skeptical look. 
 
    I knew by now that the lumpy black metal of the desert world was difficult to shape into a decent blade, and it didn’t hold much of an edge at all. I was pretty sure this was why axes were such a common weapon there: to make up for the lack of edge by adding some significant blunt force on impact. 
 
    But at my words, Mauro’s face looked so genuinely crestfallen that I amended myself slightly. “Uhh, this seems pretty cool, though. It’s just that we’re looking for something more like a main-gauche.” 
 
    I stumbled slightly over this name that my women’s fighting master had mentioned to me, but Mauro seemed to pick up on what I meant right away. 
 
    He slid the display door further open, replaced the trident dagger, and swept his hand over to indicate a selection of other blades. 
 
    “I have many,” he said in a voice that was quivering with pride and self-importance. “With matching rapiers, no less. And I have varying lengths made, each to suit the height of the wielder. The blades have been crafted to work perfectly together.” 
 
    I looked over the selection with a critical eye, but I did like the sound of both these words and the sight of the blades in front of me. I knew from Benny that the ideal rapier was indeed based on the height of the person wielding it. The one we’d gotten for Meikha had been a tad on the long side, but she’d proven deadly as hell with the thing in her hands. 
 
    “This one is the perfect companion to a rapier,” Mauro said as he lifted one of the daggers. “The blade is double-edged. The quillons here are perfectly angled to counter an opponent’s blade in any way the wielder sees fit. The blade is fifteen inches, which I believe would be a perfect fit…” 
 
    I listened with a careful ear as the blacksmith went on about the knife and the rapier that accompanied it. What he said matched up well with what I’d learned from Benny, and I decided to get both the knife and the rapier for Meikha. 
 
    As usual, the one thing that didn’t please me was the damn price. 
 
    “I offer a package deal,” Mauro said in an overly gracious voice as he watched Meikha send the blades skimming through the air. “The dagger drops to a discounted price of four hundred and fifty if you buy it along with the rapier.” 
 
    “Four-fifty is not a ‘discounted price,’” I said through gritted teeth. I shot him a narrow-eyed look. “How much for the rapier?” 
 
    Although we hadn’t explicitly planned on picking up another rapier on this trip, it did seem like a genuinely good idea to me. 
 
    As much as I could afford to pay an arm and a leg for this type of shit now, this dude had vexed me enough that I was more determined than ever not to let him swindle me. If I let him charge me four-fifty for a dagger now, he’d probably ask me for a thousand the next time I came in. 
 
    “A thousand for the rapier,” Mauro said smoothly. 
 
    “Hell no,” I said in a near-growl. “Six hundred.” 
 
    “Nine-fifty.” 
 
    I managed to stop myself from gaping in disbelief at this fuckery. Instead, I put on my coldest poker face and said nothing. 
 
    Because I knew by now that this bastard couldn’t stand a long silence. 
 
    The awkward moment stretched on, and finally Mauro let out a heavy sigh as his chest deflated. “Eight ninety-nine.” 
 
    “Not good enough,” I said shortly. I cast a look over my shoulder like I was contemplating walking out of this place right now. “I saw some quality rapiers at the Golden Pole that were half the price of this.” 
 
    “That place?” The blacksmith’s lip quivered with sudden outrage. “Cristian is scamming you, I guarantee it.” 
 
    “Pot, kettle,” I muttered under my breath as I turned to leave. 
 
    “Six-fifty,” Mauro said hastily. “And three hundred for the dagger.” 
 
    I debated this for longer than I needed to, mostly just to make that bald bastard sweat, and then I nodded evenly. 
 
    “Done.” 
 
    The salesman’s bulldog-like face was set with a mixture of acceptance and slight resentment. 
 
    “Do let me know how they handle,” he said grudgingly as he accepted my payment. He directed the words half at me and half at Meikha, and now a tinge of awe touched his blunt features. “I put my best effort into every weapon I craft, of course, but the rapier and main-gauche have a special place in my heart.” 
 
    Meikha nodded nervously in response. 
 
    “Will do,” I said blithely. 
 
    Then I thanked the salesman and strolled out of the Silver Boar with my warriors and two deadly new weapons in hand. 
 
    “John…” The blonde warrior hesitated outside the store. Her sharp tawny eyes reminded me of the gaze of a falcon, and seeing them softened as they were now sent a little thrill through me. “I was already stunned at receiving two new blades. But four…” 
 
    “You’re worth it,” I said firmly. “And I trust that you’ll put them to good use.” 
 
    “It is true, Meikha,” Indy said proudly. “John values his warriors greatly.” 
 
    Meikha still looked slightly disbelieving, but she couldn’t seem to hold back an excited little skip as she looked at the bag in my hands. 
 
    “I can’t wait to spar with them,” she gushed. “And even more than that, to be a deadly force with them in the arena. Thank you, John.” 
 
    “My pleasure.” I grinned as I directed our steps back to my station wagon. 
 
    My phone had been conspicuously silent this whole time, so I pulled it out once I had swung into the driver’s seat. A glance at the screen revealed that I had received a text from Marsh during my haggling session with Mauro. 
 
    When I saw my boss’ name on the screen, I found myself glad my warriors would be taking plenty of time to practice before heading to the Crown of the World. 
 
    Because right now, I had no idea if my boss was going to try and cut off my access to Spitfire. 
 
    Although I now had the comfort of the knowledge that this wasn’t something he’d get away with in the long run. 
 
    When I finally swiped to open the text, a feeling of grim satisfaction spread through my chest.

  

 
   
    Chapter 5 
 
    The billing records are confidential, my boss’ text said. 
 
    If I closed my eyes, I could practically hear him snapping out the words in his gravelly, grating voice. 
 
    The text went on: And if you want to keep your fucking job, you’d better stop wasting my time with this type of shit, Jonathan. If you know what’s good for you, you’ll drop this right now, or I swear to God there will be consequences. 
 
    The fact that I would normally be absolutely seething at this somehow made my current immunity even sweeter. 
 
    It was all I could do not to text back with Joke’s on you, motherfucker. 
 
    But the gloating could wait until all was said and done. 
 
    For now, I cheerfully screenshotted my boss’ words and sent them on to Gordon before I drove my women home. 
 
    Back at the cabin, I watched with pride as Meikha used her new weapons to spar with an imaginary foe in the top-notch home gym I had set up for my warriors. 
 
    With these weapons in her hands and her tawny eyes fixed on a real foe, that opponent would probably freeze like a mouse in the gaze of a hawk. 
 
    And before they knew it, they’d be bleeding from a swift thrust of one of her blades. 
 
    My phone buzzed in my pocket, and I stepped away from watching my warriors to see who it was. 
 
    It was a response from Gordon. 
 
    Let’s meet up as soon as possible, the message said. Are you available now? 
 
    I looked up from my phone. Meikha was still jabbing her invisible opponent full of holes, while Indy and Artemn were sparring fiercely in the conjoining room. Nearby, Ellie was practicing her jump kicks on one of their many dummies. 
 
    I put two fingers in my mouth and whistled. 
 
    My four warriors dropped what they were doing at once, and they all came bounding over to me. 
 
    “Shieldmaidens,” I said, and I couldn’t help but grin as I took in their exhilarated expressions. “I’m going to head off to meet up with Gordon. Keep your phones on you, alright?” 
 
    “Always, John.” Indy tossed in a fierce kick as she spun over to pick up her new cell phone off one of the shelves, and she switched the sound on with ease. “I am masterful with the phone contraption of Earth.” 
 
    I chuckled and said goodbye to my women. I left with the sound of Ellie’s polaroid camera in my ears as she snapped shots of Meikha in action with her new blades. 
 
    It was still surprising to see my fierce desert warriors mastering this technology that was wildly unfamiliar to them, but I fucking loved it. 
 
    It was late afternoon by the time I pulled up to the tall, signless gray building where Gordon had his office. I accepted a cup of coffee as I sat down across from him at his gleaming oak desk, and he gave me a satisfied smile that immediately amped up my adrenaline. 
 
    “I have a plan,” he said crisply as he took his own seat. 
 
    I raised my eyebrows. “Do tell.” 
 
    “Well…” He sat back behind his desk and folded his hands in his lap. “A smart broker is like a sailor. When the wind changes, he adjusts his sails accordingly.” 
 
    “Makes sense,” I said. “So, what’s the wind like now?” 
 
    “I trust you’ll know what I mean when I say your boss is like a goddamn hurricane,” Gordon said with a wry smile. 
 
    “Hurricane Marsh,” I chuckled. “Has a certain ring to it.” 
 
    “Indeed.” The broker smirked. “John, we have some choices ahead of us. To keep with this metaphor… one option is for us to sail through the storm.” 
 
    “And what would that entail, exactly?” 
 
    “The class-action lawsuit we discussed previously.” Gordon paused and pulled out his cell phone. “But… Your boss’ words got me thinking.” 
 
    “Yeah, they got me thinking, too,” I muttered darkly. “Thinking that I’d like to strangle Marsh.” 
 
    The broker chortled. “I sympathize. The, ah, forcefulness of his reaction suggests that he’s going to resist us every inch of the way. Which, on one hand, would make winning a suit against him all the more satisfying.” 
 
    “I concur.” I rubbed my jaw thoughtfully. “I’m sensing there’s a ‘but’ coming along here?” 
 
    “Yes.” Gordon set his phone aside. “If your boss puts up enough resistance, the whole process could be drawn out even longer.” 
 
    “How much longer, exactly?” 
 
    “Years. And while you’d be almost certain to get some compensation, there looks to be a chance that it won’t be the compensation you want: your truck.” 
 
    My stomach sank slightly, but Gordon’s self-assured expression didn’t flicker, so I just waited to see what was coming next. 
 
    “However,” he went on, “I believe we now have enough leverage to convince Marsh it’s in his best interest to keep this out of court.” 
 
    “Really?” I sat up a little straighter. 
 
    He nodded. “I recently heard back from the Department of State about some inquiries I made, and it turns out your boss had a previous business that got shut down. And luckily for us, I managed to track down that business’ payroll manager. Guess what I found?” 
 
    “Tell me,” I said immediately. 
 
    “Marsh’s pattern of shorting employees on their wages extends back to his old business, too.” A smug look crossed Gordon’s face as he clucked his tongue. “And these predatory business practices are still ongoing, which looks very bad for him, to say the least.” 
 
    “So…” I said with my heart beating fast. “If we convince him to settle this out of court, then I’m more likely to get what I want out of this?” 
 
    “Exactly,” Gordon confirmed. 
 
    “I’m on board,” I said. “What’s our next step?” 
 
    “First, I suggest you send him another email,” the broker said smoothly. “I could help you draft it here, if you like. It’d be pretty simple– just saying you don’t think that you pushing him about this issue will be productive, so you’re going to have a lawyer get in touch with him about it, and hopefully we can reach a solution, et cetera. This is mostly in case our plan shifts back toward a lawsuit. Any and every sign that you’re trying to resolve this amicably is a step worth taking.” 
 
    “Understood,” I agreed. “What next?” 
 
    “Then I’ll send Marsh a demand letter listing all the violations he’s made. Which are…” Gordon gestured at the pile of papers on his desk. “Many. So many that I think he’ll be extremely eager to give you just about whatever you ask for, within the bounds of reason. Especially since this seems to just be the tip of the iceberg with his wrongdoings. He won’t want to be investigated any further, or subpoenaed for certain documents if we go to court.” 
 
    “I like the sound of that.” I bounced my leg rapidly as I thought this through. “I mean, as much as I’d like to sue the shit out of him… What’s really important here is me getting Spitfire. That, and I want my employment terminated. No strings attached, no black marks on my record. Just done.” 
 
    “That will certainly be included in the letter,” Gordon said agreeably. “And I’m sure Marsh will be glad to agree to it. He’ll want to wash his hands of you as soon as possible.” 
 
    I snorted with laughter. “The feeling is incredibly mutual.” 
 
    Gordon and I took some time to craft my email to Marsh and get it sent off so things would already be in motion. Then we spent a while getting the skeleton of the demand letter in place. The process took almost an hour, but it was well worth it to me. 
 
    Toward the end of our discussion, something else came up that I’d been thinking about a lot. 
 
    “You know,” I said slowly. “There’s something else I’d really like to accomplish in this process. I’m just not sure how to go about it.” 
 
    “What’s that?” Gordon asked with a curious look. 
 
    “It’s about my co-worker– and friend, really– Doug.” I frowned and shook my head as I thought of everything Marsh had done to my favorite fellow trucker. “He really got screwed in this situation, too. I’d really like to do something to help him out.” 
 
    I could see the wheels in Gordon’s head start turning immediately. From the look on his face, I thought Doug had already won him over in their conversations. 
 
    And understandably so. Doug was one hell of a guy. He was one of the few people I would consider genuinely trustworthy, and just all around awesome. 
 
    “I have an idea,” Gordon said after a moment. “What if I were to apply this demand about terminating employment to both you and Mr. McClune. That is, no strings attached, no black marks, as you said?” 
 
    “That sounds like a good start,” I said cautiously. “I don’t want to just cast Doug off into unemployment, though.” 
 
    “Of course not,” Gordon assured me. “In fact, if you wanted to… you could do the opposite.” 
 
    I stared at him in confusion, so he went on with a broad smile. 
 
    “You know who I think would be a great business owner?” he elaborated. 
 
    “Who?” 
 
    “You,” the broker said simply. 
 
    I gave him a confused look. “Me? I mean… I never even considered it. I haven’t even been a trucker for that long.” 
 
    “But you’ve already started picking up on how this all works,” Gordon pointed out. “You clearly have a strong work ethic, and you’ve so far proven you follow through on your commitments. Oh, and your boss has also done an incredible job of showing you everything that you shouldn’t do.” 
 
    “Good point,” I muttered dryly. 
 
    As I thought about this, the idea seemed to make more and more sense. Especially because… 
 
    “Doug,” I said suddenly. “Doug could be one of my employees.” 
 
    “Precisely.” Gordon smiled. “It’s just an idea. You two know more about it than I do, of course, and you’ll know each other’s strengths, too. I just got the impression that you’d work incredibly well together.” 
 
    This fit perfectly with the thoughts that were racing through my mind. 
 
    Doug was a seasoned trucker. He’d given me some incredibly solid tips on how to get by despite being stuck in a shitty situation. He knew the nitty-gritty details of trucking more than anyone I had met. 
 
    He would be perfect for a managerial position. 
 
    One where he would be respected and paid well. 
 
    The fact that I would be stealing one of Marsh’s best employees out from under him just added an extra element of sweetness. 
 
    “Okay,” I said, and I made an effort to slow the dizzying thoughts in my mind. “So… I think this may be the perfect plan. But before we include that in the letter, obviously I’ll want to see if Doug is receptive to this.” 
 
    Gordon’s polite smile told me the same thing I was thinking: Doug would absolutely be on board with this shit. 
 
    Still, I wanted to be strategic about every piece of this, and I felt satisfied when Gordon agreed to reach out to Doug and see what he thought of this, and then arrange for the three of us to meet together after the next step had been put into play. 
 
    I left his office feeling on top of the world. 
 
    This hadn’t been what I had been expecting to get out of this meeting. 
 
    It was actually better than what I’d expected. 
 
    I felt fucking incredible about this idea. 
 
    I had the power to incriminate Marsh, and I could use this shit to ensure he gave me exactly what I wanted. No lengthy lawsuit. No worrying about exactly what type of compensation I’d receive. 
 
    My demands were simple and straightforward, and refusing them would be a new level of dumbassery, even for Marsh. 
 
    Sure, he’d have to swallow his ego, which would probably be soul-destroying for the prickly old bastard. 
 
    But then again, I was kind of looking forward to that. 
 
    The next day, I dropped my warriors off for a training session with Benny. Now that Artemn had both her powers and wings fully under control, she could attend practice sessions with her three fellow warriors. She wouldn’t be able to practice the moves that involved her wings or magic there, but I still thought it would be a big benefit to their performance in the arena. It would make it that much easier for my warriors to replicate the moves at home, but with those factors added back in. 
 
    We now had a decent stretch of time ahead of us before we made our next trip to the desert world. So instead of sitting around biting my fingernails while I waited for the situation with Marsh to pan out, I immediately threw myself into preparing myself and my warriors for visiting the Crown of the World. 
 
    One of the first things I did was make some serious upgrades to my women’s nutrition plan. 
 
    First, I made sure I had an updated meal plan for each one of them from Tor, the dietitian who I worked one on one with to manage their food intake. Then I immediately put the plan to good use in the best way I could think of. 
 
    I brought it up with my warriors one night when we were sitting around the fire pit out on the upstairs patio of the cabin. 
 
    “Meal prep-ping?” Indy repeated in a tone of confusion. Then she hastily withdrew the marshmallow roasting stick she had forgotten she was holding over the fire, and she stared with dismay at the blackened blob on it. “Foolish Earth-stick…” 
 
    “Yep,” I said cheerfully, and I reached out to trade a fresh stick and marshmallow for her burnt one. “No more plain old eggs and crunchy soup–” 
 
    “I love the puny bird eggs of Earth,” Indy objected. 
 
    “And crunchy soup is delicious,” Ellie added. 
 
    I chuckled. “Well, you can still have that stuff. But this meal prep service will deliver us fresh food that fits every single one of your nutrition requirements. And this shit will be gourmet.” 
 
    “Gorrrr-may,” Indy whispered under her breath. 
 
    “The good stuff,” I clarified. “Oh, yeah, and it includes smoothies.” 
 
    All four of my women sat up a little straighter in their spots around the fire. 
 
    “These meals…” Meikha cast an uncertain look around at her fellow warriors, like she was wondering if she was missing something here. “They’ll be prepared… just for us? Every day? Not just when we go out to the rest-ah-rants?” 
 
    “Well,” I said reasonably, “they’ll be prepared each week beforehand, I think, at least for the most part. And then we’ll just do some basic cooking each day to get them ready to eat. But yeah, it’ll be personalized and put together by someone who knows what they’re doing.” 
 
    Considering all the vast differences, Meikha had already been adjusting reasonably well to her life as one of my warriors, but things like this still seemed to stun her, and she lapsed into silence with a slightly dazed expression in her falcon-like eyes. 
 
    Our first meal prep order came the next day. 
 
    I had to reassure the poor guy who delivered them after Indy almost pounced on him with her eyes flaring. I tipped him extra for his trouble and sent him on his way, then turned back to my princess with a scolding expression. 
 
    “Indy…” I growled with a mixture of amusement and exasperation. 
 
    Then I reached out and landed a light but firm slap on her ass. 
 
    Her eyes just smoldered redder at me in response, and she seemed torn between desire for me and longing to raid the box of food and smoothie ingredients I held. 
 
    “Punish me, John,” she pleaded. “But… May I have my smoothie first, please?” 
 
    I snorted with laughter and handed the box over. 
 
    My princess let out a hiss of excitement and immediately rushed over to the dumbwaiter to send the box upstairs. 
 
    Over the next few days, I almost couldn’t believe what my life had become. My women’s training was progressing more every day, and I was even able to convince my newest warrior to go on another shopping trip. This time, we visited a wider array of stores than ever before, and Indy even got her hair trimmed while me and my other warriors explored the stores next door. 
 
    When we came back, my princess immediately hurried over to grab my hand and run it through her glossy black hair. 
 
    “Feel how soooft,” she said in a borderline moan. “Oh, John…” 
 
    I choked back a laugh at the expression on the hair stylist’s face as she paused in tallying up the charges. 
 
    Then Indy whirled around to face the woman, and she spoke in a voice of utmost longing. 
 
    “Please… what type of conditioning-soap did you use on my hair?” 
 
    The stylist gaped at her for a moment, but she put things together and brought over a bottle of the stuff. 
 
    “Sixty dollars?” I asked as I stared at the bottle. What the hell was in this stuff that made it worth sixty dollars? 
 
    Regardless, I shrugged and set it on the counter for the worker to ring up. I couldn’t deny I fucking loved spoiling these women more than just about anything. 
 
    We hit some more stores after that. One of them was full of fancy and scandalous lingerie, but I started to feel a little odd lingering around there while my women were all in the changing rooms giggling and whispering to each other, so I strolled to the store next door. 
 
    From the outside, it seemed like a mishmash of different shit, from luxury furniture to odder, more eclectic decor, so I walked inside to see if there was anything else I could add to the cabin. 
 
    When I was partway through the shop, things started to change. 
 
    The armchair section turned into a selection of chairs that had a sinuous, curving shape to them. When I came to one that had a pair of handcuffs attached, I froze in my tracks. 
 
    “Oh, god,” I muttered under my breath. Where the hell had I ended up? Was I in some type of kinky sex shop? 
 
    “John.” 
 
    Artemn’s soft, smoky voice almost made me jump out of my skin. 
 
    “Hmm?” I said as I whirled around. “Oh. Are you guys done…?” 
 
    “No.” She shook her head. “They’re not even close. But a lot of that stuff has too many straps in the back, so it won’t work with my wings. Plus, it’s kind of boring to me.” 
 
    “Boring?” I chuckled and raised my eyebrows. 
 
    Artemn made a face. “All lacy and stuff. It looks incredible on Indy, Ellie, and Meikha, but I just don’t like it for myself.” 
 
    “Understandable,” I murmured. “Although I’m pretty sure you would look amazing in just about anything.” 
 
    “Or in nothing?” she asked in an almost innocent-sounding voice. 
 
    But her silver eyes looked hungrily at me, and I felt a sudden stir of arousal. 
 
    Then her eyes flashed away as she took in the furniture we were standing next to, and her gaze lit up with interest. 
 
    “What is this?” she asked as she ran her hand over the velvet chair, and her fingers traveled to the manacle-like fastenings on it. “Ohhh… Is it for…?” 
 
    Sudden understanding dawned on her face, and I was caught between blushing and being turned on at the thought of fucking my winged warrior on this erotic piece of furniture. 
 
    “Look,” she said eagerly, and her finger shot out to point down the aisle. “There’s more. With chains.” 
 
    I paused as I thought this through. In the past, walking out of a store like this with some type of sex chair in my possession would’ve felt awkward as hell. Not to mention the three thousand dollar price tag on some of these things. 
 
    But did I really give a fuck anymore? I had a shitload of money, not to mention four stunning women in my possession. 
 
    And I knew for a fact that at least one of them was all over this shit. 
 
    “Alright,” I said, and my mouth felt slightly dry as I wrapped my fingers snugly around Artemn’s wrist. “Shall we?” 
 
    The woman behind the counter ran her eyes up and down both of us when we checked out, but she rang us up with only a bright and cheeky smile. 
 
    “Do you want a cart to push that out on?” she asked with impeccable politeness. 
 
    “Nope.” I hefted the bulky box under my arm. It was pretty heavy, but I could manage. 
 
    The item we’d gotten would assemble into three different types of sex chairs depending on how we wanted to set it up, and it came with a separate set of straps and chains that could function as a hanging swing. 
 
    When we walked out of the store, a group of teenage guys was gathered outside the display window, and they were engaged in a furious debate about whether they should go inside. They all fell silent at the sight of Artemn, and their eyes bulged to about twice their previous size as they looked the silver-eyed warrior up and down. 
 
    Understandably. 
 
    Because she was fucking stunning, as always. 
 
    Her half-black, half-white hair flowed past her shoulders to the tops of her high, leather-sheathed breasts. Above her corset-shirt, she was wearing a black denim choker that matched the black jeans that were cinched around her tiny waist. 
 
    In her towering platform boots, she was able to look down on several of the guys, and her tapered face twisted into a faintly annoyed expression as she stepped around them the way she might step past a pile of shit on the ground. 
 
    I snorted with laughter as she reached for my hand and dragged me back over to the lingerie shop. 
 
    “The men of Earth are strange,” she complained under her breath. 
 
    “Hey now,” I said with an overdramatic, wounded expression. 
 
    “Not you,” my fierce, winged warrior assured me with a stifled giggle. “Well, it’s true that you are very different. But in a way that I love. Unlike…” 
 
    Her nose wrinkled up as she gestured back at the guys who were still staring after her in a slack-jawed way. 
 
    “They were hypnotized by the sight of you,” I chuckled. “Poor bastards.” 
 
    I, on the other hand, was feeling like the luckiest damn guy in the world at the moment. 
 
    The feeling only increased when I stepped back into the lingerie shop. 
 
    My other three warriors each had a basket hanging over their shoulders, and all the baskets were stuffed to the brim with lingerie. I let out a low whistle at the sight, but I shrugged as I walked over to the register and pulled out my wallet. 
 
    Because I couldn’t fucking wait to see my women wearing their new shit. 
 
    Like Artemn, Meikha didn’t seem like that much of a lingerie girl. But I figured that was understandable, especially at this point. After all, nothing even remotely similar to this stuff had been at her disposal in her world. And from what I had seen, women’s garments here tended to come with an intimidating and often baffling array of buttons, straps, and hook enclosures, unlike the simpler clothing of the desert world. 
 
    Meikha seemed to have taken a liking to the type of silky pajamas and robes that Indy loved, though, and her basket was half-filled with them. I even caught her fingers sneaking through the gaps in the basket to stroke the fabric, and the sight brought an immediate smile to my face. 
 
    Then we headed home, where Meikha and Artemn launched into a sparring session while Indy and Ellie helped me with cooking one of their prepped meals. 
 
    “This smells excell– ahhh-CHOO!” The force of Indy’s sneeze launched her back into the island counter as she covered her face with her arm. 
 
    “Excellent,” she finished feebly as she gestured at the red pepper she was holding. She placed it gingerly on the counter at an arm’s length and then clutched at her lower back. “A bit strong to inhale, perhaps.” 
 
    I chuckled and stroked her gently on the back. “Don’t worry, you won’t be inhaling it. It’s just to add a little spice to things.” 
 
    “Spice is good,” Indy said with feeling. She paused and let out a small grunt of frustration as she stabbed her fingers vainly at the buttons on the oven. “Ellie, how do I operate this foolish device?” 
 
    “Like this,” Ellie said as she trotted over to the oven. She reached out and carefully showed Indy how she flattened her finger and pressed it against the button, and it beeped softly. “You must press, Indy, not jab as if you are trying to poke someone’s eyeballs out.” 
 
    My petite warrior tucked a strand of blue hair behind her ear as she squinted at the analog numbers that showed the oven temperature. 
 
    “What do these writings say, John?” she asked with a frown. 
 
    Indy bumped Ellie aside with her hip to gaze down at the numbers. “It says… fourrr… hundero?” 
 
    “Hundred,” I corrected with a chuckle. “Which is–” 
 
    “Very hot,” Indy finished with a proud smile. “See, Ellie? I am mastering the numberings of Earth.” 
 
    “You’re learning fast,” I agreed as I scooped the food from its glass Tupperware into a baking tray. “It’s pretty impressive, princess.” 
 
    This, along with mapmaking, was something my princess had seized upon with interest almost right away when I brought her back to Earth. 
 
    From how readable Bayalon’s scroll had been to me, I suspected that whatever magical mechanism made us able to speak the same language in either world would probably apply to writing, too. But like many of the desert oases, Kortico had been completely devoid of any writing at all, whether it was scrolls, signs, or carvings. So when it came to reading and writing, my princess was learning the ABC’s and numbers from scratch, and I had to admit she was incredibly good at it. 
 
    “I am mastering things, too,” Ellie said with a proud little smile. “I have conquered many machines of Earth.” 
 
    It was true. My petite warrior was shockingly good with household appliances and even some basic car stuff in a way that the others were still struggling somewhat to overcome. 
 
    After dinner, we watched a movie on the massive projector in the lounge. 
 
    Sipping whiskey, beer, or wine while watching movies with my warriors had become one of my favorite activities at the cabin. 
 
    The after-movie bloopers were one of their favorite things of all, and I couldn’t get enough of them howling with laughter at Jackie Chan jumping around a corner and yelling, “Cheese!” 
 
    That night, Ellie and Meikha fell asleep out in the cushioned lounge area, so it was just me, Indy, and Artemn in the master bedroom. Kep was snuggled against Artemn’s chest, but then he got up to lay by the window and bask in the setting sun, and his dark eyes fluttered shut. 
 
    The sunset was spilling in through the big bay window, and it illuminated both of my women perfectly. The way their skin was dappled with sun rays made them look like two angels lying next to me. 
 
    But there was nothing innocent in Indy’s red-gold eyes when they honed in on me now. 
 
    “John,” she purred softly. “Artemn has told me about our new chair.” 
 
    I raised my eyebrows at Artemn. A faint blush spread across her pale cheekbones, but she just shrugged, and a small smile lifted the corners of her mouth. 
 
    “I am thinking we should put it to good use,” Indy said with fire in her eyes.

  

 
   
    Chapter 6 
 
    “I think we should test this chair out,” Indy elaborated. “If… if that is what Artemn wishes?” 
 
    Artemn bit down on her lip slightly as she nodded. 
 
    My princess’ eyes seemed to drink in the sunset and send it flaring back out like twin fire opals, and they only got brighter as she took in Artemn from head to toe in a new way. 
 
    I could easily see the appraising look on her golden face. It was similar to the expression she wore when sizing up an opponent in the arena to find their strengths and weaknesses, but now with a strong sensual element that immediately had me turned on. 
 
    Without wasting any time, my princess crawled across my lap and rested her long-fingered hands lightly on Artemn’s waist as she kissed her. 
 
    Then Indy made short work of both of their clothes, and the sight of their bodies pressed together was enough to have my cock stiffening in my pants. 
 
    “John,” Indy said softly as she pulled back from Artemn. “The chair. Do you wish…?” 
 
    “Oh…” I gave my head a hard shake. “Yeahhh, we can put the chair together. Or, we can…” 
 
    I got out of bed and knelt to pull out the many long straps in the box. Then I wove a few of them together, got to my feet, and tossed one over one of the sturdy timber rafters overhead. 
 
    I followed it with another and then held up one of the straps while I raised my eyebrows. 
 
    “A… swing?” Indy whispered as she crawled across the bed toward me. 
 
    “It can be,” I said. “And also…” 
 
    I demonstrated by slipping one of the looped straps around her hand and tightening it around her wrist. 
 
    “Ooooh,” my princess murmured. 
 
    She pulled her hand free and sent Artemn another appraising look. 
 
    Then she took the winged warrior by the hand and pulled her over. “Would Artemn like to try this?” 
 
    My princess had already started taking off my shirt as she spoke, and now she moved on to my pants. 
 
    I inhaled slowly as her lips grazed the head of my cock, and a tingle went through my body. 
 
    Indy teased me with her lips for only a brief moment before she got to her feet and pulled Artemn close. 
 
    Both warriors were incredibly fierce outside the bedroom, and it was already interesting watching to see which of them would be more dominant in this situation. 
 
    Considering Artemn’s love for being tied and chained, my money was on Indy. 
 
    This proved to be entirely correct. Artemn didn’t allow Indy to handle her in quite the same way she let me, but she was still willing in my princess’ hands as Indy moved to secure one of her wrists in the straps. 
 
    “Artemn?” I asked as I held up another strap questioningly. 
 
    My silver-eyed warrior nodded mutely and stuck out her hand. 
 
    “Yes, please,” she whispered. 
 
    I was only too happy to oblige. 
 
    We experimented with the straps more, and soon we moved to loop one of them around Artemn’s waist. 
 
    A small, giddy laugh escaped her as she relaxed back and went horizontal, so the strap was cradling under her lower back. 
 
    “Very nice,” Indy purred as she took in the view of Artemn’s splayed-out body. She moved forward to brush her long fingers over Artemn’s peachy pink nipples. 
 
    I grabbed the straps that secured Artemn’s legs and pulled them slowly toward me. 
 
    “Is that okay with your wings?” I asked. 
 
    “Mmmm…?” Artemn murmured. “Oh… Yes.” 
 
    “Good,” I growled as I moved forward and pulled her legs around my hips. 
 
    The tip of my cock pressed against her entrance, and a stir of need rippled through my whole body. 
 
    Then Indy stepped forward across from me. She knelt to carefully loop her hands under Artemn’s arms from the back. My silver-eyed warrior let her wings spread wide and flat, so they were below Indy’s arms. 
 
    Then my princess used her grip to lift Artemn up into a half-sitting position, so the winged warrior’s head was braced against the swell of her golden breasts. 
 
    Her hands strayed down to toy with Artemn’s nipples, and a shiver ran through the silver-eyed woman as she looked at me with a whimper of need. 
 
    “John,” she whined. “Please…” 
 
    I held her suspended in place with the straps while I slowly pressed my hips forward to breach her silken entrance with my cock. 
 
    Having the fierce, wild warrior at my mercy like this sent a thrum of power and desire through my whole body, and I slid my cock into her pussy’s tight embrace without holding back. She writhed and whimpered in Indy’s arms as my princess continued to toy with her nipples. The sight made my pulse skyrocket, and I accelerated into fast, steady thrusts as my lust uncoiled. 
 
    The flood of radiance that soon spilled from Artemn’s skin seemed to startle Indy, but her questing fingers retreated only for a brief moment. She took in the way Artemn was whining and quaking with pleasure, and her red-gold eyes widened with what I thought was both amazement and arousal. 
 
    One of Indy’s hands returned to tease Artemn’s nipple, while the other strayed up to probe into the winged warrior’s mouth. Artemn sucked Indy’s finger and moaned. My princess didn’t take her smoldering eyes off me, and I savored the sight of both women as I moved one hand up to cup it possessively over Artemn’s breast. I continued to bottom out in her with relentless thrusts. 
 
    Artemn’s thighs slid further apart to accommodate me as I squeezed my full, rigid length into her with breathless speed. I felt like my cock was going to burst, but I didn’t relent until she contorted and clenched against me for a second time. 
 
    When Artemn started to moan my name, I saw both lust and jealousy flare in Indy’s eyes. She slid her arms out of their place supporting Artemn and stepped slowly backward. 
 
    The move brought the silver-eyed woman horizontal again, so she was facing up toward the rafters. Then Indy stepped forward to hover with her entrance over Artemn’s face. 
 
    She moved back a few inches and looked down at the winged warrior. Her eyes were filled with hot red desire, but there was also a questioning look there. 
 
    “Yes?” she whispered to Artemn. 
 
    “Y-yesss,” Artemn moaned as she tilted her head back and closed her silver eyes. “Let me taste you, Indy…” 
 
    My princess bent her knees slightly and posed herself over Artemn’s face. When she felt Artemn’s tongue against her lower lips, a quiver went through Indy’s whole body. 
 
    I felt like I was spiraling into a fever dream as I watched the two women, and my own pleasure barreled toward its peak. 
 
    When my princess arched her back and cried out with her moment of release, I finally burst into a storm of urgent thrusts that made Artemn’s breasts sway hypnotically with each back-and-forth motion. Heat flashed through my body as her taut passage gripped around every inch of my cock. Her thighs clenched around me to hold me in place as I slid home one last time and sent a flood of cum surging into her womb. 
 
    Indy moved to cradle the winged woman’s head against her breasts again. Artemn’s golden light pulsed into white with each wave of my seed that shot into her, and she gasped with each feather-light touch Indy landed on her nipples. 
 
    “Good girl,” Indy whispered as she reached around to land a smack on Artemn’s ass. “Very good…” 
 
    Artemn just mumbled breathlessly in response, and she collapsed back against Indy completely with a satisfied expression while I filled her with my cum. Then she shivered slightly as I pulled out of her, and her light dimmed down to a barely-perceptible golden glow before it flickered out. 
 
    “Amazing,” Indy murmured. She gave Artemn’s nipple one last testing stroke. 
 
    Artemn squirmed slightly in response, but the light pouring from her skin was still gone. 
 
    I couldn’t lie, the fact that this fierce, stunning warrior lit up for me and only me went rushing straight to my head. 
 
    The way Indy’s eyes were flaring at me as I stepped back from Artemn was just as stunning. Beams of red were slicing through the warm, shifting gold shades in her irises, like the sun rising from behind the clouds. She looked at me with undisguised lust, and the sight immediately rekindled my desire. 
 
    The motion of Artemn sitting up to watch us barely registered in my brain. My princess’ eyes were fixed on me like a wildcat that’s just spotted its prey. 
 
    She approached with the prowl of a panther, and then she took her time tracing her long fingers all over my body. Goosebumps raised on my skin as her hands skimmed down to my groin. 
 
    She teased my length gently at first, and then with more enthusiasm as I slowly started to stiffen again. Her lips were soft and lush against mine, and her ample breasts pressed against my chest when I moved to crush her against me. 
 
    I loved nothing more than making my fierce princess lose her cool, so I took my own time running a knuckle down her back and cupping her supple ass firmly in my hands. Then I eased one hand between her legs and teased a few soft, quivering whimpers from her. 
 
    “You want more?” I growled softly against her lips. 
 
    “Yes, please, John,” she whispered. “I need you inside me now.” 
 
    Pleasure and need coursed through me like a drug, and suddenly I couldn’t wait another second. I lifted my princess firmly by her waist and then eased her slowly down onto my shaft. 
 
    Indy let out an airy, trembling gasp, and my own breath caught slightly at the exquisite feeling of her tightness yielding to the rigid push of my cock. 
 
    My princess’ legs clenched tight around my waist as I took up my grip on her ass again. I held her firmly in place while I ground my hips roughly against her. She let out another breathy whine each time my cock slid home, and her supple body writhed in my hands as I guided her up and down my shaft with increasing speed. 
 
    Then a soft whimper from Artemn attracted our attention. When I looked up, I saw that the silver-eyed warrior was touching herself feverishly while she watched us. 
 
    Wordlessly, Indy squirmed and slid off my cock. She grabbed Artemn’s legs and swung the winged warrior into a horizontal position again, and then she bent over to bring her head down between Artemn’s thighs. 
 
    The motion presented Indy’s glistening entrance to me, and my princess arched her back to beckon me on as I moved toward her. 
 
    I positioned myself behind her and reached forward to grab her golden wrists and hold them at her sides. I used my grip there to hold her captive while I plunged my cock into her from behind. 
 
    Artemn’s hands shot out and twined through Indy’s jet-black hair, and my princess continued to pleasure the silver-eyed warrior with her tongue while she rocked her ass back against me with each of my thrusts. I kept her wrists pinioned against her hips and fucked her without relenting until she was whining and moaning blissfully between Artemn’s legs. 
 
    Indy’s knees buckled as she went into spasms, and her arms snaked up to cling to the swing straps as she was brought horizontal in the air. My princess clutched the straps and moaned unrestrainedly as she allowed her legs to swing up behind her, and they dangled loosely around my hips as I tightened my grip around her wrists. 
 
    “Fuuuck,” I hissed as I buried my full length in the heat of her quivering tunnel. 
 
    My princess wailed and contorted against me again. 
 
    I kept my legs upright while I bent forward at the hips to flatten my upper body over hers, and I wrapped my arms around her body possessively as every inch of her pussy molded around my length. 
 
    Then I held her and exploded inside her. 
 
    “Mmmm-mm-mmm,” my princess whimpered into Artemn’s pussy. 
 
    She ground wickedly against me as I pumped her full of my cum. 
 
    We stayed there for a long and blissful moment, and then I finally helped my princess get her feet underneath her again. 
 
    “Ooh,” Indy shivered as I pulled out of her. Her eyes were full of tangerine and rose-gold sparkles as she turned to untether Artemn from the swing. “This swing is a very nice addition to our home, I think.” 
 
    “I entirely agree,” I panted as I fell into bed with a woman on either side of me. 
 
    It didn’t take long for sleep to consume all of us after that, and we woke up early the next morning to jump right back into training. 
 
    My warrior women continued adjusting their techniques to accommodate all their strengths, skills, and various powers, and I continued adjusting their meal plans according to their nutritionists’ instructions. 
 
    Having our own training space at home made this all way easier, too, and we fell into a comfortable routine over the next week. 
 
    Seeing Artemn and Meikha join their powers more was especially thrilling to me, and the way my four warriors all learned to organize this together for maximum impact was astonishing to watch. 
 
    At the end of the week, I finally got a text I had been waiting for from my friend Nick. 
 
    Well, four texts. Because as always, Nick’s thoughts came in quick bursts like a damn machine gun was firing them from his head. 
 
    I’m in the office, Johnny Bossman. 
 
    Will I be seeing you anytime soon? 
 
    I have some updates on your jewels. 
 
    Also, it’s been a while. I’ve missed seeing you around. 
 
    I quickly tapped out my response. 
 
    You’re the one who’s been “out of office,” bird brain, I joked. I was actually going to text and ask when you’d be back. How about we come down today? 
 
    The reply came instantaneously. 
 
    We? 
 
    It was accompanied by a conspicuous set of eyeball emojis. 
 
    I saw the bubble pop up that told me my friend was typing more, and I texted back quickly to forestall his next words. 
 
    Save it, dingus. See you in a few hours. 
 
    Nick’s response came in three more texts: 
 
    Fine, I will save it. 
 
    For when you’re here, and I can see you blush beet red. 
 
    The last text was just a series of emojis that made me snort with laughter as I rolled my eyes at my friend’s antics. 
 
    I set aside the phone and looked around the table at my four warrior women. 
 
    “Who feels up to taking a trip to Portland?” I asked. 
 
    “Me!” Ellie and Meikha said at once. 
 
    Artemn hesitated. “I don’t want to leave Kep yet.” 
 
    “I will stay with Artemn and Kep,” Indy decided. “We will take care of the little cub, and maybe do some sparring, yes?” 
 
    “Alright,” I said, and I knelt to scratch the little fyrox behind the ears while he blinked up at me with his ember-like eyes. “Keep your phones on you, though.” 
 
    “John,” Indy said in a thoughtful voice as she picked up her cell phone. “May I send writings to any of you with the phone device?” 
 
    “Sure,” I said with some surprise. “I mean, it can be kind of hard to naviga–” 
 
    My phone buzzed in my pocket. I pulled it out and swiped the screen open to see a random garble of letters texted to me by Indy. 
 
    “Damn,” I chuckled as I put it away. Then I gave her an appreciative look. “Nice.” 
 
    “Nice,” Indy whispered as her fingers flew across the screen. 
 
    A second later, I got a text that echoed this word perfectly. 
 
    “You’re incredible at this,” I said with honesty. 
 
    After all, my princess had never so much as read or written a letter in her life until the last few months, much less typed something out using modern technology like a touch screen. 
 
    “Me and Artemn have been watching the moving-pictures to learn,” she said proudly. 
 
    “Videos,” Artemn supplied. Then she frowned slightly. “No… Vidians?” 
 
    “Videos.” I smiled and gave my two warriors a hug before I got going with the others. 
 
    It was a mild and sunny day down in Portland, and there were plenty of people out and about to stare at Ellie and Meikha as the eye-catching women walked at my sides toward the pawnshop called the Screaming Goose. 
 
    Ellie used to shrink away from these types of stares, but now she ignored them completely, and she seemed entirely at ease. She patted Meikha’s arm sweetly as we walked along and briefed my newest warrior on Nick. 
 
    “John’s shaggy-haired beanstalk friend may seem odd at first,” she cautioned. “But he is quite nice. Do you remember the many coats I showed you, back at home?” 
 
    As I listened, I took a moment to enjoy the fact that “home” now meant a luxurious, sprawling cabin that I lived in with my four amazing warriors. 
 
    Meikha nodded to Ellie. “I remember.” 
 
    “Those coats were given to us by John’s friend,” my blue-haired warrior said solemnly. “Well… John paid for them, but only a little for so very many coats.” 
 
    “He is kind, then?” Meikha ventured. 
 
    “Kind,” Ellie agreed. “But strange. And quite noisy sometimes, like a goat.” 
 
    I almost choked at this, and I had to stop with my hand on the door for a moment so I didn’t explode into laughter. 
 
    The grin on my face stretched wider when I opened the door and saw my green-eyed friend standing on a ladder. 
 
    “What the hell…?” I gazed with confusion at Nick as I realized he was holding a leaf-blower and aiming it at the highest shelf in the aisle. 
 
    Then the machine whirred and droned deafeningly. After half a second, a cloud of baseball hats came flying off the shelf in every direction. 
 
    “Christ!” my friend barked as one clouted him in the head. He rocked back on the ladder, and he hurried to shut the machine off while also waving his arms frantically to maintain his balance. 
 
    “Smooth move,” I called as I strolled toward him. 
 
    “Johnny Bossman!” my friend whooped and leaped all the way to the ground from the top of the ladder. Then he winced and rubbed his knees before he straightened up to shake my hand. “Man, things aren’t working like they used to…” 
 
    “My condolences.” I smirked and batted aside a playful punch aimed at my shoulder. “But, uhh, what the hell were you doing, exactly?” 
 
    “Needed to clear off the top shelf,” my friend said with a careless shrug, like a leaf blower was a totally logical solution to come to. “And I don’t have those extra few inches to help me out, like you do.” 
 
    “Why don’t you get a taller ladder?” I snorted. 
 
    “Boring,” he said lazily. “And less efficient.” 
 
    I raised my eyebrows and just gestured silently at the baseball hats now scattered across the floor. 
 
    “Sort of,” he amended himself as he bent to snatch some of them up. 
 
    As he straightened up again, his eyes roamed over to Ellie, and a glint of recognition appeared there as he raised one hand in a casual wave. 
 
    Then his eyes traveled over to Meikha, and a choked sputtering noise came out of his mouth. 
 
    “Another–?” 
 
    “Nick,” I said in a loud, firm voice that discouraged any shenanigans. “This is Meikha. Meikha, Nick.” 
 
    My newest warrior gave Nick a look that managed to be a mixture of haughty, suspicious, and faintly friendly, and I got the impression that the leaf blower hadn’t done my friend any favors.  
 
    When Ellie tugged her hand toward one of the aisles, Meikha immediately followed. 
 
    “Woooooww,” Nick said in a stupefied voice. 
 
    “Anyway…” I said loudly. I pulled the velvet drawstring bag of jewels out of my pocket and jingled it the same way I would use a squeaky toy to attract a dog. 
 
    Nick’s green eyes bulged even wider. “Damn, dude. Come right over.” 
 
    We headed for the jewelry counter, and I tilted the pouch in a practiced way to send a shower of jewels tumbling down onto the velvet mat. 
 
    My mischievous, law-skirting friend rarely had too many questions for me, but I figured even he might become a bit suspicious if I brought the entirety of my winnings from Volluz all at once. So, this was the second of four installments I had planned out. Considering my cabin had come equipped with a literal walk-in safe plus a top-notch security system, I felt fine about keeping so many riches under lock there in the meantime. 
 
    The ones I had brought today still made for an impressive array of jewels, and my friend let out a low whistle as he raked his sharp eyes over them. 
 
    As he did, I noticed he was looking especially spiffy lately. His usual earring now had a gleaming black diamond in it, and it matched the buttons on his suit vest, which also looked like it had gotten a serious upgrade. He still had his usual slightly disheveled air about him, but I thought that was pretty much etched into him as a person. 
 
    Luckily, it was one of the things I liked best about my sly friend. He never took himself too seriously, and he was always fun to be around, even if he was a little chaotic. 
 
    Chaotic to the point of using a damn leaf blower indoors to clean off the shelves of his pawnshop. 
 
    “We are gonna make so… much… cash,” Nick said reverently. 
 
    “That’s what I was thinking,” I said with a grin. “But, uh, as you know, this is the latest of several installments–” 
 
    “And you don’t want to arouse suspicion,” my friend finished with a brisk nod. “Me, neither. I’ll make sure it stays under the radar.” 
 
    “How?” I asked. “I mean, just out of curiosity. I trust in your discretion.” 
 
    “Good.” He gave me the same cheeky smile I was familiar with, but then got more serious. “I just acquired another pawnshop not too long ago. I sent Vero out there to manage things.” 
 
    “Perfect,” I said. The stiff-haired jeweler had handled enough of my hauls from the desert world that I trusted him pretty well, and he had served both me and Nick well in the past. “How are you getting along without him here?” 
 
    Nick sighed. “He’s my only jeweler. I’m still looking for another I can trust. But in the meantime, I’m paying him extra to take on some additional hours. He wasn’t exactly full-time before, so it works out.” 
 
    “Mmm,” I mumbled sympathetically. 
 
    “But anyway…” my friend went on as he bent to grab a lockbox from under the counter. “I’ll get these selling from both locations, slow and steady. If you want, I can have Vero assess them for which ones would be more valuable if they were set into jewelry, and then… presto.” 
 
    “Sounds good,” I agreed. From what I had seen, the jeweler had a damn good eye for that type of thing. “I–” 
 
    A noise from behind me made me cut off mid-sentence. It was a distinct thwacking sound, followed by a small thud. 
 
    Nick jerked his head to the side to look around my shoulder, and a snort of laughter escaped him. 
 
    A six-inch stick of foam was quivering as it latched onto the glass door of the shop. It was held in place by a suction cup at its end, and I recognized the thing immediately as a Nerf dart. 
 
    The perpetrator emerged from the nearest aisle, and I let out a surprised chuckle when I saw it was Meikha. 
 
    She was looking down at the Nerf gun in her hands with a fascinated expression. As we watched, she wheeled around to face into the aisle she’d just emerged from. Then she raised the Nerf gun, squinted one eye shut, and pulled the trigger again. 
 
    A small, familiar shriek rang out from the aisle. Then there was a soft, fleshy popping sound I recognized from my childhood that told me Ellie was pulling a suction cup off her skin. 
 
    Meikha skidded to the side as the foam dart came flying back at her. 
 
    I waved jauntily at Nick as I strolled over to my newest warrior. “Having fun?” 
 
    “I…” She nervously set the Nerf gun down on the nearest shelf. “I’m sorry, John. I wanted to see what this device would do, and… it was so fun, I lost my head.” 
 
    Meikha paused and tilted her head as she stared down at the toy, and then up at me. 
 
    “This device is like what you used to slay Lord Davroz,” she commented. “Except…” 
 
    “Less deadly?” I suggested with a chuckle. 
 
    Meikha nodded. 
 
    “It’s a kids’ toy,” I explained with a grin. “So, it’s definitely meant to be fun instead of lethal.” 
 
    Ellie stepped around the corner and knelt to pluck the Nerf dart off the ground. Then she held one palm out and pressed the suction cup against her skin. 
 
    “How strange,” my dainty warrior whispered as she watched the dart stick to her palm. 
 
    I pulled it off with a quiet pop and handed it to Meikha. 
 
    “Don’t worry about it,” I said with a grin. “Actually… consider it a gift.” 
 
    “A gift?” Meikha’s hand reached out to hover over the Nerf gun. “For… for me?” 
 
    “Of course,” I chuckled as I walked over to pry the other Nerf dart off the glass door. 
 
    I shot a look over to the jewelry counter, where Nick was tilting the velvet mat over the lockbox to send the jewels tumbling down into it. 
 
    “How much?” I called out to my friend. 
 
    Nick just raised his eyebrows, tossed the now-empty mat aside, and raised the box to jingle the jewels together. 
 
    “You’re good, dude,” he replied with a smile. 
 
    I thanked my friend, and he watched with his green eyes still wide with awe as my two striking women followed me out the door with their Nerf gun in hand. 
 
    “Are these little weapons made just for fun?” Meikha asked as she clutched the Nerf gun against her chest. 
 
    “Well, yeah,” I said. The surprise I felt dwindled away when I realized the closest equivalent the desert world had to this was probably a wooden stick being used as a play-sword. “There are lots of things like this. In fact, this one is actually kind of outdated.” 
 
    I made a mental note to introduce my warriors to Super Soaker squirt guns at some point, because I was pretty sure that would be entertaining as hell on all sides. 
 
    Ellie jumped slightly as a loud buzzing sound came from the back pocket of her jeans. She pulled out her phone, and a frown of concentration creased her pearly brow as she swiped the screen to unlock it. 
 
    “Writings from Indy,” she murmured. “And… a tiny picture!” 
 
    A small coo escaped her as she looked down at the screen. Meikha and I pressed in closer, and Ellie held the phone up for us to see. 
 
    It was a picture of Kep. The camera had caught the tiny, smoky-gray fyrox in midleap as he bounded across the floor of the cabin with sparks trailing behind his plumed tail. 
 
    I grinned at the image as both of the warriors seemed on the verge of swooning over how magical the whole situation was. Then I noticed a stationary shop up ahead, and I had the idea of picking up a tiny phone printer and scrapbook for my warrior women to put together with pictures of themselves and Kep, so we made a quick stop in there as well. 
 
    “My pollll-ahh-roid pictures will look lovely in these,” Ellie sighed happily as she followed me out of the shop with the bag swinging in her hand. 
 
    Then we stopped by a pet store, and I snatched up a random selection of both dog and cat supplies and toys I guessed might be enjoyed by my winged warrior’s fyrox. 
 
    While we were at the checkout counter of the pet store, Ellie and Meikha stared through the window of the adjacent grooming shop with wide eyes. I glanced over to see a massively fluffy poodle in the process of losing a good portion of its fluff. 
 
    “What will they do with that magnificent mane?” Ellie asked as she stared at the heaps of fur on the ground. “Make a robe?” 
 
    I chuckled as I hefted two bags full of pet supplies and headed for the door. “Definitely not. They’ll toss it out, probably.” 
 
    “Taking the coat of such a creature for their own would bring a curse upon them,” Meikha agreed in a wise voice. 
 
    I paused in contemplating this piece of desert world trivia as a buzz from my own pocket grabbed my attention. When I looked at the screen, I saw that it was a text message from Gordon. 
 
    I have big news, the message said. Fancy having another meeting? We can invite Doug, of course. He agreed to our earlier proposal, so I think he’ll very much want to hear this, too.

  

 
   
    Chapter 7 
 
    Absolutely, I texted back to Gordon. 
 
    We decided to do a meeting that evening. That gave me plenty of time to drive Meikha and Ellie home. When we got there, I ducked into the cabin for a bit to check on my other warriors. 
 
    Ellie immediately started setting up the little printer we’d bought near the roaring fireplace in the foyer and showing Indy her scrapbook materials. Meanwhile, Meikha helped me pour out the contents of the pet store bags onto the floor. 
 
    Kep immediately bounded over to investigate. His tall, tapered ears flicked back and forth as he sniffed carefully at a rawbone that Artemn offered him. After a moment, his slender snout parted, and he gripped it delicately between his teeth as he lifted it out of Artemn’s hand. 
 
    Then he set to gnawing on it with a ferocity that told me this delicacy had been solely for his owner’s sake. Within a few seconds, there was a loud crunch as a piece of the bone broke off. 
 
    “Ooookay,” I chuckled and knelt to ruffle the fyrox’s ears. He arched up like a cat to receive the scratches and then snuffled like a dog at my hand. “So, we know he’s got some healthy chompers, I guess.” 
 
    Artemn smiled and threw herself at me in a hug before she turned back to her cub. 
 
    I made sure my warriors had their phones turned on before I left them to their activities and drove to Gordon’s Astoria office. I immediately recognized Doug’s battered old Jeep parked on the curb outside the tall gray building, and I parked behind it before I headed inside. 
 
    As the elevator doors opened smoothly on the top floor, I heard the wheezing boom of Doug’s laugh right away. 
 
    The sound brought an instant smile to my face, and I strode quickly past the privacy screens that split the room. 
 
    “There he is,” Doug whooped as soon as he caught sight of me. 
 
    He stood up to clap me on the shoulder, and I returned the gesture before I took the seat next to him across from Gordon’s gleaming oak desk. 
 
    “Hello, John,” the broker greeted me. He was wearing a big Cheshire cat smile under his shaggy ginger hair, and it lingered on in a slight smirk beneath his businesslike expression as he shuffled the papers on his desk into a neat stack. “I was just telling Mr. Mc– I mean, Doug– about some amusing statements your boss made.” 
 
    “Oh, I’ve gotta hear this,” I snorted. “What’d the old bastard say?” 
 
    “Well,” Gordon said, “for one thing, he hadn’t even finished reading the letter before he called me. His voicemail said something along the lines of… ‘You can tell Jonathan that if he doesn’t have the balls to talk to me about this man-to-man, then he can kiss that old truck of his goodbye. Hah, hah.’” 
 
    The imitation of my boss’ crow-like laugh got an immediate chuckle out of me. As for the rest, I let it roll off my back. This was some schoolyard bully type of shit that was perfectly in character for Marsh, and it only proved that my boss was even more of a dumbass than I had suspected. 
 
    “Sooo,” Gordon said, and he stretched his arms wide before he laced his fingers together behind his head. “Now I have an additional record of him threatening retaliation. After he read the rest of the letter, however, he changed his tune quite quickly. Here…” 
 
    Gordon paused to pull out his cell phone, and he tapped to put it on speaker before he set it down on his desk. 
 
    “Mr. Winfer,” my boss croaked. His gravelly voice sounded pained and almost timid in a way that I was completely unfamiliar with but immediately took a liking to. “My apologies for the misunderstanding. I’ve given your letter some thought, and, well, see…” 
 
    My boss launched into a monologue that alternated between sounding scripted, uncertain, and just plain confused. He used the word “misunderstanding” about a dozen times, and he didn’t refer to me as “Jonathan” even once. 
 
    “… and those demands sound entirely reasonable,” Marsh went on. “John’s a… a good guy. I’ll give his demands some thought and see how I can best meet them.” 
 
    A strangled guffaw burst from my lips at how my boss sounded like he was almost choking with the effort of saying these words. 
 
    Gordon smirked as he pushed the phone away. “After that, I can only assume Mr. Horrocks– or rather, Marsh– sought emergency legal counsel of some kind, because he responded with a letter of his own.” 
 
    Gordon slipped a paper off the top of his stack before he went on. 
 
    “I’ll skip the legal jargon,” he said. “It’s basically a more long-winded and complex rendition of Marsh’s tune about everything being a ‘misunderstanding.’ But here’s the good part.” 
 
    I shared an excited look with Doug and leaned forward in my seat to listen. 
 
    “‘Nonetheless,’” Gordon read off the paper, “‘in order to settle this amicably and without litigation, I hereby offer to allow John to complete the financing on his truck in one payment. I also consent to terminate the employment of John on good terms. Should he not find these terms agreeable, rest assured we can find some common ground and come to a mutual understanding.’” 
 
    My stomach swooped with excitement at all this, but I still noticed one important detail. 
 
    “He didn’t mention Doug at all,” I pointed out with a frown. 
 
    “I noticed that, too,” Gordon said with a nod. “It certainly seemed purposeful to me. So we had a little phone call. And, after some haggling…” 
 
    He paused dramatically, and I resisted the urge to do a drumroll on my lap as I sensed good news. 
 
    “I was able to wrangle a termination for Doug as well,” Gordon finished triumphantly. “As well as some significant financial compensation.” 
 
    The laugh lines on Doug’s face deepened as he slumped back in his chair and whooped. 
 
    Then he faced me. 
 
    “Thanks, kid,” he said with more solemness than I’d ever heard him use. “When I heard your offer, well… I had an eight-hour drive to think it through. By the time I got back, I was almost ready to stomp into that old geezer’s office and quit myself. But instead…” 
 
    He tilted his head toward Gordon and grunted. 
 
    “Good thinking,” I chuckled, and I reached out to clap him on the shoulder again. Then I turned to Gordon to confirm my thoughts. “So, now we’ve got that bastard hook, line, and sinker?” 
 
    “Precisely,” the broker said with a smooth smile. “Well, naturally, we’ve still got the payment on your truck to do, and some paperwork that I’ll be happy to handle. But in essence, you’re home free.” 
 
    “Fuck yeah!” I couldn’t help but punch the air as exhilaration coursed through me. “God, I’ve been waiting for this moment for so damn long.” 
 
    Spitfire was finally one hundred percent guaranteed to be mine. Soon. 
 
    And I had not only freed myself from my employment with Marsh, but I had managed to do the same for my fellow trucker, Doug. 
 
    “So,” I said as I pulled myself back to business. “What next?” 
 
    “Next, we work on opening your business,” Gordon said. “And as we discussed, you would be Mr. McClune’s employer. As long as that’s still agreeable to both of you?” 
 
    Both of us nodded, and Doug’s face was alive with an excitement that made him look ten years younger. 
 
    “‘Long as I’m frugal, I’ve got enough compensation to look after myself for a good while,” he said as he rubbed his hands together. “So, I figure we can make our plans now and then get things going, but take the time to do it right.” 
 
    “We will,” I assured him. “Unlike Marsh.” 
 
    “Jeez, what a nitwit,” Doug chortled. He gripped the arms of his chair as he continued to wheeze with laughter, and then he changed it to an imitation of my boss’ croaking cackle. “Hah, hah! Look who’s got the last laugh.” 
 
    “S-so,” Gordon said, and he paused for a long moment as he fought off a laugh of his own. “Just to be sure we’re on the same page… We’re nixing the idea of a lawsuit in favor of this, yes?” 
 
    “Absolutely,” I agreed with a blissful sigh. “If we went on to a lawsuit, then Marsh meeting these demands would be off the table, right?” 
 
    “Exactly,” Gordon said. “So, I think this is overwhelmingly the best option.” 
 
    “I completely agree,” I said. 
 
    “Alright then,” he said briskly. “So, I’ll take care of the paperwork with Marsh. John, that’ll set you up to wire the money for your truck. And then I’ll draw up a business plan– lay out the expenses, operations, and whatnot– and we’ll meet up again after. How’s that sound?” 
 
    Doug and I both agreed to this, and we stayed to hammer out a final few details before we both headed off. 
 
    In the elevator, Doug reached over to ruffle my hair. “I can’t believe you pulled this off, kid. How’d you do it?” 
 
    I had planned for this part, so I just shrugged and gave Doug one of my usual easygoing smiles. 
 
    “I came into a little cash,” I said. “Family heirlooms. So, then I could finally afford to hire someone who could help me navigate things. For a good while now, all I’ve wanted is to get the hell out from under Marsh’s thumb. And when an opportunity came up to do it for both of us, well… I just jumped on it.” 
 
    “This is fucking amazing,” Doug sighed. “You know, I had sorta resigned myself to the idea that the next big chunk of my life was going to be… well, complete and utter bullshit that I had to trudge through. And you know me, I don’t like to complain, but it was getting real bad. So this feels like an absolute dream to me, John.” 
 
    “It feels unreal to me, too,” I said honestly. I took a deep breath as we strode outside, and I thought the damp, chilly air of Oregon had never tasted so good. “I’ve missed hearing from you, old man.” 
 
    “That bastard Marsh had me tied up in some of the worst long-haul routes I’ve ever dealt with,” he complained as he scrubbed his eyes. “To be honest with you, I’m feeling pretty much done with that shit. My knees are just about done with it, too. I’m more than ready to sit back and do some managing at this point.” 
 
    “I figured,” I said as I clapped him on the back. “I’m glad we could swing this. You don’t deserve to be run ragged, especially not by the likes of Marsh.” 
 
    I chatted a little more with Doug as he swung into his Jeep. 
 
    Then the engine sputtered and died just as he started it. 
 
    “Son of a bitch,” Doug growled under his breath. 
 
    He slipped into a fluent stream of curses that I immediately committed to memory for future use. 
 
    When he popped the hood, I immediately headed around to the front of the Jeep. 
 
    Doug followed me and came to stand by my side as I lifted the hood. 
 
    “Goddamnit,” he grumbled after a long look at the engine. He slammed the hood shut and took a deep breath. “I’m not gonna let this spoil the best day of my life. I’m not, I’m not, I’m not…” 
 
    “Have it towed to a shop,” I offered. “I’ll pay.” 
 
    “What?” Doug looked at me like I had just offered up my firstborn child as a blood sacrifice. “Nah, kid. You take care of yourself. Don’t worry about me.” 
 
    I recognized the self-sacrificing note in his gruff voice, and I shook my head firmly. 
 
    “Let me do this,” I said in a blunt but friendly tone. “We’ll have it towed, I’ll drop you off at the shop, and then you can take it from there. Sound good?” 
 
    I worded this as strategically as I could to avoid wounding Doug’s pride, and he finally grunted in agreement before he gave me a fond clout on the shoulder.  
 
    “I owe you one, kid.” He grinned. 
 
    “Anytime,” I said as I pulled out my phone, called a tow truck, and gave them the address. Then I quickly dialed Indy’s number. 
 
    “Yell-ohhh,” my princess’ solemn voice answered. 
 
    I chuckled at hearing this latest adoption of my speech. “Hi, prin– I mean, hey.” 
 
    I glanced over and saw that Doug was leaning against the hood of his Jeep with his hands in his pockets while he whistled a tune, so I went on. 
 
    “I’m going to be a bit late,” I said. “I’ve got some business to take care of before I head back. I’ll see you soon, yeah?” 
 
    “Yes, John,” Indy agreed. 
 
    She was panting slightly as she spoke, and I tilted my head as I listened. 
 
    “Uhh,” I chuckled. “Just out of curiosity, what’s going on over on your end?” 
 
    “I– arrghh!” Indy shrieked and then puffed with effort. “I am playing with Kep. He is very fast. Quite a good jumper, too.” 
 
    “Take a video,” I advised. 
 
    “Yes, John,” my princess vowed breathlessly. “We will see you soon?” 
 
    “Soon,” I agreed. 
 
    It only took about twenty minutes for the tow truck to arrive, and I spent that time ribbing with Doug and talking about our future plans. 
 
    “Maaan,” he said in a reflective voice. “You really are in love with that old clunker of yours, huh? She’s yours for good now.” 
 
    “Hell yeah,” I said with a pride that wasn’t only inspired by the fact that Spitfire could take me through a magical portal to another world. I had always loved the old dreamboat. “And now I can do whatever the hell I want with her. If I pay an arm and a leg for work on the engine, it’s going to be for something that’s worth paying an arm and a leg for. Not some trumped-up shit from a shop I’m forced to go to.” 
 
    Doug grunted his agreement. He gave me some advice on engine overhauls, and then we moved on to tossing around some joking name ideas for my trucking company. 
 
    “How about Truck You?” I proposed. “Or… What the Truck?” 
 
    Doug guffawed. “No, no. I’ve got it… Truck the Police.” 
 
    “I think that one might get us in the most trouble,” I chuckled. “How about… Achilles’ Wheel?” 
 
    “That’s cooorny,” Doug sighed. Then he snorted with laughter. “I like it.” 
 
    Once we made sure the tow truck found Doug’s Jeep alright, I waved my fellow trucker into the passenger seat of my station wagon and headed for the shop. I ducked in for a few minutes once we got there to make sure the fix wasn’t something that would have Doug camping out in the parking lot or something. 
 
    That assured, I went on home to my warrior women. 
 
    When I pulled up outside the big log and timber cabin that was our home now, I closed my eyes and savored the fact that soon Spitfire would be parked right here next to my car. 
 
    And at this point, I could easily afford to update the car itself to something a hell of a lot spiffier. 
 
    “Fuck yeah,” I muttered to myself as I shut off the engine. 
 
    Then I headed inside, but I stopped in the foyer to take in the sight of the smoky-gray fyrox cub curled up by the fire. The little dude seemed completely undisturbed by the sound of raised voices, shrieks, and grunts of effort that were spilling in from the adjoining rooms. 
 
    The sound led me into my warriors’ home gym, where they were holding a sparring session. 
 
    This was one of my favorite sights to see, so I lingered in the doorway and watched as Ellie faced off with Meikha in the center of the room. My other two warriors stood back and watched. 
 
    Ellie’s twin practice tonfas quickly leaped up to block a slash and thrust motion from Meikha’s practice blades. Then my doll-faced fighter twirled one of the tonfas and lashed out with its foam tomahawk-like blade at Meikha’s extended arm. 
 
    My newest fighter shifted her weight so the brunt of the blow would fall onto her reinforced bracer. Then her arm shot out to lock the cross-guard of her dagger around the handle of Ellie’s tonfa, and a sharp twist of her wrist sent the t-shaped weapon spinning out of my petite warrior’s hand. 
 
    “Ooooh,” Artemn and Indy murmured in unison. 
 
    Indy knelt to snatch up Ellie’s fallen tonfa and handed it back to the blue-haired fighter. “You must be more aggressive with these defenses, Little Cobra.” 
 
    “I am aggressive,” Ellie said with a scowl. “Even the best of warriors slip up every now and then. That is why we practice.” 
 
    “And practice, and practice,” Indy agreed. “Until we are perfection personified in the arena.” 
 
    “John said we were death on two feet,” Meikha said as she shifted both her weapons to rest in the crook of her arm. She sounded slightly awed, or maybe disbelieving. “Do you think he meant that?” 
 
    “John means everything he says to us,” Indy said with a proud toss of her hair. 
 
    I chose this time to stroll all the way into the room. 
 
    Four pairs of eyes flashed over to me, and four mouths lifted in smiles as my warriors moved toward me. 
 
    Then Artemn reached out to prod Meikha in the arm, and her voice dropped into a whisper. 
 
    After they had conferred for a moment, Artemn approached me at a quick lope. 
 
    “Can we show you something?” she asked. 
 
    Her husky voice was full of excitement, and it was immediately infectious to me. 
 
    “Hell yeah,” I said, and I followed as all my warriors rushed outside to the big grassy area where I had installed the sprinkler system. 
 
    Indy and Ellie stood close to me while Artemn and Meikha trotted out into the center of the grassy area. My winged warrior shook out her shoulders, arms, wrists, and fingers in a way I was now familiar with, and I gathered that I was about to get a display of some move that used her magic. 
 
    These were always impressive as hell to watch, but as it turned out, this was something special even by those standards. 
 
    I watched closely as tongues of light flared from Artemn’s upturned palm like small, white-hot bolts of lightning. 
 
    Then the bolts leaped outward. Nearby, Meikha’s arm swept in a wide arc. The bolts flared out and were dispersed into a nexus of crackling, white-hot shards of light. The nexus spread around wherever Meikha directed them with her arm, and she sent it billowing wide like a net in the wind that could presumably descend on their opponents at any time. 
 
    After a few blinding moments, Artemn let her hand drop, and the lights faded away. 
 
    “Holy shit,” I said with amazement. “How’d you guys come up with this idea?” 
 
    “It was Meikha,” Artemn said proudly. “She was telling us stories about legendary battles between goddesses, and we were thinking how cool it would’ve been if those goddesses used their powers in sync. This was one of the ideas we came up with.” 
 
    “It’s fucking awesome,” I said with complete honesty. “And you carried it out perfectly. How many times have you practiced it?” 
 
    “That was the third time,” Meikha said, and her own voice was filled with pride now, too. “It pleases you?” 
 
    “Absolutely.” I shook my head with awe as I looked my warriors up and down. “You’re going to be even more incredible in the arena together.” 
 
    “Speaking of the arena,” Ellie said in a leading voice. “When will we be seeing the Crown of the World?” 
 
    “You mean, when will the Crown of the World be seeing us,” Indy corrected with a murderous smile. 
 
    I chuckled, and then my heart swelled as I remembered the good news. 
 
    “Pretty damn soon, actually,” I replied. “I just got confirmation that Spitfire is going to be mine for good.” 
 
    Gleeful smiles danced over my warriors’ faces. 
 
    “Spitfire is your chariot, right, John?” Meikha asked. “The magical chariot?” 
 
    “Yep,” I confirmed. “Completely magical, and completely mine. Soon.” 
 
    “As are we,” Indy purred as she sauntered closer to me. 
 
    I saw stars both literally and figuratively as I stared into the dancing, fiery light of her eyes, and as I moved my gaze to the other women around me, I saw that every single one of them was looking pleased at my princess’ words. 
 
    And I felt the exact same way. 
 
    I couldn’t fucking wait to unleash them in the arena of Zeratra. I was entirely confident that my warriors could take on anyone and walk out victorious. 
 
    Still, I wanted us to be as prepared as possible, which was why I was more elated than ever that I would soon have full and unregulated possession of Spitfire. This way, I could visit the Crown of the World with my warriors ahead of time to scope things out and learn about the fighting scene, not to mention the more modern goddess-like warriors that were said to dominate it. 
 
    Then, if all went well, we could set up a time to return that suited our schedule, not Marsh’s. 
 
    As much as I had enjoyed cooking up mischief with Nick on a few occasions to make that schedule match up with mine, the fact that things would soon be entirely in my own hands felt fucking awesome. 
 
    The paperwork and financial end of things were wrapped up in the next few days, and I took the time to find the best shop I knew of and ask them to take a quick look at Spitfire’s engine as soon as I got my hands on her. For now, I had decided to focus on any immediate issues. The engine overhaul would wait. 
 
    After thinking it through for a long time, I also decided the overhaul itself wouldn’t happen in one big go. After all, I had no idea exactly which aspect of my truck made it capable of passing through the foggy portal. There was no way for me to know exactly how this shit worked. What if, somehow, there was a vital component of the engine that was necessary for this? 
 
    So I decided the changes to the engine would take place one at a time, and I’d be hanging on to any old parts until I had demonstrated for sure that Spitfire could make it through the portal again after. Sure, it would be a bit of a painstaking process, but it’d be more than worth it. 
 
    And after all, I now had as much time as I wanted. 
 
    It was only a few days after my meeting with Gordon that I was doing some meal-prepping with my warrior women, when my phone buzzed against the marble counter with a call. I snatched it up right away. 
 
    Seeing Abbey’s name on the screen brought an immediate smile to my face, and I quickly swiped to answer the call. “Yello.” 
 
    “John,” the leatherworker said warmly. “The armor for your shieldmaidens is all ready! I did some extra embellishments– well, I’m actually finishing the last of them right now, but I should have it done by this afternoon. Maybe you can bring all your shieldmaidens along? So they can try it on.” 
 
    “Of course,” I promised. “I’ve got some stuff to take care of that should be done by this afternoon, so maybe we’ll head down in the early evening?” 
 
    “Perrrrfect,” Abbey sang. “I can’t wait!” 
 
    I hung up the phone feeling even more excited. That was another box checked in preparing my warriors for their fight in the Crown of the World. Even though the odds of our first visit containing a big fight weren’t extremely high, I still felt bolstered by the fact that we would be prepared for any scenario. 
 
    It was at this point, though, that I suddenly caught on to the fact that each and every one of my warriors was now watching me with matching sly expressions on their faces. 
 
    “Who was that, John?” Indy asked with coy innocence. 
 
    “It was Abbey,” I said. My face felt slightly hot. “She said your armor is all ready, and she wants you to come try it on.” 
 
    “Yessss!” Ellie twirled through the kitchen in her socks like an ice skater. 
 
    I knew my two warriors had been excited to receive some armor that was reinforced to the same level as Artemn and Meikha’s, and I couldn’t wait to give it to them. 
 
    My women had a training session coming up in a few hours, too, and Tor the dietitian had recently suggested that they imitate their fight nights by eating a meal beforehand to fuel themselves for these sessions, so at the moment we were putting together some simple oatmeal with fresh fruit, along with pomegranate juice smoothies. 
 
    Once we were done with that, we spent some time going over the footage from their last session and discussing corrections they should make during this upcoming one, along with some new ideas for moves they had. 
 
    Like I had suggested before, this was going to be another session where my women practiced two on two as well as in a group of four. Indy and Ellie had the most practice working together, so we’d been focusing a little more on other combinations. Artemn and Meikha especially showed deadly promise when fighting as a duo, and that only increased when they replicated the moves at home with magic involved. 
 
    After this session, I treated my warriors to recovery smoothies with whey protein and cherry juice. I was glad this was something I couldn’t see my women ever in a million years getting tired of, because it was one of the best ways to ensure they met all their nutritional requirements to be at their peak. 
 
    After they had recovered for a while, we all got ready to head down to Portland. They all wore shorts and tank tops that would allow them to try on the leather armor easily, but then they threw on heavy coats over them to combat the current misty drizzle that was drifting down from the sky like snow. 
 
    At Hide ‘N’ Seek, Abbey did a giddy jig around my warriors that reminded me of a war dance, and I chuckled as I watched her skip around with her pink curls flying behind her. 
 
    “Okay,” she panted when she had finished. “Come on back! I have everything ready for you.” 
 
    We wove our way through the armor-clad mannequins to the back of the store, where Abbey brought out several bundles of newly-made leather armor. 
 
    “Indy,” she sang as she knelt and offered my princess’ armor to her. 
 
    Indy looked both startled and pleased at this development. 
 
    “Thank you, Abbey,” she said with a toss of her hair. “You may rise now.” 
 
    My princess stayed still as Abbey’s practiced fingers fastened the new armor deftly onto her waist, forearms, and shins. 
 
    We all stood back to admire her, and I felt even more appreciation for Abbey as I saw the way the edges of the leather armor had new gold accents to complement the gold that already swirled through its surface. 
 
    “Ellie,” Indy said as she whirled around to face her petite warrior. “We must test this new armor. Hit me.” 
 
    Ellie’s blue eyes widened with enthusiasm, and she danced back to get a running start before she flew at her fellow warrior with a small, warlike “Yahhh!” 
 
    Her delicate fist pounded into Indy’s ribcage with surprising force. My princess stood impassively, though, and Ellie reeled back slightly as she gave the armor an impressed look. 
 
    “It is very light,” Indy commented as she spun in a small, swift circle. She gave the leatherworker an admiring look. “Abbey grows more masterful at her craft every day.” 
 
    A pleased blush warmed Abbey’s cheeks, and she hurried to busy herself with taking out Ellie’s armor next. 
 
    She fastened the fawn-colored leather pieces onto Ellie’s waist, forearms, shins, and shoulders. It fit my petite warrior perfectly, and there were tiny turquoise lines sewn into the edges that reminded me of waves. 
 
    As my warriors strutted around in their new armor, I swept Abbey up into a hug and lifted her while I swung her around. I was rewarded with a small squeal of delight, and the leatherworker giggled and clutched me breathlessly when I set her down. 
 
    “Listen,” she said once she had recovered slightly. A new red glow tinted her cheeks, and she rubbed them vigorously like she was trying to force it out of existence. “I… I know you have, umm, something going on with all your shieldmaidens… and just to be clear, I’m one hundred percent not asking to join in on your group or intrude on anything. But I was just wondering. What if… what if we just went out for dinner or something? I love talking to you so much, it’s addicting, and I would love to spend some more time with you. It could even just be the two of us, if you want. You totally don’t have to tell me what’s going on in your group. I just… oh, god. I shouldn’t have said anything. I’m so–” 
 
    “Dinner sounds awesome,” I interrupted as her speech showed signs of escalating to hyperspeed, and I put a hand on her arm to reassure her. “I’d like to spend some time with you, too, Abbey. You’re honestly one of the most awesome people I’ve met.” 
 
    “Really?” Abbey’s hands moved from her cheeks to her eyes, and she covered them for a second while she twirled around in a circle. “That’s so… I… I mean… Yeah. Okay, yeah. Let’s do dinner, John.” 
 
    “Deal,” I said with a grin. I was sort of surprised by this development, but it felt completely natural to me, and I hadn’t been exaggerating in the slightest about how awesome Abbey was. “I actually know this really great French place…” 
 
    “That sounds good,” she said eagerly, and I smiled even more at how adorable she looked when she was this excited. 
 
    Then we turned back to my warrior women, and all four of them were completely absorbed in Indy and Ellie’s new armor. Abbey seemed to accept this easily, but I knew my warriors well, and I could see the coy smiles that lifted the corners of their mouths as they turned innocently around toward us. 
 
    “Well, we’d better get going,” I said. “Abbey… I’ll text you?” 
 
    “Sure, sure.” The leatherworker still sounded slightly out of breath as she fiddled with one of her piercings. “Sounds fantastic.” 
 
    “Cool.” I grinned and waved at her before I headed out the door with my warrior women. 
 
    Once we were out on the street, I looked around at the four of them. 
 
    “Well, shieldmaidens,” I said briskly. “Tomorrow is the day I get my truck. Uhh, chariot, I mean. And then–” 
 
    “We can go to Zeratra?” Meikha finished eagerly. 
 
    “Yep,” I said as I led the way toward my car. “So, if you’re all feeling up to it, we can go the day after tomorrow. How does that sound?” 
 
    My warriors all cheered in unison. Their enthusiasm was always easy to get swept up in, and when Indy commandeered the stereo to play “On the Road Again,” I couldn’t help but sing along. 
 
    Even though, holy shit, I would probably be hearing this song in my head for the rest of my life. They just could not get enough of it. 
 
    The next day, I woke up earlier than anyone else because this was in fact the special day when I would finally be picking up my old gal and bringing her home. I slipped out from underneath Artemn’s arm and carefully lifted myself to avoid rolling over Kep, who had taken to snuggling into the bed at her side. 
 
    Then I got up and headed into the kitchen to make myself a cup of coffee. 
 
    The coffee maker in the kitchen was one of our recent purchases, and this was my first time really testing it out. I carefully selected the temperature and strength on the touch screen, and then waited while my perfect cup of coffee was produced. 
 
    Then I took a long, slow drink. The velvety bubbles on top burst under my lips, and then the smooth, creamy coffee filled my senses. 
 
    I sighed and closed my eyes as I leaned back against the marble countertop. 
 
    “This is the fucking life,” I said to no one in particular. 
 
    I could’ve had someone like Nick or Doug drive me to my truck, but that would’ve been a long drive for Nick just to make this short journey, and I wasn’t quite ready for all the questions my cabin might inspire from Doug. So I called an Uber to take me to my company lot. 
 
    The driver’s face was pretty awed when he drove up to the cabin, especially at the sight of my stunning warrior women lounging around on the patio, but he managed to pick his jaw up off the floor and give me a courteous greeting. 
 
    My blood was practically singing in my veins by the time we pulled up outside my company lot. This was it. 
 
    Spitfire rumbled to life, and the sound held a new music for me as I patted the old gal’s dashboard with reverence. 
 
    I drove to a quick titles shop to take care of the title and get some new plates for Spitfire. Then I headed on over to the shop where I had scheduled for her engine to be looked over. 
 
    The mechanic let out a low whistle as he took in the sight of my truck, and I handed over the keys. 
 
    “Don’t see many of these anymore,” he said in an admiring voice. “Are you leasing, or…?” 
 
    “I was,” I said, and my chest felt like it might burst from happiness. “But she’s all mine now.” 
 
    “Nice,” the mechanic said appreciatively. “Well, it should take about twenty minutes to look over the engine, and then we’ll let you know if anything comes up. Sound good, boss?” 
 
    “Sure thing.” I nodded. “I think she’s about due for an oil change, so you can go ahead with that, too.” 
 
    I ambled into the waiting room and tossed back a few pieces of freshly popped popcorn while I waited. 
 
    Then my phone buzzed, and Artemn’s name came up on the screen. 
 
    When I unlocked the phone, what I saw immediately made me turn around to make sure there was no one nearby. 
 
    “Damnnn,” I exhaled softly as I took in the photos my winged warrior had sent to me. 
 
    She hadn’t quite mastered the reverse camera perfectly, but she had it down well enough that she had managed to get every inch of her perfect nude form in the photo. 
 
    The next picture had both her and Ellie in it, and their positions got progressively more creative as I swiped through the photos. 
 
    The squeak of the door opening almost made me drop my phone, and I hurriedly stuffed it into the pocket of my jeans. 
 
    “Ready, boss?” the mechanic asked as he held up my keys. 
 
    I nodded and stood up to follow him over to the counter. 
 
    “Everything looks pretty good,” he told me as he tallied up the charges. “Oil change should be done in a few minutes, and then you’ll be good to go.” 
 
    We talked about some future investments I might want to make in Spitfire’s engine until the oil change was done. Then I drove her straight home afterward, and the whole way, I reflected on how insanely surreal everything about this situation was. 
 
    Just a few months ago, I’d had high hopes of eventually cobbling enough money together to buy Spitfire outright. Then those hopes had been snuffed out when Doug told me exactly what would happen if I brought it up with my boss. Fast forward to now, and every hope I’d had was fulfilled, and then some. I had even managed to free Doug from his shitty situation as well. 
 
    Not to mention the four amazing warrior women in my possession, who I could now take to and from the desert world whenever I wanted. 
 
    Oh, yeah, and the heaps of riches I had raked in from their arena fights. 
 
    I carefully backed Spitfire into the huge portion of the three-car garage that had been built for an RV when I got home. The truck fit perfectly, like the place had been made for her, and once I’d switched off the engine, I slumped back in my seat and just gripped the steering wheel for a second as the happiness coursed through me. 
 
    There would be no more having my women hide outside the gate at the company lot. 
 
    No more putting up with Marsh’s sneering phone calls. 
 
    No more having to pay out the ass for minor fixes because of company policy. 
 
    Now, everything about my life was in my own hands. 
 
    I walked into the foyer whistling a cheerful tune and was immediately greeted by the sight of Kep bounding down the stairs toward me. 
 
    He was followed by Artemn, who spread her feathered wings and took a flying leap down to beat him there. 
 
    “Whoa,” I chuckled and stumbled back a little as she came sailing directly into my arms. 
 
    I slid my arms around her lower back when she’d landed and clutched her tight against me, and then I backed up a little as Kep struggled to worm his way between our legs. 
 
    Artemn immediately whisked the fyrox up and cradled him against her chest, and he let out a noise that sounded like something between a hum and a purr. 
 
    “Did you get your chariot?” Artemn asked. 
 
    “Yep.” A huge smile split my face, and I jingled the keys in my hand. Then I reached down to pat the phone in my pocket. “I also got some other things.” 
 
    A blush bloomed on Artemn’s cheekbones, but she immediately looked pleased by my facial expression. 
 
    “You liked them, then?” she asked. 
 
    “That’s the biggest understatement of the century,” I chuckled. “You guys are getting really good with that camera.” 
 
    At the sound of my voice, my other warrior women came racing down the stairs. 
 
    Meikha’s eyes were fixed on the keys in my hand, and she gave me an eager look. “So, tomorrow… we will go to Zeratra?” 
 
    “Tomorrow,” I confirmed. “So, let’s go and make sure we have everything planned.” 
 
    I went upstairs with my women and enjoyed a drink in the lounge while we went back over all that we had discussed about Zeratra so far. 
 
    “So,” I said. “Like we decided, our first visit will mainly be to scope things out. We’ll have you wear your decorative armor and stuff, but I’ll also have your battle gear in my duffel bag in case we do decide to enter you into a lower-stakes fight.” 
 
    “That would draw the attention of many,” Ellie agreed with a nod. 
 
    “And lay the foundation for us to enter into a fight with higher rewards,” I finished. “This is all assuming that Zeratra isn’t a bunch of ruins by now, of course.” 
 
    We went on to discuss our backup options for other cities and agreed that no matter which one we went to, this would likely be something of a scouting mission. 
 
    Then the discussion came to what we would do with Kep. 
 
    “Well,” I exhaled as I considered this. “We’re probably going to be gone for six to eight hours max on this trip. That’s about how much he sleeps in a night. Do you think he’ll be okay without you, Artemn?” 
 
    My winged warrior hesitated and then nodded. “I think as long as I give him some love and leave some food out for him, he’ll be okay. Maybe he can stay in the master bedroom so he doesn’t wander all over the house, though.” 
 
    We sketched out some more details for keeping the little fyrox safe and happy while we were away. 
 
    Then I stretched and got to my feet. 
 
    “We should get a good night’s sleep,” I said. “That way we can do some more preparations tomorrow and then get to this place while the sun’s still in the sky.” 
 
    “And we will be able to eat a glorious pre-trip meal at home,” Indy added as she leaped to her feet and flowed into a series of kicking and punching motions. “With smoothies!” 
 
    “Yes, with smoothies,” I laughed as we all headed off to bed. 
 
    The next day was a whirlwind of last-minute preparations followed by a few hours of my warriors relaxing, meditating, and preparing the meal we would eat just before leaving. We made it strictly adhere to their pre-fight meal plan just in case they did end up entering the arena. 
 
    Then it was time to go, and I practically fucking skipped out the door and straight to Spitfire’s little parking area. 
 
    Damn, she looked so good tucked in right at my own house. 
 
    We drove straight to the portal this time, and it was late afternoon by the time we drove into the swirling fog. 
 
    As usual, the sun was in the same place when we touched down in the desert world. The endless red waste stretched in every direction around us as we drove onto the moonstone road. 
 
    “On the road agaaaain,” my warriors all sang under their breath. 
 
    “Alright,” I said as I slowed the truck. “Ready to head south?” 
 
    This was something we had never done in the desert world before. And while the place did appear to stretch endlessly in every direction judging from where we had been so far, I was still intrigued to see if things might be any different in another direction. 
 
    I spun Spitfire’s wheel around to take us off the moonstone road. Then I turned the semi in a wide half-circle to take us in the opposite direction we’d been going. I gave the moonstone road a wide berth until we were past the foggy portal, and I waited to drive us back onto the road until it was well behind us. 
 
    “This feels weird,” I commented as we cruised along. 
 
    “It’s the sun,” Artemn mused. “We’re used to it being to our right while we’re on this road.” 
 
    Indy hummed thoughtfully as she unfolded our map on the center console. “If the map is correct, we should be able to see these ‘Southern Stars’ from the road.” 
 
    “Them, or their ruins,” Ellie pointed out. 
 
    “If anything is left at all,” Meikha agreed. “Still, it is possible.” 
 
    We drove through the desert for a good half an hour before something swam into view to the left of the road. At first, I thought it might be a mirage caused by the sunset, and I reached over to grab my sunglasses so I could stare at it more directly. 
 
    “A city!” Indy hissed. Her long index finger almost stabbed my face as she leaned over to point in that direction, and then she hurried to look down at the map. “It must be the one called… Novecas.” 
 
    “Yeah, I see it,” I chuckled. I squinted slightly as I looked at the mass of stucco buildings. “Is it just me, or does this one not have a wall of any kind?” 
 
    “Not even any trees,” Ellie said with a frown. “But, it looks like there is…” 
 
    “A river!” Meikha leaned forward from the back of the cab, where she was sitting with her legs dangling out of the doghouse area. 
 
    Now that she pointed it out, I could see it: A ring of glimmering water surrounding the desert city. 
 
    “A river, or a moat,” I muttered as I moved my eyes back to the road. 
 
    Judging by the standards of the desert world, such a moat would probably be filled with some horrible, monstrous, man-eating creatures. 
 
    But that wasn’t a bridge we needed to cross, at least not quite yet, so I had my warriors keep their eyes sharp in search of the other Southern Stars. 
 
    It didn’t take long for another to come into sight. This oasis was closer to the road, but its buildings were barely visible peeking through a ring of tall stone statues that surrounded it. 
 
    “Those look like giant gargoyles,” Artemn commented. Her soft, smoky voice was full of intrigue, but she sounded slightly intimidated, too, like she was wondering if the giant stone gargoyles could be alive. 
 
    If they were, they were probably capable of crushing my truck between one or two of them. 
 
    But the gargoyles seemed entirely still as I glanced over at them. 
 
    “What city is that, princess?” I asked. 
 
    “The map says it is called Deninde,” Indy replied. “Meikha, do you know anything about these gigantic gargoyles?” 
 
    “Mm?” My newest warrior shook herself like she’d been in a daydream as she tore her eyes away from the stone figures. “There are some old tales about giant gargoyles who guarded their cities… but I never had any reason to think they were more than another old legend.” 
 
    We passed another desert city that was more distant and appeared to be surrounded by giant spikes, like huge stalagmites jutting up from the desert ground. 
 
    And then, finally… 
 
    “Zeratra,” Ellie whispered. 
 
    The ridge of mountains that rose up to the left of the road was so tall that it cast long, jagged shadows across the desert. The shadows’ peaks just barely fell short of the moonstone road. 
 
    I could sense my warriors’ awe as we approached the massive ring of mountains. 
 
    The dusky red color of the mountains made them look like they belonged on the surface of mars more than anywhere else. 
 
    As we got closer, it became obvious that there were buildings carved into the face of the rock. They were perfectly shaped into towers, columns, and terraces. 
 
    Soon I could see the shapes of people looking as tiny as gnats up on the terraces. 
 
    “A gate,” Meikha murmured. 
 
    Just like the buildings, the gate appeared to be somehow shaped from the rock itself. The mountains flattened out into a huge, vertical slab of stone that jabbed up into a ridge of spikes at its top. It must’ve been at least ten times as wide as Spitfire, and several dozen times as high. 
 
    I drove steadily toward the center of the huge gate. There were two looming, Sphinx-like creatures flanking it, one on each side. As I watched, their hollow eyes flashed silver. 
 
    A deep crack split the air, and the stone gates slowly swung open. 
 
    After they had opened a good ten feet, it became apparent that something was waiting for us just inside the gate. 
 
    My jaw dropped as I took in the sight. 
 
    It was an army.

  

 
   
    Chapter 8 
 
    “Ahhhhh, shit,” I muttered as the army started to march steadily out of the stone gate. 
 
    My mind was moving fast as I assessed the situation. These people were wearing black metal helms and matching plate armor, and they were all wielding black metal spears and axes. As the gates swung further open, I saw that there were enough people to span the whole width of the mountain pass. 
 
    “What will we do?” Indy asked in a whisper. 
 
    The gates boomed deafeningly as they opened to their maximum width. A dozen shouts rang through the air, and the army continued marching forward. 
 
    I took a deep breath and steadied my thoughts. 
 
    Then I spotted a rider with a white banner at the head of the army, and I exhaled. I decided I would wait and see how this went. Maybe this was just a precaution on their part. 
 
    One hell of a precaution. 
 
    If things looked like they might get dicey, then I’d turn my truck around, and we would see how fast these fuckers could run. 
 
    Unless there was some crazy magic about them, there wasn’t a chance in hell of them catching us, especially not with that heavy metal plate armor. They’d probably be passed out on the desert sand before they could even figure out which direction I’d gone in. 
 
    So I put the truck in park and rolled down my window to stick my hand out and wave at the banner bearer. I figured Spitfire’s horn might be mistaken for some type of war-horn in this situation, so I decided against using it at the moment. 
 
    The banner bearer and his associate came galloping out on two bizarre-looking steeds that had an uncanny resemblance to small giraffes, except for their deep black fur and short, walrus-like tusks. The saddles on these beasts had a good two feet of padding to boost the riders up in the air, and the riders’ feet flapped wildly in the stirrups with the creatures’ increasing speed. Even in the padded saddles, holding the reins still required keeping their arms almost vertical in the air, and I wondered how the hell they could even manage to steer these odd-looking beasts. 
 
    When it became clear that this definitely was a peace banner and the bearers weren’t holding naked blades in their hands, I snatched up my warriors’ gleaming weapons and slung them over my shoulder. Then I opened the door of my truck and slid down to brace my feet against the lowest frame step of my cab. This kept me roughly at eye level with the riders as they pulled their giraffe-like steeds to a halt. 
 
    The process involved them jerking vigorously on the reins that were far over their heads. The flailing that this entailed almost sent one of the men reeling out of his saddle, but he managed to right himself with a dignified expression. Then he spurred his beast closer to address me. 
 
    Under his black metal half-helm, I could see he looked to be about forty, with a proud tanned face and deep-set black eyes. 
 
    “You there,” he said in a deep, ringing voice. His voice had an accent that lent it a strangely musical air, and it sounded fairly neutral in its intention. “Who are you, and what business do you have in the Crown of the World?” 
 
    “I’m John,” I said simply. “I heard from the elders of Bayalon that this place has some fierce fights, and I’ve brought my warriors here with me. I’ve gotta admit, though, I wasn’t really expecting an army to be waiting at the gate.” 
 
    A rumbling laugh escaped the black-eyed guard as he glanced back at the army, who was now standing as still as a thousand statues as they waited at attention. 
 
    “No harm is meant… John.” The man enunciated my name like he found it slightly odd, almost difficult to say. “Zeratra is a martial city. We were attacked often in the distant past. It was long ago, but our Wise Council declared that anything capable of making it through the deserts would likely be something of great power… and possibly great danger. They decreed that we should always be ready, and so we are.” 
 
    “Well, I’ve just come here with my warriors in search of some new sights and good arenas,” I said amiably. 
 
    I glanced casually down at the gleaming, silvery metal weapons on my shoulder as I said this, and I didn’t miss the wide-eyed look the two guards exchanged before they looked back to me. 
 
    “You came to the right place,” the black-eyed man said. “We’ll clear a path for you, and you can drive your chariot into the Red Pass, if you wish. The Wise Council would be honored to meet you.” 
 
    I nodded, hoisted myself back up into my truck, and then watched with my warrior women as the two guards galloped back to the city on their odd-looking steeds. 
 
    The guards raised their hands in a three-fingered signal, and the men at the head of the army immediately started roaring orders. 
 
    Soon the soldiers turned and marched right back into the gate they had come out of. I drifted forward on Spitfire to follow them, and I saw that they were quickly filing into some type of tunnels or barracks on each side of the gate. 
 
    Within minutes, the whole army had virtually vanished, and the way was cleared for me to drive Spitfire through the massive, looming gate. 
 
    The area inside had been carefully smoothed, so the rocky red surface was flat and even under the wheels of my truck. It was smooth and almost glossy under my boots as I thumped to the ground, and so were the red pillars that rose up to line the road ahead of us. 
 
    The red mountains that reared up around the oasis had plenty more buildings carved into them on the inside. The ones surrounding the gate looked to be defensive in nature, like watchtowers and fortified buildings full of arrow slits. There were even some big stone platforms with catapults mounted on them, and I could see boulders and barrels stacked high around these. 
 
    “Damn,” I muttered. The guard really hadn’t been kidding about this being a martial city. 
 
    There were more buildings carved into the rest of the inner mountain slopes and clustered on top of the plateaus, but they were too distant for me to tell exactly what they were. 
 
    Inside the ring of mountains, the land was all rich, low green hills and shallow valleys. A lake filled every hollow in the land, small or large, and some areas had clear blue brooks trickling through them. There were gardens of wildflowers with magical-looking cottages sprouting throughout them like mushrooms, but also big stretches of jungle-like forests that could probably conceal all sorts of beasts roaming through them. One of the lakes I spotted was lined with small, stilted shacks. Another had an empty shore of glittering, rainbow-colored sand that sent prisms lancing up into the air above. 
 
    As I watched, the sand was whipped up into a sudden whirl of light and motion, like a tiny cyclone. 
 
    “Halfry,” the black-eyed guard barked. “The Chowders are at it again.” 
 
    His associate sighed deeply and then smacked his heels into his long-necked steed. The beast let out a deep bellow in response and took off for the rainbow sands at a breakneck pace. 
 
    “Chowders?” I asked as I watched the distant, swirling sands. 
 
    “Lakeside spirits,” the guard said with an annoyed look at the shore. “Give them a few minutes, and they’ll build up a head of steam and go sweeping through the entire oasis. Last time I was seeing rainbows every which way for a week, I tell you…” 
 
    I raised my eyebrows as I shared an intrigued and slightly amused look with my warrior women. This was just the type of bizarre mystical shit I had grown accustomed to by now. 
 
    “Anyway,” the guard went on. “If you follow me, I’ll take you to the Wise Council?” 
 
    I nodded in response, and he spurred his long-necked steed over to a portion of flat wall in the stone entryway, near one of the tunnels I’d seen all the soldiers stream into. The guard steered his mount close to the wall, stretched one hand out, and carefully pressed it against a portion of the stone. 
 
    The dusty red rock slid smoothly apart in two wide segments to reveal an arched tunnel. It was wider, taller, and more well-lit than the ones the soldiers had gone into. 
 
    I headed toward it with my warrior women, and we waited while the guard slid down from his black steed with some difficulty. Once he had landed on his feet, he opened a stone doorway inside the tunnel, swatted the creature on the rump, and sent it trotting through a dark side door. 
 
    After that, he turned and marched briskly down the big arched tunnel. 
 
    It soon tilted up into a stairway that zigzagged through the red rock. The steps were smooth and even, and countless candles sat inside small, carved hollows in the walls. The candles were shaped into fantastical-looking shapes and animals, and some of them even had small, burning wicks in their eyes. Mosaic-like images covered the back of each stony hollow, and the illustrations ranged from interesting to utterly bizarre. 
 
    The guard was clearly having a hard time taking his eyes off of me, my warrior women, and their weapons, and he hurriedly launched into speech like he was trying to distract himself from being too rude. 
 
    “It has been many years since we’ve had any visitors,” he said with an almost worshipful look at us. “And the last ones we had were, well… quite unwelcome. You said you’ve had doings with the elders of Bayalon?” 
 
    “Yep,” I said casually. “We’ve also visited Volluz, Kortico, and Gavahna, but Bayalon was probably the most interesting.” 
 
    “I’ve heard much about Bayalon,” the guard admitted. “It’s said they were a mighty city, with all manners of magic. Your warriors must be fierce to face off with the stuff of such legends.” 
 
    My women lifted their chins a little higher as they strode along, and the look the guard gave them was filled with respect. 
 
    Soon we reached a landing with a set of towering double doors made from bleached white wood. Eerie faces were carved into it with jewels set in their eyes that gleamed and winked softly under the light from the candles. 
 
    The doors swung open at the guard’s touch, and he led us into a massive, high-ceilinged room carved from the same red stones as the surrounding mountains. Bleached wood panels with battle scenes carved into them spanned the walls. Colorful paint added intensity to the sculpted scenes of spear-wielding warriors and battlefields filled with bloody corpses. 
 
    The Wise Council was nowhere to be seen, and I looked around with confusion. 
 
    Then a group of people swept in from an arched doorway on the far side of the room. From the sunset’s light spilling in through the doorway, I gathered they were coming in from a balcony of some kind. 
 
    “Greetings, traveler.” A tall, bronze-skinned woman stepped forward. She swept back a gauzy blue veil that covered her face as she approached, and her brown eyes glinted as they took in the sight of me and my warrior women. “We saw your chariot from above. You are most welcome here in the Crown of the World.” 
 
    “Thank you,” I said simply. “We’ve come a long way.” 
 
    A glance at this Wise Council told me they shared few similarities with the elders of Bayalon or Volluz. Most of them were years younger, and although they carried themselves with a regal pride, they also seemed fiercer somehow, without the trace of pompousness I’d noticed in the other cities’ councils. The veiled woman’s flowery words seemed like a natural way of speech to her instead of a show designed to convince me of her importance. 
 
    The looks that the Wise Council showered on my warriors seemed filled with not just awe, but a genuine, individual respect that I hadn’t glimpsed much in the desert world. They even included my women in the refreshments passed out by their servants. 
 
    The appealing scent of my drink encouraged me to take a cautious sip instead of shunning it like most of the food and drink I’d encountered in the desert world. I was rewarded by a mouthful of flavor that was like wine, but with a refreshing spice to it that left me feeling physically and mentally invigorated. 
 
    “The wine of the gods,” the bronze-skinned woman said by way of explanation. “That’s what we call it. Our grapes are grown on the highest plateaus of Zeratra, and we infuse the wine with the resin of youth.” 
 
    The fact that this council considered my women just as worthy of this drink as me was an interesting change, and I found myself thinking maybe this Crown of the World place was a bit less barbaric than the rest of the desert lands. 
 
    “Some of the factions like to fortify their wine with the blood of a babe,” the bronze-skinned woman went on. “But we don’t hold to those traditions.” 
 
    My newfound optimism about the people of this oasis curdled slightly, and I reminded myself never to share a drink with whoever the hell these factions were made up of. 
 
    Still, the Wise Council seemed both respectful and civilized to me so far, and they immediately launched into a flow of knowledge that fulfilled my need for information about this place. 
 
    A tall, ginger-haired man stepped forward first. 
 
    “If you mean to enter the arenas,” he said, “there’s something you should know first. Part of our city’s population are, ahh…” 
 
    “Religious fanatics,” a green-eyed woman said unapologetically. “They’re a small population, but they dominate the arena scene.” 
 
    “Broadly, the people of this religion are called the Scazaths,” the veiled woman said. “But they’re divided into several different factions. Although they share the same underlying religion, each faction has a different interpretation of things, and they’re always vying with one another.” 
 
    “That vying includes the arena fights,” the ginger-haired man added. “Many backers are senior members of the factions, and their warriors are almost exclusively the Exalted Ones. Perhaps you’ve heard them mentioned by other desert cities?” 
 
    “The Exalted Ones?” I repeated with confusion. “No, I don’t think so.” 
 
    “Ahh.” The ginger-haired man paused and rubbed his jaw thoughtfully. “Well… Here in Zeratra, we count many goddesses among our greatest warriors.” 
 
    I shared a quick look with my women at the mention of this, and they all leaned forward to listen closely as the ginger-haired man went on. 
 
    “They are deities of the land here,” he explained. “And they bring great honor to our arenas by fighting within them. They have strong powers, and they are both fearsome and glorious to behold when they fight.” 
 
    “Right,” I said with a nod. “So these ‘Exalted Ones’ are goddess warriors, and the faction members are their backers?” 
 
    “Correct,” the green-eyed woman said. “And the Exalted Ones are the warriors you’ll want to watch out for. They’re not afraid to die in the slightest– in fact, dying in the arena is considered one of the highest honors. So, the Exalted Ones truly don’t hold back.” 
 
    “Understood,” I murmured. “What about these faction members? Should I watch out for them, too?” 
 
    “No, no.” The bronze-skinned woman’s veil fluttered as she shook her head. “Especially not this month. The Scazaths call it the Holy Month, and it’s a time when the factions all set their quarreling aside and come together– err, somewhat, at least.” 
 
    I nodded as I thought back to the backers of Bayalon, and how the two squabbling groups of water beings and fiery volcanic beings came together for the yearly fighting festival. This didn’t seem all too different. 
 
    “As much as the backers may hate each other,” the ginger-haired man said, “they do still share the same basic beliefs, which they are… very keen on spreading to the rest of our society.” 
 
    “Ahh,” I muttered. “And is the rest of society, umm, pretty keen on adopting these beliefs, or no?” 
 
    “Not particularly,” the veiled woman said with a small chuckle. “But the fights during the Holy Month are especially impressive, and many festivities are held, so the people tolerate it. For them, it’s an exciting display of power and fighting. But the factions intend it as more of an, errr… an ‘outreach,’ you might say.” 
 
    “They want to win people over,” the green-eyed woman elaborated. 
 
    “And will they be aiming to win me over, too?” I asked shrewdly as I thought back to my experiences in Bayalon. 
 
    The council all shared a look and then nodded openly. 
 
    “That is what I was going to mention,” the veiled woman admitted. “The faction members know everyone there is well known within our city. Between the fact that you came from outside the walls, and the way your warriors carry weapons openly outside the arena– weapons that are stunning, to be sure– you’ll be like nothing they’ve ever even imagined. They’ll most likely be all over you. If you were to join their religion, the common people would probably flock to it, too– just as they’ll flock to see your warriors fight, I’m sure.” 
 
    “They wouldn’t go so far as to harm you or your warriors,” the ginger-haired man reassured me. “In fact, they’ll probably want to ensure that your every wish is fulfilled, and that your time here is an excellent one that leaves nothing to be desired. So…” 
 
    “Our advice is to enjoy the hospitality as much as you wish…” the green-eyed woman said. “But when it comes down to it, don’t trust the faction members. In the end, all they’ll truly care about is wanting you to become one of them.” 
 
    A feeling of assurance settled in my chest as I heard this, and I nodded. 
 
    I knew exactly how this game was played. 
 
    And I also knew exactly how to leverage it to benefit me. 
 
    “So…” I said. “Just to be clear, these faction members– the Scazaths– likely won’t go to any crazy lengths to win me over?” 
 
    The council all shook their heads. 
 
    “They’re oddly civilized about these things, actually,” the veiled woman reflected. “I suppose maybe that’s part of their religion. To be truthful, we wouldn’t know. It’s all rather long-winded, and most of our society doesn’t care for it, outside the goddess warriors. Still, the factions are powerful, and they hold much sway in the arena because of their possession of the Exalted Ones.” 
 
    “Got it,” I said as I filed this all carefully away in my mind. “So, about your city in general… Is it safe for me and my warriors to explore?” 
 
    “Oh, of course.” The green-eyed woman nodded, and a look of pride took over her features. “There are many minor spirits out and about, and other magical beings. But they’re largely benign, and any wrongdoers are kept in line by the city guards.” 
 
    I thought back to how I had seen the guard on his giraffe-like steed ride off in pursuit of the lakeside spirits, and I nodded. 
 
    The veiled woman swept past me and called through the open doorway. “Trezzahn.” 
 
    “One moment,” a frazzled and muffled-sounding man’s voice responded. 
 
    The voice was accompanied by the sound of thumping footsteps, and soon a man with scaly green skin came hurrying up the stairs. 
 
    I tensed for a brief moment as I was reminded of the vicious lizard-man backer who I had slain in Gavahna, but it soon became clear that this dude was something else entirely. He had none of the lizard-backer’s evil aura, and there were also no toxic, wriggling growths sprouting from his head. 
 
    Well, unless they were tiny enough to fit under his flat little felt hat. It reminded me vividly of a French beret, and it accented his small head and long, scaly neck, so it gave him a slightly goofy appearance. 
 
    The appearance was only increased by the windmilling motion of his scaly limbs as he struggled to come to a stop just inside the room. 
 
    He had a quill clutched between his teeth, and ink was smudged across his nose as well as his hands. He was gripping a paper carefully between his thumb and forefinger to keep it from getting smudged, and now he passed it carefully over to me. 
 
    “What’s this?” I asked as I accepted the paper. 
 
    “A map,” the veiled woman said smoothly. “As soon as we saw we had visitors, we had one made. Careful, the ink’s still fresh.” 
 
    I thanked the lizard-man and the council as I looked over the map with interest. It unfolded like a brochure, and it reminded me strongly of the paper I’d been given by the backer named Gyrard in Bayalon. 
 
    But this paper was crisp and cream-colored instead of yellow and bumpy. The colors of the freshly-penned ink were as bright as jewels, and there were neat labels giving names and explanations for things on the map. 
 
    “Thanks,” I said to the council as I lifted the map. “I think we’ll do some exploring, and then maybe pop back in on our way out.” 
 
    The council all looked startled at this last part, like they hadn’t anticipated me coming and going so casually. 
 
    But then again, there was no one else I knew of in the desert world who was capable of traveling to and from destinations at all, much less with the speed and ease that I had at my disposal with Spitfire. 
 
    “Ready to do some exploring?” I asked my warriors as we headed down the red stone staircase. 
 
    They nodded eagerly, and we stopped just outside the exit to look at the surrounding land. 
 
    It was nearing sunset now, and the ridge of mountains surrounding the oasis meant that most of the land was already cast into the cooler shades of dusk. But strings of big, jeweled lanterns cast pools of colorful light down on the ground below, and the roads were lined with life-sized statues holding orbs of pale golden light in their upturned palms. 
 
    I stopped next to one of them to glance over the map again. 
 
    Judging by the map, there were about twenty arenas in the oasis. There were geographic features labeled, along with some city districts that appeared to be the more populated regions of the oasis. 
 
    Right now we were standing at the edge of a place called the Sighing Vale. The pamphlet informed me that this region was named for the spirit winds that sometimes rushed through the air. 
 
    “‘Harmless, but occasionally mischievous,’” I read out loud. “Interesting.” 
 
    As if on cue, my hair was ruffled by a quick gust of air, and it eddied around me for a moment. 
 
    I experimentally flapped my hand with the same motion I might use to shoo off a fly. The wind let out a loud whoosh that sounded like a disgruntled sigh, and then it was gone. 
 
    “Fascinating,” Indy whispered. 
 
    One of her long fingers reached out to trail through the air, and I seized her by the wrist. 
 
    “No tempting the wind spirits,” I told my curious princess firmly. 
 
    A sudden blast of wind made me stagger slightly. 
 
    “Shit!” I panted. Then I felt a conspicuous absence on my left side, and I whirled around. “Wait a second, where’s–” 
 
    “Meikha!” Ellie screamed. 
 
    My newest warrior had vanished from sight. 
 
    “Meikha?” I yelled. 
 
    Then I caught her voice, but it sounded like it came from a vast distance, somewhere over our heads. 
 
    “I’m alright!” she called. 
 
    I stared upward with alarm, and the feeling faded only slightly as I finally caught sight of my blonde warrior. She was sailing through the air like a trapeze artist, minus the trapeze. 
 
    She continued her swooping descent to the ground until she landed next to me with a breathless laugh. 
 
    The laugh quickly dissolved into a fearful look. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” she said, and she shrank into herself slightly as she spoke. “I didn’t mean to go somewhere without your permission.” 
 
    “It’s definitely alright,” I said with a startled laugh. “It’s mostly just that, uhhhh… that took me completely off guard.” 
 
    She gave me a disbelieving look, and Indy stepped up to pat her on the shoulder. 
 
    “John will not be angry with you for such things, Meikha,” my princess said patiently. “It is clear that this wasn’t, ummm… pre-meditated?” 
 
    “No,” the blonde warrior assured us breathlessly. Her hair was swaying around her shoulders like it was being blown by a nonexistent wind. “I just felt something calling to me in the air here. An… an energy, almost. I couldn’t help myself. It’s like my magic just took control.” 
 
    I saw Artemn nodding sympathetically at this, and I reflected again on the complexity of this type of magic. 
 
    “Well,” I said as I stared at the empty area around us. “Do you think maybe it had something to do with the, uh, spirit winds that are mentioned on the map?” 
 
    “I’m not sure,” Meikha admitted. “I just felt the energy. I think that type of magic is simply strong here.” 
 
    “I guess that would make sense,” I mused. “So then… I wonder if there’s a goddess warrior in this area who has wind related powers?” 
 
    “Maybe.” My blonde warrior shivered slightly, like she was imagining pitting her own wind powers against those of a goddess warrior. “I guess we can find out tonight?” 
 
    “Probably,” I said. “I was thinking right now we’d head to the, uhh, Dippilzuc district. According to the map, people there should have the lowdown on the best fights of the night.” 
 
    My women all nodded eagerly, but I held up my hand to stop them before we headed off. 
 
    “Alright,” I said as I glanced at the busy city district nearby. “At first glance, this place doesn’t seem as chaotic as Volluz, and the Wise Council didn’t mention anything about kidnappers. But it doesn’t hurt to be careful. So, let’s do our same arrangement from before while we’re on the move, but with a slight alteration.” 
 
    “You will hold me and Ellie,” Indy supplied. “Ellie will hold onto Artemn. And I will hold onto Meikha, too?” 
 
    “Exactly,” I said. “Meikha, do you think you can, err, walk around without being whisked away by the wind, or something?” 
 
    My blonde warrior nodded, and her tawny eyes were solemn. “I was caught very much off guard before. I’ll be careful.” 
 
    I slipped the map back into my pocket, and then I gripped my princess’ wrist in one hand and Ellie’s in the other. 
 
    The city district we walked into confused me at first, because it seemed like it was made up purely of swirling, arcing rock formations that ranged from about the size of a large SUV to the size of three Spitfires. 
 
    But soon I realized that these big, oddly-shaped rocks were the buildings themselves. Some of them were shaped like mushrooms, while others were wide and peaked at the top like miniature mountains. Whatever their shape, though, they all had the same swirling, rippling texture on their outer surface, like a giant had swept over the rock with a stiff-bristled paintbrush. 
 
    The buildings reminded me of wind formations I had seen in a documentary once. Between that, the wind spirits, and the name of the nearby arena, the Swirling Garden, I gathered that this region had probably been shaped by some type of wind or wind magic. 
 
    I glanced at Meikha. She was staring at the buildings with a curious eye, and I wondered if this area spoke to her in the same way the windswept vale had. 
 
    Whatever the case, my newest warrior’s feet remained firmly on the ground as we made our way down the cobbled road. 
 
    The streets here were full of revelers. Most of them had drinks in their hands, and they seemed to be getting rowdier now that it was dusk. The people were mostly human-looking, but there were others, too. Overhead, a group of tiny pixies were flying around the streetlamps with a lurching, unsteady motion like drunken bats as they sang a high, piercing tune. A thick-necked man in front of us growled as one of the pixies’ thimble-sized mugs overturned and sent a frothy stream of beer splashing down onto his head. 
 
    Regardless of what they looked like, the people down on the street were quick to shift out of our way as soon as they took in the sight of my warrior women with their gleaming decorative armor and ornate weapons. 
 
    I kept an ear out to hear the chatter of the crowd as we walked casually along, and soon I noticed a few names that were mentioned repeatedly. 
 
    “I’ll see you at the Swirling Garden,” a fairy woman called over her shoulder as she pushed her way out of a pub. “My coin’s on Renjaya!” 
 
    I ushered my women to the side of the road and pulled out the map. 
 
    “The Swirling Garden,” I said under my breath. I rested a finger on the label, then glanced up at my women. “It’s pretty close by. Wanna go take a look?” 
 
    They all nodded vigorously. I took another look at the map to choose the best course. 
 
    “Let’s take the Rullun Path,” I decided. “The map said it should be safe, as long as none of us, uhh… have tall, pointy ears?” 
 
    My women stared at me in bafflement, and I snorted with laughter as I scanned my eyes down the page to read the reasoning behind this. 
 
    Then I got a little more serious. 
 
    “Apparently there’s a type of creature populating that area that has tall pointy ears,” I said. “It’s not dangerous at all, except to its own kind. Apparently, they slaughter each other without mercy. So if any of us had cat ears or some shit, then one of the beasts might mistake us for one of its own, and…” 
 
    Ellie drew a finger across her throat in a slashing motion, and I had to chuckle. 
 
    The path took a winding course through a forest with widely-spaced trees and a ground carpeted in soft pine needles. It was well lit with jeweled lanterns that hung from the tree branches overhead, and they cast colorful, swaying shadows down as the branches swayed in the breeze. 
 
    “So, evergreen trees in the desert oasis,” I muttered. “Interesting.” 
 
    There were enough people on the path that we were never far from the soft hum of voices, and we didn’t spot any of the pointy-eared beasts as we walked along. 
 
    The buzz of voices got louder as we neared the end of the path, and it didn’t take long for the signature cheers and roars of an arena crowd to reach us. 
 
    The shouts were enthusiastic, but they didn’t have quite the ear-shattering tone that I associated with the best fighters of places like Bayalon and Volluz, so I guessed that this Renjaya we’d heard mentioned hadn’t made her appearance yet. 
 
    The arena area was eye-catching in a mystical sort of way. Its size made it like a small valley in the land, and it was surrounded by widely spaced trees whose roots all snaked down to form the staircases, along with the rows and rows of seats sloping down to the bottom. 
 
    Around the stands, the tree trunks all arced upward and inward. Their branches met in a tangled canopy of flowering, leafy limbs high above the arena. 
 
    Down below, there weren’t any wooden arches over the arena itself, like most of the ones I’d been to in the desert world. Instead, the arena lighting came from a scattering of misty white orbs that hung below the flowering canopy and bathed everything below in a pearly glow. 
 
    There was a line queuing up outside the nearest root-staircase that led down the sloped stadium benches surrounding the arena. I glanced around and saw that all the other staircases had similar lines, so I waited with my eyes fixed on the arena below and my women vibrating eagerly in my grasp. 
 
    At the moment, there appeared to be some sort of melee going on in the arena. It seemed like a total free-for-all rather than the sort of disciplined team fighting I had seen so much of in the desert world, and I couldn’t deny it was interesting to watch. 
 
    Then we reached the front of the line, and I was distracted from the sight of an elven woman choke-slamming her scaly opponent onto the ground. 
 
    In front of us, there was a bored-looking vendor standing at a wooden booth by the stairs, and he started speaking before he even looked at us. 
 
    “One credit, ple–” He choked on his words at the sight of us and then broke into a fit of coughing. 
 
    A tall man stood from his seat on the top bench of the stadium and reached over to pound the coughing ticket vendor on the back until he recovered himself. 
 
    “Thanks,” he gasped over his shoulder as he massaged his chest. Then he gave his head a shake as he refocused his attention on me and my warrior women. “Sorry ‘bout that. Would you like to take a seat on the benches, or in a bed of roses?” 
 
    “Bed of roses?” I asked as I scanned the stadium in confusion. 
 
    “Sorry,” he said again. “That’s what the luxury seating is called here at the Swirling Garden. You’d have your own private room, a bookie assigned to you personally, all that stuff. I have one available right n–” 
 
    “Hey!” a deep voice snapped from nearby. “I have the next bed reserved!” 
 
    I didn’t see who had yelled, because the ticket guy seemed to instantly take the situation in hand. 
 
    “Phineas?” he muttered out of the corner of his mouth. 
 
    A looming, bald orc man stood abruptly from one of the upper benches and marched over to grab the angry man by the back of the collar. 
 
    “Time to leave,” the orc grunted. 
 
    “But–” 
 
    “Now!” 
 
    “As I was saying,” the ticket guy went on cheerfully. “I’d be happy to give you a bed free of charge, as long as you wouldn’t mind taking the long way around. It’s on the other side of the arena.” 
 
    I raised my eyebrows as I glanced at my women. 
 
    This seemed like a prime opportunity to me, and not just because it meant having our own space. 
 
    If a bookie was assigned to us, that would give me some one-on-one time with someone who knew everything about this place. 
 
    “We’ll take it,” I said firmly. 
 
    “Cool.” The vendor smiled and reached down to rummage around in a container somewhere near his feet. Then he pulled out a rose-shaped medallion and handed it over. “Just give this to the vendor on the opposite side, and he’ll show you to your seat.” 
 
    I thanked the ticket guy, pocketed the medallion, and gripped my warriors firmly as we made our way to the other side of the arena. 
 
    Back in the town, there had been enough people drunkenly going about their business that they hadn’t had time to gape at us until we were already past them. Here, though, there were plenty of people standing around in line and loitering outside the stadium benches, and it didn’t take long for people to start pointing and whispering as I strode past with my four women. 
 
    But no one followed us as we made our way to the short line on the opposite side of the arena, and soon I was handing the rose medallion over to the vendor there. 
 
    “Thank– whooooa,” he said as his gaze roamed over my warrior women. “W-wow…” 
 
    I choked back a laugh and gave the dude a moment to find his train of thought again. 
 
    “I, uh…” he stuttered. “I’ll show you to your seats.” 
 
    He snatched up a “closed” sign from behind his booth and propped it up on the wooden surface, and then he turned and led us down the stairs of the stadium. 
 
    I placed my feet carefully on the roots that made up the stairs, but they were smooth enough that it was pretty easy walking.  
 
    We took a right several rows down, and the tree roots here rose up and molded together to form a pod-shaped room about the size of an RV. It had a smooth, black wooden door set into its slightly lumpy entrance. 
 
    Inside, the room had a flat bottom that was covered in velvet carpet. Roses were strewn all over the floor, and their sweet scent filled the air. More flowers hung on garlands around the room, and there were several plush, cushioned chairs in the center. They were surrounded by various small tables that were conspicuously empty. 
 
    This last part was soon amended in an unexpected way. 
 
    The door swung open again in a gust of sweet-scented wind, and several covered gold platters came swooping into the room of their own accord. 
 
    “What the–?” I stared at the platters feeling slightly unnerved as they floated over and then landed on various tables with a series of soft thuds. 
 
    My pants fluttered lightly against my legs as another breath of wind surged past us in the other direction. Then it was gone, and the door snapped smartly shut. 
 
    “Well, I’ll be damned,” I muttered. 
 
    I noticed Meikha was staring at the closed door with an exhilarated expression on her face. 
 
    “Any idea what that might’ve been?” I asked curiously. 
 
    “Some sort of wind sprites, I think.” She tucked a strand of blonde hair behind her ear and turned to me with a smile. “Or spirits. I can’t see them, either, but I can feel them. They’re very playful.” 
 
    “Interesting,” I said as I carefully lifted the lid off one of the platters. “So, playful wind-sprite butlers in the skybox suite at the desert arena. That’s a new one.” 
 
    “This is a very magical place,” Meikha murmured as she stared around. Then her hand leaped up to point out of the windows in the front of the room. “Oh!” 
 
    Several women on the floor of the arena were now rising slowly up into the air. One of them moved with a steady, levitating motion as she stood completely still. Another skipped in wide circles to ascend, almost like she was going up an invisible spiral staircase. The third stamped her foot against the ground and pushed up like a swimmer into the empty air. 
 
    Soon they were joined by even more fliers. Their colorful clothes streamed behind them as they all spun, swirled, and sailed through the air. That plus the lack of weapons told me this was probably some type of pre-fight show put on for people’s entertainment. 
 
    My attention was instantly pulled away from all of this as the door burst open again like it had been kicked, and we all jumped slightly. 
 
    “Woohoooo!” a shrill, squeaky voice cried. 
 
    Then the speaker– a tiny, green-haired gnome woman– came sailing into the room. 
 
    She was clinging on to each end of a massive leaf so it billowed over her head and carried her through the air like a paraglider. She hurriedly ducked down and yanked the leaf around her shoulders to avoid hitting the doorway. 
 
    “Phew!” she wheezed giddily and tossed the leaf aside. “Hello ther…” 
 
    She trailed off mid-word as she gaped at my warriors, the armor they wore, and the weapons that were propped up against their seats. 
 
    Then she stood up especially straight, which would’ve brought her up to about waist height for me if we were standing. As it was, it brought her to around eye-level, so it was easy to see her moss-green eyes bulging as she took us all in. 
 
    Judging by the pocketed, apron-like garment she wore over her clothes, I assumed this must be the Swirling Arena’s type of bookie. I waited patiently and managed not to laugh as she found her voice. 
 
    “You’re in for a great show tonight, folks,” she promised in her shrill, singsong voice. “Tonight’s fights are going to be ones to remember, I’m told. The spectacle will go on for a good twenty minutes before Renjaya comes on, so that’ll give us some time to start betting.” 
 
    The gnome woman had a type of cheerfulness that was immediately contagious. It was only increased by her cheeky grin and the way her grass-like hair swayed merrily of its own accord. 
 
    “I don’t think we’re going to do much betting,” I said. “But I do have plenty of questions to ask.” 
 
    The gnome woman’s face fell after the first part of my statement, but it brightened up at the second. 
 
    “Ask away, sir!” she beamed at me. 
 
    Her eyes darted regularly over to my warrior women with a starstruck expression, and she fiddled shyly with a grassy stalk of hair. 
 
    “Well,” I started, “we’re not from around here. This is actually our first time here in Zeratra, so we were looking to learn a little about the fight scene.” 
 
    The gnome woman’s eyes flicked back to my warriors’ weapons. “Of course, of course.” 
 
    Her face suddenly took on an expression that seemed universal to the bookies of the desert cities. It was interested, calculating, and a little sly, and I was pretty sure it indicated that her job wasn’t quite as squeaky-clean as her innocent appearance might suggest. 
 
    Still, from my position, that was a plus. And I couldn’t exactly blame the woman for wanting to bet on the winning horse, so I just smirked to myself as she started filling me in, first with the basics of the city. 
 
    This mostly echoed what I had learned from the city’s Wise Council, about the goddess warriors known as the Exalted Ones, and how they were owned by the factions of the Scazaths. 
 
    “The Exalted warriors often take on many times their own number,” the bookie elaborated. “Take Renjaya, for example. Tonight, she alone will face six opponents. Of course, it’s not to the death, and they won’t be allowed to use magic, unlike her, but…” 
 
    “Six?” I repeated with disbelief. “That’s insane.” 
 
    “Maybe,” the bookie admitted. She looked around like she was making sure there wasn’t someone eavesdropping on us before she went on. “But really, it’s all part of a strategy. The Scazaths are hoping that the common people will be so impressed by their warriors’ victories– and the divinity those victories represent– that they’ll choose to join the religion.” 
 
    “And do they?” I asked doubtfully. 
 
    “Well…” the bookie blew out a sigh. “They do believe that the goddesses are goddesses, of course. But they usually aren’t of the mind that this fact means they’ve got to join a religion they have no interest in joining. The common people believe anyone can worship the goddesses and the Creator, not that you have to be one of the Scazaths to do so.” 
 
    “Does anyone ever win against the Exalted Ones?” I asked. 
 
    “Rarely,” the bookie admitted. “Their, umm, goddess-hood, you might say, essentially hinges on the fact that they go undefeated time and time again. If they are beaten, it’s generally taken as either a sign that they’ve fallen out of favor with the Creator, or that they were never a true goddess in the first place… Simply a pretender.” 
 
    “Oh.” I paused to digest all this for a moment. “And, uh… what happens to them after that? Like, if this Renjaya were to lose tonight, for example.” 
 
    “Well,” the bookie sighed. “The faction members tend to tie their entire fortunes to the fights of their Exalted warriors. If the warriors lose, then the effect is twofold.” 
 
    “How so?” I asked. 
 
    “The effect on the faction member in question is that they’re cast down from their current ranking in the Scazaths,” she explained. “They become an acolyte again.” 
 
    “Interesting,” I mumbled. “And what about their goddess warrior who lost the fight?” 
 
    “They give their warrior up to their chosen faction,” the bookie said. “That’s something they agree to when they become a member of the Scazaths, of course. Then the warrior in question undergoes many rituals, I’m told, to bring back their former level of, err, divinity. I’m not quite sure what it entails, to be honest. But then the warrior is allowed to fight again on behalf of a new faction member.” 
 
    “Gotcha.” I drummed my fingers against my thigh as I mulled this all over. “And how are the fights different during this Holy Month thing that’s going on? I heard that they tend to be more impressive.” 
 
    The bookie nodded. “That’s certainly true. They’re also higher risk, and have higher stakes toward the end of the Holy Month.” 
 
    “Higher risk, as in…?” 
 
    “Fights are more commonly to the death as this month goes on,” the bookie explained. “And some of these deadly fights still involve outnumbered warriors, where a goddess warrior will be facing several opponents. But overall–” 
 
    A sudden silence fell over the whole arena, and the bookie cut herself off as she looked over her shoulder. 
 
    “Here comes Renjaya,” she murmured. “I’ll leave you here to watch, and then I’ll be back to answer any more questions, if you find that agreeable?” 
 
    I nodded and thanked the bookie for her time, and then I sat back with my warrior women to see what type of warrior the Crown of the World had to offer.

  

 
   
    Chapter 9 
 
    Unlike the other desert cities I had been to, the crowd in the Swirling Garden remained eerily silent as the fighters in the arena below appeared. I looked down at the audience members themselves, and I noticed that most of them had their hands clasped in their laps, or held upright in a prayer-like position. But I could see the light from the silvery orbs shining off hundreds of wide-open eyes as the audience stared eagerly down into the arena. 
 
    Seven opponents squared off below us. 
 
    Six of them were arrayed together as a team. Two of these were bald and gray-skinned, with their lanky limbs sticking out of shapeless white tunics. Another one seemed like a garden-variety human with two long brown braids. The other three were crimson-haired and tan-skinned, with a bright red glow to their cheeks that was visible even from up in the lounge. The blush on their faces looked almost luminous, like it was glowing with its own light. 
 
    The warrior standing on her own had a long, white-blonde ponytail and skin as pale as the bleached wooden door of the Wise Council. Her weapon was an axe with a long, sweeping blade on each end and a short, curved wooden handle bridging them together. The blades were mostly made of the desert world’s lumpy black metal, but they were edged with a silvery, shiny kind that was rare to see in the desert world. 
 
    As she moved into position facing the six warriors, the light winked off of something in the blonde warrior’s other hand. It was a short stabbing blade, and like her larger weapon, the blade was made of black metal edged with a brighter silver material. 
 
    With the lack of wood or metal arches overhead, the gargoyle mediators here were grouped around the sides of the arena, and they all had their eyes trained closely on the warriors preparing to begin the fight. They were flanked by the green-haired Life-Savers I had seen in all the desert cities I’d been to. 
 
    But then a tall man in a patterned blue robe came striding over to the nearest Life-Saver. He gestured wildly as he spoke to her, and he stabbed a finger out toward the white-haired warrior in the arena. 
 
    The Life-Savers all shared a resigned look, and then they conferred with each other for a brief moment before they trudged off as a group to stand on the opposite side of the arena. 
 
    “What the hell was that?” I wondered aloud. 
 
    The blue-robed man had the clothes of a priest and the swaggering attitude of a backer, so I figured him to be one of the Scazaths, and probably the backer of Renjaya. 
 
    But why would this guy dismiss the Life-Savers and send them to the other side of the arena? 
 
    “Renjaya shuns the care of the Life-Savers,” Ellie said with sudden understanding. Her voice sounded slightly uneasy. “See? They have gone to stand by the other warriors’ backer.” 
 
    I flicked my eyes across the arena and saw that what she said appeared to be true. 
 
    “So they really will die on a whim,” Artemn said in a voice of disturbed respect. 
 
    “The whim of their backer, perhaps,” Indy murmured. The look in her red-gold eyes was grim as she gazed down at the blue-robed man. 
 
    The warriors in the arena all bowed deeply to the gargoyles, and most people in the crowd resumed normal sitting positions instead of the prayer-like posture they had been in before. 
 
    They were still completely silent, though. Between that and the magical, starry glow infusing the arena, I felt almost like a spell had been cast. 
 
    The signal to begin the fight didn’t seem to come from one of the gargoyle mediators here. Instead, it seemed to come from everywhere and nowhere at the same time. It sounded like the noise of tinkling wind chimes, and it seemed oddly delicate and ethereal compared to the gong-like sound or booming gargoyle voice that usually took its place. 
 
    But at the sound of it, the fighters all whipped into motion at once. 
 
    The reason for the lack of archways overhead soon became clear. Within seconds, Renjaya launched herself upward– ten, twenty, thirty feet. She made it look effortless, and she passed by right at eye level for us before she turned abruptly and dropped like a stone. 
 
    No, not like a stone. 
 
    “Like a falcon,” Meikha whispered. 
 
    The white-blonde warrior fell on her brown-haired opponent with her blades swinging. 
 
    She was immediately surrounded, but she didn’t even bother to try and put any of her attackers between her and the rest. Instead, she whirled around like a cyclone, and her double-bladed weapon knocked two swords to the ground almost before we could blink. 
 
    Then it caught in the cross guard of a third blade, but Renjaya didn’t let that stop her. She leveraged the weapon to jerk one of her bald, gray-skinned opponents toward her, and then gutted her with her knife in a single swift motion. 
 
    She followed up with a swift kick at the bald woman’s knee and sent her stumbling into her auburn-haired ally. 
 
    The pair went stumbling away, and Renjaya took to the air again. 
 
    She went up like a rocket and came down as a pale white blur. 
 
    The crowd roared together like a horde of crazed zombies thirsting for brains, and Renjaya seemed determined to give it to them as she hurtled down at one of her red-haired opponents. 
 
    Her blade came down in a silver streak and hacked cleanly through flesh and bone like it was butter. 
 
    Before anyone even knew what they were looking at, the brown-haired warrior’s hand had parted from its owner’s arm and flopped onto the ground. 
 
    Me and my warriors all gasped hollowly down at the sight. 
 
    The crowd broke into screams of approval all at once, and then they all started to chant Renjaya’s name. 
 
    “One maimed for Kazko,” the booming voice of a gargoyle announced. 
 
    It barely penetrated my brain that maiming counted for something here, and I numbly made a mental note to ask the bookie about it later as I watched the scene below unfold. 
 
    The brown-haired woman’s teeth bared in a feral scream. She clutched the bleeding stump of her wrist to her chest, but then her scream choked off, and she gave her fallen hand a hearty kick to clear it off the arena. 
 
    “Her… own… hand,” Indy croaked. 
 
    I inhaled slowly as I nodded in agreement. 
 
    This warrior had really just kicked her own severed hand out of the arena. 
 
    She was missing a fucking hand, bleeding profusely, and still half-screaming with pain, but she appeared prepared to continue the fight as she clamped her wrist against her torso and stumbled along. 
 
    Renjaya had already crossed the arena again. She swiped her blade at a gray-skinned woman, who dropped low to avoid it and lashed out at her ankle. But the white-haired warrior skipped away and clashed blades with the other gray-skinned woman. The tip of her blade skimmed across her opponent’s bald head, and a thin red line of blood appeared there. 
 
    “One maimed, one blood for Kazko,” the mediator thundered over the tumult. 
 
    The bleeding bald woman stumbled away, but she was immediately replaced by the now-handless brown-haired warrior, who came barreling toward Renjaya with the ferocity of a rabid hound. 
 
    The snarl that burst from her lips was just as hound-like as she clashed with the white-haired fighter. Renjaya’s stabbing blade was knocked from her hand in the tussle. Her teeth gritted as she kicked it and sent it skittering out of the arena, rather than let it fall into the grip of an opponent. 
 
    The two scuffled for a brief moment, and then Renjaya brought her bare teeth clamping down on the bleeding stump of her opponent’s wrist. 
 
    The howl that erupted from the woman’s lips made the hairs on the back of my neck stand up. 
 
    “One maimed, three blood for Kazko,” the gargoyle boomed. 
 
    If the gargoyle hadn’t announced it, I probably wouldn’t have even noticed that Renjaya had in fact given her handless opponent a fresh, glancing wound with her teeth alone, because she was already on to the next one. 
 
    She skipped across the arena on light feet like a stone skipping across a lake. One of her hands lashed out and sent an opponent flying from ten feet away. The other hand sent her double-bladed weapon into a deadly, whirling arc. 
 
    “One blood for Vikrus,” the mediator boomed. 
 
    A glance at the blue-robed backer of Renjaya showed him punching a hand into his palm and gnashing his teeth. 
 
    I couldn’t even get a good look at her wound. All I saw was a streak of red contained in the white blur she became as she shot straight up into the sky. 
 
    She came down with a high-pitched, whistling screech echoing from her throat, and she brought the flat of her blade down with all the force of her fall behind it, directly onto her opponent’s auburn-haired head. 
 
    The woman slumped limply to the ground. Renjaya dropped into a crouch, jerked her opponent up by the hair, and lifted her silver-edged blade to the woman’s throat. 
 
    The crowd all sucked in a gasp in one big collective whistle of air. 
 
    Renjaya’s hand shook slightly as she pressed her blade against the woman’s throat. 
 
    But then her grip slackened, and she shoved the red-haired warrior roughly to the ground. 
 
    The woman rolled over with a groan. The hand she held up to her neck came away red and slick with blood. 
 
    The crowd erupted. 
 
    With how loudly they chanted, it felt like the white-haired warrior’s name would be etched in my skull for the rest of the night. 
 
    The audience dissolved into wordless screams and howls of something that surpassed approval and approached outright worship. 
 
    My warriors all looked slightly paler than usual as they faced me, but somehow their faces were all possessed with a fierce energy, like a current of excitement was running through them. 
 
    “Badass,” Indy whispered. 
 
    I had to agree. This was the most fast-paced display of savagery I had witnessed in the desert world. 
 
    The green-haired Life-Savers converged around Renjaya’s maimed and wounded opponents. 
 
    Meanwhile, Renjaya spat in their general direction before she stalked over to her blue-robed backer, who gave her a deep bow before he swept from the arena at her side. 
 
    I watched them go with my eyes narrowed, and I wondered if I’d been imagining the phony, sanctimonious nature of the backer’s bow. 
 
    The way he walked out of the arena struck me, too. His back was rigid, and his hands were balled into fists. 
 
    Then they were out of sight. 
 
    This time, the door busting open didn’t startle us quite as much. 
 
    “Well?” the green-haired bookie shrilled. “Was that a show, or was that a show?” 
 
    “It was a fucking show,” I said a little hoarsely. “Hey, uh… I actually do have another question for you. Are any more Exalted warriors fighting tonight? At this arena, or any others?” 
 
    “Oh, yes, yes,” the bookie said eagerly. “Let me see… We have two more here tonight– Ethernula and Zukundi. And then I think there are some big fights going on at the Boulder Arena and the Thrice-Damned Arena.” 
 
    “I’m sorry,” I said with a surprised chuckle. “Did you say ‘the Thrice-Damned Arena?’” 
 
    “Yep,” the bookie said in a matter-of-fact voice. “That’s where the Burnt Lords– oh, of course, you wouldn’t know. The Burnt Lords were a faction of the Scazaths, sort of, until they were kicked out.” 
 
    “Kicked out?” I repeated with my eyebrows raised. “I didn’t really get the impression that their religion is the type of thing you could get kicked out of.” 
 
    “Oh, they broke just about every sacred rule you could name,” the bookie said with wide eyes. Then her brow crinkled up, and she shrugged. “Not that I could name any, myself. But it was a big scandal. Still, they’re just as legendary as the rest of the factions when it comes to the arenas, and their goddess warriors are still considered among the greatest by the common people.” 
 
    “Interesting,” I murmured. “Thanks.” 
 
    I sat back to watch another several fights with my warrior women. 
 
    Both of the warriors mentioned had wind powers that, while they didn’t seem quite as potent as Renjaya’s, were still impressive as hell. Ethernula whipped up a cyclone of dust that blinded her opponents, and then she felled all of them with her twin blades before they could even recover themselves. Zukundi used her powers to send ninja star-like blades zipping through her opponents like tiny, deadly hummingbirds. 
 
    I saw Meikha watching them closely, and I wondered what my wind-powered warrior was thinking. 
 
    But she seemed entirely absorbed in her thoughts, and I decided we could save a deeper discussion for later, after we had seen more of these Exalted goddess warriors. 
 
    After I had spoken to the bookie a little more, I promised the cheeky gnome woman that me and my warriors would come back soon, and then we headed on to the arenas she had mentioned. 
 
    The Boulder Arena was just what I would’ve expected from hearing its name: Big and rocky, with gray stone gargoyles that looked like many I had seen before. 
 
    The fighting, however, was like nothing I had ever imagined. 
 
    One of the battles pitted two goddess warriors against each other, and it didn’t take long for things to get heated in the arena. Taunts and insults were traded just as much as blows, and soon the opponents were hurling slander at each other as the ground beneath them cracked threateningly. 
 
    One of them became incensed to the point of hurling her only weapon, a long black dagger, at her opponent’s head. 
 
    But her opponent turned the black metal into a cloud of billowing sand with a swipe of her hand and let out a stony, triumphant laugh. Within the span of a heartbeat, she flicked a hand at the sand, and it came alive like a swarm of bees to fly at her enemy’s face. 
 
    The Thrice-Damned arena was where things got heated both figuratively and literally, though. We saw three goddess warriors with fire-related powers, and one of them was able to light her blade on fire with her mind. Another made her opponents’ shadows come to life and attack them, but she was immediately disqualified. 
 
    “Thrice-damned indeed,” I muttered to my wide-eyed warriors. 
 
    Still, it was good to see that the gargoyles in every arena here were doing their thing with unwavering strictness. The enchanted shadow only had time to snatch onto its owner’s ankle and trip her before the mediators intervened, and then the offending warrior and her backer were promptly tossed head over heel out of the arena. 
 
    “Well?” I asked my warriors as we stepped out of the Thrice-Damned Arena. “What do you think?” 
 
    I was pretty sure I knew the answer to this question, but I wanted to hear it. 
 
    “We will fight one of these Exalted warriors,” Indy said solemnly. “And by the end of the night we fight them on, the people will believe that four new goddesses walked among them, found them unworthy, and decided to leave without turning back.” 
 
    My other warriors all nodded eagerly as they drank in Indy’s words, and then they turned to me. 
 
    I wanted to learn more about the rules of magical fights here before I made a decision, but I decided the Thrice-Damned Arena probably wasn’t the best place to acquire this sort of knowledge. 
 
    So we headed back to the Swirling Garden arena, since it was on our way back to the exit. 
 
    I had barely shown my face to the ticket vendor before the green-haired bookie came swooshing out on her green leaf parachute. 
 
    A startled laugh escaped me at the sight of her. “How’d you know we were here?” 
 
    “Wind senses wind,” she said shrilly, and she sent Meikha a glowing smile. “What can I do for you?” 
 
    I looked into her cheery and innocent yet slightly conniving face for a few moments, and then I decided to just go for it. 
 
    “I want my warriors to go up against one of the goddesses,” I said bluntly. I gestured at the four women at my sides. “If you were to give us a hand, I’m sure it would be worth your while.” 
 
    The bookie’s moss-green eyes roamed over my women again, and her lips pursed in a thoughtful expression as she sidled closer to us. 
 
    “I believe I could find you an opening,” she said with a nod. “The Holy Month generally has fights booked far ahead of time, but there are some, err, less-favored warriors who may be feeling a tad queasy about going up against the Exalted.” 
 
    She paused and gave my women another speculative look. 
 
    “How many of your warriors can use magic?” she asked. 
 
    “Two.” I gave Artemn and Meikha a quick glance to make sure they were okay with this, and they nodded eagerly. 
 
    “The fourth week of the Holy Month is when the fights are fiercest,” the bookie mused. “So, depending on how much skill your warriors show tonight, I may be able to get the four of them a slot against one of the goddesses. I’m not sure yet. I’ll have to do some asking around.” 
 
    “Understood,” I said with a nod. “What are the typical stakes for the fights with these Exalted warriors? I didn’t spot any fights to the death going on tonight.” 
 
    “That’s because it’s the second week of the Holy Month,” the bookie explained. “In the third and fourth week, the stakes go up, and there are more fights to the death. If your warriors were to enter a regular fight tonight– no death or maiming allowed, of course, but just to four-blood– then everyone would see their skill. I’m sure everyone would be dying to see them again after that… and the Scazaths would be most eager to send their warriors up against them.” 
 
    “Sounds ideal,” I murmured. “Do you think you could get them a spot for tonight?” 
 
    “Let me see what I can do.” The bookie gave me a conspicuous wink. “No one has taken the room you left yet, so if you’d like some more privacy…” 
 
    “Sure thing,” I said immediately. This would provide the perfect space to pep-talk my warriors for an upcoming fight. 
 
    The bookie walked to the bed of roses room with us and then promised to return with news of our fight. 
 
    I chuckled as I watched her sail down the rest of the stairs on her leaf glider, and then I went inside and closed the door to be alone with my women. 
 
    “Are you sure you’re into this?” I asked. “I mean, we could always schedule your first fight here for another night.” 
 
    My warriors all shook their heads in unison. 
 
    “Let us prove our worth tonight,” Indy said eagerly. “That will ensure we go up against the best of the best later on.” 
 
    I rubbed my temples as I thought of the way I had seen a woman have her hand hacked off tonight like it was just business as usual. 
 
    And this was only the second week of fighting. 
 
    But this was the type of shit my warrior women had dreamed of since they were little girls, and the looks on their faces now told me that hadn’t changed a bit. 
 
    “Alright,” I said finally. “We’ll see what kind of spot this bookie can get us tonight, and then take it from there.” 
 
    We watched another round of entertainment taking place in the arena between fights until the bookie returned. 
 
    “Excellent news,” she shrilled as she reentered the room. “I was able to get a spot for your warriors tonight in a four-on-four battle. Two of them are magic fighters, so it’d be a perfect match for your warriors, if you’d like?” 
 
    I could sense my women practically vibrating with excitement next to me, so I nodded. 
 
    “Alright,” I said. “Provided this isn’t a fight to the death. And… What are the rules for magic strikes?” 
 
    “The fight is to four-blood,” the bookie reassured me. “As for the magic, four strikes per warrior are permitted. Defensive magic is permitted at any time.” 
 
    The bookie paused, and her green hair swayed faster now, like it was reflecting her excitement as she looked at my warrior women. 
 
    “Oh, my,” she sighed. “I have a feeling this fight will be a sight to see. It’s the match after next, so you’ll have some time to prepare. Would you like to come down to one of the backers’ lounges? There’s one for each backer, so the backer of your warriors’ opponents will be across the arena from you. It makes things much more peaceful, we find.” 
 
    “That sounds good, thank you,” I replied. 
 
    I followed the bookie as she chattered away, and I looked around the arena area during our descent to the backers’ lounge. 
 
    At the moment, there was a backer with three warriors occupying the front of each lounge, and I gathered that these were the members of the fight that was about to take place before my warriors went on. 
 
    Just before we went inside our lounge, I glanced over and spotted a backer with four warriors striding toward the back of the opposite lounge. 
 
    I shared a silent look with my women and could tell that they had seen the same thing. 
 
    “Those must be our enemies,” Indy whispered with soft, murderous joy. “I cannot wait to crush them.” 
 
    The bookie moved slightly closer to us. 
 
    “That’s them,” she confirmed in a hushed voice. “Maymara Emberhide, Kadre the Thief, Empiri Light-Grip, and Vick Wildgrim. Maymara and Empiri are the magic fighters. See that whip?” 
 
    I focused my eyes on the leather whip dangling over the backer’s shoulder, and I nodded. 
 
    “That glows white-hot when she uses her powers,” the bookie informed us. “Very formidable, but at least you can see it coming… And as for Maymara, well, a similar concept applies, but with her body.” 
 
    “Her body?” I repeated. 
 
    The bookie nodded matter-of-factly. “She’s a fire being, too, of course. Tell your warriors not to get too close to her. She’ll singe their skin with just a touch… Oh, and she can breathe fire. Do be careful.” 
 
    Then she scurried off. 
 
    A familiar buzz was coursing through my body, and I knew my women were feeling the exact same way as I gave them some chilled thermos water to wash down their caffeine pills. 
 
    A fire-breathing opponent wasn’t something I ever imagined my warriors facing down. But then again, my entire life had become something I never would’ve imagined in a million years. In a way, this almost felt like a natural yet surreal progression of things. 
 
    The next fight went on outside the lounge in a blur of clashing blades and roars from the crowd. I let the sound fade around me as I restricted the world to a small bubble occupied only by me and my four women, and they looked steadily back at me with matching expressions of determination. 
 
    “Alright,” I said. “Artemn and Meikha, with your weapons and powers, I think you’ll have the best chance of keeping that red-hot warrior at a healthy distance, so–” 
 
    “We’ll be all over her,” Artemn assured me solemnly as she stripped out of her gilded silver armor and replaced it with emerald-green leather. 
 
    Meikha nodded in agreement. 
 
    Then the bookie came sailing in on her leaf glider. 
 
    “All ready?” she puffed as she dug around in her pockets. “I’ve got a line of credit open for you, so if you’ll just tell me what you want your warriors to be announced as…” 
 
    “The Wolfling,” Ellie said boldly. 
 
    “Induya Fire-Heart,” my princess said with a toss of her hair. 
 
    “Meikha Swiftrage,” my newest warrior added. 
 
    “Artemn Stormstrike,” my winged fighter finished. 
 
    The bookie nodded as she scribbled these down and then gave us a bright smile. 
 
    “The gargoyles will announce your warriors shortly,” she said. “Good luck!” 
 
    I turned to my women. 
 
    “You four are fucking champions,” I said softly. “Own it.” 
 
    I was rewarded by four lethal smiles of promise. 
 
    Before I knew it, my women were prowling out into the Swirling Garden arena at the Crown of the World, and a wooden gargoyle was booming out their names. 
 
    I paced back and forth across the front of the lounge to blow off some steam as I watched them face off with their opponents in the arena. The silver light from overhead spilled down onto their faces. 
 
    Then I ran my eyes over the opponents again as the gargoyle boomed out their names. 
 
    Maymara Emberhide was a squat, wild-eyed woman with frizzy red hair and a flushed red face. She shifted her black metal short-sword from hand to hand as she faced my women. 
 
    Kadre the Thief, a tall and dark-haired warrior, was equipped with a long, skinny spear with an end like a fishhook. 
 
    When it came to oddness, the weapon seemed about on par with the third of our opponents: Empiri Light-Grip. She was the one with the three-tailed whip, but knowing it could be wielded with magic made it even more intimidating as the bronze-skinned, blue-eyed Empiri clutched it in her non-sword hand. Her copper-colored ponytail was separated into three different braids that echoed the tails of her whip. 
 
    Then there was the final of our four opponents, and despite looking roughly the same age as my own warriors, Vick Wildgrim somehow reminded me of an old wolf that had seen too many battles. Her pale skin was dappled with shining white scar tissue. The biggest of these ran across the entirety of her left eye, which appeared to have been replaced with a green glass orb. It shone eerily under the silver light as she turned her head back and forth to assess my warriors. 
 
    They looked back unflinchingly, and I could see the eager tension that tightened their muscles as they waited for the signal to start the battle. 
 
    Finally, the sound of windchimes swept around the arena in a silvery rush of sound. 
 
    And then the fight began.

  

 
   
    Chapter 10 
 
    Once again, the crowd was strangely silent at the beginning of the fight. There were no hands clasped or uplifted in prayer positions, but the audience’s eyes were wide and rapt as they fixed on my warriors. 
 
    And it took about three seconds for me to grasp the reason behind Kadre the Thief’s battle name. 
 
    Her rangy legs carried her forward in quick, darting strides as she came at Ellie, and she snaked out her hook-ended spear to loop it around one of my warrior’s tonfas. 
 
    This bitch was planning to steal one of my fighter’s weapons. 
 
    Maybe Kadre picked Ellie for the same misguided reason as many others had before her: because of her doll-like face and petite stature. Or maybe it was just because she had her eye on the unique, gleaming twin weapons themselves, the likes of which this oasis had probably never seen before. 
 
    Whatever the reason, her choice was a poor one. Ellie twisted her wrist deftly and sent the hooked spear skimming aside with the same ease she might’ve shown when swatting a fly. 
 
    Kadre’s foolish move took Ellie right in under her guard, and my dainty warrior wasted no time in bringing the short stabbing blade of her tonfa up in a swift punching motion. 
 
    Her tall opponent managed to jerk back out of her reach, but just barely, and I mentally urged my blue-haired warrior on as she went into a storm of strikes that made Kadre fall back to the edge of the arena. 
 
    The crowd echoed my thoughts at top volume, and a small smirk appeared on my face as whoops and cheers of approval rang out at Ellie’s ferocity. 
 
    Then a burst of hot red light drew every eye across the arena, to where Maymara Emberhide was releasing a gout of flame from her mouth. 
 
    The flame was aimed directly at Meikha. 
 
    “Holy fucking shit,” I breathed as my stomach swooped like I had just taken a steep drop on a roller coaster. 
 
    I hardly noticed the rush of motion and sound as the crowd all leaped to their feet. I was too wrapped up in the sight of Meikha as she threw her arms wide, and the fire was pushed out into a red-hot halo around her. 
 
    The circle of crackling flames licked just inches away from her outstretched fingertips, and I saw a flash of real fear in her falcon-like eyes. 
 
    But within a split second, the fear morphed into fierce determination. Meikha swept her hands up so they met over her head, and the motion brought the fire lancing up into a condensed, swirling ball above her. 
 
    She let out a short, harsh scream as she brought her hands down in an overhand motion. The move launched the fireball right at her opponent’s face in a swift punch of heat and wind. 
 
    Pride coursed through every inch of me at the sight, and it amped up as the crowd bellowed their approval. 
 
    “One strike for Vustus, one strike for John,” the gargoyle boomed. 
 
    Maymara belched out an additional jet of flame, and then rapidly inhaled it as she lurched aside from the fireball. The red-haired warrior broke into a fit of furious coughing as she fell back. 
 
    The crowd’s screams egged Meikha on as she darted forward and went into a spin. She raked her fingers through the air to disperse the errant fireball into five trails of smoke. Then she followed through with the motion to bring the point of her rapier whistling at Maymara’s unguarded arm. 
 
    A throaty roar from the audience shook the stands as a round red wound appeared in the red-haired warrior’s pale skin. 
 
    “Yes, yes, yes,” I chanted under my breath as I went back to pacing the length of the lounge. “That’s one.” 
 
    The clash of steel drew my attention to the center of the arena, where Artemn was engaged in a furious clash with Vick Wildgrim. She sent the long blade of her spear streaking around toward Vick’s blind side. The scarred fighter managed to get her black sword between them, and she snarled with the effort of sweeping aside the blow. 
 
    Artemn’s spear spun with deadly grace, and the butt of the weapon smacked Vick hard in the temple. 
 
    The crowd inhaled with a low, collective “ooooh.” 
 
    It ramped up into thunderous howls of approval as Artemn dealt her opponent a glancing wound on the chest before moving on. 
 
    “Two,” I growled against the heel of my hand. 
 
    Meanwhile, a chaotic scene was unfolding in the center of the arena, where Kadre the Thief had finally managed to reel Ellie in with a swift jerk of her hooked spear. 
 
    My petite fighter clung grimly to her weapons and tucked her feet as she was brought hurtling toward Kadre. She leveraged her body around to land a two-footed kick to the tall woman’s exposed stomach. 
 
    Kadre’s low, strangled “oof” was immediately drowned out by fresh whoops from the crowd as they belted out several recommendations for exactly what my petite warrior should do next. 
 
    Things soon dissolved into an all-out tussle between Ellie and Kadre. My blue-haired fighter struggled to get her weapons between them, and she deftly blocked several underhanded blows from her opponent’s fists. 
 
    Then Artemn’s spear flashed white. 
 
    “Aside!” she screamed at Ellie. 
 
    My blue-haired warrior dealt her opponent another savage, two-footed kick to launch herself away, and she turned it into a quick sideways roll. 
 
    The move cleared the way for Artemn. Her wings spread wide to take her into a flying leap upward, and Ellie leaped up to guard the vulnerable wings as Artemn dropped on Kadre with her spearblade blazing white. 
 
    The crowd’s deafening screams of approval pierced my ears, and I snarled with satisfaction as the third wound of the fight was drawn by my winged warrior. 
 
    A separate flash of light from across the arena snatched my attention, and I saw that Empiri Light-Grip was living up to her name. Her three-tailed whip flashed bright red as she lashed it toward Indy’s face. 
 
    It took more than this to faze my princess. She darted aside as quick as a cat and ignored the flame that danced past her face. Then she dropped low and swept her own whip in a cold silver arc at Empiri’s ankle. 
 
    Indy’s eyes flared as red as the flame-whip. She sent her opponent crashing to the ground with a swift jerk of her chain, and she slashed the longer of her two blades across Empiri’s upturned shoulder with controlled fury. 
 
    Blood welled from Empiri’s wound, and she collapsed down into the cloud of smoke left by her whip. 
 
    “Four!” I whooped and punched my fist into my palm. 
 
    My voice was overwhelmed completely by the thunderous roar of the crowd, and my warriors’ names were bayed from hundreds of mouths. 
 
    The gargoyle had to raise his voice to the volume of a thunderclap to be heard over them. 
 
    “The victory goes to Induya Fire-Heart, the Wolfling, Meikha Swiftrage, and Artemn Stormstrike,” he boomed. 
 
    Suddenly, a shower of soft objects flopped down around my warriors’ feet. 
 
    I reeled back slightly as a putrid aroma spread through the air, and at first, I thought someone was throwing dead fish at my women. 
 
    Then I saw the pale petals on the objects, and I realized they were flowers. 
 
    The people throwing the flowers were cheering wildly with approval, so I could only assume they were meant to be a show of adoration. 
 
    Soon more flowers joined the others. Many of them had enough of a sweet aroma that it drove off the pungent smell. Some were ordinary-looking and reminded me of roses. Others looked fantastical and luminous, like they were enchanted by some type of magic. Some looked like they were straight out of Chernobyl, with wriggling appendages that looked like they belonged on an alien instead of any type of plant. 
 
    Other things were tossed down besides the flowers as well, though. Things like gold medallions, silk pouches, smooth colorful river stones, and a mishmash of other things that made absolutely no sense to me. 
 
    A cluster of gnomes like the bookie we’d spoken to appeared. All of them had a huge leaf tied around them like a cape, and they all had the same swaying, grass-like hair. They converged to pass several small pouches to the one I recognized from earlier, and then she came skipping over to me. 
 
    My four women came running over at the same time, and they all joined together at my side. 
 
    “Well fought!” the bookie shrilled with a worshipful glance at my women. 
 
    The other bookies were pulling out big velvet sacks and running around to scoop up the flowers and stuff them inside, but I pulled my attention away from this sight for the moment to respond. 
 
    “Agreed,” I said with a broad smile. Then I looked at the other bookies who were scurrying around picking up flowers and other objects from the arena. “Hey, uhh… What the hell is that stuff?” 
 
    “Hmm?” The gnome woman turned around. “Oh! Yes, it’s been quite a while since we’ve had this happen for a newcomer. Those flowers are used to show appreciation for the greatest of warriors.” 
 
    “And what about the other stuff?” I asked as I stared at several scattered items that appeared to be gold teeth. 
 
    “Good luck charms,” the bookie said brightly. She scurried over to snatch up one of the nearby silk pouches before it could be collected by the others, and then she brought it over to me and opened it. “Ah, yes… See? These are ashes.” 
 
    “Ashes?” I repeated with utter bafflement. 
 
    The bookie nodded. “Probably the remains of someone’s ancestors. People tend to carry them around for good luck, but after an especially rousing fight, sometimes they’ll part with them. Quite an honor.” 
 
    I shared a look with my warrior women, who didn’t look quite as flabbergasted as me about this, but still seemed to find it a little out there. 
 
    “Oh, look!” the bookie gasped, and her words pulled me out of my thoughts. “There’s Vrux. He’ll probably have some news on getting you a spot going up against one of the Exalted. I’ll be right back.” 
 
    She bustled off toward her green-haired associate. 
 
    “Badass,” I said to my warrior women as I pulled them closer to me. “You were all fucking amazing. And Meikha, that thing with the fireball…” 
 
    I let out a low whistle, and my blonde warrior’s face lit up like the sun. 
 
    “That was pure instinct,” she admitted. “But it worked well, didn’t it?” 
 
    “Umm, hell yeah,” I chuckled. “I think we need to bottle your ‘pure instinct’ and stockpile it, because that was fucking genius.” 
 
    “And powerful,” Artemn said with an admiring look. Then she turned to Indy. “And the way you kept your cool with that fire in your face was astonishing.” 
 
    “You saw that?” Indy asked with a preening smile. 
 
    My women continued to boost each other up, and I was full of fierce pride as I listened to them go over the coolest moments of their fight. 
 
    “Alright!” a shrill voice declared. It was the bookie hustling back over to us, and she stopped in front of me with a delighted smile. “I’ve managed to get a spot for your women going up against one of the Exalted.” 
 
    “Really?” My excitement skyrocketed as I stepped closer to the gnome woman. “Who, and when?” 
 
    “Well,” the bookie said in a pleased voice. “You have a few choices, actually. If you wish, your warriors can go up against two minor goddesses, Ilaxi and Mesegua. Or… they could go against one of the greater goddesses: Renjaya. Her backer, Kazko, was on hand to see your warriors’ fight, and he was most impressed. So impressed that he jumped at the opportunity to send his prized warrior up against your own.” 
 
    Silence reigned inside the lounge as I met my warriors’ eyes. 
 
    “Can you give us a sec?” I asked the bookie. 
 
    “Oh, of course, of course.” She bustled off to gather up the various pouches and sacks that had been collected from the arena. 
 
    I turned to my women and exhaled slowly. 
 
    “Okay,” I said quietly. “So, first of all… Do you still want to go through with this whole ‘fighting a goddess’ thing?” 
 
    “Yes!” my warriors chorused. 
 
    “That’s what I thought,” I muttered. I started to pace around the lounge again as I considered things, and then I turned to face my women. “Well, then, let’s think this through. Do you want to face two unknowns, or one hell of a non-mystery?” 
 
    “Renjaya was formidable,” Indy admitted. Then she shot her fellow warriors a proud look. “But I think we can handle her, John.” 
 
    “You think,” I muttered as I rubbed my temples. “Princess, I don’t know if that’s enough for me.” 
 
    I blew out a long sigh as I thought this through, and I turned to my warriors to see what other input they might have. 
 
    “The bookie said that the goddess warriors don’t often fight together,” Ellie pointed out. “That might mean that they don’t have a chance to know whether their powers will clash or complement each other in the arena.” 
 
    “Imagine if my lightning got blown off-course by Meikha’s wind,” Artemn agreed with a shiver. “Even when we used our powers together on purpose, it was intense. But if it was out of our control, it would be…” 
 
    “Utter chaos,” I finished. “But that would be a big assumption to gamble on.” 
 
    “I agree,” Meikha said with a small frown. “And… Well, I can’t deny that a part of me longs to go up against Renjaya. To test our powers against hers.” 
 
    Artemn nodded in agreement. 
 
    I paced around the room another time before I stopped in front of my warriors. 
 
    “Alright,” I finally sighed. “Considering I’m not the one who’s going to be out in the arena, I want your say in this to be as big as mine. So, I’ll just say now… I’d vote for you going up against Renjaya. We’ve seen her fight. You can practice to counter her strengths and exploit any weaknesses that we spotted. But if you want to take the other course, then tell me now, and tell me why.” 
 
    My warriors all shared a look, and I could tell their minds were made up. 
 
    “Renjaya,” Indy said solemnly. 
 
    “Renjaya,” Artemn agreed. 
 
    Soon my warriors had all cast their vote. 
 
    A part of me relaxed. Deciding what to do was the first step. 
 
    Now I just needed my warriors to train their asses off more than ever. 
 
    I scrambled to get my thoughts in order and take this one thing at a time, and I started by waving the bookie over. 
 
    “Minds made up?” she asked cheerfully. 
 
    “I’m leaning toward my warriors going up against Renjaya,” I said. “But I’ll need to make sure of what the rules are first.” 
 
    “Ah, yes.” The bookie nodded and whipped her small notebook from her pocket, like she was double-checking something. “So, this would be in the fourth week of the Holy Month… which means it would be a fight to the death, for one.” 
 
    “So,” I said as steadily as I could. “If my warriors kill Renjaya, they win. And if she kills…” 
 
    “She would have to kill all of your warriors to win,” the bookie said softly. 
 
    I nodded numbly as I struggled to wrap my mind around this reality, and I looked at my warrior women again. 
 
    The looks on their faces were still crystal clear. 
 
    This was what they wanted. 
 
    And if I trusted in anything, it was their abilities. 
 
    “Right,” I exhaled. “So… what are the rules for magic?” 
 
    “Three strikes per fighter,” the bookie said. “And defense permitted at any time, of course.” 
 
    “Okay,” I sighed. “Good. Well… Let’s do that, then.” 
 
    “Excellent,” the bookie said squeakily. “I’ll get everything in line. So, that’ll be the fourth day of the week, two weeks from now, and it’ll be at the Crux Arena. Would you like me to write this all down?” 
 
    “Definitely,” I said with a nod. 
 
    As the gnome woman jotted things down in her notebook, I noticed that we were no longer alone with the bookies in the lounge. 
 
    There were other people in here. 
 
    Several tall men in patterned robes were lurking around the edges of the room like ghosts, and they all had warriors trailing along in their wakes. 
 
    I gave them another hard look and saw that several of the men had matching patterns on their robes. Others had matching amulets, or even something like cufflinks on the sleeves of their robes. 
 
    Judging by these symbols, it seemed like there were different groups of them, and each of those groups was sticking together. 
 
    Which could only mean one thing. 
 
    These were Scazaths. 
 
    The bookie tore the paper out of her notebook and handed it to me. 
 
    “I’ll see you in two weeks,” she said warmly. She passed over a bulging, fist-sized silk pouch, and then a larger velvet sack. “Here are your winnings from tonight, plus the tokens and charms thrown down by the audience. The bigger sack over there is full of flowers, if you’d like to take those with you.” 
 
    The bookie smiled and hurried off with her leaf glider fluttering behind her. 
 
    As soon as she was out of sight, my suspicion about the circling backers was all but confirmed. 
 
    A tall, spindly man with a mane of black hair swept up to me right away. 
 
    “Well fought,” he said in a smooth, courteous voice. “Very well fought, indeed. Where do you hail from… John, is it?” 
 
    I nodded in confirmation and accepted his offered handshake, even though something about this bastard definitely gave me the heebie-jeebies. He reminded me of a vampire somehow, or a wax figure that had come to life, and his cool yet stuffy way of speaking didn’t do much to improve things. 
 
    “That’s me,” I said casually. “I’m not from around here.” 
 
    “I see,” the man murmured. “I’m Magnificence Viskor– you may call me Viskor, naturally. I’m of the Gray Heart faction.” 
 
    Before he could go on, several more faction members swooped in. 
 
    “Magnificence Arunio,” one introduced himself. He had a long drooping face that was accentuated by the absurdly long goatee trailing down into the collar of his robe. “Or just Arunio, if you wish.” 
 
    I suppressed a laugh. Going by the title of “Magnificence” struck me as both clunky and incredibly pretentious, but at least they weren’t expecting that I’d call them that, too. 
 
    Compared to the backers of other cities like Bayalon, these men did a better job of hiding the way they were eying my warriors’ gleaming metal weapons and decorative armor. But I could still see the hunger in their eyes, along with a slight confusion and awe, like we were some shocking species of person that they had never encountered before. 
 
    I’d be lying if I said it didn’t feel pretty damn awesome. 
 
    “Good to meet you,” I said with an easy smile. 
 
    By habit, I always attuned to my warrior women no matter what we were doing. I knew their facial expressions and body language as well as my own. And at the moment, the way they were looking caught my attention right away. It wouldn’t have been visible to anyone else, but I could read a hint of unease in my women’s expressions. 
 
    I frowned as I followed their gaze over to the other warriors who were trailing along behind their backers. 
 
    They all wore tunics dyed with the same color and patterns as the robes of their respective backers, along with the thin leather sandals or moccasins that were common in the desert world. There were items of clothing shared between some of the warriors, too: A colorful silk sash around their waists, a veil that rippled down behind their hair, or even beaded leather straps that laced up their arms like long bracelets. 
 
    There were things about many of the warriors that stood out, though, too. One had flames tattooed up and down her arms, but when I looked closer, I could see that the flames rippled with a lifelike motion, as if there was really fire licking at her skin from the inside. Another warrior had blue, beta-like gills on the sides of her neck that were coated in some thick, oily substance. 
 
    None of this struck me as particularly odd under the circumstances. But what did stick out to me was that a few of the warriors seemed to be a little worse for wear. Some were limping slightly, and one or two were actually moving like every step pained them. 
 
    But as I looked more closely, I couldn’t spot any visible wounds. 
 
    This immediately seemed odd to me, but I figured maybe they’d just had a particularly fierce fight, or pulled a muscle. 
 
    Viskor, the first backer who had approached me, was accompanied by two warriors in gray patterned tunics. One had a white bandana that tied her hair back, but as a strand slipped free, I could see that it wasn’t hair at all. Her head was covered in green vines that pulsed with a faint, luminous glow. The light had a rhythm like a heartbeat to it that was slightly eerie. 
 
    Viskor’s other warrior had long, deep scarlet hair and milky white skin. There was nothing blatantly magical about her, but like her backer, she had a creepy vibe that I couldn’t quite put my finger on. I noticed this was shared by several of the other warriors around the lounge, too. 
 
    The sound of voices directed at me pulled me out of my contemplation, and I refocused on the long-faced backer named Arunio as he addressed me. 
 
    “Taking on two fire beings in one fight is quite something,” he said. “Not remotely equal to facing one of the Exalted, of course…” 
 
    “Of course,” I said with a careless shrug. “That’s what I’m looking forward to. I think Renjaya should provide a nice challenge for my warriors.” 
 
    The faction members all exchanged looks that seemed impressed, but not entirely surprised, so I assumed that the bookies had already started putting word out about the fight or that these dudes had encountered Renjaya’s backer on their way in here. 
 
    It would’ve been nice to get a closer glimpse of Renjaya and her backer Kazko here in the lounge, but for whatever reason, he had decided not to show. 
 
    Still, that didn’t matter all too much. My warriors had seen all they needed to see during Renjaya’s fight. We knew her weapon, her fighting style, and what powers she possessed. 
 
    So I stayed and schmoozed for just long enough to build up some of the intrigue and excitement around my warriors’ upcoming fight. 
 
    Like the Wise Council had warned me, it didn’t take long for the faction members to start vying to get on my good side. 
 
    “The Gray Hearts hold a purifying ritual for warriors before the final week of the Holy Month,” Viskor informed me with a lofty glance around at the others. “We could offer your warriors an honorary attendance. Our women bathe in fresh Nemeeksu blood for good luck. No one else has access to such things.” 
 
    This earned him a narrow-eyed look from several surrounding backers, but they all kept their blatantly phony smiles in place even as they spoke against Viskor. 
 
    “No one else wants access to such things,” one of them scoffed. He looked down his hooked nose at Viskor, and his smile took on the hint of a sneer. “If the esteemed John truly wishes for his warriors to fare well against Renjaya, he has much better options at his disposal. The Emerald Spirit faction has a coveted supply of captive Kritapi, for example. We sacrifice one at the feet of our warriors before each fight, and we would be honored to do the same for his.” 
 
    This conversation showed all signs of descending into a passive-aggressive free-for-all between these slimy fuckers, so I decided it was time to make our exit. 
 
    “That all sounds, uhh, interesting,” I said politely. “But I think my warriors will do just fine without that stuff. And it’s about time for us to get going.” 
 
    Within a second, they were all back to smooth smiles and courteous nods. 
 
    “Of course,” Arundio said graciously. “If you’re in need of a place to stay outside the city…?” 
 
    He trailed off, and I shook my head firmly. 
 
    “Nope,” I said. “But thanks.” 
 
    My casual tone only seemed to arouse their curiosity more, but I just gave them a nod before I turned and strolled out of the lounge with my warriors at my sides and my winnings in my hand, along with the velvet sack that was stuffed to the brim with odd gifts and tokens. 
 
    Another intermission between fights was taking place outside the lounge. There were no floating dancers this time, so most of the crowd was chattering among themselves. I caught sight of a few kids play-fighting with wooden sticks, and I smirked when I saw that a few of the weapons were tree branches that had been snapped off in strategic areas to give them a shape roughly resembling Ellie’s tonfas. 
 
    Whispers and “ooohs” spread out in ripples from where me and my warriors walked. I kept up a brisk but casual pace that clearly communicated we weren’t in the mood to stop and chat, but I couldn’t hold back a smile at the looks of excitement and curiosity plastered on people’s faces as they watched my women’s every move. 
 
    I kept a close eye on Meikha as we made our way through the Sighing Vale, but my blonde warrior showed no signs of being whisked into the air again, and the only sign of any wind spirits was a light, pleasant breeze that ruffled our hair as we passed. 
 
    We made our way onto the smooth, shiny red stone that covered the area spanning the front gate. Spitfire looked silent and majestic under the glimmering white lantern light, and I satisfied myself that my truck was fully intact before I looked around to see if the guards were anywhere nearby. 
 
    Soon I spotted one patrolling the perimeter of a nearby tree grove. 
 
    He saw me and immediately sent his stunted giraffe-like steed into a brisk trot in our direction. 
 
    Its hooves clopped over the smooth red stone as it approached, and I saw that this was the same guard that had let us into the city. His deep-set black eyes gleamed with recognition, and he waved at me in greeting. 
 
    “Hello again,” he called in his deep, ringing voice. His oddly musical accent lifted into a question as he went on. “Did your visit go well?” 
 
    “It was pretty fun,” I said as I lifted the pouch of jewels in my hand. “A nice little warm-up for my warriors before they face off with Renjaya in a couple weeks.” 
 
    By the way the guard’s eyes widened, I could tell he must frequent the arenas enough to realize the gravity of this statement. 
 
    “Your warriors must be just as mighty as they appear,” he said with an impressed look. 
 
    My women’s cat-that-ate-the-canary expressions intensified, and I grinned at the sight. 
 
    “You could say that,” I chuckled. Then I gestured at the nearby wall, which had earlier opened into a tunnel entrance at the guard’s touch. “We were going to duck back in and see the elders before we leave.” 
 
    “Ah, of course.” The guard awkwardly spurred his mount up to the wall again and lifted his hand to press it against the stone. 
 
    The red rock slid apart to reveal the arched tunnel again, and the guard sent his steed loping into the same side tunnel as before. Then he led us on into the tunnel. 
 
    “Who did your warriors face in the arena tonight, if I may ask?” he asked with a curious and rueful look. “If I didn’t have guard duty tonight, I would’ve been there to see myself.” 
 
    “Another team of four,” I said as we headed up the red stone stairs. “Maymara Emberhide, Kadre the Thief, Empiri Light-Grip, and Vick Wildgrim.” 
 
    “Two fire beings in one team,” the guard said with a whistle. He turned his head to scrutinize my women in the candle-light. “And your warriors are unscathed? That truly is impressive. And those others are of high repute, too… The last warrior I saw face off against Vick Wildgrim looked like she’d been attacked by a horde of badgers afterward. A bit like Vick herself, actually.” 
 
    I shared a brief awkward chuckle with the guard as we arrived at the white wooden door. 
 
    The council was waiting inside this time, and they immediately waved a servant over to provide me and my warriors with new refreshments. 
 
    “Uvyq nectar,” the veiled woman said as she gestured at a tray holding tiny, thimble-like cups. “A refreshing drink for you and your warriors. Just as sweet as the taste of victory, I’m sure.” 
 
    I thanked her and raised my eyebrows as I grasped one of the cups between my fingers.  
 
    Had the elders witnessed my warriors’ fight? I guessed they could’ve done so and gotten back here during the brief time I spent talking with the faction members, but it still would’ve been a tight squeeze. 
 
    “A few of our Spectrids happened to be in attendance at your warriors’ battle,” the ginger-haired man stepped in to explain. “We have them watching all over the city, of course, but your warriors are quite recognizable, so…” 
 
    “Right.” I nodded and shot my warrior women a proud look as they sipped their own drinks. “It was a night to remember, that’s for sure. And it set us up well to fight one of the Exalted warriors on our next visit.” 
 
    Several expressions flashed over the Wise Council’s faces in quick succession, starting with interest and ending with enthusiasm. 
 
    “We’re glad to hear you plan on returning,” the green-eyed woman said. “And… Well, to be frank, someone needs to take those factions down a peg.” 
 
    Then the veiled woman gave her a stern look, and she hurriedly subsided into mumbles. 
 
    I shrugged. “I sort of agree, to be honest.” 
 
    “So you spoke with them?” the ginger-haired man asked. He didn’t seem surprised given our last discussion, but he did look intrigued. 
 
    “A little,” I said, and I couldn’t help but chuckle as I went on. “They were nice enough, like you said, but they did go on a lot about their, uhh, ‘coveted supplies’ of things, and all the rituals they would ‘be honored’ to have my warriors take part in.” 
 
    The council seemed surprised but appreciative of my bluntness as I went over the offers of the faction members, and they all allowed themselves a laugh too as they relaxed slightly. 
 
    “Harmless enough rituals, most likely,” the veiled woman said. “But Nemeeksu blood smells foul, and Kritapi bleat awfully when they die. I’d steer clear, if I were you.” 
 
    “Definitely,” I said with a grin. “So, anyway, I think we’re going to head out now, but we’ll be back in a couple weeks.” 
 
    “We would be glad to receive all of you again before or after your warriors’ fight with Renjaya,” the ginger-haired man said with a bow. 
 
    The way he said “all of you” and “after” made me feel even more proud of my warriors’ abilities. If this man had enough confidence in their win for him to assume that they’d be walking out of here alive– which I fully planned on happening– that was pretty awesome. 
 
    “That sounds good,” I said with a short, casual bow of my own. “We’ll see you then.” 
 
    As we headed back down to Spitfire, I felt refreshed by the fact that the Wise Council hadn’t asked or even implied that they wanted anything from me. 
 
    But at the same time, I knew they would probably be just as eager as the councils of Volluz and Bayalon to reach out to other oases. I resolved to be ready for some type of request on our next visit. 
 
    But for the moment, I took the time to revel in my warriors’ victory again as we all got into the cab, and I passed around the thermos full of icy-cold water. 
 
    The metal thermos was thick enough that there were still ice cubes clinking around inside, and my warriors all tilted their heads back and sighed with pleasure as they took a long drink. 
 
    “Well done, shieldmaidens,” I said with sincerity. “You were all utter badasses in the arena, as always.” 
 
    My women glowed at the praise, and they all watched with interest as I opened the velvet pouch of my winnings and spilled some of the jewels out into my palm. 
 
    There were several small but exquisite jewels that seemed to glow with their own soft, silvery light. A larger one shone blood-red like a ruby under the glow of Spitfire’s dome light, and another had a rich green hue. 
 
    “Very nice,” Indy commented as I let the jewels tinkle back into the pouch. Then she cast an interested look at the bulging velvet sack on the center console. “What is this, John?” 
 
    “The tokens of your many admirers,” I said with a chuckle. “I left the flowers behind, but I thought it would wound your fan club if we walked out without their gifts.” 
 
    “They are very honorable gifts,” Ellie said in a reasonable voice. “To give someone the ashes of your ancestors is… is…” 
 
    “Unheard of,” Meikha finished gravely. “Rather odd, but very flattering.” 
 
    “Yeahhh,” I sighed as I started Spitfire up. “I have no idea what we’re going to do with those.” 
 
    “Well, we have plenty of room to store things now,” Artemn said with a smile.  
 
    I smiled back as I turned Spitfire around and drove toward the open gate. “Can’t wait to see what sort of gifts they’ll have for you after you win your fight against Renjaya.” 
 
    “They’ll probably be offering up their newborn children,” Ellie agreed with a small shiver. “And speaking of Renjaya…” 
 
    My warriors and I went into discussing the fearsome goddess warrior as we drove down the moonstone road. 
 
    “She is quite unpredictable,” Indy pointed out. “And her powers only increased that. She liked to gain height to come down on her opponents before they could even predict what direction she might be heading in.” 
 
    “That’ll definitely be something to factor in,” I agreed. “And that two-bladed axe of hers will be another.” 
 
    “I think using our magic in unexpected ways will be a third thing,” Artemn said thoughtfully. “Magic seems quite common in Zeratra, of course, but I think that also makes it sort of predictable. I mean, yes, facing down an opponent who can breathe fire is sort of, uhh–” 
 
    “Invigorating?” I suggested slyly. 
 
    “You could say that,” Indy said in a careless voice, like she hadn’t faced down such a warrior unflinchingly just half an hour ago. 
 
    Artemn smirked slightly before she picked back up on her thought. “It’s intimidating, or whatever, but at the same time, Empiri didn’t really do much with her powers. It gets predictable. Out of all the magic fighters we saw tonight, Renjaya’s attacks were the most unique.” 
 
    “So you’re saying she’s probably used to this sort of predictability in her magical opponents?” I guessed. 
 
    “Exactly,” Artemn said eagerly. “So using our powers in shocking ways will be key. And that includes using them in coordination.” 
 
    I nodded in agreement. Then I shot my winged warrior a look to see if this electricity-related pun was intentional. 
 
    Her silver eyes sparkled back at me, and I couldn’t help but chuckle. 
 
    I guessed my corny sense of humor really was rubbing off on my otherworldly women. 
 
    After our usual fantastical trip through the fog, I steered Spitfire toward home. 
 
    Our conversation lapsed into a companionable silence broken up by the occasional song request, which generally consisted of another repeat of “On the Road Again” by Willie Nelson. 
 
    Luckily, this was a tune I could never see myself getting tired of, and I happily played it for my warrior women as we cruised down the highway. 
 
    Driving Spitfire straight home was another thing I thought would never get old to me. I parked my old gal in the garage and sighed with satisfaction as I patted her dashboard. 
 
    “How does it feel to have two chariots, John?” Ellie asked as she reached forward to do the same. 
 
    “Exhilarating,” I said with satisfaction. I leaped out of the cab and then turned to finish my sentence as my warriors did the same. “Soon it’ll be time for an upgrade on the car, though.” 
 
    “Your car-chariot is quite nice,” Indy objected. “Sturdy and comfortable.” 
 
    “That’s what you said about my little old cottage,” I said with a chuckle. “But look how awesome our new house turned out to be.” 
 
    My warriors murmured their agreement as we came in through the foyer with its big sandstone hearth and bearskin rug. The women headed immediately for their usual post-battle bath soak, and I went to pour myself a drink in the lounge area. 
 
    Once I had finished it, I headed into the master bedroom. 
 
    I had just stretched and taken off my shirt when a blue-haired shadow came flitting into the room. 
 
    “Hey there,” I said as I took in the sight of my petite warrior. 
 
    She was wrapped in a fluffy white towel, and she held it in place with one hand while she raised the other to show me something she had clutched in her fingers. 
 
    “John.” Ellie let my name linger on her round, pouty lips in a way that I loved, and her big blue eyes drank me in for a long moment before she went on. “I have something to show you.” 
 
    She moved closer to me, and I was acutely conscious of her perfect body pressing against me as she held up a stack of polaroid pictures for me to see. 
 
    “Whoa,” I murmured. 
 
    The photos showed my dainty warrior in some of her new lingerie, and she was posed in various positions that ranged from sultry to downright scandalous. 
 
    “Do you like them?” she whispered shyly. 
 
    I tore my eyes away from the photos with difficulty, but then decided the sight standing in front of me was even better as Ellie let her towel drop to the ground. She swept her long blue hair over her shoulders, so her pert breasts were bared to me completely. 
 
    “I love them,” I said as I slid my hands around her tiny waist. I pressed my lips against her slender neck as I went on. “Who took them for you?” 
 
    “I-Indy,” my petite warrior shivered and leaned into my touch. Then a small giggle escaped her. “She was quite bossy about it, too. She told me to stop looking so innocent.” 
 
    I smirked. “Yep, that’s Indy.” 
 
    The truth was, Ellie’s innocent appearance just made it that much more thrilling when she came to me like this. 
 
    And as her hands flew to the zipper of my jeans, it became clear that she had something on her mind that was entirely scandalous.

  

 
   
    Chapter 11 
 
    The polaroid photos dropped from my hand, and I forgot about them completely at the feeling of Ellie’s soft, heat-flushed skin under my hands. 
 
    She let out a little hum of pleasure as I stroked my fingers across her rosy-pink nipples, and then a soft gasp escaped her when I took my touch lower. 
 
    She was already wet, and she didn’t hesitate to push herself eagerly into my arms. 
 
    I clutched her against me with one arm while I teased more gasps from her with my hand, and I bit the soft skin of her neck. I was gentle at first, but her airy gasps woke up the animal in me immediately. 
 
    Then she sank onto her knees and pulled me over to sit on the edge of the bed. 
 
    I sucked in an unsteady breath as her pouty lips grazed against my cock. “Ellie…” 
 
    My dainty warrior’s only response was a soft hum that made her mouth vibrate as it closed snugly around my shaft. 
 
    I wound my hands through her damp blue hair as she took more and more of my length into her mouth with ease, and in a few seconds my cock was fully sheathed in the tight, wet warmth of her throat. 
 
    I closed my eyes and used my grip to hold her in place for a few heart-stopping moments. Then I felt her throat muscles quiver against me as she inhaled through her nose, and I slowly pulled her back. 
 
    She followed obediently along with my movements as I guided her. The feeling of her lips gliding up and down my cock sent slow thrums of pleasure through my whole body, and the sight of her doll-like face swallowing my full length was a wicked delight I could never get enough of. I clutched her against me with increasing roughness each time, and her arms wrapped around my legs as she accepted every inch of me again and again. 
 
    Soon, the need to claim her flowed through me. I pried her lips free of my cock with some difficulty, and then I tumbled her onto the bed with a speed that drew a breathless giggle from her lips. 
 
    The giggle hitched up into a gasping moan when the tip of my cock grazed her entrance. Tingles ricocheted through my whole body as she quivered in my grasp, and I stretched the wet softness of her passage to the limit as I forced every inch of my cock inside. 
 
    My blue-haired warrior offered herself to me with a compliant passion that made it impossible to hold back. Her arms snaked around to clutch my shoulders as she urged me on with soft whimpers and sighs, and I let her feel the weight of my body pressing her down as I rocked my hips relentlessly against hers. 
 
    Then I pushed her legs up around her shoulders and focused on nothing but the sensation of despoiling my sweet and submissive warrior. Her long lashes fluttered as she pinched her eyes shut in ecstasy, and I picked up my speed while I savored the enticing image of her squirming beneath me. 
 
    Her delicate fingers clenched into my back as she spasmed against me with her climax, and then her legs splayed wide in final surrender as I bit her neck and bucked my hips into a fast rhythm that matched the pounding tempo of my pulse. 
 
    The pressure building in me came to a peak. I sucked in a ragged breath and filled her with one last thrust, and my groin flattened against the backs of her thighs as I exploded inside her. 
 
    “Mmm-mm-mmm,” Ellie whimpered against my lips as I sent cum rushing into her sweet, delicate body. “John, I love it when you are f-firm with me.” 
 
    Her voice jumped slightly with each rock of my hips, and I grazed my teeth along the pale pearly skin of her neck to make her shiver again before I responded. 
 
    “There’s nothing I enjoy more,” I growled against her neck. 
 
    I would never get over the way my fierce arena warriors placed themselves so willingly in my grasp, and I gripped Ellie tightly against me as I slowly spiraled into sleep. 
 
    When I woke up, she was slumbering with her head against my chest. A soft weight pressing against my back told me we had been joined by someone else. 
 
    Then I felt a feather tickle the back of my head, and I knew it was Artemn. 
 
    “Mmmffmm,” she murmured under her breath. 
 
    I turned my head slightly and saw that she was sprawled out on her side with her eyes closed. 
 
    “Cheese,” she mumbled. 
 
    I slowly moved my hand to cover my mouth as a ripple of laughter rocked my body. 
 
    But the motion must have penetrated whatever dream Artemn was having. She lurched bolt upright, and her silver eyes stared wildly around the room. 
 
    “I…” she panted. Her gaze settled on me, and then she sagged with relief. “Oh. John.” 
 
    “Hi,” I chuckled softly. “Sweet dreams?” 
 
    “I dreamed I was in a movie,” Artemn grumbled as she scrubbed the sleep from her eyes. The Earthly words rolled off her tongue more easily than they seemed to with my other warriors. “And I kept messing up the line. Just like that man… Chackie.” 
 
    Well, maybe not all the Earthly words. 
 
    “Jackie,” I corrected with a muffled laugh. “Jackie Chan.” 
 
    “Right,” she sighed as she stood up and stretched. “Earth names are strange.” 
 
    I snorted with laughter. The range of names I’d heard on Earth were actually pretty diverse, but personally I thought the desert world kind of outdid them for weirdness. 
 
    Ellie stirred against my chest, and then her big blue eyes fluttered slowly open. 
 
    “Good morning, sunshine,” I greeted my blue-haired warrior. 
 
    “John.” She rolled over and stretched the petite perfection of her nude body into a deep, impressive arch. “Waking up the day after a fight always feels wonderful. And, also, waking up after…” 
 
    She trailed off, and a peachy blush bloomed on her pale cheeks. 
 
    Artemn didn’t comment on Ellie’s words or her nudity, because this was pretty much normal between us by now, but her eyes did widen as she caught sight of something next to Ellie on the bed. 
 
    “What is this?” she murmured. 
 
    Her skimpy tank top slid off her shoulder as she leaned forward and snatched up one of the polaroid photos. 
 
    She drank in the pictures in silence for a long moment, and then shot Ellie an impressed look. “These are exquisite.” 
 
    My dainty warrior’s blush deepened, and a snort of laughter escaped me at the sight. No matter how scandalous things got between any of us, I thought Ellie would always be shy afterward. 
 
    “Will you take some of me?” Artemn asked after a slight hesitation. 
 
    “Of course!” Ellie’s blue eyes brightened. “I am very good with the camera, Artemn. And Indy can help dress you. She is quite good at that. Bossy, but helpful. She’s excellent with the poses, too.” 
 
    I chuckled again as I listened to the byplay between my warrior women. 
 
    Their banter continued on our trip toward the kitchen, but it stopped abruptly at the scream that rang out from inside. 
 
    We hurried the rest of the way to the kitchen at top speed to see what the hell was going on. 
 
    The first thing I noticed was Meikha. She was standing with her hands covering her eyes, and she was white as a sheet. 
 
    Literally. 
 
    Because my blonde warrior was covered in a thick coating of pure white powder. 
 
    When she lowered her hands, there were two hand-shaped gaps over her eyes. 
 
    “Uhhhh,” I said as I stared from her to Indy. “What the…” 
 
    I trailed off as I saw the fire extinguisher clutched in Indy’s hand. 
 
    A flicker of yellow danced through her eyes, but a shower of rose-gold sparkles replaced it when our eyes met. 
 
    “I am s-so sorry, John.” Indy coughed and waved a hand to disperse some of the faint, dark smoke that clouded the kitchen. “The cooking machine of Earth got the best of me. We were trying to make breakfast. And then…” 
 
    She gestured feebly at Meikha, and I noticed that the blonde warrior’s sweater was slightly singed. 
 
    Meikha wiped one finger down her cheek and stared at the white powder that came off with fascination. 
 
    “This dust shooting device put out the flames,” she marveled. “A clever contraption.” 
 
    “And I mastered it with a simple glance at the tiny label,” Indy declared. She paused and then hung her head. “But the oven, I have not mastered quite so much. It vexes me. I am sorry, John. And sorry to you, too, Meikha.” 
 
    “It’s okay, princess,” I chuckled. I crossed over to brush some of the white powder off Meikha’s shoulders. “Maybe we should go get you cleaned off, though.” 
 
    “I would be honored to have your assistance, John,” the blonde warrior said quietly. 
 
    Her tawny, falcon-like eyes studied me closely as she waited for my reaction. 
 
    “Sure thing,” I said as warmth swept through me. 
 
    Meikha dipped her head and headed for the door, then glanced back to see if I was following. 
 
    “Indy and I will clean up the kitchen,” Ellie decided as she looked around at the coating of white dust that covered the island counter. She turned around and stood on her tiptoes to switch on the fan above the oven. 
 
    Artemn followed me to the door, but she stopped and gave Indy a teasing look over her shoulder. “We should call you Induya Fire-Hands from now on.” 
 
    “Everyone makes mistakes, Artemn Stormstrike,” Indy said with a toss of her hair. “Remember when you lost the keys to John’s chariot?” 
 
    “That was one time!” Artemn’s silver eyes narrowed. 
 
    I chuckled at my women’s antics and grasped Artemn by the wrist to pull her after me as I followed Meikha. 
 
    We made our way down the hallway that branched off from the lounge and headed to the bathroom. 
 
    I grabbed two soft washcloths as my blonde warrior shed her sweater with her back turned to me. The water from the faucet was warm and soothing against my hand, and I soaked both washcloths with it and then squeezed them out. Then I handed one to Artemn. 
 
    Meikha stood stock-still with a towel held against her chest, and she gave me a little smile as I approached her and started wiping the white powder carefully from her face. Artemn moved around to do the same from the other side of her neck. 
 
    Meikha stared at me with her tawny eyes, and I had to stop myself from getting lost in them while I swiped the cloth across her face. Their color was almost like liquid gold under the sun that spilled down through the skylight, and I had the usual sense that her falcon-like gaze missed nothing as she studied me. 
 
    After I had cleared the remnants of powder from her jaw, she spoke. 
 
    “So,” she said in a voice that held just a trace of coyness. “You have your dinner with Abbey tonight.” 
 
    I saw Artemn’s head swivel toward me at these words, but I ignored her silver-eyed stare for a moment as I nodded. 
 
    “I was thinking I’d swoop down there and pick up your guys’ armor, and then take her to this restaurant,” I replied. “It’s pretty nice.” 
 
    I could practically feel the air quivering with my two women’s longing to probe further about this topic, but they seemed to satisfy themselves by watching my expression as we finished cleaning the white powder off Meikha. I kept my poker face in place and did my best not to blush, which was an unusually difficult feat in the presence of my warrior women. 
 
    A change of subject made us all serious again, though. 
 
    “You guys have another training session tomorrow,” I said. “So, I’m thinking before then we should sit down and come up with some basic ideas for moves that combine both of your magic abilities. Obviously we’ll keep that knowledge entirely away from Benny, but I’m thinking if we brainstorm some moves, maybe he can help you practice the non-magic part.” 
 
    “Like one where we all clear the way for an attack by Artemn,” Meikha suggested. “But in this case, we’ll actually be clearing the way–” 
 
    “For a windswept nexus of lightning to sear across the whole arena,” Artemn finished softly. Her smoky voice was almost dreamy, like she was picturing using the move in battle already. 
 
    “Exactly,” I said with a grin. “Then at home you can practice it in the yard with your powers. The way you practiced that nexus move seemed super promising, but I want to make sure you guys have this fully under control and rehearsed before you use it in battle, you know?” 
 
    My two warriors nodded solemnly. 
 
    We discussed some more moves that could be acted out in their training session tomorrow as we headed out of the bathroom. Then I left Meikha and Artemn to find a clean sweater while I went to check on how my other two warriors were doing. 
 
    Soon, we all sat down around the table to eat Belgian waffles. 
 
    The waffles were fluffy yet crisp, and the first bite almost seemed to melt in my mouth. 
 
    “You’ve really got this down,” I said with an impressed look at Indy and Ellie. 
 
    “Ellie is a great help when it comes to the cooking,” Indy agreed. “She has a delicate touch for such things.” 
 
    After breakfast, I spent the first half of the day with my women, mostly in the backyard experimenting more with combining Meikha and Artemn’s powers. 
 
    At one point, an especially bright flash of Artemn’s lightning made us all flinch back, but it wasn’t just because of the brightness. 
 
    The flash was also accompanied by a loud click, and then a rumbling, thunder-like crack that split the air. 
 
    Everyone jumped, and Indy and Ellie’s hands automatically snapped up to cover their ears. 
 
    “Whoa,” I muttered as I shook my head to clear out the faint ringing in my ears. “Did you do that on purpose?” 
 
    “N-no.” The silver-eyed warrior looked slightly dazed as she shook out her fingers. “I feel almost like I’m getting more powerful, somehow. That’s never even happened before.” 
 
    I raised my eyebrows. “Well, that was pretty damn startling… and I think it could have the same effect on your opponents.” 
 
    “That’s true,” Meikha said eagerly. “Lightning powers are extremely rare in the first place. We didn’t see anyone with powers like Artemn’s in Zeratra, did we?” 
 
    Indy shook her head. “Not a single one.” 
 
    “This booming thunder sound could serve us well,” Ellie said thoughtfully. “Especially if we are all ready for it, and our opponents are not. A flicker of distraction, that is all we need, and then…” 
 
    She dropped low and lunged forward at an imaginary opponent with one practice tonfa outstretched. 
 
    “Agreed,” I chuckled. “Artemn, do you think you can replicate that?” 
 
    My winged warrior set about practicing the move with even more determination, and by the end of the afternoon, we had managed to perfect the thunderclap noise that could accompany her lightning, and come up with a matching strategy. 
 
    “I’ll save any super loud booms for the very end of the fight,” Artemn said as she went through her post-practice stretches with the other women. “Like, if I’m about to deliver the final strike, or something. That way no one’s ears will be ringing during the fight.” 
 
    “Very wise,” Indy murmured. She bent into a perfect backwards bridge, and her solemn, upside-down red-gold stare focused on me. “We will make Renjaya’s backer weep tears of fear and despair.” 
 
    “I believe you,” I said with a grin. Then I glanced down at my phone. “It’s about time for me to get going. I should maybe, uhh, get ready a little…” 
 
    “You should wear the gray shirt,” Artemn called after me. 
 
    “It looks good with his eyes,” Ellie agreed. 
 
    I chuckled and rolled my eyes a little as I headed up to the master bedroom. 
 
    To my surprise, I did end up putting some care into what I wore that night, which was far from a normal thing for me. After I shaved, I debated for a minute what I wanted to wear. 
 
    From what I remembered, this restaurant was pretty nice, so I didn’t exactly want to show up in jeans and a t-shirt. But I sure as hell didn’t want to show up in a three-piece suit, either. 
 
    I ended up settling on the gray dress shirt that Artemn had suggested, along with a pair of dark pants. 
 
    I ducked in and said goodbye to my warrior women, then jumped in the car and took off for Portland. 
 
    Driving was one of my favorite things to do, and the few hours down to Portland felt clearing to my mind. It gave me time to run through the preparations I’d been making with my warrior women. The sense of charged excitement that had filled our time since our last trip to Zeratra had been buzzing through me constantly, but now I felt a little calmer and steadier. 
 
    But as I got close to Portland, I found that I was a bit keyed up, too. 
 
    I was excited to see Abbey. 
 
    Her electric-pink hair looked freshly dyed when I walked into Hide ‘N’ Seek, and her usual silver piercings were upgraded to ones with jewels in them. The light winked off them as her face jumped into a smile at the sight of me. 
 
    It seemed like Abbey had put a little more effort into her clothing than usual, too. Her usual dark skinny jeans were paired with some black, high-heeled boots that brought her up to about shoulder-height for me, and she was wearing a flowy blue tank top that brought out the blue in her eyes. 
 
    Her blue eyes with the little gold flecks like the sun around their center. 
 
    “Get it together, John,” I muttered under my breath. 
 
    “I’ve got a present for you,” Abbey announced as she bounced into the back room. She came darting out with a black bag in her arms. “This is the rest of the armor you ordered. I know your women are going to look– and perform– stunningly in it. Oh… Should I not call them that? Your women? I mean…” 
 
    She blushed vividly, and I couldn’t hold back a chuckle as I steered her out of the shop by her shoulders. 
 
    “You can call them that, if you want,” I said with a smile. Then I opened the car door for her. “After you, milady.” 
 
    Abbey giggled and swung down into the passenger seat. 
 
    The forty-five minute drive went by surprisingly fast, but then again, time had always seemed to fly by on our visits to see Abbey, so this wasn’t exactly anything new in that sense. Having her in my passenger seat was just as fun. 
 
    In general, most of my interactions while driving took place between myself and my warrior women. That meant I was usually the one pointing out landmarks and giving fun facts about the places we were driving through. 
 
    But in this case, my Portland-dwelling passenger took on that role, and I learned all sorts of interesting things about the city on our drive. 
 
    There was one thing that I had already known, though. 
 
    “Did you know that Portland has the most strip clubs per capita of any city in the US?” Abbey blurted out as we drove past a sign with a woman’s silhouette on it. 
 
    “I did know that one, actually,” I chuckled. “My friend Nick has reminded me on many occasions.” 
 
    “Odd, isn’t it?” Abbey giggled. “Have you ever been to one?” 
 
    “Honestly?” I shrugged as I took a turn that brought us into view of the Columbia River. The setting sun dappled it with tiny golden flecks that reminded me of Abbey’s eyes. “I haven’t. I’m surprised Nick hasn’t managed to drag me into one yet. Have you?” 
 
    “Only once,” Abbey confessed. “It was a total accident, though. I thought it was a pet store. Because… Well… The name… Yeah.” 
 
    I couldn’t help but smirk slightly as I pictured this scene. “That must’ve been interesting. Although, probably not as interesting as one I happened to get a peek into when I was walking downtown once.” 
 
    I told Abbey about the weird, circus-like strip club I had glimpsed in Portland, and her jaw dropped. 
 
    “That sounds incredibly, ummm, creative.” She was blushing beet red at this point, but she couldn’t seem to hold back another giggle. 
 
    “Here we are,” I announced. 
 
    I pulled the car to a stop outside the restaurant. The arched, cave-like entrance had the same dim red light shining through it that I remembered. 
 
    “Oooh,” Abbey murmured as we walked through the entrance. 
 
    The red neon light of the entryway made her blue eyes look almost purple as she stared around at the restaurant with its hanging lanterns, neon signs, and red velvet upholstery. 
 
    The same short, wiry waiter I remembered from my past visits greeted us. The pulsing red lights tinted his platinum-blond hair pink, and some of the usual tiredness seemed to vanish from his face at the sight of me. 
 
    “Madame,” he greeted Abbey with a little bow that made his cat-patterned tie sway forward, and then he did the same gesture to me. “Monsieur. Would you like the balcony to yourself?” 
 
    His eye was trained carefully on my pocket as he spoke, and a small smirk crossed my face. 
 
    “Of course,” I said as I reached casually for my wallet. 
 
    The waiter accepted the three hundred-dollar bills I offered him with smooth composure and tucked them out of sight. “Right this way.” 
 
    I distracted Abbey with some small talk as we crossed over the ground floor with its slightly questionable curtained loveseats, and soon we were waiting on the polished black floor of the upstairs room. 
 
    “One moment, please,” the waiter said politely. 
 
    He vanished out the double doors that led to the patio. I had done this exact thing once before, so I pulled Abbey gently off to the side as a storm of squabbling voices erupted on the other side of the door. 
 
    “What…” Abbey stared at the doors with wide eyes. 
 
    Then the doors burst open, and a small cluster of people came boiling through. 
 
    “I will never… ever… be visiting this place again,” a shrill-voiced woman snapped as she stomped along toward the stairs. Despite her high, quavering voice, she was incredibly tall and sturdy-looking, and she towered over the short waiter as she stopped to shake her finger at him. “You can count on a very bad review from me, you little sh–” 
 
    “Grandmother,” a younger man hissed as he gave her a firm push forward. “Let’s not spoil this lovely night…” 
 
    They passed by without even seeing us as the tall lady continued to rant, and the waiter vanished out the door again. 
 
    Within ten seconds, he swung the door open with a bump of his hip. He moved his head to the side to speak around the tower of trays and dishes in his arms. 
 
    “Have a seat,” he said with unruffled courtesy, as if he hadn’t just booted several people abruptly from their dinner to make room for us. “I will be up to take your orders shortly, monsieur.” 
 
    I thanked the waiter and tried not to chuckle at the stunned look on Abbey’s face as I led her out to the patio. 
 
    Having the money to achieve what I wanted by simple bribery was a pleasure that I was starting to grow accustomed to, but I could tell it was something completely new to the pink-haired leatherworker at my side. 
 
    “You gave that waiter money,” she murmured. “And then… he just…” 
 
    She mimed a kicking motion with her small, boot-clad foot and giggled. 
 
    Her smile turned to an expression of awe as she looked around the patio. 
 
    “Is that a hot tub?” she asked. 
 
    “Yep,” I said with a grin. I led her over to the balcony area that faced the river. “I think this is the best part, though.” 
 
    Abbey followed me under the open-sided square gazebo with its gauzy curtains. It was home to the same round table I remembered from before, with its white satin tablecloth and vase of red roses in the center. 
 
    “Mmmm,” Abbey hummed with appreciation as the warmth of the towering space heater washed over us, and she stared out at the sunset-lit river. “This view just can’t be beat.” 
 
    I was so tempted to argue this as I recalled the strange, glassy structures of Volluz’s Pristine City, but I bit my tongue. 
 
    Even though I really would have loved to show Abbey so much wonderment. Her beautiful eyes were huge just looking around at the swanky restaurant features, and knowing her passion for her line of work, it almost felt illegal that I couldn’t share everything I’d experienced beyond the portal with her. 
 
    If anyone could appreciate the barbaric, high-stakes craziness of the desert world, it would be Abbey. 
 
    Soon the waiter came out with some complementary appetizers for us on a big silver platter. Another platter in his arms held several tiny wine bottles along with one full-sized one. 
 
    “This is the vintage you enjoyed on your last visit,” he said as he pointed at the full-sized bottle. “And here are some others, if you’d like to try…” 
 
    I thanked the waiter as he laid the wine and appetizers on the table, along with a dish of baguettes. 
 
    This was the type of restaurant I would’ve felt incredibly out of place at just a few months ago. But I had now done this a few times. And for that matter, I had dined on shit like the Wine of the Gods in a magical desert world where I was commonly referred to as “Lord John.” 
 
    So, I’d say my comfort zone had significantly expanded at this point. 
 
    Abbey had been almost tiptoeing around like she was afraid of breaking something, but my self-assurance seemed to soothe her, and she relaxed back into her seat looking more comfortable. 
 
    “This is the fanciest place I’ve ever set foot in,” she admitted as she looked around. “And, well, I’m more of a mead gal than a wine person, normally, but when in Rome…” 
 
    I started enjoying myself as I treated the pink-haired woman to tastes of wine from the tiny bottles on a quest to find out which kind she liked. 
 
    “Oooh. This one–” She cut off as a small, squeaky hiccup escaped her, and she giggled. “Sorry. That happens sometimes when I’m nervous. Taking in too much air, I think. Anyway… this one is delicious.” 
 
    It was the same wine I had enjoyed before, and I filled Abbey’s cup from the full-sized bottle and then did the same with my own. 
 
    My conversation with her flowed just as naturally as it did with my warrior women, and I felt incredibly at ease as we started in on the appetizers. I felt like I could talk about anything and everything with Abbey, and we covered at least a dozen topics before we ordered our dinner from the blond waiter. 
 
    The slight timidness of the pink-haired Portlander made me feel more adventurous, so I decided to aim for something new instead of the usual seared steak I might have gone for before. It was something called bouillabaisse. The name was a bit of a mouthful for me, but not too intimidating compared to some of the weird-ass words I’d heard in the desert world. 
 
    “This is fucking delicious,” Abbey moaned. 
 
    A startled laugh escaped me at hearing the word “fuck” come out of her mouth. 
 
    Then a pink blush crept into her cheeks. 
 
    “Sorry,” she mumbled. “I swear like a sailor sometimes. I think it’s because I’m starting to feel more comfortable around you.” 
 
    “Swear as much as you want,” I chuckled. “I’m a trucker. I’ve heard much worse, trust me.” 
 
    The pink faded from her cheeks, and Abbey gave me a speculative look. 
 
    “Okay,” she said. “What’s the absolute filthiest curse you’ve ever heard?” 
 
    “Uhhhh.” I snorted as I thought of a mixture of Nick’s choice curse words and phrases I had picked up from Doug. “I’m gonna need a little more wine before we go there, Abigail. Whoops… Wait, is that your real name?” 
 
    “Yep,” she said brightly. “Only select people are allowed to call me that, but luckily, you’re one of them.” 
 
    “That does make me feel lucky,” I admitted with a grin. 
 
    After we finished our dinner, Abbey came over to sit braced against the arm of my chair while we watched the sunset. 
 
    “This night has been really nice,” she said softly as she half-turned to face me more directly. “Thank you, John.” 
 
    “My pleasure,” I murmured. 
 
    It hit me suddenly that our lips were just a few inches apart. 
 
    But I didn’t mind that in the slightest. 
 
    “All finished, monsieur?” a smooth voice inquired. 
 
    Abbey jumped like she’d been electrocuted, and my hand shot out to steady her as she almost keeled over completely. 
 
    “Yep,” I said after a moment. 
 
    Abbey’s face was pink again when she flitted back to her seat, but the smile didn’t leave her face as she propped her chin on her palm and stared out at the river. 
 
    My head was starting to spin a little, and it wasn’t from the wine. 
 
    As I spent more time with Abbey, I was finding that I genuinely liked her. A lot. 
 
    My relationships with my warrior women had all started in a chaotic way. It had always been a sudden acquisition of a new person in my life. 
 
    This was different. It was slower and steadier, but still slightly dizzying. 
 
    I wasn’t even entirely sure what it meant. Were we friends? More than friends? 
 
    I didn’t know, but I found that I didn’t really care. At least not right now. 
 
    Right now, I was just enjoying the pink-haired woman’s presence. 
 
    The electricity of our moment lingered as I drove Abbey back to her shop, and she was close by my side when I walked her to the door. 
 
    “I had a great time,” she said. A new sort of giddiness filled her usual bubbly smile. 
 
    “I did, too,” I said, and I didn’t hesitate to sweep her into a hug. “Let’s do something again soon.” 
 
    “Mmhmm.” Her voice was muffled against my chest as her arms squeezed around my midriff. 
 
    I grunted jokingly like my air supply was being cut off, and she giggled. 
 
    “Good night, John,” she said softly. 
 
    “Night, Abbey.” 
 
    My chest was oddly light as I drove back across the bridge and headed for home. 
 
    The wood and timber of the cabin reared over my head when I pulled up in my station wagon. The lights were all on, a fire was blazing merrily away on the upstairs patio, and the familiar strumming notes of “On the Road Again” filled the night air. 
 
    I was really going to have to introduce my women to more songs. If they got this much enjoyment out of that song, I figured a small selection would probably keep them amused for a whole year. 
 
    Maybe I could create a Spotify or something with good traveling songs. I had a feeling they’d dig Johnny Cash’s “I’ve Been Everywhere,” but maybe they’d even enjoy something a little more modern. Like “Road Trippin’” by RHCP, or even “Born to be Wild.” 
 
    I snickered at the idea of my gorgeous fighters belting their way through the Steppenwolf chorus, but then I finally slid out of the car and headed inside. 
 
    Upstairs, my warrior women rushed to pounce on me as one. 
 
    “How was your dinner, John?” Indy asked as she inspected my face closely. 
 
    “It was nice,” I said, and I didn’t even bother to hide the smile on my face. “Really nice.” 
 
    “Good.” My princess gave me a coy smile, tossed her hair, and then turned to her fellow warriors. “Shall we show him?” 
 
    “Show me what?” I asked with curiosity. 
 
    “Come,” Ellie said. She snatched my hand and pulled me inside. 
 
    I followed my warriors down to the gym area, and then outside to the big grassy backyard where my women commonly practiced with their powers. 
 
    Indy and Ellie came out last. Indy had one of the women’s practice dummies hoisted over her shoulder, and Ellie was carrying one of their old weapons. 
 
    “Hey.” I shot Indy a look. “Isn’t that your old sword?” 
 
    My princess nodded. “It is made of Uclum, like Renjaya’s sword. Well, hers has a different edge to it… I am not sure what that is. But that isn’t important for what we are about to show you, John.” 
 
    My women immediately went about setting up the dummy so it was upright with its flexible rubber fingers clamped around the hilt of the weapon. 
 
    “Okay,” Artemn breathed as she faced off with the dummy. 
 
    She shook out her shoulders, arms, and fingers in a way I was now familiar with, and I could tell she was about to use her powers. 
 
    Then she extended one hand, and a small white bolt leaped out of her palm. 
 
    It shot straight to the metal blade with a flurry of sparks and a soft zzzzz. The whole weapon jumped, and the dummy rocked on its metal stand. 
 
    Artemn did it again, and this time the dummy keeled over completely. 
 
    “That’s fucking awesome,” I said as I set the dummy upright, and then I tapped a testing finger on the black metal weapon. It was still hot to the touch, but not scalding. “Guess this stuff conducts electricity pretty well.” 
 
    “Well enough to make Renjaya drop her weapon,” Meikha said with an excited, windswept twirl. 
 
    “And then…” Indy darted forward and jabbed her fist into the dummy’s gut several times. 
 
    “Got it,” I said with a chuckle. “I think that’s an amazing idea.” 
 
    My women were all energy as we headed back upstairs and out onto the patio, and it took us all a while to unwind and relax enough to sleep. 
 
    The next week and a half went by in a whirlwind of preparation. All of us were more motivated than ever, and I found myself taking a more and more active role in my women’s training in a way that felt completely natural to me. 
 
    There were a few of their sessions with Benny where I stayed for the whole time. It almost felt weird to have the fighting expert listen to my instructions instead of vice versa, but this was actually how some of our best ideas came into play. 
 
    A few nights before our trip, I faced my women with new excitement. 
 
    I could tell my warriors were feeling the same as they prowled back and forth in their decorative armor like fierce and badass runway models. 
 
    As I watched them, I reflected that my women were genuinely at their best right now. I had never seen them so fierce. 
 
    Or so fucking beautiful. 
 
    “How do we look, John?” Indy asked. 
 
     This was about the millionth time I’d heard this question from my princess by now, but I never got tired of answering it. 
 
    “You could rip out someone’s heart and stomp on it,” I said. “And they would thank you after.” 
 
    My princess shot me a smile that was equal parts lethal and sultry. 
 
    “Alright,” I said after a moment. “So, I’ve been thinking about something.” 
 
    My women immediately stilled and looked at me, and I leaned back against the wall as I laid my thoughts out for them. 
 
    “I think we should go to Zeratra a day before your fight,” I said decisively. “We can try to stay undercover… ish… for the first day. And maybe we can catch Renjaya fighting. It couldn’t hurt to see her for a second time. Maybe we can spot some more weaknesses to exploit.” 
 
    I’d been thinking about this for a while, and it made perfect sense to me. After all, Spitfire was mine now. I could take her wherever and whenever I wanted without giving a shit about when I’d be back. 
 
    A current of satisfaction coursed through me as I thought of this, and I savored it for a moment before I went back to my line of thought. 
 
    “What do you guys think?” I asked. “The only potential issue I was foreseeing is…” 
 
    “Kep,” Artemn finished. As if on cue, the fyrox came barreling into the room, and the winged warrior rocked back slightly as he leaped into her arms at top speed. “Whoa, buddy.” 
 
    I chuckled as I watched the smoky-gray pup nuzzle her face with his narrow, tapered snout. 
 
    Artemn’s smile faded a little as she stroked his ears, and her face took on a thoughtful expression. 
 
    “What if we brought him with us?” she asked with a hint of hesitance. 
 
    “I was kind of thinking the same thing,” I admitted. Parting the pup from his owner overnight seemed both unnecessary and irrational to me, as long as we could keep him safe and under control on our trip. “Do you think he’d do alright in that harness and leash I brought home?” 
 
    “Harness…?” Artemn’s brow creased for a moment, and I realized she was thinking of a completely different kind of harness. Then her silver eyes lit up. “Oh, that thing. I think he would. Carrying him in a sling would still work really well, too. The only possible trouble I’m foreseeing is if he’ll cry when I’m in the arena.” 
 
    So far the fyrox had been a pretty quiet creature, except for the occasional howl and some grunting when he played. But he also hadn’t seen Artemn fight in earnest yet. A lot of his behaviors were dog-like, so I wasn’t sure if he would be protective enough over my winged warrior that he might distract her by howling. 
 
    “Hmm,” I murmured. “Well, maybe we can test that out a little here at home. I’ll hold him while you guys spar, and you can be more, uhh, vigorous than usual.” 
 
    My warriors changed back into their casual attire, and we quickly got set up in the backyard with Kep tucked into my zipped-up jacket. The pup was downy-soft and warm against my chest, and he nipped playfully at my fingers in between nuzzling his fox-like nose against me. 
 
    When Artemn started to fight, he went completely still, and he focused every ounce of his attention on her. 
 
    Ellie aimed a blow at Artemn’s midriff, and my winged warrior let out an overdone grunt of pain. Kep tensed slightly in my arms, and then a low, almost imperceptible growl coursed through him. 
 
    But I kept my fingers light and calm as I scratched his cheeks, and he quickly settled back into his position. His attention didn’t flicker for a moment, but he was quiet and calm in my arms. 
 
    “He passed the test,” I announced as my women wrapped up their session. “And, just in case, maybe we can pick up a muzzle before we go.” 
 
    “A muzzle?” Artemn asked with confusion. 
 
    “It, uh, holds his snout shut, sort of,” I explained. “But they make soft ones, so it’d be comfortable for him. And we’d only use it if we really needed to.” 
 
    My winged warrior nodded, and her expression lightened visibly. 
 
    “I was a little worried about leaving him for so long,” she admitted. “I’ll be glad to have him there with us.” 
 
    I chuckled. “You know, I think he likes watching you fight. He did growl a tiny bit when you got hit, but other than that… I’ve never seen him be so absorbed in anything.” 
 
    Artemn giggled as the pup wormed his way back into her arms, and she cradled him closely against her chest. 
 
    Our preparations came to a peak in the next few days, and I made sure my warriors were perfectly on schedule with their training and nutrition to be prepared for their fight. 
 
    On the day of our departure, I felt almost as electrified as if Artemn had jolted me instead of the weapon-holding dummy. 
 
    My warriors were looking equally keyed up when I called them together. 
 
    “Ready to go make our mark at the Crown of the World?” I asked in my most casual voice. 
 
    My women all shared a look of murderous excitement, and they nodded as one.

  

 
   
    Chapter 12 
 
    Under their coats, my warrior women dressed in the more casual attire that I’d gotten for them to wear in the desert world, rather than their usual pre-battle gear. We would spend the first half of our time in Zeratra doing some additional scouting on Renjaya, so I didn’t want them to stand out quite as much as usual. 
 
    Of course, their beauty made them stand out no matter what, but hopefully this would be enough to keep too many heads from turning in our direction. 
 
    I wore my usual dark t-shirt along with a pair of pants I’d had tailored to accommodate my pistol. As I got dressed, I thought back to how pants had become a big time fashion staple back in Bayalon after my last visits there. A small snort of laughter escaped me as I wondered if something similar would happen in Zeratra. 
 
    I filled my duffel bag with everything we’d need for this longer trip, including an extra supply of chilled water for my warrior women to drink, along with some simple but wholesome pre-fight foods that wouldn’t require any cooking. As usual, Kep would eat whatever we did, so I made sure to pack some extra for the little fyrox, too. 
 
    Walking out my front door and seeing Spitfire parked in my own garage was one of my favorite feelings, and I took a brief moment to stand back and admire my old dreamboat before I hopped in with my warrior women. 
 
    Artemn had turned a long silk scarf into a makeshift sling for Kep, and the cub cuddled happily against her chest as we took off. 
 
    On the drive, we discussed the different magical moves my warriors would use, and how they would counter Renjaya’s fighting style. 
 
    It was afternoon by the time we got to the foggy portal. This time, I didn’t hesitate to take Spitfire in a wide arc as soon as we were through, and I immediately steered us south on the moonstone road. 
 
    We spent the forty-minute drive to Zeratra discussing what we would do as soon as we got to the city, although I made sure to keep an eye out for any desert monsters while we talked. We hadn’t encountered a single one to the south yet, and I wasn’t sure if that was by coincidence, or if there were less horrifying beasts roaming the desert sands in this area for some reason. 
 
    “I’m thinking we should go see the Wise Council first,” I said as I slipped on my sunglasses. “Because I have no doubt they’ll offer us a safe place to stay for the night.” 
 
    “Like the elders did in Volluz,” Indy said with a nod. 
 
    “Exactly.” I glanced over to take in the smaller desert oasis we were passing with its giant stone gargoyles. They were standing as stock-still as before. “So after we see the council, we can go check out the place we’re staying, and we’ll probably be able to stash some of our stuff there. Then we can leave and see if Renjaya is fighting anywhere tonight.” 
 
    “I wonder if the Wise Council will know,” Meikha mused. 
 
    “They might,” I said thoughtfully. “I mean, they did mention they have Spectrids stationed all over the city keeping an eye on things.” 
 
    Soon the towering ridge of Zeratra’s mountains rose up to our right, and I turned the wheel to take us off the moonstone road. 
 
    Fingers pointed and arms waved from up on the terraces that were carved into the red stone. When I was about a hundred feet away from the gate with its Sphinx-like statues, silver light flared in the creatures’ hollow eyes. A low crack rang out, and the big red stone slab of a gate swung slowly open. 
 
    There was no army waiting inside this time. Instead, two guardsmen on their stunted giraffe-like steeds waved us in through the gate. 
 
    I leaped to the ground with my duffel bag slung over my shoulder and returned the dark-eyed guard’s wave as he approached. 
 
    “You’re early,” he called. His musically-accented voice had an eager lift to it. 
 
    “Yeah.” I grinned and shrugged as my warrior women prowled around the cab to join me. “Thought we’d enjoy a night here before my warriors go up against Renjaya.” 
 
    “Understandable,” he said. “It is the last week of the Holy Month, after all. The fights will rage long and fierce tonight, and many drinks will be poured.” 
 
    “Sounds like a good time,” I chuckled. “We’re going to stop in and see the council before we watch any fights, though.” 
 
    “Of course.” He waved a hand and urged his odd-looking steed over to the wall, and then he pressed his palm against the stone to open the tunnel. 
 
    The white wooden doors of the council’s chamber were closed this time, but I could hear some sort of ruckus going on inside. It sounded like the whole council was chattering and laughing at top volume. 
 
    Then their voices all raised in a whoop of either delight or shock, with some howls of anguish thrown in. 
 
    “What the…” I muttered under my breath. 
 
    The guard tilted his head as we paused outside the door. There was a deep thud from the other side, followed by another gust of merriment from the council. 
 
    “Sounds like they’re playing darts,” he grunted. “This may get messy.” 
 
    My eyebrows shot up, and I felt a mixture of amusement and intrigue as the guard strode forward to knock on the door. 
 
    The council’s chatter abruptly cut off, and after a few moments, the door swung open. 
 
    The ginger-haired council member poked his head out, and his face looked pleasantly surprised when he caught sight of me and my warrior women. 
 
    “Welcome,” he said as he stood back to wave us inside. “Apologies for the disarray in here, we weren’t expecting you so soon.” 
 
    As I led my women into the room, I realized that it really was a mess. Well, part of it, at least. The right half of the room was now home to a wooden frame that took up the whole length of the room. There were a bunch of bulging green pumpkin-like plants strung up to hang at varying heights along the frame. 
 
    In some places there were just empty strings dangling, and these places all had a pool of thick, glowing, gooey-looking fluid on the floor below them, along with chunks of the pumpkin-like plants. 
 
    After a moment, I spotted that most of these fallen plants had a small dagger buried in them. 
 
    The veiled woman turned to me and lowered the matching dagger that was in her hand. 
 
    A look of surprise crossed her face. Then she smiled, flipped the weapon deftly in her hand, and offered it to me hilt-first. 
 
    “Would you like to join our game?” she asked. There was glowing fluid splattered on her cheek, but she didn’t seem to notice or care. “It’s been getting quite spirited.” 
 
    I couldn’t hold back a chuckle. “No, I’m alright. But thanks. It looks like you guys are having a good time.” 
 
    It struck me again how vastly different this Wise Council was from the Council of Elders in Bayalon and Volluz. Those people had taken themselves way too seriously to be caught in any sort of merriment, especially one that involved them looking even the slightest bit less put-together than usual. 
 
    I took a moment to appreciate how refreshing this was before I got back on my train of thought. 
 
    “We were thinking we’d spend a night here before my warriors’ fight with Renjaya,” I explained. 
 
    I didn’t have to bother asking or dropping any hints. The veiled woman immediately tucked her dagger away, and she nodded. 
 
    “Our guest quarters are quite luxurious, if you’re looking for a place to stay,” she offered. “Of course, they haven’t been used in a long time, so I’ll have one of the servants freshen them up a little.” 
 
    “That would be great,” I said as I exchanged a glance with my warrior women. “And perfect timing, because we were thinking of going to watch a few fights before we turn in for the night.” 
 
    The veiled woman nodded to her ginger-haired associate, and he strode off to call for one of the servants while I continued my conversation with the others. 
 
    “Were there any specific areas of the city you’re looking to visit?” the veiled woman asked with a slight glint in her eye. 
 
    I paused to assess this for a moment and then decided not to beat around the bush. 
 
    “We were hoping to get another glimpse of Renjaya in the arena,” I admitted. 
 
    The veiled woman turned and walked over to the door leading out onto the terrace. She opened it, and then a piercing whistle rang from her lips. 
 
    She turned back to me. “I’ll see if our Spectrids know anything about her schedule tonight. In the meantime, would you and your warriors care for some refreshments? We’ve been drinking some twilight elixir, and it’s quite refreshing.” 
 
    Since my experiences with food and drink in this desert city had been good so far, I nodded and accepted a tiny golden vial, and my warrior women did the same. 
 
    The liquid inside was a dark emerald-green color. Fat bubbles filled with gold sparkles dotted its surface. 
 
    It had an almost syrupy texture as it slid down my throat, and it tasted sweet and flowery without being cloying. The sparkling bubbles seemed to burst in my mouth, and a wave of giddiness swept over me. 
 
    I realized suddenly that this drink could definitely be the reason behind the council’s boisterous mood. I had a feeling overindulging on this stuff would be fun as hell. 
 
    But overindulging wasn’t on my agenda tonight, so I sipped the drink slowly and made sure my warrior women didn’t have more than one vial, either. 
 
    Soon, the woman came hurrying back inside with her veil trailing behind her. 
 
    “Renjaya is fighting at the Jungle Arena tonight,” she informed me. “Do you still have the map from last time?” 
 
    I nodded and pulled the map out of my pocket, and I scanned my eyes over it to search for the Jungle Arena. 
 
    “Make sure you avoid the Crimson Sea,” the veiled woman advised. 
 
    “There’s a sea here?” I asked with surprise. I had seen some scattered lakes, but nothing that looked like it might be a sea, and definitely not one with crimson waters. 
 
    “It’s not a sea, really,” she explained. “It’s a plain. But the plants there are tall, red, and flowing. When the breeze blows them, it looks like waves, I suppose, so that’s how the name came to be.” 
 
    “Got it,” I said as I looked over the map. “So, avoid that place?” 
 
    She nodded. “The red plants– Hell’s Weeds, we call them– are taking over the entire surrounding region. People are culling them day and night, but they’ve still managed to overcome half of the Evening Gully. So, make sure you take the Hedge Road.” 
 
    “Hedge Road.” I traced the route with my finger and saw that it connected perfectly to the Jungle Arena while bypassing the entire Crimson Sea area. “Will do. Thanks.” 
 
    “Of course,” the veiled woman said with a catlike smile. “I’ll make sure Zairos is keeping an eye out for your return to show you to the guest chambers.” 
 
    I thanked the council and then left with my warrior women at my side and a faint leftover giddiness in my chest. 
 
    “That drink was delightful,” Ellie sighed as she spun in a light circle. “I feel like I could float away on the wind.” 
 
    I chuckled, but since that type of thing was a legitimate possibility here, I kept a firm grip on my blue-haired warrior’s wrist as I turned us onto the route that led toward the Hedge Road. 
 
    This turned out to be a cobbled path with towering hedges that rose up on each side to form an archway overhead. It was almost like walking down a tunnel, and there were glowing golden bubbles floating inside that reminded me of the drink we’d just had. They bobbed along above us as we walked and cast glittering, patterned light down on my warrior women’s faces. I had the impression that the bubbles would float off without the hedge there to hold them in place. 
 
    A steady stream of people flowed down the Hedge Road in the same direction as us, and I caught Renjaya’s name more than once on people’s lips as we walked along. 
 
    “She’s fighting that withered old nightmare from the West Warren,” a shriveled, elven-eared woman confided in her red-haired companion. They were about ten feet ahead of us, so I kept our pace steady to listen as she went on. “What’s her name… Isne?” 
 
    “Isne the Spider, they call her,” the red-haired woman said with a nod. “Have you ever seen her in battle?” 
 
    “No.” The older woman shrugged. “I’ve never even been to the Jungle Arena ‘til now, to tell you the truth. Too many creepy crawlies. And I’m talking about the plants, to be clear.” 
 
    “Shhhh,” the red-haired woman hissed. 
 
    Her command was almost lost in the sound of a furious rustling from the hedge to the women’s right. 
 
    I clenched my hands around my women’s wrists and jerked us all to a halt as a long branch came shooting out of the hedge in front of us. 
 
    It clouted the red-haired woman directly on the head, then tangled itself around her limbs as it thrashed at her skin with small, whip-like leaves. The woman’s companion had to stop and disentangle her from the branch, and it turned into a brief but fierce tug-of-war. 
 
    “Let… go…” the red-haired woman snarled at the flailing branch. 
 
    Finally, they succeeded in disentangling her, and the defeated branch pulled away with a hiss. 
 
    It gave one last leaf-shaking rattle before it slithered back into the hedge. 
 
    I exchanged a look with my women, and Kep’s ember-like eyes were big and round as he peeked out of his silken sling. 
 
    “So,” I said under my breath. “Don’t talk shit about the plants. Got it.” 
 
    We made it to the Jungle Arena without any more leafy encounters, and I allowed the current of people to sweep us along toward the stadium. 
 
    This one was surrounded by trees, like the Swirling Garden had been, but these trees were entirely different. They had crooked, gnarled trunks that reminded me a little of the Flailing Grove back in Bayalon, but without the flailing. Curtains of long, thick vines hung from the branches, and the vines curled and swayed gracefully of their own accord. I watched them warily as we approached, but they showed no signs of attacking. 
 
    Another similarity to the Swirling Garden was that the trees here all leaned upward and inward to form a canopy over the arena. This canopy was gnarled and full of vines instead of leafy and ethereal. The arena’s light came from a hundred or so glowing orbs, like bigger versions of the sparkly golden bubbles that had filled the Hedge Road. They were constantly bobbing around overhead like windblown balloons, and every now and then a vine from the trees came snaking out of its own accord to smack a stray bubble back into place under the canopy. The result was a dancing, shifting, glittery golden light that dappled the whole arena below. 
 
    I was just wondering if this would impair visibility during the fight when there was a sudden hush. The floating bubbles all came to a standstill, and then their light flared up to a bright, steady white. 
 
    “Interesting,” I muttered. 
 
    I didn’t say anything else, because silence now reigned over the whole stadium. Hundreds of hands lifted and pressed together in prayer positions as everyone watched the arena below. 
 
    Soon, Renjaya came striding out into the arena with her white-blonde ponytail swinging behind her. 
 
    Her opponent followed, and I immediately decided this woman was one of the oddest-looking beings I had ever seen. 
 
    She was tall and lanky, but her thin frame was significantly thickened by the rope-like tree roots that sprouted from her head and twined down her whole body. They wrapped around her neck, torso, and all her limbs. There were more roots concentrated around specific areas like her forearms, thighs, and shins, almost like armor. The gaps in the roots revealed pale green skin that was withered and puckered, like she had spent too much time in the bath. 
 
    I assumed this must be Isne the Spider, although I had no idea how exactly she had earned that battle name. Right now, all that was clear was that she walked with a slightly lumbering gait, and I couldn’t tell if she was limping from a wound or if the roots around her legs were stiff enough to put a lurch in her stride. 
 
    She was wielding a long, poleaxe-like weapon made purely of black metal. Despite its length, it looked clunky and clumsy in her green-skinned hand, especially compared to the liquid grace that Renjaya wielded her double-bladed axe with. 
 
    All of a sudden, nine chunks of the tree canopy dislodged themselves and came hurtling down to the arena. 
 
    “What strange gargoyles,” Ellie murmured. 
 
    This made me realize that the flying wooden objects actually were the nine gargoyle mediators of the Jungle Arena. They were made of the same gnarled wood as the trees that surrounded the stadium, and their eyes all glowed a bright white, just like the hanging bubbles that lit the arena. 
 
    They landed heavily on the stone surface, and they quickly fanned out to station themselves around the perimeter of the arena. 
 
    Renjaya and her root-covered opponent both bowed to the gargoyles. 
 
    Then the largest of the wooden creatures let out a harsh, croaking scream, and the two warriors burst into motion. 
 
    Isne lurched toward Renjaya with her poleaxe extended. 
 
    The white-haired warrior dodged aside on light, skipping feet. She danced in a wide circle that brought the tree-woman lumbering around to keep her in her sight. 
 
    Then she shot up in the air like a rocket. 
 
    The crowd erupted into screams so loud that I wasn’t sure if I imagined the harsh cracking sound as Isne’s root-encircled neck snapped up to keep track of Renjaya. She kept her long black weapon raised high, like she was fully prepared to skewer the airborne warrior and turn her into a human shish kebab. 
 
    I glanced over and met Artemn’s silver gaze. My spear-wielding warrior nodded solemnly back at me to show that she understood this strategy, too. 
 
    Renjaya swept down with her palms extended and the shrieks of the audience urging her on. A blast of air seemed to come down in front of her, and the tree-woman staggered back. 
 
    She managed to keep her poleaxe raised high as she stumbled, and Renjaya’s pale brow furrowed with anger as she was forced to skim sideways instead of coming down directly onto her opponent. 
 
    The crowd’s screams died down a little. They watched wide-eyed as Renjaya honed in on the green-skinned woman in a quick and deadly dance. Her axe’s blades were longer and more sweeping than a traditional axe, but the points still weren’t delicate enough to dart in and prick the gaps in Isne’s roots. Instead, the silver-edged blades scraped and hacked at the roots without much success as Renjaya became a whirlwind of motion around her opponent. 
 
    The tree-woman let the majority of the blows be turned aside by her roots, and she watched closely for the right opening each time Renjaya struck at her. 
 
    Finally, she found it. The tip of her poleaxe lashed out and skimmed off Renjaya’s bicep. 
 
    The white-haired warrior didn’t make a sound, but her face twisted into a snarl of fury as a red slash opened up on her arm. 
 
    The gargoyles didn’t make a sound to count the wound, so I had to assume this was a fight to the death. 
 
    Considering Renjaya was booked for a fight with my own warriors tomorrow, her backer clearly had the utmost faith in her abilities. 
 
    As Renjaya rained more blows down on her opponent, she started becoming visibly frustrated. Between Isne’s long, pointed weapon and root-armor, the white-haired warrior wasn’t able to use her height to her advantage as much as usual, and it was clearly getting under her skin. 
 
    This woman was definitely used to winning. 
 
    Finally, she seemed to lose patience entirely. She kicked hard off the ground and hurtled up into the air as high as the gnarled canopy would allow. A blast of wind made the vines quiver and sway, and Renjaya swept around in wide, fast circles like she was whipping up a cyclone. Then she seemed to choose a direction at random, and she came speeding down like a missile. 
 
    By this time, Isne was stumbling slightly with the effort of tracking Renjaya with her eyes. She struggled to get her poleaxe up in time and failed. 
 
    Renjaya’s silver-edged blade hacked through the roots on the tree-woman’s bicep and bit into the tender green flesh beneath. 
 
    The crowd howled their approval and drowned out Isne’s shriek of pain completely. 
 
    “Jesus,” I muttered under my breath. 
 
    Now, the green-skinned woman seemed to have had enough. 
 
    The roots wrapping around her body flicked into life. They coiled and swirled around her limbs like snakes as they retracted upward with shocking speed, and the shriveled green skin below was left almost completely bare. 
 
    Once they were free of her limbs, a few of the roots quickly molded into something like a seat that cradled the tree-woman in a sitting position. The rest of the roots all twined together to form eight long, lanky, spider-like legs that carried Isne around. It was almost like she was piloting a giant spider mech robot made from gnarled wood. 
 
    “Isne the Spider,” Meikha said with sudden understanding. 
 
    When they had been coiled around Isne’s body, the tree roots had been protective, but they had also slowed her down. Now that they were allowed to move on their own, both Isne and the roots themselves proved to be shockingly fast and nimble. The wooden spider’s front legs folded gracefully to drop into a crouch that sent the point of Isne’s black poleaxe hurtling at Renjaya’s head. 
 
    A blast of wind aided the white-haired warrior as she leaped aside. She arced around to hack at one of the spider legs with her axe. 
 
    The wood buckled, but after half a second, the roots knitted themselves back together, and the leg was fully functioning again. 
 
    After this had happened several times, the white-haired warrior’s frustration reached a new peak. A whistling shriek rang through her throat as she planted both feet and shoved her palms forward toward her opponent. 
 
    A blast of wind rocked the wooden spider on its feet, but after some skittering and stumbling, it managed to hold its ground. 
 
    Renjaya skipped in a circle around her opponent, and then another, and another. Soon her feet left the ground, and she was flying through the air like she was being swept along by a cyclone. 
 
    The width of her circles slowly tightened, and then Isne’s root-spider started to stumble as the whirlwind pulled it into a dizzying spin. 
 
    “Nooooo,” the tree-woman snarled as the spider’s legs started to skitter faster and faster along the ground in a frenzied attempt to stay in place. 
 
    Then they left the floor completely. 
 
    Within seconds, Isne and the wooden spider she piloted were spinning in airborne circles so fast that the audience seemed to grow dizzy. 
 
    But the screams of awe and approval didn’t fade as they rocked slightly on their feet and clutched each other’s shoulders for support. 
 
    Renjaya danced into the center of the whirlwind she had created. She looked at her spinning opponent with a deadly smile, and then she raised one hand, palm-up, in a swift jerking motion over her head. 
 
    Isne stopped her spinning and went skyrocketing straight up into the air. 
 
    Then Renjaya clenched her hand into a fist and yanked it down toward the floor. She allowed the motion to bring her into a crouch, and she stood braced with her silver-edged blade raised overhead as Isne came hurtling down toward her. 
 
    The spider’s root-legs were all sent flying straight up from the force of Isne’s fall, and Renjaya’s blade bit right into the tender green flesh of Isne’s back as the tree-woman came rushing down onto the blade. Isne the Spider’s scream died down into a gurgle of agony as the blade ran her through completely. Its jagged tip erupted out of her front, and then her corpse dangled limply from Renjaya’s axe. 
 
    “Holy shit,” I breathed. 
 
    The tumultuous roar of the crowd eclipsed my words completely. The whole arena shook with their screams, and Renjaya’s fierce features curved into a faint, satisfied smirk. She shoved her dead opponent to the ground and wrenched her blade free in a shower of gore. 
 
    The lead mediator screeched throatily, and Renjaya’s name rang off his wooden lips as the winner of the fight. 
 
    “Let’s go,” I said to my warrior women. 
 
    We darted up the stairs and headed straight for the Hedge Road. My warriors’ footsteps were fast and excited as they hurried along with me, and soon the crowd’s screams faded enough for us to speak. 
 
    “Well,” I said as we walked along the now-empty path. “That was one hell of a fight.” 
 
    My women nodded with wide eyes. 
 
    “At least we know one weakness of hers,” Artemn murmured. 
 
    “Wrath,” I said with a grim smile. 
 
    “She became furious when thwarted,” Indy agreed in a thoughtful voice. “We could use that to our advantage.” 
 
    “Very much so,” Ellie said. She had looked slightly shaken in the moments right after the fight, but now determination etched itself into her delicate features. “We must plan for what to do if she tries to create a whirlwind out of us, though.” 
 
    There was a moment of silence. 
 
    “I know,” Meikha said suddenly. “We can take advantage of the center. And by ‘we,’ I mean Artemn.” 
 
    “The center?” I repeated. 
 
    Artemn’s interest immediately looked piqued, and she listened closely as Meikha went on. 
 
    “The center of the whirlwind is very still,” Meikha explained. “If Renjaya was standing in it, like she did tonight, she would be a sitting target. There would be no wind to sweep aside a bolt of lightning from Artemn. All we’d have to do is make sure she had a clear shot.” 
 
    My winged warrior’s silver eyes were pensive as her fingers strayed down to stroke Kep’s silky, smoky-gray fur. 
 
    “That seems promising,” she agreed. “And looking at the bigger picture, I think our general strategy seems more promising than ever. Especially the part where we get her to use up all her magic strikes.” 
 
    “Fan the flames of her rage so she acts rashly,” Ellie said with a nod. 
 
    “Fan all you want,” I said with a warning note in my voice. “But don’t forget, your lives might be at stake here. All I’m asking is for you to be strategic more than ever.” 
 
    “And we will be,” Indy assured me with a deadly smile. 
 
    “If we do the nexus move, it’ll have to be quick,” Artemn added. “And I think we can only pull that once. Maybe twice if she’s unsuspecting.” 
 
    “Otherwise she will seek to subvert it with her own wind,” Meikha agreed. 
 
    “What do you think would happen if you two came head to head, Meikha?” I asked. 
 
    “I’m not sure.” My blonde warrior frowned slightly. “But I do not think it would be wise. Wind is too unpredictable to use in such a battle of wills. Renjaya withdrawing her powers all at once could be just as effective as a magic strike, and then I would be at her mercy. It would drain me, too.” 
 
    I nodded and then glanced at my winged warrior. If anyone were to engage in a magical battle of wills, I would prefer for it to be her. She had already proven herself on this front against Meikha herself. 
 
    Artemn met my gaze, and her silver eyes were somehow both sober and energetic. I knew she understood the seriousness of this, and she seemed more than up to the challenge. 
 
    We continued the rest of the way to the chambers of the Wise Council in thoughtful silence, and upon our arrival, we found that the guest quarters were carved into the same area of the red mountains, but several floors higher. I relaxed with my women in a spacious room lit with mystical silvery orbs, and they bathed in a golden tub before we gathered close to discuss their upcoming fight. 
 
    I proposed the idea of Artemn executing a move she had practiced whenever Meikha was coming down for a windswept strike: Extending her shield to her fellow warriors. 
 
    “It’s safer that way,” she agreed. “There’s never any predicting what direction she’ll come down in.” 
 
    “And it will only enrage her further,” Ellie added with an evil smile. “She does not like to be thwarted.” 
 
    We did some more planning before we wound down. Artemn and Meikha fell asleep in one of the plush guest beds cuddling with Kep, and soon I did the same with my other warriors in the next bed over. 
 
    The next morning, I woke up more abruptly than usual. Maybe it was the change in environment, or maybe it was the fact that my warrior women were going to be in a deadly fight that day. 
 
    Whatever the reason, I felt keyed up the second I opened my eyes. 
 
    I rolled out of bed and dressed quietly, and then I shouldered open the white wooden door that led out to a roomy, red stone patio. 
 
    “Damn,” I murmured. 
 
    The view below me was pretty damn cool. The rolling green hills and lush forests of this oasis looked far less deadly from a distance. Half the ground was cloaked in a white mist that was unusual to see in the desert world. It swirled of its own accord as I watched, and I wondered if it was powered by some type of watery spirit. 
 
    The rising sun gleamed off the glassy blue water of the various lakes. In the distance, I could see a carpet of rippling, crimson-colored plants. At its edge, there was a whole line of people toiling away. As the light glinted dully off the black metal scythes they held, I realized they were trying to hack down the crimson plants, which seemed to be putting up one hell of a fight. 
 
    Looking down on the oasis from up here made me feel almost like a god, and it felt lonely for a second. 
 
    Then the white wooden door creaked softly. I turned at the sound and saw my four warrior women streaming out the door. 
 
    They seated themselves at my sides, and we all enjoyed the silence for a bit as we stared down at the oasis. 
 
    “Today is the day,” Artemn said quietly as she stroked the fyrox cub cuddled up in her lap. 
 
    “The day we prove ourselves against an Exalted goddess of the Crown of the World,” Indy murmured. 
 
    Her eyes flared hot and fiery, and a shower of red ran through them like gleaming drops of blood. 
 
    I grinned at the sight. 
 
    Renjaya might have been lethal, but I knew damn well my warriors would go fucking ballistic on her today. 
 
    And I couldn’t wait to watch.

  

 
   
    Chapter 13 
 
    “Today we will make my ancestors– and Meikha’s– proud beyond measure,” Indy mused as the light of dawn bathed her golden skin in its fiery glow. “We will have the Scazath backers of these Exalted Ones longing to have warriors like us in their possession. The fact that they can never do so will stoke the jealousy simmering in their guts…” 
 
    My princess went on into one of her warlike speeches, and my other women absorbed it in rapt silence. 
 
    Then a knock rang out from inside the guest chambers. 
 
    I strode inside to open the white wooden door of the room, and I was surprised by the sight that met my eyes. 
 
    There was a massive wooden rolling cart just outside the door, and its many shelves were all stacked with every food imaginable. Some of the fare was vaguely familiar looking, like crispy, fruit-filled crepes, while others were oddly mystical. The most interesting of these was a glowing, jelly-like substance that had mist swirling over its surface just like the fog on the land below. 
 
    I tugged my eyes away from this and then moved my gaze up to the cart’s crowning glory. 
 
    “Is that an ice sculpture?” I asked with astonishment. 
 
    “Oh, yes,” a bright, chipper voice announced. 
 
    I jumped slightly as a short, green-eyed servant popped out from behind the cart. She stepped forward to nudge something that looked like a bicycle’s kickstand with her toe, and then she gestured proudly at the ice sculpture on the cart’s top shelf. 
 
    The sculpture was a near-perfect depiction of me and my four warrior women. The crystal-clear ice had been carved perfectly to reflect our features, complete with my women’s weapons and decorative armor. 
 
    This was my first time ever seeing any signs of ice in the desert world, and I stared at it in silence while the servant went on. 
 
    “The ice was prepared by our finest cryo-djinns,” she said. “I helped with getting the details right on your warriors’ weapons. I saw you pass by on both of your visits, see, and the image will be burned into my mind forever.” 
 
    I was at a loss for words as I took in the sculpture and the array of food. 
 
    “Thanks,” I finally said. I held the door open further, and the woman happily wheeled the cart inside while I went on. “Do you have a lot of, uhh, cryo-djinns here?” 
 
    “Only three who are any good,” she said ruefully as she popped the cart’s kickstand again. “And this stuff is reserved for the finest of occasions. Between you and me, this is the council’s whole stock of ice. The cryo-djinns had been hard at work building it up for the last hundred-and-something years.” 
 
    My warriors stopped in the doorway that led out to the terrace, and their eyes widened as they took in the cart full of food, with their own faces staring fiercely back at them from its top shelf. 
 
    “Well,” the green-eyed woman said breathlessly. She paused and stared at my women with stars in her eyes for a long moment before she turned back to me. “I’ll, err, leave you… to it… yes…” 
 
    She backed slowly out of the door and almost tripped over her own feet. 
 
    I saved my chuckle until after I had closed the door and turned to my women. 
 
    They were all standing stock-still and staring at the ice sculpture. 
 
    “Over a century’s worth of frozen water,” Ellie murmured with disbelief. “Just for us.” 
 
    “Who can blame them?” Indy asked with a toss of their hair. “The Crown of the World is amazed with our prowess. The entire oasis will flock to our fight tonight.” 
 
    “They will,” I agreed as I carefully searched the cart to see what might align best with my warriors’ meal plan. I settled on something that appeared similar to a creamy yogurt with fruit piled next to it, along with a warm dish that looked like oatmeal and smelled like brown sugar. “But I’m thinking we should head to the arena a little early, pretty much just like we have with your past fights. That way some more people can get an eyeful of you on our way there.” 
 
    My warriors murmured their agreement as we dug into our unexpected breakfast. 
 
    It was fucking delicious, and I decided that being an esteemed guest was probably one of my favorite parts about the desert world. 
 
    We spent the first part of the day meditating, and then we had another light meal before we headed down to duck in on the council. 
 
    The carved white wooden door flew open almost as soon as I knocked. 
 
    I stared at the scene inside with surprise. 
 
    It looked like the entire Wise Council had put on their Sunday best. 
 
    The woman who seemed like their leader had upgraded her simple, gauzy veil to one that was strung with gleaming diamonds. She was wearing a long, elegant dress, and so were the other women in the group. Their jeweled sashes, hair combs, and rings made them glimmer in the late afternoon sun. 
 
    The men of the council mostly wore fancier, brocade versions of their usual robes, but two of them were actually wearing pants now. One even had something that vaguely resembled a suit jacket, too. 
 
    The fact that he wasn’t wearing a shirt underneath made it hard to bite back a laugh. This dude almost looked like some rebellious Italian playboy strolling around the desert world. 
 
    But his expression was pure dignity as he adjusted his jeweled belt and joined the rest of the group. 
 
    “What’s the occasion?” I asked as the veiled woman swept toward me. 
 
    “Your warriors’ fight, of course.” A dozen jeweled rings gleamed on her fingers as she made an elegant and careless gesture with her hand. “We don’t attend the arenas too often these days, but this is a special occasion.” 
 
    It was hard not to feel smug as I took in the sight of Zeratra’s Wise Council all dressed up to attend my women’s fight like it was a red carpet event. 
 
    “Happy watching,” I said with a chuckle. “I know my warriors are ready to fight like they never have before.” 
 
    The ginger-haired man smiled as he took in the sight of them. They were looking fiercer than ever in their ornamental armor and weapons. 
 
    “We’d be honored if you would all join us afterward,” he said. “The wine of victory will be especially sweet after such a fight, I’m sure.” 
 
    I nodded and shared a smirk with my warrior women, and then we took our leave of the elders. 
 
    We decided on zipping Kep snugly into my jacket with me, so he would be used to riding around with me when it was time for my warriors to fight. He snuggled comfortably into place with his tapered snout poking out, and I put the soft muzzle we’d gotten into my jacket pocket. 
 
    “I feel like a damn kangaroo,” I chuckled as I stroked the fyrox’s soft, silky fur. 
 
    “Kanga-what?” Indy asked with an interested look. 
 
    “Never mind,” I laughed. “I’ll show you later.” 
 
    When we emerged from the tunnel near the inside of the gate, I immediately spotted the two familiar guards on their giraffe-like steeds. 
 
    They were engaged in something that I assumed was a game of rock-paper-scissors for about half a second before I remembered where the hell I was. 
 
    “What are they doing?” I asked as I watched them beat their fists furiously against their palms in a series of complex gestures. 
 
    Indy squinted at the two guards, and then her red-gold eyes brightened in recognition. “They are playing Snake, Slug, Sprout, Slime, Squoof.” 
 
    “What the hell is a squoof?” I muttered. 
 
    “It is a small animal,” Ellie chimed in. “It’s part of the game.” 
 
    “You guys have played, too?” Artemn asked with interest. 
 
    “Of course.” Ellie nodded. “Snake beats slug, slug beats sprout, sprout beats slime. Slime beats squoof and sprout, but is beaten by snake. Squoof beats snake and slug, but is beaten by sprout.” 
 
    I gave my head a hard shake and tried to digest this. As we watched, the dark-eyed guard let out a bellow of triumph. 
 
    “Guess he won,” I snorted. 
 
    The guard tossed the reins of his steed over to his companion and then slithered down to the ground. He waved cheerfully at the losing guard and then turned on his heel and took off toward the arena whistling a cheerful tune. 
 
    I glanced at the guard who was apparently stuck with his duty tonight. He looked completely dejected. 
 
    “Poor bastard,” I chuckled. “He won’t get to see you wipe the floor with Renjaya.” 
 
    I pulled out my map to look over it before we headed off. The Crux Arena appeared to be in the center of the oasis. 
 
    I noted that two of the paths leading to it passed directly by the Crimson Sea, so I opted to take a slightly less direct route that would take us out of the reach of the aggressive red plants we had been warned about. 
 
    This meant we took a route called the Diamond Road. It was cobbled with smooth white stones and flanked by tall, slender trees that had nets of gleaming lights strung overhead. 
 
    A soft, high-pitched groan suddenly reached my ears. It sounded like it came from overhead. 
 
    I noticed that some of the lights were wiggling slightly, and I squinted up at them with confusion. 
 
    The sight of a tiny face staring down at me made me freeze in my tracks. 
 
    “Uhhh, guys.” I squinted up at the tiny face and then realized there were more squashed in on every side of it. “Is it just me, or…” 
 
    “Pixies!” Ellie whispered in a horrified voice. “Pixies are trapped in the net and used to light the path.” 
 
    It was true. There were dozens and dozens of tiny pixies tangled in the net overhead, and their delicate, dragonfly-like wings glowed with their own ethereal light. 
 
    “Don’t… worry…” the nearest pixie croaked. “We will be released at the end of the night. It’s our fault… Should’ve known better than to pick the f-forbidden cherries…” 
 
    This was about eighty percent nonsense to me, but several tiny heads nodded in agreement with this statement. 
 
    I shared a glance with my warrior women, and they shrugged with confusion. 
 
    “It’s true,” a shrill and familiar voice assured us from nearby. We all jumped slightly as the green-haired gnome bookie from our last fight came swooping into the path on her leaf glider. “Hello, friends!” 
 
    “Hey,” I said with a surprised chuckle. A low growl made my jacket vibrate, and I reached down to pat Kep’s head as I spoke to the bookie. “Fancy seeing you here.” 
 
    “I bribed Vrux into letting me take his place for bookkeeping at your warriors’ fight tonight,” she gloated. The grass-like hair on her head swayed merrily as she rubbed her hands together. “I didn’t fancy sailing over the Crimson Sea tonight– too risky– and I didn’t want to get stuck in the pixie net for the next few hours, so here I am, striding the ground like a plain old person. Anyway… I’m going to be doing some rounds in the neighboring districts just in case anyone is foolish enough not to realize your fight is taking place tonight.” 
 
    “Good work,” I said with an appreciative grin. I pulled my warriors along with me as we all set off at a walk. “We’re planning on winning big tonight.” 
 
    “Of course, of course.” The bookie’s moss-green eyes glinted as she glanced around to make sure we were alone. “Between you and me… Renjaya’s backer, Kazko, has been beside himself with nerves today. He made her purify herself in the Golden Forge six times.” 
 
    I had no idea what this last bit meant, but I was glad to hear of Kazko’s discomfort. That was just another sign of my warriors’ capabilities. 
 
    The bookie chattered on as we headed toward the Crux Arena. But when we reached an offshoot of the path that led into one of the bustling city districts, she stepped onto it and gave us a cheery wave. 
 
    “I’ll see you later,” she promised with a cheeky smile. 
 
    She got a running start and sailed down the sloped street on her leaf glider with her tiny feet skimming just inches over the tops of people’s heads. 
 
    I chuckled as I grasped my warriors’ wrists and picked back up on our journey. 
 
    The Crux Arena was surrounded by a labyrinth of odd buildings. The Diamond Road forked off into a bunch of smaller roads to weave through them, and the fairy net stretched wide overhead to cover the whole span. As we made our way through the buildings, I spotted that some of them were little markets or even market stalls. They sold food, drinks, and everything else under the sun, and clusters of babbling people were lined up for some pre-fight revelry. One of the little buildings even looked like some type of medieval barber’s shop where people were getting spiffed up before they went to see my women fight. 
 
    In between the smaller buildings and stalls, there was the occasional bare stretch of land that held a larger, fenced-off building. These varied wildly in their appearances. One was dome-shaped with towering spires, almost like the glass villa of Volluz. Another was made out of stark white stone that was carved with the images of countless snakes. 
 
    A third building we passed was made out of jade, and it was fronted with a huge statue of a creature with a woman’s body and a ram’s head. The statue’s huge, pronged horns were studded with blood-red rubies, and they glinted in the light of the fiery torches that burned around the building’s yard. 
 
    The building’s double doors were open, and I could hear the sound of men’s voices chanting from inside. 
 
    “Temples,” Ellie murmured. She moved her eyes from the ram-headed woman to the next large building, where a mosaic of a water-breathing dragon made up the main display. “These buildings are temples.” 
 
    As if on cue, a man in a long, flowing robe stepped out of the ram’s-head temple. His arms were stuffed full of fancy-looking scrolls, and his head swiveled back and forth like he was looking for someone. 
 
    When he spotted a person passing by, he immediately chased them down with his hand outstretched to offer them a scroll. 
 
    I remembered what the Wise Council had said about this time being like some sort of outreach month for the Scazaths to reel people into their religion, and I pulled my warriors along at a slightly brisker pace. 
 
    Luckily, we weren’t accosted by any eager priests. 
 
    And soon we got to the point where if we did, they would’ve had to fight their way through the press of people surrounding my warrior women. 
 
    For some reason, the people of Zeratra didn’t need as much encouraging as the other oases’ citizens had to keep a healthy distance from my women. Maybe it was because these people were accustomed to viewing the greatest fighters as goddesses who should be venerated. Whatever the reason, they clustered close to each other to take up as little space as possible as they followed about two dozen feet behind us. Soon we had some people to the sides who were pushing their way through the crowd to stay in line with me and my warriors as we walked down the street. 
 
    My women were their usual combination of fierce and stunning that made me burn with pride. Artemn’s chain skirt clinked softly together with each prowling step, and Indy’s golden shoulder scale-mail glimmered under the street lights as we passed. Ellie was both ethereal and war-like in her blue porcelain corset. Meikha’s new armor was a carved copper gorget that was carved elaborately with different birds of prey. The biggest of them was a falcon’s head that sat front and center at the bottom of the gorget, and it had eyes made of gleaming, polished amber. 
 
    But my blonde warrior’s eyes were even more impressive. She cast a look around at the people that was both haughty and fierce, like she was daring anyone to get too close. 
 
    As we approached the Crux Arena, I realized it was different from most of the other desert arenas I had been to. 
 
    Instead of being carved into the ground, the arena was at the ground level. It was walled off by a huge, diamond-shaped expanse of polished red stone that rose straight up like walls on the outside. 
 
    On the inside, they formed a diamond-shaped version of the usual sloped style of seating present around the desert arenas. There was a cave-like lounge below the stands in each corner of the diamond, although the arena itself was square like the others I had been to. 
 
    The Crux Arena was lit by the most mystical display of lighting I had seen so far in the desert world. It literally looked like someone had shrunk down a galaxy and bewitched it to hover above the arena. Thousands of small stars glittered in every color imaginable, and they were clustered inside the spiraling mist of a colorful nebula. 
 
    Scuffles broke out behind us as the narrow entrance caused my warriors’ followers to vie over who would be closest behind them. I gripped my women’s wrists tighter and strode toward the area where the bookies were gathered, in one of the four corners of the stadium. 
 
    The bookies were more of the gnome-like beings that I had met at the other arenas in Zeratra. Their faces all glowed when they caught sight of me and my women, and the grass-like hair on their heads wiggled eagerly. 
 
    I learned here that this corner of the arena was the area for the bookies specifically to gather. The cave-like corner opposite it was a divided lounge for the backers and warriors of the upcoming fights, and the other two lounges were for the backers of the current ongoing fights. 
 
    I thanked the bookies and slipped off to cross the arena before the next fight began. 
 
    The lounge we entered was divided in half by a curtain. Both sides of it were empty, so I chose one at random and led my women inside. 
 
    Kep seemed curious about our surroundings as he poked his head out of my jacket to look around, but he didn’t seem worried at all by the noisy crowd that filled the arena. 
 
    Artemn reached in to stroke his head as we talked, and he nipped lightly at her fingers. 
 
    Soon, nine polished red stone gargoyles came swooping down to station themselves around the arena for the fight before ours. Their leader had a glowing blue stone set in his forehead. 
 
    The nearest of them stomped over to clear away the crowd of my women’s admirers who were camped out as close to the lounge as they dared to get. 
 
    “Shoo,” he boomed. “Up into the stands, or begone.” 
 
    The people all booed at the gargoyle, but after one last look of longing at my warrior women, they obediently slunk off and dispersed to find free seats in the stands. 
 
    I alternated between pep-talking my warriors and observing the fight that was now unfolding in the arena. 
 
    I knew one of these women was an Exalted warrior because of the prayer positions that the crowd took up when the two opponents entered the arena. 
 
    One of them was tall and rangy, with a thick black braid and tapered elven ears. Another appeared to be some type of water being. Her skin was a pale blue color, and her hair was a cascade of wispy white curls that reminded me of seafoam. She wore a one-shouldered tunic made of woven green fronds. I knew she was the Exalted One because of the backer who strode at her side. He was a tall, thin man in a short-sleeved blue robe, and he had a pulsing blue amulet resting in the hollow of his throat. 
 
    He took up his place in one of the other backers’ lounges. I watched him closely as he spoke to his warrior woman. He had a courteous look plastered on his face, but the glint in his eyes looked cold and dangerous, and I saw his fingers twitch slightly as he spoke. 
 
    Then he unclasped the amulet from around his neck and held up its big blue stone toward his warrior. 
 
    She gave him a hesitant, almost skittish look, and then took the amulet carefully and kissed the gleaming blue stone. 
 
    It pulsed with a brighter light when her lips touched it. 
 
    Then she handed it back with an obvious reluctance, straightened up her shoulders, and walked into the arena with her head held high. 
 
    Her backer watched her go, and his fingers curled around the glowing blue amulet to hold it in his fist. 
 
    I shared a look with my warrior women and saw my own confusion reflected back to me on their faces. 
 
    “Maybe it is something to do with their temple,” Ellie murmured. “A magical talisman.” 
 
    The lead mediator grabbed something that was strapped to his chest, and I saw that it was a warhorn. As soon as the warriors in the arena bowed to him, he raised the horn to his red stone lips and let out a deep, quivering blast. 
 
    The Exalted water being was a light-footed fighter that reminded me a little of Ellie, despite the fact that she wielded a spear. She danced around her elven opponent and already had her tired out within a few minutes as she landed strike after strike. 
 
    But she wasn’t delivering mortal wounds by any means, and this clearly wasn’t to her backer’s taste. 
 
    The vein bulging in his temple was obvious enough for me to spot it halfway across the arena. A fine sheen of sweat coated his skin, and it made the ripple of muscles in his arm that much more obvious when he clenched his fist tight around the blue stone in his hand. 
 
    The stone’s glow flickered brighter as his fingers closed around it. 
 
    At the same time, his warrior flinched like she had been struck, even though her opponent was a good ten feet away from her. 
 
    Then one of her knees buckled. 
 
    She managed to regain her balance just in time, and she darted away from her elven opponent with a slight stagger. 
 
    Then, in the blink of an eye, she was back to her usual swift ferocity. 
 
    I gave my head a small shake as I studied the fighter and then her backer. Both were now carrying on like nothing had happened. 
 
    I glanced around at my own warrior women. They were all wearing similar expressions of confusion. 
 
    “What was that?” Ellie wondered in a slightly disturbed voice. “What did he do to her?” 
 
    “I don’t know.” I frowned, but then I shook myself back to the matter at hand. “We don’t have time to worry about whatever that was. You’re up soon, shieldmaidens. And I need you to be completely and utterly focused on this fight. Okay?” 
 
    The sound of my voice seemed to help pull my warriors out of their thoughts, and they jerked their eyes back to me as they nodded. 
 
    We huddled into a tight circle while the fight in the arena came to a close, and our hands all met in the center as we bowed our heads together in a silent moment of shared purpose. 
 
    “I know you can do this,” I said quietly. Kep let out a soft woof like he was agreeing with me, and I allowed myself a small chuckle before I went on with more seriousness. “You know you can do this. All of Zeratra knows you can do this.” 
 
    Still, I had a feeling in my stomach like the moment when you know you’re about to drop on a roller coaster. 
 
    My women seemed to sense it, and their hands all tightened under mine. 
 
    “We will win this fight, John,” Indy swore in a soft and deadly voice. “I vow it.” 
 
    “I vow it, too,” Ellie said boldly. 
 
    “Me, too,” Artemn said with a note of steel in her soft, smoky voice. 
 
    “And so do I,” Meikha finished. “We will walk out of this arena victorious.” 
 
    I gripped my hands tightly around theirs and let out a deep, slow breath. 
 
    The time for their fight came much sooner than I would have liked. 
 
    I felt like I was in a dream as I watched my women prowl out into the arena. Their faces were carefully smooth and blank as they faced off with Renjaya and bowed deeply to the gargoyle mediators. 
 
    Up in the stands, hundreds of eyes shone beneath the colorful, swirling lights of the galaxy overhead. 
 
    Then the galaxy flashed up into a steady white glow, and Indy’s red eyes flared just as bright. 
 
    For a brief moment, I was brought back to the dream I’d had recently, where the wind had been whipping and clawing at my clothes like it was alive, and a fire-eyed goddess had let out an echoing scream. 
 
    As the scream faded slowly from my mind, it seemed to meld with the deep howl of the lead gargoyle’s warhorn as he signaled for the fight to begin.

  

 
   
    Chapter 14 
 
    Within the span of a heartbeat, Renjaya was up in the air. The force of her own wind catapulted her up almost into the white galaxy above. She circled like a hawk, and a stark black shadow mirrored her movements on the arena below. 
 
    I watched her shadow slide over my warrior women’s wary, upturned faces. They were all standing light on the balls of their feet. I knew they were ready for her to come down in one of her signature missile-like strikes. 
 
    I felt like I was having an out-of-body experience, but I still noticed the charged energy that thrummed through the whole crowd. It was different from the usual respectful silence that the Exalted Ones’ fights began with. Instead, this silence felt alive with anticipation, like it was just waiting to be shattered by something new and unexpected. 
 
    In the arena, Artemn looked especially focused. Her black-and-white braid trailed down between her wings as she tilted her head up and tracked Renjaya closely with her gaze. Her fingers twitched slightly, and her silver eyes narrowed against the galaxy’s glare. 
 
    Then Renjaya came down hard and fast, and hurtled directly at Ellie. 
 
    This was clearly a calculated choice. My petite warrior had less reach both because of her size and her choice of weapons, so she must have made a tempting target. 
 
    This thought barely had time to flash through my mind before the crowd erupted into shrieks of excitement. 
 
    They doubled in volume as Artemn’s shield arced out. 
 
    “Holy shit,” I muttered to myself. 
 
    Even without Meikha’s wind to help disperse it, my winged warrior’s white-hot shield crackled into a wide dome over herself and her three teammates. 
 
    I felt nothing but awe and pride as I watched Artemn, and the crowd clearly had the same energy. They screeched and clutched at each other’s shoulders as they shot to their feet to watch. 
 
    Renjaya’s downward flight jerked into a sharp angle, and she skimmed hurriedly to the side with the aid of her own wind. But she didn’t quite manage to avoid the lightning shield in the process. Her teeth gritted in pain as her forearm grazed against the white-hot dome, and a jolt ran through her whole body. 
 
    I glanced at the leader of the gargoyle mediators to make sure that this didn’t count as a strike for us. I knew unlimited defense was allowed for a magic-wielding warrior, but I wasn’t sure if that extended to that warrior shielding her teammates along with herself. 
 
    Hell, judging by the crowd’s reaction, this might not have been something they’d ever seen before. 
 
    The gargoyle continued watching the fight with stony focus. He didn’t raise his voice to call out a number, so it was clear that Artemn’s move was counted solely as defensive. 
 
    Which was a huge advantage for us. 
 
    The thought bolstered me as I watched Renjaya take to the air again. 
 
    This time she didn’t circle. She just turned in a sharp vertical arc and came shooting down with even more speed than before. 
 
    But she wasn’t quite fast enough. For a second time, Artemn’s white shield crackled out. 
 
    Renjaya managed to avoid it fully this time, and now her teeth clenched with pure rage as she brought herself into a horizontal flight. Her knuckles whitened visibly as they gripped the shaft of her double-bladed axe. 
 
    She zoomed down in a steep dive that brought her into a run toward Meikha. 
 
    My blonde warrior tensed, and her rapier leaped up to meet Renjaya’s strike. 
 
    But the strike didn’t come. Instead, a sharp blast of wind whipped Renjaya’s hair as she pulled out of the feint and tossed herself sharply to the right, directly toward Artemn. 
 
    My stomach clenched, and I kept my arms tight around Kep in my jacket as I realized the conclusion Renjaya had come to: She needed to take out my winged warrior so she could attack the others without interference. 
 
    Then Indy’s chain-whip coiled out and wrapped around Renjaya’s ankle like a silver snake. Every tendon in my princess’ golden arm flexed hard as she braced herself and yanked. 
 
    A groan burst from Indy’s lips as she was yanked forward off her feet. She managed to keep her grip on the handle of her whip, but the chain snapped loudly. There was only the slightest hitch in Renjaya’s flight in response. 
 
    But it was enough. 
 
    Artemn didn’t bother with shielding herself. She jerked her spear blade up. It crashed against the long, sweeping blade of Renjaya’s axe once, twice, three times. My winged warrior spun her weapon deftly and used it to knock aside another blow. 
 
    But Renjaya could spin her weapon, too, and it had two blades. 
 
    It also had the power of the wind to speed it on. 
 
    The axe whistled around sharply and hacked clean through the shaft of Artemn’s spear. 
 
    “One strike for Kazko,” the lead mediator declared in a ringing voice. 
 
    “Shit,” I growled as my hands clenched into fists. “Shit, shit, shit.” 
 
    I saw my own panic reflected on Artemn’s face, and the audience’s screams held about as much terror as I felt. 
 
    Artemn abandoned her grip on the lower half of her spear. It clattered to the ground, and she kicked it aside as she dodged a strike from Renjaya. Then her hand shot out, and a white-hot bolt of lightning leaped from her palm. It lanced right into the extended blade of Renjaya’s axe. 
 
    The Exalted warrior let out a noise that was part shriek and part hiss as her arms jerked, and the axe dropped from her hands. 
 
    “One strike for John,” the lead gargoyle boomed. 
 
    Then Ellie darted in as low and quick as a cobra. The tomahawk-like blade of her tonfa drove into Renjaya’s knee, hard. 
 
    The Exalted warrior’s shriek ramped up as her leg buckled, and excitement surged in my chest. But then she turned the movement into a sideways roll. 
 
    At the same time, she extended her hand toward her fallen weapon. A gust of wind rippled her tunic as the axe levitated up from the ground and swept back into her hand. She gripped the weapon tightly as she turned. 
 
    Then she hurled herself straight at Ellie. 
 
    My blue-haired warrior spun aside as gracefully as a dancer and then lashed out with her long tonfa blade like a sword. Renjaya planted her feet and grunted as she got her axe between them. Steel shrieked against steel as their blades clashed. 
 
    My blue-haired warrior twirled her weapon to sweep Renjaya’s next blow aside, and then her other hand came punching in with the shorter stabbing blade of her tonfa. 
 
    But it skimmed uselessly off of Renjaya’s skin. 
 
    I growled under my breath. This woman was even quicker with her shields than she was with her strikes. 
 
    I guessed she wasn’t one of the Exalted warriors for nothing, but I knew my women could match her, and they had half the oasis cheering them on now who clearly felt the same. 
 
    The fight picked up as the Exalted warrior traded blows with my own women, and soon she faced off against Meikha. 
 
    Then a sudden blast of wind struck my blonde warrior hard during one of her attacks. 
 
    “Two for Kazko,” the gargoyle boomed. 
 
    Meikha hurtled back through the air like a rag doll, and worry tempered my grim satisfaction at Renjaya using up another magic strike. 
 
    But then Meikha stopped sharply in midair. Her brow furrowed as her tawny eyes locked with Renjaya’s, and her arms trembled slightly as she raised them toward the Exalted warrior. 
 
    “Shit,” I hissed. I took two steps forward and raised my voice to a shout. “Meikha, no!” 
 
    We had discussed this. 
 
    No battles of will. 
 
    What the hell was my tawny-eyed warrior thinking? 
 
    Meikha’s chest heaved as she pulled in a deep breath, and she gave her head a quick, hard shake like she was clearing it. Then she shouted a command to her fellow warriors, dropped abruptly to the ground, and rolled away. 
 
    I sighed with relief at the fact she’d heeded my instructions, but then my heart leaped into my throat again as Renjaya immediately jumped into pursuit, like a dog that’s spotted a rabbit. 
 
    Right on time, Indy came rushing in with her sword. 
 
    Their blades clashed, and Renjaya was like a tornado of energy as she hacked and swung mercilessly at my black-haired warrior. Indy grunted as she allowed one blow to skim off her bracer, and then turned another aside with her blade. 
 
    Renjaya was fast as hell, and my teeth gritted together as she managed to hook one of her blades beneath the shorter, curved blade of Indy’s double-bladed weapon. 
 
    My princess clung grimly to her weapon as she was jerked to the side. She followed through with the motion and brought her knee jabbing up into Renjaya’s crotch. 
 
    A snarl of pain burst from the Exalted warrior’s lips. 
 
    “Red-eyed bitch!” she hissed. 
 
    Her hand flew out, and my princess went hurtling back like she’d been hit in the chest with a bag of bricks. 
 
    “No!” Meikha screamed. 
 
    Her scream was almost lost in the gargoyle’s booming announcement of a third magic strike for Kazko. 
 
    My blonde warrior fell into a sideways lunge with her hand extended toward Indy, palm up. 
 
    The princess was brought into a feather-light sideways arc, and then she floated gently down to her feet like a leaf on the wind. She shot a brief and grateful look at Meikha, but both warriors snapped back into focus as Renjaya shot up into the air again. 
 
    She was high above my warriors, but I still caught the look of murderous rage on the Exalted woman’s face as she gazed down at my women. Her expression darkened even further as her gaze lingered on Artemn, who was standing at the ready to send her shield out again. 
 
    Renjaya’s thoughts were entirely clear. 
 
    She was ready to end this shit right now. 
 
    She whipped around into a wide circle. This time, it wasn’t the slow circling of a hawk, though. 
 
    It was the high-speed spinning of a cyclone. 
 
    She moved faster and faster and then angled down into a wide, aggressive spiral. Uneasiness simmered in my gut as I realized there was no way for my warrior women to avoid getting caught up in this. 
 
    The wind whipped at my women’s hair, and I caught the look they all shared. It was panicked, but determined, too. 
 
    They knew what they needed to do. 
 
    Renjaya’s attention was clearly focused on Artemn in particular. I knew she still wanted to take my winged warrior out to remove her formidable lightning shield from the equation. 
 
    But my women needed desperately to draw her attention away from Artemn. Because out of all of them, Artemn was the only one who could stop what was about to happen. 
 
    Indy let out a sharp shout, and then my princess did something totally unexpected. She planted her feet, pulled her arm back, and lobbed the remains of her chain-whip straight up into the cyclone. 
 
    The weapon whipped around sharply and tangled itself into Renjaya’s legs. 
 
    A whistling screech of rage echoed from the Exalted warrior’s throat. She thrashed her legs furiously like a diver that’s gotten tangled in seaweed. 
 
    Finally, the chain-whip went flying away and sailed out into the audience. 
 
    Shrieks broke out, and then all of a sudden people were scuffling to claim the whip for themselves. 
 
    I barely had time to snort with laughter before Renjaya was on the move again, and my mirth faded immediately. 
 
    The Exalted warrior’s eyes honed in on Indy with murderous intent as she descended on the winds of her own cyclone. 
 
    My warriors all tensed. 
 
    They were going to get swept up into this cyclone no matter what. It was their only choice. 
 
    Artemn’s silver eyes stayed glued to Renjaya, and I knew she was waiting for the perfect moment, even as she staggered from the force of the cyclone that was now whipping at her clothes and hair with increasing force. 
 
    Then all four of my warriors were yanked into the air, and Renjaya darted into the eye of the storm. 
 
    My heart pounded against my ribs as I watched my women spin faster and faster through the air, and I wondered if Artemn would be able to hit her mark like this. 
 
    I felt Kep’s head turning from side to side as he followed her path around the arena, but the cub stayed cuddled into my arms. 
 
    My women’s clothes and braids whipped into a frenzy from the wind that sped them around, and it seemed like all they could do was cling onto their weapons for dear life. 
 
    The gargoyle boomed out an announcement of this fourth strike for Kazko, but I barely heard him. 
 
    Then Artemn’s arm shot out toward the center of the arena. 
 
    A bolt of searing, white-hot light blinded the whole crowd, and hundreds of elated voices masked Artemn’s scream of effort as she sent the bolt lancing down at Renjaya. 
 
    The Exalted warrior was forced to abandon her cyclone as she thrust a wind shield into place around herself, and my women all dropped like stones. 
 
    All four of them managed to land in a sort of skidding roll, and I allowed myself a small breath of relief. 
 
    But it wasn’t over yet. 
 
    Renjaya was now surrounded in a crackling, white-hot cocoon of light. 
 
    My breath caught as I recognized the move that Artemn had used to win her fight against Meikha back in Volluz. I clenched my hands into fists and hoped that this would end in the same way, despite my winged warrior not having her spear at an adequate length to complete the attack. 
 
    Through the spiderweb of crackling bolts surrounding Renjaya, I could see the Exalted warrior quivering with the effort of maintaining her wind shield. The crowd was in an uproar as they watched, and I resisted the urge to plug my fingers in my ears as I held my breath and waited. 
 
    Renjaya screamed. Her arms punched outward, and the lightning dispersed with it into a thousand tiny jets of light. 
 
    It was like watching the explosion of a star up close, and for a moment the crowd’s roar was drowned out by the crackling boom of thunder that ensued. 
 
    The Exalted warrior was free, but her chest was heaving with effort as she struggled to regain herself. 
 
    “Two strikes for John,” the gargoyle boomed. 
 
    Time seemed to slow for me as I saw Artemn’s silver eyes dart over to meet Meikha’s tawny gaze. They nodded briskly at each other. Then Meikha’s fingers tightened around her short stabbing blade as she drew her arm back in an overhand motion. 
 
    My stomach lurched as my women’s training came back to me, and I thought to myself that this was absolutely no way to throw a knife from such a distance. 
 
    But then again, that was if there wasn’t magic involved. 
 
    The power of the wind sent Meikha’s knife streaking toward Renjaya like a dart. 
 
    At the same time, Artemn’s hand shot forward. A bolt of lightning leaped from her palm in a white-hot blur, and it roared forward to encase Meikha’s knife completely as the weapon whizzed toward the Exalted warrior. 
 
    The knife lodged itself in Renjaya’s ribs with a wet thunk. 
 
    “Three and four strikes for John,” the gargoyle thundered. 
 
    I wasn’t sure if it was from my own jolt of adrenaline or the strident thunder of the crowd, but the whole world seemed to reel around me for a second as things in the arena zoomed back into full speed. 
 
    A violent jolt ran through Renjaya from head to toe, and a keening shriek spilled out of her lips. Her fingers flew to the dagger’s hilt, and she yanked it free without hesitation. Sparks flew in every direction as the wound blazed white for a moment. 
 
    Then the light was eclipsed by a deluge of red. Renjaya’s whole body spasmed with agony even as she hurled the dagger back in the direction it had come from. The white light was gone from it now, and it spun through the air toward Meikha. 
 
    She danced aside easily, and my women moved in for the kill. 
 
    But despite the dripping pool of red accumulating under Renjaya’s clutching hand, she wasn’t about to be beaten. 
 
    One hand continued to clutch at her side as she shot up into the air. Her movement was darting and erratic now, like an angry wasp. She dove down toward Ellie in a streak of white fury, and another hollow screech echoed from her throat. 
 
    Her axe blade snaked in and hooked around one of Ellie’s tonfa blades.  
 
    My petite warrior cried out as the weapon was wrenched from her grasp. She clung to the other tonfa with grim focus as she danced aside from Renjaya’s next blow. 
 
    I had more appreciation than ever for Ellie’s ability to keep her cool. Her jaw was set and focused as she continued to dodge, spin, and duck away from the furious Exalted warrior’s axe blades. 
 
    Meikha’s voice called out, and Ellie dodged hastily to the side. 
 
    A blast of wind from Meikha hit Renjaya in the chest, and the Exalted woman went flying back. 
 
    “Five strikes for John,” the gargoyle announced in thundering tones. 
 
    Renjaya threw two hands back as if to steady herself in midair. Her fall was broken by a gust of wind that carried her up again, and then around in a lightning-fast arc. 
 
    As she came down on Ellie again, I had a sinking feeling in my gut, because this time my dainty warrior stood not only alone, but with just one weapon left. 
 
    Ordinarily, something like that wouldn’t stop her, but at the moment, Ellie seemed genuinely frozen with fear. 
 
    And my women were all out of magic strikes. 
 
    Time slowed again as Ellie cowered with her weapon lowered like the mouse in the gaze of a hawk, and Renjaya’s eyes flared wide with triumph as she completed her descent. 
 
    Then, at the last second, Ellie leaped right up to meet her. 
 
    The crowd roared, and heat rushed through my veins to match their fire. 
 
    Ellie’s delicate arm extended, so the longer blade of her tonfa jabbed up. 
 
    Then she rammed her sword right up into Renjaya’s chest with all her strength. 
 
    The stunned screams and roars of the crowd were underlaid by the meaty squelch of Renjaya’s chest caving in from the force of the blade. Ellie’s round lips contorted with effort as she twisted her weapon, and a froth of blood bubbled out of Renjaya’s mouth. 
 
    Then Ellie dropped to the side and jerked her tonfa free. Renjaya’s body slumped to the ground with viscera spilling from her chest. 
 
    Ellie lifted her blood-slick blade and shook it at the crowd while she screamed with triumph. 
 
    The sound echoed into a sudden hush that filled the arena as everyone gaped wordlessly at the fallen Exalted warrior. 
 
    Then every person in the crowd sucked in a collective breath and screamed right back. Their faces were filled with awe and worship as they showered my women with a deafening roar of approval. Some had a tinge of vicious glee, like they had just been waiting for this Exalted warrior to topple. 
 
    The verdict resounded from the lead gargoyle’s throat. 
 
    “The victory goes to the Wolfling, Induya Fire-Heart, Meikha Swiftrage, and Artemn Stormstrike,” the gargoyle roared. 
 
    As my women’s victory resounded from the lead gargoyle, the sounds seemed to pulse over me in waves. 
 
    My heart pounded like I had just been resuscitated from the point of death. I sucked in a deep, cleansing breath of my own as my warriors bowed deeply to the tumultuous crowd. 
 
    A tidal wave of flowers and goods came raining down into the arena. I even saw people stop and strip the shirts off their backs, ball them up, and throw them into the arena. Others tugged off their precious-looking amulets, rings, and bracelets and sent them spinning down to heap at my women’s sandaled feet. I even saw Indy’s chain-whip come sailing in from a large, older man in the crowd who wore the biggest, toothiest smile I’d ever seen. 
 
    When Indy happily snapped it up and offered the man a nod, he passed out and took the four people behind him down along the way. 
 
    The white galaxy overhead seemed to vibrate, and I had the brief impression that the whole damn universe was imploding with the deafening force of these people’s awe. 
 
    Then my women were pounding across the arena toward me. 
 
    I didn’t give a shit what anyone thought. I swept them each into a rough one-armed hug. Then Kep wormed his way out of my jacket and into Artemn’s hold. He yelped eagerly and licked at my winged warrior’s face, and I spun my women around one by one. 
 
    They all laughed breathlessly and pressed every possible inch of their bodies against mine. 
 
    But then the sound of Artemn’s voice stopped me. 
 
    It sounded urgent and filled with a fear that immediately had me on the alert. 
 
    “John.” Her fingers shot out and clutched at my arm. “Look.” 
 
    I turned and jerked my attention over to the fallen Exalted warrior in the arena. 
 
    Renjaya’s corpse was still sprawled out where Ellie had shoved it to the ground. 
 
    But now all her limbs were twitching with the same light, rapid movement I associated with someone having a dream. 
 
    I frowned, then turned back to Artemn. 
 
    “Looks like muscle spasms, or something,” I said in a shout to be heard over the crowd. “That happens when people die sometimes, right?” 
 
    I was pretty sure I had seen something vaguely like this happen before, and I was certain my warrior women must have seen it even more than I had. 
 
    But Artemn’s silver eyes were filled with unease, and the same look crept over my other warriors’ faces as they stared at the dead warrior. Kep let out a low growl as his ember-like eyes fixed on Renjaya. 
 
    There was a moment of silence in the lounge as we all continued to watch, and then something cold seemed to trail up my spine. 
 
    The rapid twitching of Renjaya’s limbs increased until they were practically flailing. Red-tinged foam continued to dribble out of her gaping mouth, and I could’ve sworn I saw a flash of light from beneath her blue tunic. 
 
    Then I spotted four priests rushing toward her. 
 
    “I don’t know what’s happening,” I said under my breath. “But I really, really don’t like it.” 
 
    The four priests were carrying something between them that looked like a cross between a stretcher and the type of fancy sedan chair that royalty would be carried around in. The priests were wearing hooded robes that shadowed their faces, and their hands were encased in shimmering golden gloves. 
 
    They laid the stretcher on the ground next to the dead warrior and lifted her onto its velvet cushions as her limbs continued to thrash. 
 
    Then they strapped her down. 
 
    “What the fuck?” I whispered.

  

 
   
    Chapter 15 
 
    Renjaya’s backer was white-faced and tight-lipped as he watched the scene in the arena, and he didn’t so much as glance in my direction. He was clutching something small, round, and glowing in his hand, but then the light disappeared as he shoved it into his pocket. He withdrew his hand clutching onto something else: a big velvet pouch. He shoved it into the hands of the nearest bookie. 
 
    Then, without a word, he turned and strode off after the priests who were carrying Renjaya. 
 
    By the time Renjaya’s dead body disappeared from my line of sight, it didn’t look dead at all. It was twitching and jerking madly like a puppet on a string while white light pulsed from its chest. 
 
    Fresh chills went down my spine at the sight. 
 
    This was a new level of bizarre and unsettling to me. 
 
    But the crowd was just acting like it was business as usual. 
 
    They showered Renjaya’s corpse with boos as it was carried from the arena. Then they returned to raucous cheers for my women. Hands slapped together in elated high fives, and some people were stumbling into their neighbors as they went right into acting out my women’s greatest moves. 
 
    Green-haired gnome bookies rushed around the arena to gather up flowers and goods for my women. They even cheerfully plucked several bundles out of pools of blood and gore and bagged them up like normal, and I made a mental note to abandon these goods at the first opportunity. 
 
    Then the familiar, shrill-voiced bookie was the one who came in with my winnings. 
 
    She was beaming with excitement and almost as much pride as if she had slain Renjaya herself as she handed over two bulging velvet pouches the size of bowling balls. 
 
    “Phew!” she panted with relief as I lifted the heavy bags from her grasp. Then she gave us all a glowing look. “Spectacular fight! I’ve never seen an Exalted warrior be genuinely overthrown like that before. Truly amazing. This will be a tale that’s told to the grandchildren of our grandchildren around the fire at night.” 
 
    I loved pretty much everything about these words, but I had a cold feeling of dread gnawing at me, so I brushed them aside after a brief smile. 
 
    “Hey,” I said in a low voice. “Uh, what the hell is going on with Renjaya?” 
 
    “Hmm?” The bookie turned away to glance in the direction Renjaya’s body had been carried off in. “Oh, yes… It does seem a bit cruel to keep raising the Exalted warriors. But there’s naught to be done.” 
 
    “Raise?” I repeated. “What does that mean?” 
 
    “Oh.” Understanding dawned on the bookie’s face. “Of course, you wouldn’t know… Well, as I told you, it’s extremely rare for an Exalted warrior to fall during battle. But when they do, sometimes they’re raised from the dead by their faction. Only the best of the best are raised, of course, but…” 
 
    “Raised from the dead,” I repeated in a hollow voice. Disbelief washed over me, but then it was replaced by a sense of grim acceptance. “And what happens to them after that?” 
 
    “They fight again, of course,” the bookie said with a startled look. “I expect Renjaya will have some difficulty with her heartbeat after such a chest wound… That does happen sometimes, you know. Wounds to the limbs or extremities actually tend to be worse, though, because they sometimes result in limping, even after being raised. That type of thing can mean life or death in the arena. Still, though, it’s quite an honor to have died in battle.” 
 
    The world seemed to tilt around me for a moment, and I breathed deeply through my nose while I shared a long look with my warrior women. 
 
    This accounted for the unexplained limping we had seen in some of the faction members’ warriors. 
 
    It also accounted for the way those warriors and their backers had given me the fucking heebie-jeebies. 
 
    The bookie was going on in an almost absent-minded tone. 
 
    “Still,” she said with a sigh. “It does seem a bit excessive at times. I don’t know if you’ve seen Gulnyssa over there, but she’s practically like a skeleton, just shambling around among the living.” 
 
    She gestured vaguely across the arena as she spoke, and I glanced over automatically to follow her gesture. 
 
    The other backer’s lounge wasn’t as well lit as ours, so the whole room was cast into shadow. But after a moment of squinting, I could see the outline of several people. One had the distinct shape of a robe-wearing backer. Another was gaunt, frail, and limping restlessly back and forth across the room. 
 
    As the second person’s pacing took them closer to the front of the lounge, some of the white light washed over them, and I clearly saw the bones of a human leg dragging along in a limping stride. 
 
    “Holy fucking shit,” I muttered as I rubbed my temples. I wheeled around to face the bookie again. “Why?” 
 
    “Why, what?” she asked as she pulled her moss-green eyes back to mine. 
 
    She looked so innocent and child-like, but at the same time, she was completely accepting of this blatant level of gruesome brutality. I had to remind myself that this was probably just the way the world had always been, from her point of view. 
 
    I lowered my voice slightly as I saw that another backer and his warriors had come to loiter around outside the lounge. 
 
    “Why do they do this?” I asked simply. “What’s the point?” 
 
    “Oh.” The bookie stopped and considered this for a moment with her grass-like hair swaying slowly. “It’s just the way things are with the factions. From the view of an outsider like myself, it’s quite unfortunate, and like I said, a bit cruel. I try not to think about it, mostly, because there’s nothing I can do– I mean, look at me… But I do feel quite bad for the Exalted Ones who have been revived without any choice in the matter. In fact, I doubt anyone has even asked them what they want before.” 
 
    I glanced at the backer outside the lounge again. He seemed oblivious to our conversation as he grilled one of his warriors, but the other was standing off to the side. 
 
    I took quick stock of her appearance and saw that she was heavily favoring her right leg as she stood propped against the wall. There was a long, puckered red scar on the skin of her bad leg. 
 
    The gleam of her eyes told me that she was looking in my direction, although she barely had her head turned this way. 
 
    But the expression on her face was clear. 
 
    She was nodding along with the bookie’s words about the cruelty of reviving the Exalted warriors, and her eyes were shining with unshed tears. 
 
    “And it is quite an honor, as I said,” the bookie continued. “After all, the Exalted Ones are essentially being reborn. After some time, they return to the arenas as fearless as ever, and now with the added honor of having faced death. They have to undergo extensive rituals first, of course. The most well-known of them is probably the raising itself, which takes place right after they die. Normally only the faction members and their warriors are allowed to view the process. But between you and me, I snuck in once and got a peek, and it was…” 
 
    She trailed off and blew out a sigh as she shook her head. 
 
    I immediately latched onto this information about the raising rituals as something occurred to me. 
 
    “Where does this take place, exactly?” I asked. “The raising ritual.” 
 
    “At the temple of the faction member in question,” she explained. “Kazko is of the Sacred Squall faction, of course, so that’ll be in the Crosswinds Temple. The high priest there is named Phohas.” 
 
    “Crosswinds Temple,” I repeated as I groped in my pocket. I pulled out the map I had been given by the council and scanned over it. 
 
    The bookie’s green-tinted finger reached out and pointed at a small dot on the map. “Right there. You know, the factions’ backers would probably be honored to receive you after seeing your warriors fight like this. There’s already a lot of intrigue surrounding you.” 
 
    “Really?” The wheels in my head were turning fast. “Good intrigue?” 
 
    “Oh, of course!” the bookie chuckled. “I know they try to act all mysterious, but I could tell they’re all salivating to get on good terms with you. They’d probably give you practically anything you asked for. Except for their Exalted warriors, perhaps. Well, that is, unless you were reckless enough to duel one of them.” 
 
    She seemed to toss this in without even thinking about it, but I seized onto the statement immediately. 
 
    But outwardly, I just laughed in a casual, absent way that matched her own voice. “Oh, I’m not that reckless. I mean, it’s forbidden, right? That’d probably get me in some deep shit.” 
 
    “Hmm? Forbidden?” The bookie gave me a startled look. “Oh, not at all. Dueling is permitted practically anywhere in Zeratra. It’s just that the Scazaths tend to have magic weapons. Quite formidable.” 
 
    “Ahh.” I rubbed my jaw absently and glanced over at the backer outside the lounge, who was still talking heatedly to his warrior woman. I kept my voice light, casual, and curious as I went on. “What type of magic weapons?” 
 
    “Usually related to the powers of whatever warrior they possess,” the bookie explained. “They come with the warriors, of course. Whoever owns the warriors owns the weapons.” 
 
    “Right,” I murmured. “Well, I think we’re going to get going for now. Is it alright if I, uhh, come back for those?” 
 
    I gestured at the big velvet sacks full of goods propped against the inside of the lounge. 
 
    The bookie nodded brightly. “Of course! I’ll keep them nice and safe for you here. Congratulations again. I hope to see you again soon.” 
 
    Her shrill voice lifted into a question at the end. 
 
    “Maybe,” I said with a smile. 
 
    That seemed to be enough for the bookie. She gave me and my warriors a cheeky, twinkling smile and bustled off. 
 
    I turned to my women and sighed as I rubbed my temples. 
 
    “Alright,” I said as I stuffed the two bags of winnings into my duffel bag. “I want to go to the Crosswinds Temple and see exactly, with our own eyes, what this ‘raising’ ritual is. What do you think?” 
 
    My women all looked intimidated at this prospect, but their jaws were already set with determination, and their eyes were filled with a sort of grim fire that I hadn’t quite seen in them before. It wasn’t the bloodthirsty energy they possessed during their arena fights. This was something colder and deadlier. 
 
    And every bit of it matched what I was feeling right now. 
 
    Their answer came in perfect unison. 
 
    “Let’s go.” 
 
    The Crosswinds Temple was one of the many buildings that surrounded the Crux Arena. It was made of white stone, and it was perfectly round, with a cone-shaped roof that had thick, spiraling ridges scoured into its surface. 
 
    There was a meandering stone path that led across the temple’s courtyard, but I ignored it and strode right over the plush green moss of the yard with my women close at my sides. 
 
    Outside the looming double doors of the temple, a deep voice stopped me in my tracks. 
 
    “Halt!” 
 
    I stared around with confusion as I looked for the speaker. 
 
    My eyes ran over the variety of objects that hung from long chains around the doors: small cactuses in pots, hanging lanterns, and a mask. 
 
    I immediately honed in on the mask. It was made of something that looked like polished amethyst, and it was formed into a human-like face that had the beak of a bird and the fangs of a serpent. 
 
    I had a special dislike for masks after my encounter with the kidnappers back in Volluz, but this one was just hanging empty from a chain. 
 
    So on one hand, it seemed pretty harmless. 
 
    But on the other hand, I was pretty sure it had just spoken to me. 
 
    And now its hollow eyes were glowing with a mysterious white light. 
 
    “Ohhh, lord,” I muttered under my breath. 
 
    I resisted the urge to step forward and make sure there was absolutely nothing lurking behind this mask. Instead, I just cleared my throat politely. 
 
    “Who are you?” the voice demanded. “And what business do you have in the Crosswinds Temple?” 
 
    Yep, the mask was definitely speaking to me. 
 
    Its amethyst beak clicked unnervingly as it spoke. Its eyes didn’t have any pupils, but I could somehow sense its glowing white gaze boring into me. 
 
    “I’m John,” I said in an easygoing voice that gave no hint of the fact that this was one of the weirdest interactions of my entire life. “I’m here to see Phohas.” 
 
    I spoke this last part with all the confidence I could manage. 
 
    The mask’s white eyes gleamed brighter, and the chain above it creaked as it nodded. “Wait.” 
 
    I shared a wary glance with my warrior women and nodded in response. 
 
    After about three seconds, the door swung open, and a tall man stuck his head out. 
 
    His bald head was the first thing I noticed. Not because of its lack of hair, but because it was ridged with so much shiny white scar tissue that it almost seemed sculpted into a shape like a soft-serve ice cream cone. 
 
    Below it, the man had a brow like a caveman that contrasted oddly with his utter lack of chin. The thin, braided black goatee sprouting from the area did nothing to help disguise it. 
 
    The goatee twitched slightly as the man’s mouth curled up into a gracious smile. 
 
    “Welcome,” he said, and he opened the door a hair’s breadth wider to address me. “I was lucky enough to witness your warriors’ fight. Fascinating stuff, absolutely fascinating…” 
 
    His black eyes gleamed as they wandered over to my women. 
 
    I nodded curtly, but I forced my jaw up into an answering smile. “Thanks.” 
 
    “What brings you here, John?” he asked courteously. “If I may call you such…” 
 
    I nodded again and stifled a sigh of relief at the simple bliss of not being referred to as something like “Lord.” 
 
    Or worse still, “Magnificence.” 
 
    I mulled over my words for a brief moment before I responded. 
 
    “I’ve seen enough Exalted warriors fight that I’m pretty fascinated by them myself,” I said in an amiable voice. I kept an expression of innocent concern and ruefulness on my face as I spoke. “We came here to, ummm, pay our respects to Renjaya. My warriors were honored to fight against her tonight, and… well, regardless of how impressive a fight is, it’s always hard seeing a great warrior come to an end.” 
 
    A flash of hunger glinted in Phohas’ black eyes, and I knew my plan had worked. I had just provided him with the perfect opportunity to awe and stun me with the fact that Renjaya wasn’t gone for good. 
 
    Then the glint was gone, and his face was a mask of mystery again. 
 
    Utterly chinless mystery. 
 
    “Actually,” he said in a low voice, “you’re just in time. The Raising is about to begin.” 
 
    “Raising?” I laid the intrigue on thick and allowed my eyebrows to fly up. 
 
    Phohas’ smile widened. “Has no one told you that the Exalted Ones defy death?” 
 
    “Uhhh…” I feigned confusion. “To be honest, I just thought that was a figure of speech… I mean, they seem incredibly fierce, of course, but… defying death?” 
 
    My trap snapped shut. 
 
    Phohas pulled the double doors open wide and made a sweeping gesture for me to enter. 
 
    “Come,” he said softly. “You must see it to believe.” 
 
    My warrior women’s faces were carefully blank and expressionless, but as soon as the bald man turned his back on us, Indy’s eyes flared red. Ellie wrinkled her nose, Artemn’s tapered jaw clenched, and Meikha’s tawny eyes turned hard and stony. 
 
    I nodded to show them that I entirely shared their dislike for this fucker, but then I widened my eyes in warning and jerked my head after Phohas. 
 
    And just like that, my women’s faces were completely unreadable again. 
 
    I clutched my hands tight around Ellie and Meikha’s wrists as I pulled them further into the temple with me. 
 
    The ceiling was set with white gemstones that glowed dimly with their own light. The colorless light glinted off the scar tissue on Phohas’ head as he walked, and I wondered what the hell he had done to his skin to make it that way. It almost reminded me of the windswept stone buildings we had seen earlier. 
 
    Soon the hall opened up into a big round chamber. It was dominated by a tree at the center that appeared to grow out of the white gemstone ground. The tree had silver-gray bark. It was taller than me by a good few feet, but it had the sort of shape that I associated with bonsai trees, or trees that have spent years being blown nonstop by the wind. It almost seemed to grow sideways, with its root arched to the right, and all its branches growing in that direction. 
 
    The white gemstones’ light was dim, and the tree roots had deep shadows pooled inside them, so it took me a moment to realize what the thrashing motion inside the roots was. 
 
    It was Renjaya. 
 
    Her body still looked a disgusting mixture of lifeless and animated as it flopped around like a fish on land. Most of the motion still seemed to be coming from her limbs, and her torso and head were just jerked around by their motion. 
 
    A scattering of robed Scazath priests stood around the circular room, and they were all muttering in low voices. But a hush fell over them as they realized that Phohas hadn’t returned alone. 
 
    Their eyes widened at the sight of me and my warrior women. Most were careful enough to keep their faces cool and mysterious otherwise, but I actually saw a few jaws drop at the sight of us. 
 
    Some of the men looked unnerved for a brief moment as their eyes flashed between the twitching corpse on the floor and Ellie, who was splattered with that corpse’s blood. 
 
    Then everyone’s attention was pulled to the far side of the room as several hooded men appeared in the doorway across from us. I noticed immediately that they were the men who had carried Renjaya off the arena. 
 
    Their faces were still shadowed by the hoods of their robes, but it looked like they had changed into a fresh pair of golden gloves. 
 
    One of the men was clutching a small black box shaped like a coffin. He opened it up and started passing out small objects to each priest in the room. 
 
    When he got closer to us, I realized those objects were cigars. 
 
    I raised my eyebrows at Phohas as he passed me one, and then he did the same for my warrior women. 
 
    “To keep the spirits at bay,” he explained. “They will carry Renjaya’s spirit back to her body. The smoke keeps them from passing her spirit to us by mistake.” 
 
    A small, almost imperceptible shiver ran through my women, and they all accepted the light offered to them by Phohas with a nod of thanks. 
 
    “What about Kep?” Artemn asked me. 
 
    “Good point,” I muttered. I turned back to Phohas and then gestured at the little fyrox tucked against my winged warrior’s chest. “Will my warrior’s fyrox be alright?” 
 
    “Fyrox? We don’t have any of…” Phohas trailed off as he caught sight of Kep, and a surprised look crossed his face. He recovered himself quickly and nodded. “Animals are not at risk of spirit possession. Your warrior’s fyrox will be safe.” 
 
    I nodded, and Artemn looked reassured as she cradled the cub in his silken sling. 
 
    Kep himself was acting mellow enough, although his lips twitched back a little whenever he looked down at Renjaya, so his tiny, needle-sharp white fangs were bared slightly. 
 
    The cigar had an earthy taste to it that was easily tolerable to me. I had no idea if my women had ever done anything remotely similar to smoking cigars, but they all puffed calmly away like they’d been doing this their whole damn lives. 
 
    Despite the grimness of what was happening, I had a momentary desire to laugh. Maybe it was because of the contrast between standing around smoking cigars and raising a corpse from the dead. It was just too fucking bizarre, and yet it was exactly in character for the desert world. 
 
    The smoke actually helped calm me as I contemplated what was ahead of us. 
 
    Step one was ensuring that this “raising” shit was absolutely real, and not just some empty boast made by the priests. 
 
    Step two… Well, I wasn’t entirely sure what step two would be yet. 
 
    It sure as hell wouldn’t be joining this foul priesthood. 
 
    But allowing these faction backers to think that was a possibility had helped open the door to get me in here. So for now I had to schmooze with these disgusting excuses for human beings and act like all was well. 
 
    The hooded men were now surrounding Renjaya. They lifted her carefully from her place among the roots and laid her on a flat stone altar next to the tree. 
 
    One of them hurried over with a bowl full of some dark, oily liquid. He knelt and seized a hold of Renjaya’s flopping limbs one by one, and his grip clenched tight with the effort of holding her still while he dipped her fingers into the bowl one hand at a time, and then her toes. 
 
    Something about the touch of the liquid immediately soothed the frantic motion of her limbs, and now they were only rocked by small tremors. 
 
    One of the men hastily unfurled a long bolt of cloth. It looked like it was made from some sort of animal skin, but it had tiny, cactus-like spikes sewn into it. 
 
    The men carefully wrapped the cloth around Renjaya’s torso, and then followed up with smaller cloths to wrap her limbs. 
 
    One of them opened a small wooden box and pulled out two coin-sized amethysts. He placed them carefully in the hollows of her closed eyes. Then he pulled out something that looked like a large conch shell, slit open the cloth that covered her mouth, and nestled the shell between her lips like a horn. 
 
    Everyone gathered a little closer around the altar, except for four of the priests who went and stood around the tree. They gripped each other’s hands tightly to form a circle around the trunk. 
 
    They started to chant in low voices. 
 
    Then Renjaya’s backer stepped forward and unclasped something from around his neck. As he walked toward the body, I saw that it was an amulet set with a big white gemstone. It glowed with its own light, and that light pulsed with the rhythm of a heartbeat as he handed it over to one of the hooded men. 
 
    The man gripped the stone carefully in his golden-gloved hand as he knelt next to Renjaya’s body, and he carefully placed the gemstone on her chest. The rhythm of the pulsing picked up. 
 
    Then Phohas stepped forward. 
 
    He puffed on his cigar a few times before he pulled it out of his mouth. 
 
    His voice was about a full octave deeper when he spoke. 
 
    His words weren’t any that I recognized. It was in a language that had an odd rolling sound to it, except for a sharp tongue click that was thrown in every now and then. 
 
    I gripped my warriors’ wrists more tightly as the ritual went on, and I looked around to make sure they were all still puffing on their cigars. 
 
    If someone had asked me a few months ago whether smoking cigars was a vital necessity to keep out evil spirits, I would’ve laughed at them. 
 
    But at this point, pretty much anything felt possible. 
 
    I listened closely as Phohas went on, even though I had no idea what the hell he was saying. I sensed that his words were rising up toward something now, like we were coming to the key point of a story. 
 
    He raised his palms partway through, and the jeweled lights overhead brightened. 
 
    As their light washed over the room, I suddenly noticed there was a massive mural that spanned the whole circular wall around us. 
 
    My heartbeat sped up as I took in the painting. 
 
    It showed a vast stretch of red that I guessed was meant to be the desert world. Lush green oases were painted in areas that roughly corresponded to the maps I had seen. 
 
    But that wasn’t the unnerving part. 
 
    In this painting, the oases were surrounded by thousands of skeletons that were wearing armor and holding weapons. The painted skeletons each had a real jewel inlaid on their chests. 
 
    My eyes flew back to the glowing jewel pulsing in Renjaya’s chest. 
 
    Then I thought back to a similar jewel I had seen one of the Scazath backers holding onto while his warrior fought. I remembered the way he’d squeezed it in his hand, and how his warrior had flinched as if in response. The moment had almost cost her her life in the arena. It was like the gemstone had been attached to her somehow. 
 
    Then everything clicked into place in my head, and the air went out of me in a rush. 
 
    What if this was it? 
 
    What if this was what Bayalon’s elders had warned me about? 
 
    The legion of the reborn. 
 
    The bookie had said it herself: “The Exalted Ones are essentially being reborn.” 
 
    To fight in the arenas, allegedly. 
 
    But judging by this painting, these priests might’ve had a hell of a lot more than that on their minds. 
 
    For a few seconds, every ounce of my effort went into upholding my expression of bland interest, and I could tell it was the same for my warrior women as I glanced over at them. 
 
    I inclined my head just by a fraction to let them know I understood, but I kept my face calm and stoic. 
 
    A big part of me just wanted to stride forward, punch this Phohas bastard in the face, and cut off whatever evil plan he was putting into action. Even without the legion of the reborn part, this “raising” was so many types of fucked up. 
 
    But I wasn’t entirely sure of what this was, yet. 
 
    I needed to be sure before I acted. 
 
    So I puffed away on my cigar and watched as Phohas’ speech came to a peak. 
 
    Then a rush of cold wind swept through the room. It whipped at our clothes, and as it passed me by, it seemed to claw at my skin like it wanted to drag me away with it. Candles toppled over so their wax pooled on the stone floor, and the incense was snuffed out in a soft whoosh. 
 
    Nobody moved. 
 
    Phohas uttered a deep, guttural word, and the chanting stopped as abruptly as a radio switching off. 
 
    Then all the lights went out.

  

 
   
    Chapter 16 
 
    The whole room plunged into blackness, and my other senses immediately kicked up a notch. 
 
    The woody scent of our cigars underlaid the candles’ floral aroma, the soft spice of incense, and a faint, cloying smell of decay. 
 
    All that smoke felt heavy against my skin, but it lifted slightly as a breeze rippled through the room. 
 
    This wind was different from the last one. It felt like soft fingers tracing across my flesh instead of sharp raking nails, but something about it made the hairs on the back of my neck stand up. I immediately decided I preferred the sharp-nails wind over this eerie fluttering. 
 
    Now the only light in the room was the pulsating glow from the gemstone on Renjaya’s chest. 
 
    As we watched, the light started to shift around in every direction. 
 
    Then my eyes adjusted more, and I realized it was Renjaya that was moving. 
 
    Her body heaved and jerked like a puppet on a string, but somehow the gleaming gemstone stayed attached to her chest. So did the amethysts on her eyes and the conch shell between her lips. 
 
    An eerie, shrieking note echoed through the shell as Renjaya continued to thrash around. It stretched on and on, and the only other sound was the soft thud of her flesh smacking against the ground.  
 
    The gemstone on her chest flashed brighter and brighter. Then the light went out completely, and the conch shell clattered to the ground. 
 
    Silence reigned for a long moment. 
 
    After that, Renjaya sucked in a deep, rattling breath. 
 
    She sat bolt upright. The gemstone on her chest stayed in place, but the amethysts fell from her eyes. She dug her fingers into the prickly shroud surrounding her and gritted her teeth as she ripped it from her face. 
 
    “Off…” she croaked desperately. “Get… it… off…” 
 
    The priests ignored her words completely. They just stood back to make room for the hooded men approaching Renjaya. She was entirely alive, but she looked up at them with death in her eyes. 
 
    Then one of them turned her roughly around so she was face down on the altar. 
 
    Another man raised something he was holding in his hand. I didn’t realize it was a whip until he lashed it down against the exposed skin of Renjaya’s back. 
 
    A low growl came from Kep, but then he turned and buried his face in Artemn’s shoulder, like he couldn’t bear to watch. 
 
    I reeled around to face Phohas, who was now standing with his hands clasped and watching with an expression of detached interest like he was overseeing a house being painted. 
 
    “Is he whipping her?” My words came out in a growl. 
 
    The sick bastard didn’t even seem to notice my tone at first. He turned to face me like he’d just been pulled out of a pleasant daydream. 
 
    “Oh, yes,” he said absently. Then he seemed to take in my expression, and he hurried to explain himself. “The pain helps bind her back to the mortal plane, you see. Got to, ermm, stimulate the senses, naturally.” 
 
    “Naturally.” I clenched my hands into fists and fantasized about sending one of them sailing right into his smug face. 
 
    But instead, I let my eyes linger on the mural with its skeleton army, and I plastered a look of keen interest and awe on my face. 
 
    Phohas took note of this right away, and he got a smug, knowing look on his features. 
 
    “Quite a sight, isn’t it?” he asked in a low, conspiratorial voice. “You know… there are old legends saying that an army of reborn warriors will triumph over the desert world one day.” 
 
    “I heard something like that,” I admitted. “Honestly, I assumed it was a bunch of bullshit at the time.” 
 
    Phohas’ braided goatee swung back and forth as he shook his head pompously. 
 
    “The Exalted Ones will lead their masters to victory,” he said. His voice was almost a croon, like he was repeating something that he told himself over and over again. “And then we will rule over all the world, as it was meant to be.” 
 
    I kept my face blank as I moved my gaze back over to the altar. 
 
    The hooded men had stopped with their whipping. Now they were carefully tilting a jug of water back to trickle it down Renjaya’s throat. Another man hastily broke off a piece of bread to stuff into her mouth. Then they all stood back while her backer knelt and slowly prized the white gemstone free from her chest. 
 
    Half of her chest was still caved in from Ellie’s stab, but the gemstone seemed to have fused itself into the region somehow. Renjaya gritted her teeth, and a choked grunt of pain escaped her as her backer pried it free. The gemstone’s glow gradually faded. 
 
    Kazko’s eyes were cold and detached as he stepped back and slipped the gemstone back into place in its amulet. 
 
    I paused to contemplate the Exalted warrior on the ground for a moment. 
 
    This wasn’t exactly an easy task, because she looked like something from a horror movie. Her mangled ribs protruded slightly from her caved-in chest, and I wondered how the fuck it was possible for her heart to be beating. 
 
    But her eyes were even worse. The look that filled them was somehow both hollow and filled with suffering. I was staring into two endless voids of agony. 
 
    Renjaya gazed blankly back at me for a few seconds before recognition flicked across her features. Then her eyes flitted over to my warrior women. 
 
    Her teeth clenched, and a hoarse, guttural growl came bubbling out of her chest. 
 
    This was a clear warning sound to my ears, like the trumpeting of a pissed-off elephant right before it tramples someone into the ground. 
 
    But two hooded men immediately seized Renjaya by her arms and whisked her around to face in the other direction. 
 
    “Uhhh,” I mumbled. I waited for Phohas to turn back to me before I continued. “We’ll give Renjaya some space. I think the sight of my warriors will just antagonize her right now, and she already seems pretty, umm…” 
 
    Phohas’ thick eyebrows lifted, like this thought hadn’t even occurred to him. 
 
    Then he nodded. 
 
    “Very well, very well,” he murmured before his eyes darted up to mine. “I trust we’ve given you much to think about?” 
 
    “Very much,” I said curtly. 
 
    A voice spoke from my right. “Magnificence John.” 
 
    I whipped around and managed to keep my hand from flying to my pistol. 
 
    “Sorry,” the speaker said hastily. He was a spindly, red-robed man whose head was bare except for a stripe of buzzed hair going down the center of it. “I only meant to say… ‘Magnificence John’ has a nice ring to it, don’t you think?” 
 
    I choked back my fury and smiled. 
 
    “Sure does,” I lied with impeccable politeness. “Well, like Phohas said, he’s given us a lot to think about. We’re staying in the city tonight, so I think we’re going to head back there for now.” 
 
    This was a straight-up lie. The plan in my mind might involve me staying in Zeratra for tonight, but I sure as hell didn’t plan on staying in the city. If we slept anywhere here, it would be in the safety of the council’s guest quarters. 
 
    But I thought it was best to keep my whereabouts unknown to these Scazath scumbags. All I needed them to be aware of was that I’d be coming back to see them again. 
 
    And it was true. I would be. 
 
    Just not in the way they anticipated. 
 
    More of the faction members were gathering around us now. Behind them, Renjaya sent one last murderous look over her shoulder as the hooded men ushered her from the room. 
 
    The faction members didn’t even give her a second glance. Now that the spectacle was over, they were circling around me again like sharks. 
 
    It was hard to resist the urge to pull out my gun and shoot everyone involved in this. 
 
    But I told myself to wait. 
 
    These bastards outnumbered me at the moment, and according to the gnome bookie, they had magical weapons in their possession. 
 
    And regardless, the men in this room only made up part of the Scazaths. 
 
    I wanted to take these priests down more than just about anything, but I would have to do it carefully. Otherwise I’d be throwing away not just my own life, but the lives of my warrior women, for absolutely no reason. 
 
    Or worse still, I’d be sending my warriors to the same fate as Renjaya. 
 
    A better idea was forming in my mind, but I needed the space and time to talk it through with my women. 
 
    So for now, I just nodded shortly at the faction members. Then I grasped my warriors firmly by the wrists, turned on my heel, and strode out of the temple without looking back. 
 
    I walked at a fast and restless pace for the first few minutes, and none of us spoke. I couldn’t even think of what to say right now. I just needed to put some space between us and that fucking temple. 
 
    As we reached the Diamond Road again, I noticed that things seemed oddly dim. 
 
    “The pixies are gone,” Ellie said, as if she’d read my mind. Her voice sounded small and scared, and I could tell her mind was far from the pixies. 
 
    It filled me with a fierce sense of protectiveness, and I tugged her closer to me as I stroked her wrist. 
 
    Then I glanced around at all my women to make sure they were listening. 
 
    “I want to go see the council right now,” I said bluntly. 
 
    My warriors all nodded numbly, and it looked like they were still trying to shake off their shock at what they’d seen. 
 
    “What will you say to them?” Meikha asked with a small shiver. 
 
    “Well…” I traced my thumb along her wrist. “I’m going to ask them what the fuck they’re thinking, letting these Scazath bastards act this way. What they’re doing is worse than torture. Like, a hundred times worse.” 
 
    “The Exalted warriors have no escape,” Indy whispered, and her voice was sadder than I’d ever heard it. Shards of purple and blue swam through her eyes as she looked at me. “And they plan to… to…” 
 
    She trailed off, but Artemn picked up where she left off. 
 
    “They want to take over the world,” my silver-eyed warrior said grimly. Her hands shook slightly as they stroked Kep’s silky smoky-gray fur. “With undead warriors.” 
 
    “Just like Bayalon’s elders said,” Ellie whispered. 
 
    I sped up our pace as we continued on toward the Wise Council’s quarters. 
 
    In the city districts, Zeratra’s nightlife was starting to unfold more. I could hear whoops and cheers of revelry as we passed by various districts. But the absence of the glowing pixies allowed us to pass by unnoticed, and soon we were in the empty area near the city gate. 
 
    The sound of low, eager voices reached my ears. I spotted a glass lantern sitting on the ground, and four shadowy figures next to it. 
 
    Two of them were instantly recognizable as the stunted giraffe-like steeds of Zeratra’s guards. The two smaller figures were the guards themselves. 
 
    One of them was acting out a fighting move that I immediately recognized as Ellie’s deadly stabbing of Renjaya. He turned in our direction to shake an imaginary blade at an imaginary crowd. Then he caught sight of us, and he immediately leaped to attention and stood stick-straight with his hands held neatly behind his back. 
 
    Despite everything that was happening, I couldn’t help but chuckle. 
 
    The guard’s shoulders relaxed slightly. 
 
    “That was the best fight I’ve ever seen,” he swore as he knelt to pick up his lantern. The yellow glow revealed an expression of undisguised awe as he looked at my women. “Congratulations on your victory.” 
 
    This was only the second time in the desert world that someone had directed their congratulations at my women personally, and it immediately made me smile. 
 
    But I had pressing matters to discuss with the council, so I looked at the guard and tilted my head toward the blank red rock face. “We have business with the Wise Council.” 
 
    “Of course.” The guard scrambled to mount his steed so he had enough height, and then he reached up to press his hand against the wall. 
 
    “Thanks,” I said with a smile. “We know the way.” 
 
    The guard inclined his head, and he waved as I swept into the tunnel with my warriors at my sides. 
 
    By the time we got to the stairs, I could already hear him detailing my women’s fight again to his fellow guard. 
 
    I let out a small laugh as I looked at my warriors. 
 
    “I don’t think anyone in this city will forget your names,” I said. “Like, ever.” 
 
    Indy tossed her hair proudly, but then a dark look crossed her face. “I would like to give them another reason not to forget our names.” 
 
    “I’m thinking the same thing,” I murmured. 
 
    The entryway to the council’s chamber was in sight. The white wooden doors were wide open. 
 
    Inside, a smaller version of the Crux Arena’s galaxy had been bewitched to hang below the high ceiling of the room. There was a long, white wooden table set up below, and the table was filled with a wild variety of food and refreshments. 
 
    I had to assume this was some sort of feast in our honor, and I only had a moment to feel pleased about it before rage swept the feeling away. 
 
    But the council was all smiles as they came to greet us. 
 
    “Congratulations,” the ginger-haired man said to me and my women. “It’s incredibly rare for an Exalted warrior to be defeated, much less in such a spectacular fashion. A fight well fought.” 
 
    I brushed aside the flowery compliment and leveled them with a stony stare. 
 
    After a few moments, their smiles dwindled. They looked at me with confusion, and even intimidation. 
 
    “What the hell is going on with the Scazaths?” I asked with mounting fury. “Raising warriors from the dead? That’s so fucked up, even for this place.” 
 
    The council gaped at me in silence for a long moment, and they deflated like nine balloons before my eyes. 
 
    The veiled woman was the first one to find her voice. 
 
    “There’s nothing we can do about that,” she protested. “That’s just the way things are. I hate to admit this, but we’re lucky that we’re even able to keep the factions from taking over our oasis completely.” 
 
    “It’s a careful balance,” the ginger-haired man added. “The Scazaths may be few in number compared to everyone else, but they have magical warriors and magical weapons to go with them.” 
 
    “We’re weighing the lives of all the common people against the lives of a few dozen warriors,” the green-eyed woman said soberly. “It’s a choice between two evils.” 
 
    I weighed these words in my mind as I studied the Wise Council’s faces. They seemed genuinely regretful about this, and I understood where they were coming from logically, but I was still filled with disgust at the whole damn thing. 
 
    “There has to be something that can be done,” I insisted. “What about your army?” 
 
    “Our army is prepared to fight invaders,” the ginger-haired man said. “And from our place inside the oasis, we have many tools to do so– and most importantly, we have thick, impenetrable walls between us and the desert.” 
 
    He stopped and let out a heavy sigh before he went on. 
 
    “But with the Scazaths, the threat comes from within our walls,” he said. “Even our army is afraid of them. And although they don’t share the Scazaths’ religion, they see the way their warriors fight in the arena. They know that if they were to march against the Scazaths, they would not only face the backers with their magic weapons, but the warriors themselves with all their powers.” 
 
    I nodded curtly as I followed this line of reasoning. 
 
    “What about the mediators?” I asked. 
 
    “It’s true that no one can cow the factions except for the mediators,” the veiled woman admitted. Then she shrugged helplessly. “But the mediators abide strictly by the old laws, so they don’t meddle as a rule.” 
 
    “Isn’t honoring warriors one of your laws?” I threw back. “What the faction members are doing to them is fucking unthinkable.” 
 
    I was silent for a moment as I ground my teeth, and then I gave the council a long, steady look. 
 
    “I want to talk to the mediators.” 
 
    The ginger-haired man looked unnerved. “All of them?” 
 
    “As many of them as you can summon right now,” I said calmly. 
 
    To her credit, the veiled woman didn’t hesitate. Her face took on a resolute expression as she swept over to the far side of the room. She pressed her palm against a section of the wall, and then a panel slid out that held a huge gong.  
 
    The thing was so big that I probably couldn’t have touched both sides of it with my arms fully outstretched. It didn’t look like it was made out of metal. Instead, it had an iridescent sheen to it like mother-of-pearl. 
 
    The veiled woman picked up a white wooden mallet. Its head was made of a single rounded gem that had prism-like lights reflected in its depths. 
 
    She struck the gong with the mallet, and a deep, quivering boom filled the air. Then she pushed the wall panel back into place and hurried back over to us. 
 
    “The leaders should be here within a few minutes,” she said. “Since the last fights of the night are done. Let’s go out onto the terrace. The mediators don’t do too well with doorways.” 
 
    We all strode out onto the balcony. 
 
    From up here, Zeratra was as cool-looking at night as it was during sunrise. Each district of the city was lit by a different sort of light, and the foliage of the tree groves glowed with their own mysterious light. Even the baleful, bloody glimmer of the Crimson Sea looked sort of nice from up here. 
 
    After about a minute of silence, a copper-haired council member pointed. “There.” 
 
    I squinted into the darkness. After a moment, I saw a winged figure silhouetted against the dazzling lights of the city districts. 
 
    Then another appeared, and another, and another. 
 
    Finally, a whole cloud of gargoyles descended onto the terrace. 
 
    We stood back to give them room, and they all landed with a barrage of deep, solid thunks. 
 
    Many of them were made out of wood, and there were all different colors, from brown to white to deep ebony. Other gargoyles were made out of stone, crystal, or precious metals. One looked like it was made out of blue-green sea glass, and another was covered in fish-like scales. 
 
    Their leader was the gargoyle made of polished red stone that I recognized as the leader of the Crux Arena mediators. Up close, I could see that his eyes were made of some black stone like onyx. 
 
    He inclined his head at me and my warriors, and then he switched his black-eyed gaze to the council. 
 
    “Why have you called us?” he asked with the characteristic bluntness of the desert world mediators. 
 
    “John wishes to have a word with you,” the veiled woman said. She looked slightly nervous, but her voice was steady. “About, erm…” 
 
    She trailed off, and I stepped forward. 
 
    “The Scazaths,” I said. “Tonight, Renjaya died in the arena. About twenty minutes later, I watched them wrap her in a skin-tight, thorny shroud that dug into her skin. Then they brought her back to life and immediately whipped her bloody to ‘stimulate her senses.’ Her chest is still caved in, and yet they had her on the ground being whipped like an animal. Even afterward, every sign points to her being miserable and in total agony.” 
 
    My words were met by utter silence. 
 
    It struck me for a brief moment that this was something I never would’ve seen myself doing in the past. The desert world had always been a fucked-up place as far as I knew, and in many ways, it probably always would be. 
 
    But this was just too much. 
 
    And now I was in a position of power. 
 
    I had leverage. 
 
    “How can you just let this happen?” I demanded. I switched my gaze from one gargoyle to another and allowed the contempt I felt to color my words. “Between Renjaya and the other warriors I saw who have been ‘raised…’ I’m fucking disgusted by what I’ve seen here tonight. How is it ‘honorable’ to allow your greatest warriors to be treated worse than animals?” 
 
    To my surprise, several of the gargoyles started to grunt and nod along with me. 
 
    By the end of my words, they actually looked slightly ashamed of themselves. 
 
    Shock and satisfaction flashed through me for a brief moment, but then I set my jaw grimly. 
 
    “I’m told you’re the only ones who have the ability to keep these factions in line,” I said. “So what the hell are you doing, letting them act like this?” 
 
    After a short silence, the red stone gargoyle stepped closer. 
 
    “You saw the raising ceremony,” he said in his low, stony voice. “So I’m sure you saw that these Exalted warriors each have a spirit stone.” 
 
    I thought back to the glowing white gemstone in Renjaya’s chest, and the similar one that one of the backers had used to punish his warrior with in the arena. 
 
    I nodded at the gargoyle. 
 
    He grunted. “The Exalted warriors’ souls are tied to those stones. It’s how the Scazaths are able to manipulate them and bend them to their will. And it’s also how they’re able to raise them from the dead.” 
 
    He paused for a moment and rubbed his chin with a stony, scraping sound before he went on. 
 
    “This stone…” He pointed at the gleaming blue gem in his forehead. “It functions very similarly. Our greatest fear is that the factions may find a way to harness it, and to seize control of everything. We don’t want to give them a reason to try. Not that they need one.” 
 
    “How would they be able to harness it?” I asked with a frown. “I mean… wouldn’t they have to pry it out of your head to do that?” 
 
    The gargoyle shook his head. 
 
    “Zeratra’s Exalted warriors were once free,” he explained. “Long, long ago. Physically, the Scazaths would never have been able to steal the spirit stones. But they did it with magic. And now that they’re in possession of the stones, the warriors cannot escape them.” 
 
    “I see,” I muttered. I took another moment to ponder things before I spoke again. “Well, what if someone were to, uhh… eliminate the factions?” 
 
    There was a long silence. 
 
    “Hmm.” The red stone gargoyle’s pensive sigh sounded like a small landslide. “That would be a… welcome development. But admitting this is as much as I can do under the bounds of our laws.” 
 
    “Right.” I scanned my eyes over the sea of gargoyles in front of me. “So just to be clear, if someone were to take them out… that wouldn’t, umm, violate anything?” 
 
    The mediators shook their heads. 
 
    “The night after tomorrow is the final evening of the Holy Month,” the red stone leader rumbled. “The factions all get together that night for a celebration at the Temple of Murmurs.” 
 
    He left the rest unsaid. He just held my gaze with his dark onyx eyes for a few moments, and then he lowered his voice to almost a mutter. 
 
    “Good luck, John.” 
 
    This was as clear a sign as I could’ve hoped for from the stubborn, magically-bound beings, and it surprised me into silence for a moment. 
 
    Then I gave the gargoyle a firm nod and turned away, back to the council. 
 
    “I want to stay here for another night,” I said bluntly. “Maybe two.” 
 
    The council’s brows lifted with surprise, but they were immediately eager to accommodate. 
 
    “The guest quarters are yours for as long as you’d like,” the veiled woman assured me. 
 
    I nodded and then rubbed my jaw as I thought of what the bookie had told me about dueling faction members being permitted. I figured it couldn’t hurt to confirm this from another source or two. So I shared my next look between the gargoyles and the council as I spoke. 
 
    “Is it acceptable for normal backers to duel backers from the factions?” I asked. 
 
    “We’ve only seen that happen when the non-faction backer is planning on joining the Scazaths themselves,” the ginger-haired man said. “The factions don’t take offense at one of their own dying– that’s just the way of things. As long as someone replaces the dead backer and ensures that his warriors stay in their power, they’re satisfied.” 
 
    The gargoyles nodded along with this, so I felt satisfied that I had confirmed enough for my plan to unfold. 
 
    I told the council that we would show ourselves to the guest wing instead of being escorted by a servant, and they reluctantly accepted. 
 
    “Will you accept another breakfast tomorrow, at least?” the ginger-haired man asked in an almost hesitant voice. 
 
    “Sure,” I said, and I allowed just a hint of a smile to show on my face. “Thanks. I have a feeling we’re going to have a big day ahead of us tomorrow, so we’ll probably need it.” 
 
    The council all bowed, and the gargoyles inclined their heads again. 
 
    They were taking flight one by one off the red stone terrace when I strode inside with my warrior women and headed up to the guest chambers. 
 
    Inside, we passed under the silvery, magical light of the glowing orbs that lit the bedroom and headed to the terrace. 
 
    The view was even better from up here, and something about it helped calm my thoughts as I sat with my warrior women. 
 
    Ellie took one long look at my face, and a tiny, wolfish smile appeared on her doll-like features as she leaned forward. 
 
    “John has a plan.”

  

 
   
    Chapter 17 
 
    “I have a plan,” I confirmed. 
 
    My women all looked glad to hear this. The last of the helplessness faded from their faces as they leaned closer to listen. 
 
    “Alright,” I said briskly. “So, we’re in agreement that this must be the prophecy that we heard about in Bayalon, right?” 
 
    My warriors all nodded in agreement. 
 
    “It has to be,” Artemn said. 
 
    “What were the words, exactly?” Indy asked with a frown. 
 
    I wasn’t sure, but luckily, I had one warrior who had a love for ancient lore. 
 
    “At the end of a blood summer…” Meikha recited with her eyes closed. “A legion of the reborn will be raised by the thieves of souls, unless a world walker strikes at the heart of the rot.” 
 
    “Right,” I murmured. “So, this year is a blood summer, like the gargoyle in Bayalon told us. The Exalted warriors would become the legion of the reborn he mentioned, which we saw painted on the walls of the Crosswinds Temple.” 
 
    “Phohas admitted that himself, too,” Ellie added. 
 
    Indy spat on the ground. “His honor is as lacking as his chin.” 
 
    I chuckled, but then I steered us back to business. 
 
    “The Scazath backers are obviously the thieves of souls,” I went on. “They took the Exalted warriors’ spirit stones, and they use them to steal their spirits away from death. And then the last part, about a…” 
 
    “A world walker,” Meikha finished with a small frown. Then her tawny eyes widened. “What if that means you, John?” 
 
    “Me?” I gave her a startled look, but then I considered it more. “I guess… that would actually make sense. Although ‘world driver’ would be a little more accurate.” 
 
    I chuckled at my own joke, but then sighed as I thought this through. 
 
    Ellie’s blue eyes were thoughtful as she spoke up. 
 
    “Should we have told the Wise Council?” she asked. “About the prophecy, I mean.” 
 
    “I thought of that,” I admitted. “But I don’t see any reason to tell them quite yet, especially since that would mean them finding out about me being from another world, and I’m not entirely sure whether I want that knowledge to come out yet. And anyway, whether they know about the prophecy or not, it’s still going to be down to us to take down the Scazaths. So honestly…” 
 
    I paused and thought things through a little more, and then I shrugged. 
 
    “It doesn’t really matter if I’m the ‘world walker’ or not,” I said. “Because I already want to put a stop to this shit by whatever means necessary.” 
 
    “And what will those means be?” Indy asked with her eyes flaring eagerly. 
 
    “First I think we should stay and watch some more fights,” I explained. “So we can see which of these Scazath fuckers has the most magical warriors. Then I’ll duel that backer, and his warriors will become mine.” 
 
    My warriors were silent for a long moment. 
 
    “And then what?” Meikha asked hesitantly. 
 
    Under normal circumstances, I knew that my women would welcome another warrior into their midst with open arms. 
 
    But the idea of that warrior being an Exalted One seemed to unnerve them. 
 
    Understandably. Those Exalted women gave me the fucking creeps. Who knew how many times they’d been reborn by now. 
 
    “Don’t worry,” I said. “My plan isn’t to take any Exalted warriors home. I want to see if they’ll help us take down the factions.” 
 
    “Take down the factions,” Indy mused. Her voice sounded both speculative and thrilled at the idea. “You could use your new doom-weapon. The very fast one that you got for slaying desert monsters.” 
 
    I nodded. “I think these Scazath bastards very much qualify as monsters.” 
 
    My women all shuddered in agreement. 
 
    “So,” I said. “Tomorrow, we’ll do some scouting, and I’ll pick a backer to duel later on. We’ll find out what temple he’s from in the process of schmoozing with the Scazath backers, and I’ll also drop some heavy hints that I want to join them. I’ll agree to go to their gathering the night after tomorrow. After our conversation, I’ll find and duel the backer in question, and we’ll bring his women back here to propose the plan to them. Then, the next night, we’ll all attend the gathering and ambush the Scazaths.” 
 
    Normally, I wouldn’t involve myself in the politics of the desert world. But this was just too much for me to stomach, and I had a solution that was entirely within my grasp. 
 
    I also had the means to pull this shit off and then vanish if it was necessary. 
 
    “I’m in,” Artemn said boldly. 
 
    “So am I,” Meikha said. “We will join our powers with the goddess warriors to overthrow their horrible backers.” 
 
    “We will be swift and merciless,” Indy declared. “Badass beyond measure.” 
 
    Everyone’s head turned toward Ellie. 
 
    A bloodthirsty smile played off her small, round lips, and she nodded. “I thirst for the Scazath men’s blood.” 
 
    “Good.” I smirked, and then I drummed my fingers against my thigh as I thought. “From the glimpses I got of the Exalted warriors, they looked like they were genuinely miserable. Between that and the way I saw one of them reacting to my conversation with the bookie, I’m thinking there’s a solid chance of swaying at least some of them over to our side.” 
 
    “They will do whatever you wish,” Meikha pointed out. “You will own them. But…” 
 
    I gave her a long look, and a little smile appeared on her face. 
 
    “I know that you would never command a warrior to fight for you that way,” she said quietly. 
 
    “Good.” I exhaled. “I wouldn’t. If they fight at our sides, I want it to be because they want to.” 
 
    “What if they will not?” Indy pointed out. “I agree that they most likely will, but…” 
 
    “Yeah, we should have a plan.” I nodded. “Well, provided we can find a backer who has a good amount of warriors, that will at least take out a good portion of the opposition we’d be facing.” 
 
    “Since the Scazaths will probably force their warriors to fight against us, you mean?” Indy probed. 
 
    I nodded. 
 
    “So, having some Exalted warriors on our side would sure as hell help, but between you four and my new gun, I think we’re more than capable of this. Whether we’ve got any Exalted warriors on our side or not, our goals will be the same: Number one, kill the faction members. Number two, if any of their warriors fight us, our goal will be to restrain or incapacitate them, no killing. They’ll only be fighting because they’ve got no choice in the matter.” 
 
    My warrior women listened closely and nodded along with my words. 
 
    A part of this still felt completely surreal to me. 
 
    But then again, my whole life had been a little surreal for the last several months. 
 
    “We should get some rest,” I decided. “We’ll have a lot to handle tomorrow.” 
 
    The women agreed whole-heartedly, and we all headed to the bedrooms with full minds and– at least in my case– an anxious knot in my stomach. Kep cuddled close between me and Artemn when we all went to sleep, and soon I drifted off into a dream world filled with dead Scazaths and triumphant goddess warriors. 
 
    In the morning, we had only been up for a few minutes when a knock came on the door of the guest chambers. 
 
    I opened the door to find another cart full of food presented by the green-eyed servant from before. 
 
    There was no ice sculpture this time, but the council seemed to have chosen to make up for it by supplying us with an even wider selection of mystical foods than before. 
 
    We broke our fast with some absurdly large poached eggs and fluffy pastries with sausage bits in them, along with some type of oasis fruit nectar that was equal parts chilled and delicious. 
 
    “This oasis has some pretty awesome aspects to it,” I reflected as I polished off the last of my pastry. “Too bad it’s ruined by the evil priests and shit.” 
 
    “Not for long,” Indy purred with a dark and lethal smile. 
 
    We walked down to the Crux Arena in the afternoon, when the best fights would just be starting. 
 
    The temples that surrounded the arena looked a little less imposing during the day, but I still couldn’t wait to see them reduced to a pile of smoking rubble, or at least abandoned and taken over by some type of mystical glowing plant. 
 
    The Crux Arena had its own private suites for watching the fights, like the other arenas we had been to here. They were plainer than the fantastical room we’d sat in at the Swirling Garden, but they were still carpeted with plush rugs and stacked high with refreshments of every kind. 
 
    And they came with our own personal bookie. 
 
    This one wasn’t the leaf-gliding woman I had become familiar with, but he seemed friendly enough as he inquired shrilly whether we’d like to place some bets. 
 
    “I don’t think so,” I replied. “But, uh… could we borrow some paper and something to write with?” 
 
    “Oh.” The bookie looked a little surprised, but then he scrambled to dig through his pockets. “Of course, of course. I have a charcoal pencil. Will that do?” 
 
    “Yep,” I said, and I accepted it from him cheerfully. “Thanks.” 
 
    His grass-like hair swayed as he nodded. “Just ring the bell when you’d like me to return.” 
 
    I drank a small glass of magically chilled wine while I sat back with my warrior women and focused on the arena fights. 
 
    It started off with several goddess warriors making short work of their opponents, and I watched closely to see who entered and exited the backers’ lounge during this time. The box we’d chosen to watch from had a perfect view of both of them, so it was relatively easy to see. The backers were also easy to distinguish from the colors and patterns of their robes. 
 
    Just like Bayalon’s water being and fire being backers had sat together during the month of their fighting festival, the different faction members all appeared to sit together during the fights of the Holy Month. I could see them like a tapestry of patterned robes among the more plainly-dressed people in the crowd. 
 
    As different backers entered the lounge, I worked together with Indy to put the pencil and paper to good use by jotting down details about them and their warriors. 
 
    “Allll-right,” Indy mumbled with her tongue between her teeth. “The fool in the blue-patterned robe has four warriors. Two with fire powers, one with plant powers, one with water.” 
 
    I chuckled and nodded. “And the one in the coral robe had six.” 
 
    We continued to keep track of our options throughout our time in the viewing area, but I felt pretty decided in my choices eventually, so toward the end of the fights, I rang the bell to call the bookie back. 
 
    “Yes, sir?” he squeaked as he came bustling through the door. 
 
    “I have some questions about the factions,” I said bluntly. 
 
    “Ah…” The bookie looked slightly hesitant. “I’d be happy to answer your questions, unless it has something to do with, err, the Scazaths’ scripture. I don’t know anything about it, you see. No one really does, except the factions themselves, of course.” 
 
    “It’s nothing about the scripture,” I promised with a smile. “It’s just about which backer is which. I’m not from around here, so I was just wondering.” 
 
    “Oh, yes.” The bookie perked up visibly at having a question he’d be able to answer. 
 
    I glanced over to make sure Indy was poised with her paper and pencil at the ready, and then I leaned over to read off the list we had made. 
 
    “Who was the backer wearing blue robes with white swirls on the sleeves?” I asked. “And what faction is he from?” 
 
    “That would be Magnificence Kagnian,” the bookie replied. “He’s of the Crystalline Clan. They’re at the eastern water temple.” 
 
    “Got it.” I made sure Indy was scribbling this down correctly and then moved to the next one on my list. “What about, uhh, the one in green robes and the medallion belt?” 
 
    “Bracimir,” the bookie listed off. “Of the Serpentsongs. They can be found at the Spiral Shrine.” 
 
    I asked the bookie about a few more backers, and then I switched to a new topic in order to plan where the actual duel would take place. 
 
    “Do you know if the Scazaths live at their temples?” I asked. 
 
    “Only the high priests live there, I believe,” the bookie replied. “And even then, I don’t think it’s fulltime, especially not if they have a lot of warriors to their name. Backers usually have their own estates. There are lots of meetings they have at the temples, though. I can always hear the chanting when I pass by. A little annoying, if you ask me…” 
 
    The bookie trailed off with a sheepish look like he was wondering if he’d said too much against the Scazaths. 
 
    “Agreed,” I chuckled. “Thanks.” 
 
    He gave us a twinkling smile before he bustled off. 
 
    “Who will you duel, John?” Indy asked in a hushed voice. 
 
    I took the list from her and scanned my eyes down it, and then I tapped one of the names. 
 
    “Mozhin,” I said decisively. 
 
    A murmur of interest went through all four of my women. 
 
    “He had the two warriors with the plant powers, right?” Artemn asked with interest. 
 
    I nodded. “And two with fire powers, two with water powers, and one with some sort of shadow powers.” 
 
    “Perfect,” Ellie murmured as she rubbed her delicate hands together. 
 
    A part of me still couldn’t believe we were doing this, but the rest of me felt oddly like I was in my element. 
 
    Which was absolutely insane, because I had never done anything like this before. 
 
    “Okay,” I exhaled. “Like we discussed, our next step involves more interaction with these slimy Scazath fuckers, so brace yourselves.” 
 
    “We will listen closely as you ask about this backers’ gathering,” Indy promised. “And we will watch closely for any signs of weakness.” 
 
    “Good girl.” I smirked. 
 
    Other than having to spend time in the company of these evil bastards, this next part should be pretty easy. 
 
    These priests were so eager for me to join them that they’d practically been tripping over themselves to impress and offer me things during our last interactions. So now all I had to do was lean into that. 
 
    I was sure they’d be more than happy to tell me all about their upcoming gathering. 
 
    I could see them all milling around at the front of the backers’ lounge now, so I decided this was the perfect time to go down and have a chat. 
 
    As I approached the lounge with my women, a glint of black from overhead caught my attention. I glanced up and saw the onyx eyes of the lead mediator gazing down at me. 
 
    He inclined his head so slightly that I thought I might’ve imagined it, and then he took off and flapped away on his stony red wings. 
 
    I hid my smirk, even though knowing that the gargoyle was prepared to sit back and let me do as I pleased sent a surge of confidence through my veins. 
 
    I recognized some of the Scazath backers right off the bat as ones I had spoken to on my last visit here. Viskor was the tall, spindly man with the wild black hair, and Arunio was the one with the long, drooping face and the even longer goatee. 
 
    They approached me as soon as I set foot in the lounge, and they were immediately joined by the backer I knew as Phohas with his bald, scarred head. 
 
    “John,” he greeted me with a smooth bow. “I hope you slept well after all the excitement last night. Watching a raising ceremony always makes me feel a bit high-spirited.” 
 
    Arunio’s long face got even longer as his mouth fell open. “He watched…?” 
 
    “John was privy to Renjaya’s raising,” Phohas said with a smug little smile. He turned back to me. “Quite impressive, wasn’t it?” 
 
    “It was something to see,” I agreed. “In fact, uh… I heard you guys are having some sort of gathering tomorrow night.” 
 
    As I spoke, I caught sight of the backer I hoped to duel later, Mozhin. He was lingering on the far side of the room with a few other backers. He had jaw-length hair that was the color and texture of yellow straw, and his pale green eyes were bored and haughty-looking as they gazed at his fellow backers. 
 
    Judging by the looks these backers shot at Phohas, their reluctance to approach didn’t have anything to do with me, and I was reminded again of the way Bayalon’s competing backers had behaved when they were trying to get in my good graces. 
 
    Phohas’ voice brought me back to the conversation at hand. 
 
    “The Assembly takes place at the Temple of Murmurs,” he said. “All of the Scazaths will be there. It’s the time when we celebrate the end of the Holy Month… and also when we officially assimilate any new members into our order.” 
 
    “Right,” I said. “And, uhh, how does someone become a member, exactly?” 
 
    “There are three ways,” Arunio jumped in to respond. “Someone can become a novice simply by attending the Assembly and swearing into our order. In that case, the person starts at the bottom of the Scazaths and works their way up.” 
 
    “John has no need to stoop to that,” Phohas scoffed. He turned back to me. “The second way involves pitting one’s warriors against any of the Exalted and winning the battle… which you have already done, of course. That guarantees automatic entry into the Scazaths.” 
 
    “I see.” I raised my eyebrows. “And what’s the third way?” 
 
    The backers were all silent for a moment before a new voice spoke up from nearby. It came from a man with bristling white hair and pale, frosty blue eyes. 
 
    “The third way is to duel one of the existing Scazaths,” he said in a high, reedy voice as he moved to join our circle. 
 
    My eyebrows shot up further as I realized that this must be yet another reason why these backers were vying so hard for my favor. 
 
    They didn’t want me to choose them to duel. 
 
    “That would be entirely unnecessary, Savuin,” Phohas chuckled nervously. His eyes narrowed as he sent the white-haired man an admonishing look. “If John wished to adopt the title of Magnificence– and all that comes with it– he would only need to attend the Assembly at this point.” 
 
    “Got it,” I said in an easygoing voice. “Does a new member have to, uhh, pick a faction right away?” 
 
    “Not necessarily,” Phohas said. “The Assembly itself is an excellent time to learn more about all the factions, and thus make a more educated decision. That’s why it would be a better choice not to duel someone, in my humble opinion…” 
 
    “And if you were to duel someone,” Arunio added in a low voice, “you’d want to do it quite strategically. Dueling is the only fair way to move warriors from one faction to another, you see.” 
 
    “Some factions are undeserving of the warriors they have,” Viskor muttered. He clucked his tongue and darted his eyes over toward the cluster of men on the far side of the room. “Take the Pure Spirits, for example. They’ve been amassing warriors of all types with no care for inter-group dynamics.” 
 
    I was pretty sure “inter-group dynamics” in this scenario referred purely to which scenario was most beneficial for Viskor and his cronies, but I just nodded and kept my face inscrutable as I listened. 
 
    I was walking a careful line right now. 
 
    By all signs, these men were hoping that if I chose to duel someone, it would be one of the backers clustered on the far side of the lounge. 
 
    And those backers included Mozhin. 
 
    Which meant that if I played my cards right, they would feed me the exact information I needed to duel him at the first opportunity. All I needed to do was keep up the illusion that I intended to join one of these backers’ factions. 
 
    “Those men do seem to have a hell of a lot of warriors,” I agreed as I glanced over at the group in question. “More than they can handle, probably.” 
 
    Phohas, Viskor, and Arunio shared a snide laugh, and I forced myself to join in. 
 
    “The Pure Spirits are greedy as a rule,” Arunio said with a sniff of disdain. 
 
    “Now, now,” Viskor chided. “This is a month of unity, remember?” 
 
    “The month is almost done,” Arunio snapped with his long goatee trembling. “John should be made aware of the reality of things among the Scazaths.” 
 
    Viskor scowled, but then he gave a grudging nod. 
 
    He gestured between himself, Phohas, and Arunio. “Our factions– the Gray Hearts, the Sacred Squalls, and the Emerald Spirits– are allies. There is some, err, good-natured competition between us, to be sure, but at the end of the day, we’re all Scazaths. The Pure Spirits, on the other hand… Well, although they’re technically Scazaths themselves…” 
 
    “No one likes them,” Arunio said shortly. “They hoard the most powerful warriors, and they never let any of us forget it.” 
 
    “Understood,” I said calmly. “So, uhh, is their temple somewhere nearby, like the others?” 
 
    “It’s up on the northern fringe,” Viskor said in a low voice. “They call it the Shrine of Immaculacy.” 
 
    I nodded and kept my face politely interested. 
 
    Then I moved the conversation along and made a slow circuit of the room, and I made sure I gave every faction a little bit of attention while keeping my tone as neutral as possible. 
 
    They all regaled me with details and histories of their factions that almost had my eyes glazing over, but by the time I was done, the looks on their faces told me that the effort had been entirely worth it. 
 
    Like the Wise Council had cautioned, these bastards were all over me. 
 
    But they also had no idea exactly what I was going to do next. 
 
    “Well,” I said, and I faked a yawn as I glanced up at the rising moon. “I think we’re going to head back to the city for the night.” 
 
    “The city?” Viskor shuddered. “Are you quite sure you don’t need somewhere else to stay? My estate is quite luxurious…” 
 
    “Luxurious?” Phohas let out a bark of laughter. “My Windswept Haven has every amenity you wish you had, Viskor.” 
 
    “We’re good,” I said before they could dissolve into bickering. “I’ll see you all tomorrow, at the, uhh, Temple of Murmurs?” 
 
    The backers were all gracious smiles again as they nodded. 
 
    “It’s up in the red mountains,” Viskor informed me. “On the other side of the oasis.” 
 
    I quickly pulled out the map the council had given me and made sure the Temple of Murmurs was marked on it, and then I nodded. 
 
    “How will we get up there?” I asked as I remembered the distant height of the buildings I’d glimpsed from down below. 
 
    “Our chariot will be waiting for you and your warriors,” Arunio assured me. A small, sly smile appeared on his face as he went on. “However many of them there may be.” 
 
    “Right,” I said briskly. “Thanks.” 
 
    I took my leave of the Scazaths, and then I pulled my women with me and then headed off toward the area I remembered as the Sighing Vale. 
 
    Once we were out of earshot of the backers, Indy spoke. 
 
    “Where are we going now, John?” she asked. 
 
    “I was thinking this would make a good place to talk,” I explained as I nodded at the area we were approaching. “It’s pretty empty, it’s sort of in the middle of everything, and it’ll be clear if anyone is trying to follow us.” 
 
    “You think they would send someone after us?” Artemn asked with interest. 
 
    I shrugged. “You never know. Anyway… It wouldn’t be the worst thing in the world if they knew for sure that I’m dueling Mozhin, but I’d rather not have them watching while I do it.” 
 
    “Why?” Meikha asked with a confused look. “It seemed like they wanted you to duel him.” 
 
    “Yeah,” I said. “But I’d rather keep them as unaware of what guns are as long as possible so they’re more surprised when we ambush them. And also, anyone who sees me duel Mozhin will want me to have his warriors in their faction. So if there are any witnesses to our duel, then I only want them to be from one faction. That way I can easily get us out of there by implying that I’ll be joining said faction at the Assembly tomorrow.” 
 
    “Very wise,” Indy said with a satisfied smile. “John plays these backers like a fiddle.” 
 
    “They think they’re crafty,” Ellie said with a smirk. 
 
    “Just wait until we show up with their greatest goddess warriors at our sides,” my princess sighed happily. “And then…” 
 
    She whipped into a frenzy of slashing and stabbing motions with an imaginary blade, and I chuckled. 
 
    “That’s the general idea,” I said. I unrolled my map and glanced down at it as we lingered near the edge of the Sighing Vale. “Now, to get to the Shrine of Immaculacy, I think we should cut through this city district called Little Cehond. Those Scazaths all had so much disdain for the city, I doubt they’d follow us through it.” 
 
    My women nodded, and they pressed close at my sides as we walked along. 
 
    “John,” Indy said after a moment. “How will you bring your larger doom-weapon with you to the assembly of the Scazaths? It’s much more conspicuous than your smaller weapon.” 
 
    “True,” I said with a shrug. “But I do have a sling to carry it, and I can just wear my jacket over. It’s going to be dark, and I don’t think the extra second is gonna make too much of a difference considering how much the element of surprise is on our side. And even when these bastards do catch sight of my gun, they’re not going to understand what it is until half of them are dead on the ground.” 
 
    “Smart,” Meikha murmured. “They will not know what hit them.” 
 
    When it came to the district of Little Cehond, the council’s map warned us about some type of tiny, gutter-dwelling creature called a Frief that might try to steal random objects to line its nest with, but we made it through unimpeded. 
 
    The Temple of Immaculacy turned out to be something I had never seen in the desert world until now: A pyramid. 
 
    “Whoaaa,” Indy murmured. 
 
    It wasn’t made out of the sandy-colored stone that Egypt’s pyramids were formed from, and it wasn’t made from stacked slabs of stone. Instead it was made out of seamless, teal-colored marble that had swirls of gleaming gold running through its surface. The whole building glowed slightly with its own light, so the area around it was washed into a shade of pale turquoise. 
 
    “Where is the entrance?” Indy asked in a soft voice. 
 
    “Good question,” I muttered. 
 
    The marble pyramid seemed entirely smooth and seamless, and there wasn’t a window or door in sight. 
 
    “Look!” Ellie whispered. 
 
    Her delicate finger pointed to the right of the building. 
 
    “Well, well, well,” I murmured. “Just the person I wanted to see.” 
 
    It was Mozhin. 
 
    I nudged my women back several steps into the shadows and watched. 
 
    He seemed to be alone except for his seven warriors. 
 
    He was showing none of the gracious attitude toward them that I had seen the faction members treat their Exalted warriors with when everyone’s eyes were on them at the arena. Instead, he was dragging two of them along by the wrists, and snapping at the others to hurry up as they strode behind. 
 
    I ran my eyes over his women. The two he had in his grasp had pale green skin and flowering vines growing out of their heads instead of hair. They looked almost identical. Then there were two red-haired elven women who followed closely, and red flame patterns danced idly across the pale skin of their wrists. 
 
    If I hadn’t seen this group in the arena earlier, I wouldn’t have been able to tell as easily what type of powers his other few warriors had. But I knew that the two with the gleaming silver hair were sirens with water-related powers, while their bald companion with the eerie white pupils had the power to bring shadows to life. 
 
    As he approached the pyramid, Mozhin swept two fingers across his chest in a complex, twisting gesture. 
 
    As if in response, a door-sized panel of marble retracted smoothly up into the stone above so he could enter the dark temple. 
 
    “Come on,” I whispered. 
 
    I gripped my women tightly and approached the temple at a brisk lope that wasn’t quite a run. 
 
    The door showed no signs of closing until we were about ten feet away. Then it started sliding slowly downward. 
 
    I grasped my women a little tighter and sped our pace. I pulled us all into a crouch as we rushed through the doorway, and we made it just in time. 
 
    The door swished shut behind us, and then we were shut in the darkness. 
 
    It wasn’t entirely dark, though. Even from the inside, the gleaming marble of the pyramid gave off a dim turquoise glow. 
 
    I darted my eyes around to see where Mozhin and his warriors had gone as my eyes adjusted. 
 
    They hadn’t even noticed us. The backer was still talking to his women in a low mutter as he dragged them toward another dark doorway ahead of us. 
 
    He paused to shove one of them into the room ahead of him, and he raised his voice to a snarl. 
 
    “You all made an utter fool out of me in the arena tonight.” He grabbed another one of his warriors by the wrist and twisted until she squirmed. “Whose idea was it to combine your powers that way?” 
 
    His question was met with silence, and he gave his warrior’s arm a fierce shake as he twisted it even further. 
 
    Yeah. I’d seen enough. 
 
    “Mozhin,” I called. 
 
    The backer’s deep-green robe swirled around his ankles as he whipped around to face me. 
 
    He raised one hand, and the turquoise light from the pyramid around us flared brighter. 
 
    His pale green eyes widened at the sight of me, but then they narrowed in confusion. 
 
    “You are… John,” he said after a moment. 
 
    “Yep.” I smoothly pulled out my pistol and gave it a once-over, then looked back up at him. “You should probably let go of your warrior now.” 
 
    “What?” he snapped. His eyes narrowed more as he looked over my gun, and he gave his warrior’s wrist another vicious twist before he shoved her away. “What the hell do you think you’re doing?” 
 
    “I might ask you the same question,” I said with a shrug. “Granted, I’ve only been here a short time, but I haven’t seen anyone handle their Exalted warriors that way until now.” 
 
    I left out the fact that I had seen the other Scazaths do a hell of a lot worse to Renjaya, because I wanted to see what the scumbag had to say for himself. 
 
    “I’ll do as I please with my warriors,” he sneered. “Who are you to lecture me? I admit, your warriors and weapons are nothing like I’ve ever seen, but what right do you have–” 
 
    I abandoned all pretense as I switched my pistol’s safety off. “Let’s duel, asshole.” 
 
    Mozhin shoved his warriors into the dark doorway next to him, and then he whipped two gleaming weapons out of somewhere near his belt. They each looked like a cross between a boomerang and a throwing star, and they were twins except for their color. One was red, and one was blue. 
 
    Then we were interrupted by a soft swoosh as the door behind me opened. I bumped my warriors hurriedly out of the way with my hip, just in case someone unfriendly was about to come inside. 
 
    It was another backer who was wearing the same deep-green robe as Mozhin. 
 
    His eyes widened as he took in the scene, with all the warriors standing back while me and Mozhin faced off. 
 
    Then he raised his hands and backed slowly away. 
 
    The pyramid door swished shut. 
 
    When I turned around again, the air ahead of me was a blur of red as a streak of flame came hurtling at my face.

  

 
   
    Chapter 18 
 
    I threw myself to the side and commanded my warrior women to stay back as I rolled to my feet again. 
 
    Roaring flames rippled through the air as Mozhin’s red boomerang-like weapon arced around with a trail of fire behind it. It extinguished itself as it went sailing neatly back into his hand. 
 
    “Oh, wonderful,” I muttered under my breath. 
 
    Still, I had known something like this might happen. I was ready. 
 
    So I stayed low and skipped to the side as the bastard sent his other weapon flying my way. 
 
    This time a fine spray of water hit my face as it whizzed by, and I shook it out of my eyes before I leveled my pistol and sent a bullet flying into Mozhin’s chest. 
 
    The metallic ping of the shell casing striking the ground echoed weirdly around the whole temple, and I was more glad than ever that I’d invested in a suppressor to spare my ears from the usual muzzle blast. 
 
    Judging by Mozhin’s face, the quietness of my weapon seemed to render its lethal impact that much more shocking, too. He staggered back a step and clutched at his chest. His hand came away red, and he stared at it with confusion. 
 
    “What m-magic…” he mumbled dazedly. 
 
    I hit him with another two bullets as his red weapon slipped from his hand and clattered to the floor. 
 
    The blue one arced around and came sailing back toward him, but he couldn’t get his hand up to catch it in time. 
 
    It lodged itself in his chest with a squelchy thunk. 
 
    A choked, bloody gurgle erupted from his lips, and then he staggered back and keeled over into a heap on the floor. 
 
    I raised my eyebrows. 
 
    “Well,” I sighed as I switched the safety on and tucked my pistol away. “I guess sometimes the trash takes itself out.” 
 
    “This man did not take himself out,” Indy countered as she bounded out from the nearest doorway. Her fellow warriors trailed behind her, and she looked down at the dying backer with a contemptuous red flare in her eyes. “You did, John.” 
 
    I chuckled at her antics, but my smile faded as I remembered I now had seven more warriors in my possession. 
 
    They were all huddled inside the dark doorway they’d been shoved into, and they stared at me with a mix of confusion and intimidation as I dusted my hands off. 
 
    Then they emerged one by one, and they looked about as dazed as I felt when they stared down at their dead backer. 
 
    One of them approached him and knelt, and for a moment I thought she might do a prayer over his body. 
 
    But she just reached down and tugged the blue blade out of his chest with a meaty squelch. She wiped the blood on his plush green robe and retrieved the other blade from the ground, and then she straightened up and offered them silently to me. 
 
    Another one of the women crouched and jerked Mozhin’s velvet pouch off his belt, and she handed it over to me, too. 
 
    “Thanks,” I said as I numbly pocketed the pouch. 
 
    I knew there were probably jewels inside, but I wasn’t feeling all too bothered about them at the moment. I had more jewels than I needed, and there were more pressing matters to think about. 
 
    A third woman knelt and unclasped something from around the backer’s neck: His amulet. 
 
    As she handed it over to me, I saw that it was a torque necklace that was set with seven big, bulging gemstones of different colors. 
 
    “Our spirit stones,” she said softly. 
 
    I accepted the necklace feeling slightly numb. The idea of fastening it around my own neck repulsed me, but I settled for slipping it into my pocket and zipping it inside for the moment. 
 
    “John,” the taller of the two elven women said in a halting voice. She shook her fiery hair out of her eyes as she looked away from the dead backer and up at me. “That is your name?” 
 
    “That’s me,” I said with a weak chuckle. “What are your names?” 
 
    “I am Kyrmani,” she said formally. Her voice quivered oddly, but she flattened her hand against a stretch of puckered scar tissue on her neck, and then it steadied. “Kyrmani Red-Fang, they call me in the arena. My fellow warriors are Ambryn, Selai, Vanya, Arasne, Faylen, and Tinesi.” 
 
    The women all nodded at me one by one. 
 
    Tinesi, the bald woman, had an eerie expression in her white pupils that was somehow both empty and preoccupied, like she was thinking of everything and nothing at the same time. It faded slightly as she looked at me with cautious curiosity. 
 
    “Do you truly mean to join the Pure Spirits?” she asked. 
 
    Before I could answer, the door to the temple opened again. 
 
    This time, four men came striding inside, and they all had their warriors on their heels. 
 
    The man who had interrupted us earlier wasn’t among them, and judging by the looks of shock that flitted across these backers’ faces now, they hadn’t come across each other. 
 
    “What…?” one of the men croaked as he stared at Mozhin’s bloody corpse. 
 
    “We dueled,” I said calmly. 
 
    The last of Mozhin’s warriors came to stand at my side, and they looked steadily at the four men, almost like they were daring them to say something. 
 
    But after a long moment, the backers averted their eyes from the body. 
 
    One of them stepped up to shake my hand. He was a lantern-jawed man with auburn hair and sharp blue eyes. 
 
    “Magnificence Dain,” he introduced himself. He hesitated and sent me a questioning look. “Congratulations on your victory. Am I shaking the hand of a Pure Spirit-to-be?” 
 
    I was silent for a moment. 
 
    “I’ll see you at the assembly tomorrow,” I said simply. 
 
    I didn’t wait for a response. I just nodded cordially at the men, glanced over to make sure all the women were going to follow me, and strode toward the doorway. 
 
    It floated up as I approached, and I reflected that we were leaving the Shrine of Immaculacy a little less immaculate than it had been when I first walked in. 
 
    I slowed my pace slightly when we had gained some distance from the temple, and I decided to take our route through the Sighing Vale again for the same reason as before. 
 
    As I walked along with eleven warrior women gathered around me, I still almost couldn’t believe what I was doing. 
 
    But I felt just as much conviction to do it. 
 
    And I had just taken the first step. 
 
    Soon we arrived at the empty area near the city gate. The guard gaped wordlessly at the small crowd of women accompanying me. After a few seconds, he seemed to come to his senses, and he hurriedly spurred his giraffe-like steed over to the red stone wall. 
 
    “Thanks,” I said with a casual grin. 
 
    His eyes were big and round as he stared back at me. “Congratulations.” 
 
    I couldn’t help but smirk a little as I walked into the tunnel and headed up to the stairs with the women. 
 
    I silently led the way out onto the patio, and then I turned to face the warriors. They gathered around me. It was hard not to notice that some of them moved with a strange, shuffling gait when they weren’t in the arena. For one or two of them it seemed like a limp, but for the others, it was almost like their body parts weren’t accustomed to working together to move with a normal human stride. 
 
    Still, I had seen most of them on their feet in the arena. They had utterly decimated even the most skilled of their opponents. 
 
    I thought they were more than capable of playing their part against the Scazaths, if they wanted to. 
 
    But before I figured that out, I needed to know some things. 
 
    “Tell me about the Scazaths’ assembly,” I said bluntly. “Is it true that all of them will be there?” 
 
    My new warriors all nodded mutely at me. 
 
    Ambryn, the shorter of the red-haired elven women, was the first to speak. 
 
    “It is a requirement for all the Scazaths and their warriors to attend,” she explained. A brief wince contorted her features as she shifted her weight from one foot to another, and she reached down to rub her thigh absently as she went on. “Them, and any hopefuls who wish to join the factions.” 
 
    “Are there usually many of those?” I asked. 
 
    “No.” A small smile flitted across her face. “Often there are none at all.” 
 
    Kyrmani gave me an intrigued look. 
 
    “What magic weapon did you use to slay Magnificence Mozhin?” she asked cautiously. “I didn’t see a blade…” 
 
    “It’s not magic, exactly,” I said. But as I contemplated explaining the mechanics of gunpowder to these women, I just shrugged. “It’s called a gun.” 
 
    “It was so quiet,” Kyrmani marveled. “So swift.” 
 
    “That was the idea,” I said with a smile. Then I gave all the women a searching look, and I decided to just be blunt about my question. “How do you feel about this whole ‘being raised from the dead’ thing?” 
 
    “What?” Kyrmani’s eyebrows flew up, and she gave me a look that was almost suspicious, like I was trying to trick her somehow. “It’s… It’s a great privilege. There is no higher honor than to die in battle, and be raised to fight again.” 
 
    “You may tell John the truth, Kyrmani,” Indy said in a patient voice. “He is not like the other backers. He wishes only to know your true feelings, and he will accept them kindly. Do not fear.” 
 
    No one spoke for a long moment. 
 
    “It’s horrible,” one of them finally said in a hushed voice. It was the woman named Selai, and she hugged herself with her gaunt but muscular arms as she spoke with her words coming all in a rush. “It’s the most painful thing I’ve ever had to endure. And I’m one of the lucky ones– the worse you’re wounded, the more it hurts to come back. I only died from a clean stab. And…” 
 
    Selai hesitated, and I kept my face calm while I nodded for her to go on. 
 
    “And that’s not even the worst part,” she finally said. She reached up to fidget with her hair, and one of the green vines twined itself anxiously around her finger. “The worst part is just… being alive afterward. A fierce rage builds up inside you, and there’s no escape. Some of us think it’s our spirits, our souls, that are angry about being returned and trapped after our time has come. I don’t know if that’s true. But whatever the reason… it’s… it’s almost unbearable.” 
 
    In my experience, hearing a word like “unbearable” coming from a fierce, stoic warrior woman of the desert world meant that shit was really heinous, and I felt another wave of disgust toward the Scazaths as I shook my head. 
 
    Then the shorter, red-haired Ambryn spoke again, and her voice was thick with emotion. “It’s true. All of it is true. The rage… it’s not so bad when you’re in the arena. Fighting is like an outlet, I think. A channel. It could even be that our spirits hope if we relive the experience of dying, maybe it will work this time. Maybe we will be free. But…” 
 
    She trailed off and shook her head. 
 
    Now it was like the floodgates had opened, and the Exalted warriors were almost talking over each other in their rush to explain things. The strange twitches and lurches in their movements seemed to ramp up as they discussed the subject of their raising, like it made their bodies restless to recall. Each word they spoke made my fury that much more intense, but mostly, I felt pity. Each of these women had never been given the peace of true death after living such violent lives and doing only what was expected of them, over and over. And every single one of them spoke of the constant rage and pain they were riddled with day in and day out after being dragged back to the land of the living. 
 
    “Pain builds up more and more in the places where we were wounded,” Kyrmani said softly. She traced her fingers over an area of puckered scar tissue on her shoulder, and a shudder ran through her from head to toe. “The Scazaths tell us it is a mark of strength, and that we can will the pain away. But it is a pain they will never have to suffer. Why should they get to say what it means?” 
 
    I nodded, and then I started to pace across the terrace in between asking more questions about the Scazaths and their assembly tomorrow. 
 
    After a while, the silver-haired Faylen gave me a confused look. 
 
    “You do not speak as if you wish to join them,” she pointed out in a hesitant voice. Then she took a step back. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to question…” 
 
    “You may ask John questions, Faylen,” Indy said in a proud voice. “He will treat you with the respect you deserve.” 
 
    The women all gave me a doubtful look that I had almost become accustomed to by now, and I decided to just prove Indy’s words were right by answering her questions. 
 
    And anyway, we all needed to be on the same page for what I had planned tomorrow. 
 
    “I’m not planning to join the Scazaths,” I said bluntly. “Actually, if things go well, then there will be no more Scazaths by the end of the night.” 
 
    Silence fell on the terrace, and seven sets of eyes stared at me with shock. 
 
    “What do you mean?” The vines on Arasne’s hair trembled slightly as she spoke. “You told Magnificence Dain you would be at the assembly.” 
 
    “Well,” I said reflectively. “Technically, that’s true. But I won’t actually be there to join the Scazaths. I’ll be there to kill as many of them as possible.” 
 
    The once-dead women looked at me like I had just popped out my own eyeballs and started juggling them in front of them. They seemed so shocked that their bodies even forgot to twitch for several moments. 
 
    Finally, the bald woman named Tinesi spoke, and her white pupils glowed like two moons as she stared at me. 
 
    “Why?” she asked. 
 
    “Because they’re like a fucking plague in this oasis,” I said restlessly. “I think that what they do to the Exalted warriors is cruel and barbaric, and I don’t think they deserve to exist. The Wise Council apparently can’t do anything about it, and neither can the gargoyles, so it looks like it’s going to be me.” 
 
    Every part of my words seemed almost foreign to the seven warriors, like I had started gibbering in tongues. 
 
    But after a few moments, it seemed to settle in that I meant what I was saying. The women’s faces got contemplative and calculating. 
 
    “You know about the prophecy, then?” the silver-haired Vanya asked in a soft voice. “About the legion of the reborn?” 
 
    I nodded. “How much do you know about it?” 
 
    A collective shudder ran through the whole group of reborn warriors. 
 
    “Enough to know that it would be the cruelest fate imaginable,” Selai said. The flowers on her vine-like hair had all closed up into small green buds. “Even worse than what we suffer now.” 
 
    Arasne the nymph huddled close to Selai as she nodded in agreement. Then the vines on each woman’s head twined out and clung to each other, almost like they were holding hands. They had looked incredibly badass in the arena, but now they looked small and scared, and they clung to each other through each pained twinge that ran through their bodies. 
 
    “The factions may squabble,” Kyrmani said, “but the prophecy is the one thing they agree on. They try to keep their timeline hidden from us, but some of us have overheard. By the end of the blood summer, they want to use us to take over the whole oasis.” 
 
    “No doubt that’s why they want you to join them so badly,” Selai added. “Not only because they hope there are more chariots like yours out there, but because your warriors– and their weapons– would make fearsome additions to the army they hope to build.” 
 
    “And then what?” I asked as rage pulsed through me again. “How do they plan to go about taking over the rest of the world, exactly? What will their next step be?” 
 
    Vanya swept her silver hair out of her face and shivered again. “After they have control of the oasis, they will be free to raise the spirits of all warriors who have ever died here, not only the Exalted. Then they will have an army large enough to march on the nearest oasis.” 
 
    “They will conquer that oasis,” Tinesi added. “And then they will have even more warriors to raise and add to their army. And so on, until they have a chokehold on the entire world.” 
 
    “Bastards,” I growled. “Well… I plan on doing everything I can to stop that from happening.” 
 
    “How?” Selai asked. Doubt and hope warred on her face, like she was afraid to believe that it could be possible. “With the weapon you used in the Shrine of Immaculacy?” 
 
    “It was very s-swift,” Kyrmani mused. She paused and pressed on her scarred neck again as if to steady her voice before she continued. “They would not even know what was happening…” 
 
    “John has an even swifter doom-weapon,” Indy said with a toss of her hair. “The filthy Scazaths will fall like flies. Won’t they, John?” 
 
    “That’s the general idea,” I chuckled. “Let’s not get complacent, though…” 
 
    I elaborated on my plans a little more, and the Exalted women listened closely. Their faces were doubtful at first, but soon, looks of hope and determination etched into their features. 
 
    Then Tinesi lifted her chin. The distant, pained look in her eyes lingered slightly, but it was outshone by staunch resolve as she met my gaze. “I will help.” 
 
    “As will I,” Ambryn added. The flames on her forearms rippled brighter as she crossed one arm over her chest and clenched her fist in a salute. 
 
    The voices of the other five Exalted women joined in, and soon seven fists clenched over seven hearts. 
 
    After what they had been through, I had to admire how fast these women were adapting to the situation, and how quickly they steeled themselves into grim dedication. 
 
    But then again, the living conditions they had been literally forced into by the Scazaths had ensured that they were insanely tough, resilient, and adaptable. Not to mention, filled with rage at having found themselves reborn into a world of pain. 
 
    Rage they desperately wanted to channel in the most violent ways. 
 
    I let out a small laugh as I realized that these faction members had literally created the weapon that would be taking them down: the Exalted women. 
 
    Well, there was also the not-so-small addition of me with my AR-10, along with my own formidable warriors. 
 
    “Let’s talk strategy, then,” I said. “But first…” 
 
    I headed inside and found the bell that the Wise Council had told me to ring if I needed any assistance. 
 
    Then I stepped out into the hall and rang it. 
 
    A distant crash echoed through the hall, followed by the sound of pounding footsteps that grew steadily closer. 
 
    After a minute, two servants appeared. I recognized one of them as the familiar green-eyed servant who had brought us our food cart before. The other was short and flaxen-haired, but seemed like the more fleet-footed of the two. They got in a tangle as they finished rounding the corner, and a small scuffle broke out as they competed to be first in reaching the door of the guest quarters. 
 
    Finally, they both skidded to a stop in front of me. 
 
    “Sir,” the green-eyed servant panted. “How can we assist you?” 
 
    “Assist you and your warriors,” the flaxen-haired one amended. He scooted to the side to try and peer around my shoulder into the room. 
 
    I smiled and pulled the door snugly against my shoulder to close the gap. 
 
    “We actually wanted to see if we could get something to eat,” I said casually. “I mean… I don’t want you guys to go through too much trouble. But I have some new warriors on my hands, and it honestly seems like they could use a good meal, along with the rest of us.” 
 
    “Of course,” the green-eyed servant assured me. He tallied up the numbers hastily on his fingers. “So, let me see, that would be eleven warriors, plus yourself…” 
 
    “John knows how to count, dimwit,” the blond servant hissed. Then he turned to me with a bright smile. “We’ll bring you your refreshments, sir, as soon as possible.” 
 
    I smiled as I thanked the servants, and they took off down the corridor again at top speed. 
 
    I chuckled again as I closed the door, and then I returned to the terrace with my warrior women. 
 
    We talked strategy as we waited for our food, including which of the faction members had magical weapons, and which had the most formidable fighters. 
 
    Soon the food arrived. I thanked the servants and wheeled the cart out onto the terrace. 
 
    “Time for a midnight snack,” I joked as I rolled it to a stop. 
 
    At first, I was wary of the dish that the servant had identified as tea-smoked starbird, but it had a taste that was so much like chicken I immediately enjoyed it. I avoided the parrot jerky and honey-dried locusts, but the soft-boiled eggs were good. We finished off with something called a solar jasmine ice lolly that had a similar crisp taste as the resin-infused wine of the gods we’d been given by the Wise Council. 
 
    Afterward, we all sat back with a contented sigh. I paused and studied the blissful expressions on the Exalted warriors’ faces. It even eclipsed the permanent shadows of pain or discomfort that seemed to haunt their features most of the time. 
 
    “Didn’t the Scazaths at least feed you well?” I asked with curiosity. “I mean, I know they’re scummy, double-crossing, murderous bastards, but you are goddesses, after all…” 
 
    I ended with a tone that added another, subtler layer to my question: Did the Exalted warriors view themselves as goddesses, the same way the rest of the oasis did? 
 
    Tinesi seemed to understand my meaning. The moon cast a long, dark shadow behind her, and I had time to notice that the shadow was swinging its feet idly, despite the fact that its white-eyed owner was sitting completely still. 
 
    Then her voice pulled me back to our conversation. 
 
    “They had the wits to feed us healthy food, at least,” she acknowledged. “But they favored food that was so spicy it would bring us to tears, and a fortified wine that made the whole world spin.” 
 
    “Why?” I asked with utter bafflement. 
 
    “The spice was to ‘stimulate our senses,’” she explained. One hand crept around to brace against her lower back, almost like she was trying to shield it from something. “To keep us feeling, well, alive. But sometimes the food was so hot it made our insides sear with pain. The wine was to soothe that. We never drank it before battle, of course, but with dinner each night.” 
 
    I exhaled slowly through my nose as I contemplated every shade of misery that seemed to color these women’s existence. 
 
    Then Tinesi seemed to catch on to the second part of my question. 
 
    “I do not see myself as a deity of any kind,” she said quietly. “And neither, I think, do the Scazaths, at least not in truth. But they claim that we are goddesses– mostly to awe the common people, I suppose. And to increase the winnings they inevitably win.” 
 
    “Hmm,” I mumbled. “If their religion has nothing to do with you being goddesses, then what is it all about, exactly? Just… taking over the world with you as their army, and that’s it?” 
 
    The Exalted women all nodded grimly. 
 
    “They keep their words to the common people flowery and vague,” she explained. “So no one outside the factions is aware of the Scazaths’ plans.” 
 
    “What if someone wants to join them?” I pointed out. “I know it’s rare, but it happens sometimes, doesn’t it? It seems to be the whole point of this outreach thing, after all…” 
 
    “Yes,” Ambryn answered with a nod. “But the newcomers begin as novices, and it’s a lengthy process before they’re allowed to advance. They’re only even permitted inside the temple during specific times. Many abandon their duties after a few months.” 
 
    I nodded and propped my chin in my palm as I thought. 
 
    “Okay,” I said. “Well, now that we’re all on the same page about our purpose, I think we should discuss strategy some more. And maybe even throw in a little practice.” 
 
    “Practice?” Selai tilted her head, and the vines on her head perked up slightly like they were listening, too. “What will we practice?” 
 
    “How we’re going to take down the Scazaths,” I said in a matter-of-fact voice. 
 
    The Exalted warriors all sat up a little straighter, and it seemed like they couldn’t believe this was actually happening. 
 
    Which was understandable. They had been stuck in this existence for who knew how long, and had believed they’d be stuck there for all eternity. 
 
    After that, we began our more in-depth discussions, and I learned from the Exalted women that the Temple of Murmurs had two levels to it, and that the Assembly would be held on the second floor. 
 
    “The second floor is one big room,” Tinesi elaborated. “It’s dome-shaped, so the Scazaths and their warriors will all be gathered in a big circle.” 
 
    “They’ll most likely start with a ritual for Renjaya,” Faylen added. “To symbolize her regaining her strength.” 
 
    “Got it,” I murmured. I thought back to everything I knew about these backers, and then something occurred to me. “The highest-ranking Scazaths will probably be front and center for this, right?” 
 
    “Always,” Vanya confirmed. “They are obsessed with their ranking, and the backers are the most prestigious and high-ranking among them… other than the leader, Zykidon.” 
 
    “Okay.” I drummed my fingers against my thigh and envisioned how this could pan out. “Well, I think our goal should be to surround those bastards, so we’ll have the walls at our backs, and they’ll be in our sights. Then it’ll just be a matter of taking down enough minor Scazaths that we’ve got a clear shot to the center, where the backers are.” 
 
    “That may not be easy,” Arasne warned. “They’ll most likely want you to join the high-ranking backers in the front. If you refuse them, they may be put out.” 
 
    I exhaled and focused on this situation the way I would if I was genuinely invested in joining the Scazaths. 
 
    Which wasn’t an easy task, considering how much I detested these seedy bastards. 
 
    But after thinking it through, I had an idea. 
 
    “I can just act humble,” I suggested. “I mean… If I really wanted to join these fuckers, I would probably consider it sort of presumptuous to just place myself among the high-ranking members right away, before I had even officially joined them. So it won’t look that suspicious for us to hang back.” 
 
    “Wise,” Indy murmured. 
 
    “And I’ve seen how absorbed these assholes get in their tormenting rituals,” I added. “So right when they’re about to start in on Renjaya is when we’ll fan out, and then when I give the signal, we’ll strike them hard and fast.” 
 
    I paused and gave the Exalted women a considering look. 
 
    “How much do I need to worry about this Zykidon guy?” I asked. “You said he’s the leader of them all… Does that mean he can command the warriors to fight us, too?” 
 
    “Yes,” Vanya confirmed. “He’s not a backer– his sole purpose is to unite the factions and make sure they abide by the proper rituals– but he is crafty, and he can command the warriors if the need arises. But…” 
 
    “He’s no battle commander,” Tinesi finished in a scathing tone. “He is old and feeble. He’s never had to fight for himself before.” 
 
    “The Scazaths will be in chaos as soon as the attack begins,” Ambryn said in a tone of grim delight. “And once we have taken out Zykidon, they’ll be utterly hopeless.” 
 
    We took some more time to plan out exactly how our attack would take place, and we came up with some code words to be used in the temple, too. 
 
    “We should wield our arena weapons,” Artemn said once all of that had been settled, and then she gestured at the Exalted women. “And you could wield the weapons we carry around outside the arena. I know they are not as deadly-sharp as our arena weapons, but…” 
 
    “They’re better than the black metal,” I agreed. “And none of these people are going to be armed or armored, except for the Scazaths who have magic weapons on them.” 
 
    The Exalted warriors nodded in agreement. 
 
    “Our powers will help make up for this,” Arasne said. “They will be our main weapon tonight, and we will have the element of surprise.” 
 
    Considering the fact that my four warriors had already been seen openly carrying weapons around the oasis, I didn’t think it’d look suspicious for my new warriors to do the same. 
 
    “We still come up short for weapons, though,” Meikha pointed out. “Even if we split Ellie’s tonfas between two people.” 
 
    “Not quite,” I said with a roguish smile. I pulled Mozhin’s bladed boomerangs out of my tactical bag and held them up. “These should do nicely, I think.” 
 
    The Exalted women’s eyes widened. 
 
    “We couldn’t…” Ambryn shook her head. 
 
    Tinesi lifted her chin. “We could.” 
 
    There was a moment of silence, and then the women slowly nodded. 
 
    “I’ll pass them to you once the Scazaths are distracted by Renjaya,” I said. 
 
    After we finished strategizing and talking powers, we went through a few basic motions for the plan I laid out. 
 
    By the end of the night, an electric energy filled my veins, and I was fully past the “I can’t believe we’re doing this” stage. 
 
    It seemed like all eleven women were past it, too. Energy and resolve filled their features as we faced each other on the terrace. 
 
    Then I nodded and turned toward the door. 
 
    “We should all sleep,” I said. “We’re going to need a good night’s rest.” 
 
    The guest quarters were spacious enough that we all had room to sleep. 
 
    I could tell my four warriors had come to respect and even admire the Exalted warriors to the point where they weren’t afraid to sleep in the same room as them, but they still seemed to crave as much proximity to me as possible. So me, Indy, Ellie, Artemn, Kep, and Meikha all slept snugly in the same bed while the Exalted warriors occupied the other two. 
 
    I slept like the dead that night, almost as if my body knew I had to gear up for some big challenge. 
 
    In the morning, I woke up next to my warrior women feeling almost as refreshed as if I had just drank a vat full of the resin of youth. 
 
    Everyone else looked similarly keyed up as we gathered on the terrace and watched the day unfold below us. 
 
    The bald woman named Tinesi had become the boldest with her questions, and she was the first to ask me something that had been lingering unspoken in the air throughout our conversations. 
 
    “After we finish off the Scazaths…” she murmured. Then she hesitated for a long moment as her eerie white eyes studied my face. “What will we do? Will we… leave the walls?” 
 
    “Well…” I breathed out slowly as I watched the distant forms of men beating back bright red plants with shovels and pitchforks. “That’s something I’ve been thinking about, actually. I have an idea. And you’re free to speak your mind if it’s something you don’t agree with, alright?” 
 
    This seemed to startle the Exalted women, but they all nodded as they waited to hear what I had to say. 
 
    “When I spoke to the mediators and the council, all of them seemed pretty united in their desire for the factions to be eliminated,” I said. “And I was thinking that after that, well… You could sort of work together with them– the council and the mediators, I mean– and play your own part in deciding your fate. I’m sure that whatever you decided, the mediators would help enforce it. But now that we come to the subject of your fate… What would you want that to be?” 
 
    The seven warriors all stared at me with utter bafflement. 
 
    Then their eyes all shifted to my four warrior women, like they were checking to see if I was pulling their leg. 
 
    “John is an honorable man,” Meikha assured them. A light wind seemed to ruffle her blonde hair as she gave me a little smile. “Your ears do not deceive you.” 
 
    “Us…” Tinesi muttered with a stunned expression. “Decide our own fates?” 
 
    “Yeah.” I took a deep breath and addressed the subject that I still felt like I was a little over my head about. “I mean, after everything you’ve been through… I sure as hell don’t think it’s my place to decide what you should do next. It sounded like being alive is a daily torment for you. But you also seem to love fighting in the arenas. It’s just… I think if anyone’s to decide what happens to you, it should be you.” 
 
    The seven Exalted women all seemed wrapped up in their own thoughts as they nodded. 
 
    “I wish to die,” Kyrmani blurted out. “I… What you said is true. Being alive is a torment. After the factions are gone, I wish to be laid to eternal rest.” 
 
    Her companions agreed in low murmurs. 
 
    I nodded, and I felt slightly numb as the gravity of this statement settled over me. 
 
    But I still felt just as resolved to help these women determine the outcome of their own fates, so I continued to think things through. 
 
    “Is that something that’s, uh, easy to do?” I asked. “I mean, I have your soul stones, and I’ll happily give them back to you whenever you want– even now, if–” 
 
    “Not now,” Vanya said quickly. Her silver hair swung back and forth as she shook her head, and the motion was echoed by the other warriors. “We are more vulnerable with them on, and if they were to fall into the hands of the Scazaths during our battle, then we would be completely at their mercy. Afterward, however…” 
 
    “They’re yours,” I promised. Then I hesitated slightly. “So, once you’ve got them back on you, is there some ritual that has to be done? To, um, lay you to rest, I mean? Or is it just…” 
 
    Arasne shook her head, and the flowers on her vine-hair bloomed before my eyes. “It is as simple as a knife to the heart.” 
 
    For the desert world, this was indeed pretty damn simple, but at the same time, I felt slightly uneasy about it. Would I be expected to do this act? Would my women? It seemed like a whole different prospect than facing down an opponent in the arena. 
 
    Tinesi tilted her head as her white eyes stared down into the oasis. 
 
    “I want to die in battle,” she finally said, and she moved her eyes to meet mine. “It’s true that dying in battle is the highest honor. I would like to have that honor again… and then to stay dead this time.” 
 
    I nodded as I thought this through. 
 
    “That can definitely be arranged,” I finally said without a trace of doubt. “The mediators and the council will help see it through. And if not, they’ll have me to answer to.” 
 
    The Exalted warriors had rare looks of awe on their faces as they nodded slowly. 
 
    We went over our plans again and again, until it came as naturally to all of us as breathing. We gathered all our needed weaponry, too, and the women stretched their well-honed limbs and paced like wild cats waiting to be uncaged. 
 
    Then the sun was about to set, and I turned to face all the women on the terrace. 
 
    “It’s time,” I said quietly. 
 
    We were about to walk into the lion’s den. 
 
    But we were armed to the teeth, and equipped with magic to take these bastards down. 
 
    I had never felt more ready for anything.

  

 
   
    Chapter 19 
 
    The sun lingered above the mountaintops like a red-hot eye glaring down at us as we made our way to the Temple of Murmurs. 
 
    Unlike the other Scazath temples, it wasn’t down by the Crux Arena. It was one of the big buildings carved into the upper slopes of the red mountains on the far side of the oasis. 
 
    “Kep will be alright, won’t he?” Artemn asked with a trace of anxiousness, and she glanced back up at the guest quarters as we left them behind. 
 
    “He was snoozing pretty soundly when we left,” I pointed out with a reassuring smile. “And we left him some food.” 
 
    “The servants said they would listen for any howling, too,” Ellie reminded us. She reached out and patted Artemn on the arm. “He will be alright, Artemn.” 
 
    My silver-eyed warrior looked reassured as we turned our attention to the walk ahead of us. 
 
    Dusk was upon us by the time we reached the bottom of the slope. I stared up at the red steps etched into the mountainside above. They looked endless. 
 
    Then I spotted the chariot Phohas had assured me would be at my disposal. It looked something like a Romani wagon without any wheels, and I could only assume it was enchanted by the silvery glow that swirled around it. 
 
    But when I saw the steeds harnessed to the front of it, I froze in place. 
 
    After all the mystical shit I’d seen in the desert world, it wouldn’t have surprised me at all to see some type of winged horses, or even dragons, pulling the chariot. 
 
    In fact, what I saw before me was probably the only thing that could’ve surprised me. 
 
    The steeds had wings, but they weren’t any type of four-legged beast. Instead, they were humanoid and made of polished red stone. They had familiarly blunt and rough features, and the harnesses were attached beneath their big stone wings. 
 
    The biggest of them turned toward me. 
 
    It had a gleaming yellow stone set in its forehead. Under the stone’s light, its deep onyx eyes winked as it faced me, and my jaw dropped. 
 
    “Is that–” I croaked. 
 
    Realization broke through my shock. 
 
    This creature was eerily similar to the lead mediator of the Crux Arena, but now that I looked closer, I saw differences. The gemstone in its forehead glowed with yellow light instead of blue, and this gargoyle had a jagged crack running down its face like a scar, with a big chunk of its stony cheek missing. 
 
    After a harder look, I saw that its facial features were slightly different from those of the real mediators, too. Its nose was longer and had a hooked shape, and its eyes were deeper-set. Its chin came to a sharp point instead of having a wide, blunted jaw. 
 
    Still, there were enough similarities that I had no doubt this was intended to be some perversion of the red stone gargoyles that held the ultimate authority over this city. 
 
    I snorted and shook my head, and my fingers tightened around the sling of my AR-10 where it hung down inside my jacket. For a second, I was at the point of refusing to take this chariot up to the temple, and just striding up the red stone stairs with my women instead. 
 
    I exhaled slowly as I realized that this wouldn’t be the practical choice. By all appearances, there were several hundred stairs to ascend. And from what I knew, the other backers would have taken this same chariot to reach the Temple of Murmurs. 
 
    If I walked up this whole damn mountainside, I would be exhausting both myself and my women directly before the fight of our lives. 
 
    So I ushered my eleven women into the chariot, and I was glad there was solid wood between myself and the stone gargoyles pulling it as I squeezed inside. 
 
    I leaned over to speak to the red-haired Ambryn in a low voice. 
 
    “What are they?” I asked. 
 
    “The factions call them ‘the Initiators.’” The flame patterns on her arms rippled restlessly as she glanced toward the front of the chariot. “They’re meant to be an imitation of the mediators, in a way. Or… perhaps a replacement for them, someday.” 
 
    I clenched my jaw slightly at yet another revelation of the Scazaths’ fuckery. 
 
    But then I closed my eyes and took a clearing breath, and I ran over our plan again in my mind. 
 
    This shit ended tonight. 
 
    There was one practical consideration, though… 
 
    “Will we have to fight them?” I asked quietly. 
 
    The elven woman shook her head. “I think not. They have never been used in battle before.” 
 
    “And Phohas is the one who has the stone that matches the one in this gargoyle’s head,” Arasne murmured with her vine-hair swaying. “So…” 
 
    She left the rest unsaid, but I took her meaning right away. 
 
    Kill Phohas as quickly as possible. 
 
    “Got it.” I faced forward and clenched my hand tight around my tactical bag, and I gripped Indy’s wrist closely as the chariot leaped into the air. 
 
    At first, we swayed violently from side to side, and all of us hunched closer together. But then our flight leveled out into a smooth ascent. 
 
    I watched through the glass-paned windows as the green oasis fell away beneath us, and we rose up into the rocky red slopes of the mountains. 
 
    The Temple of Murmurs was on a wide plateau that was nestled just below the highest peaks of the mountains. The big flat surface and the temple itself all seemed to have been carved right from the rock, and I had to admit it was sort of impressive as I stepped out of the chariot. 
 
    The temple building rose into a massive cube shape with four round towers jutting up from each corner. The cube itself was crowned by a huge, bulbous dome, which was inlaid with gleaming white quartz slabs that alternated with huge, wall-spanning windows of white stained glass. A circle of trees surrounded the dome, and they all had long green vines that swayed gently from side to side. 
 
    Two towering arched doors made up the entryway. One was black, and one was white. Around them, intricate carvings and cornices of quartz and obsidian adorned the building under each archway. 
 
    “It is like a palace,” Indy murmured softly at my shoulder. 
 
    She fell silent as we reached the doorway, and I shared a look with all eleven women to make sure they were doing the same. We had learned from the Exalted warriors that the Temple of Murmurs had its name for a reason: Echoes seemed to almost take on a life of their own inside, and you could never tell if what you said would be heard all over the building, even if it was spoken in a whisper. 
 
    Whispers were all around us now as we entered the building, and I knew it wasn’t just because I now walked with seven Exalted warriors at my side. There was also the fact that five of these warriors now carried our ornamental weapons, while my own women bore the higher-quality, gleaming metal blades they normally carried into the arena. 
 
    Every eye was glued to us the second we entered the room. 
 
    From the Scazaths’ view, I knew this forbidden weapon-bearing was just another symbol of my status, which even they didn’t quite share. My warriors carried their weapons with them wherever the hell I wanted. 
 
    Gleaming yellow gemstones as big as ostrich eggs lined the walls, and the Scazaths were everywhere under them as they milled around and chatted with each other. Dain and the other men I had met in the Shrine of Immaculacy all gave me a small, sly smile, like we were in on some big secret together. 
 
    I couldn’t fucking wait to see the looks on their faces when they realized I wasn’t going to be joining their faction at all. 
 
    I was going to be ending it. 
 
    As I glanced around, the yellowy light made the backers’ faces look even more sallow-skinned, almost like they were half-dead themselves. 
 
    I looked around at the collection of men in the building and felt nothing but scorn. Some were sort of young, but a good portion of them were almost old enough to be my grandfather, by the looks of it. It seemed like a crime against humanity that the wrinkled, feeble old fuckers hid themselves behind the power of the fierce and goddess-like women of the oasis. 
 
    But I was here to change that. 
 
    Mozhin’s weapons clinked softly together in the leather sling I had tied around my belt, and I brushed my finger against the sling to make sure I’d have easy access to the weapons later, so I could pass them to some of my warriors. 
 
    Soon, I spotted the man who was essentially the leader of the Scazaths, according to my Exalted women. His name was Zykidon, and he looked so old that he might need to join the Exalted in being raised from the dead at any moment. There were rumors that he already had, but I had my doubts about any backer consenting to endure the pain that came with being raised. 
 
    A pain they happily put their warriors through without a second thought. 
 
    Over and over again. 
 
    I was pulled out of my contemplations as Zykidon clapped his hands. The ringing sound echoed through the whole temple. 
 
    In response, the Scazaths and the Exalted warriors all filed over to the four corners of the building, where the towers were equipped with winding spiral staircases leading to the second floor. 
 
    When we crested the stairs, I realized we were now inside the dome that sat on top of the building. 
 
    The echoes were even more prominent here. Dim dusk-light leaked in through the massive, floor-to-ceiling stained-glass windows that alternated with quartz panels. The walls had regular cavities in them to accommodate various urns, statues, and idols. I carefully positioned myself to be in the shadows, and I made sure my warrior women were close at my sides. 
 
    Ambryn the fire elf and Faylen the siren each had one of Ellie’s ornamental tonfas at their hips. One of the vine-haired nymphs, Arasne, had Meikha’s jewel-encrusted rapier. The other nymph, Selai, had Indy’s decorative scimitar. 
 
    The bald, white-eyed woman named Tinesi had Artemn’s ornamental spear, but she had assured me that it was only needed for backup, because she had a much more potent weapon at her disposal: Her magic. That was all she needed. 
 
    The red-haired fire elf named Kyrmani and the silver-haired siren named Vanya were left without weapons for the moment, although that would be remedied when I passed them the magic bladed boomerangs that had belonged to their past backer, Mozhin. But for the moment, I thought it still would look suspicious for the warriors to be carrying around the magical weapons of their former backer. 
 
    Along with my Exalted women’s powers, Artemn and Meikha’s magic would be a welcome addition to the deadly arena weapons they carried with them, and Indy and Ellie were lethal as hell, too, magic or no magic. I knew we had this covered. 
 
    The most prestigious backers all clustered toward the center of the room as Zykidon raised his hands for silence. They seemed to be clearing a gap for me, but I hung back with my women and bowed my head respectfully. 
 
    After a moment, the gap closed, and the high-ranking backers were in a perfect circle around the speaker, Zykidon. 
 
    “We are gathered here today to celebrate the oneness of the Scazaths,” he intoned in a thin, quavery voice that had just a trace of deep steeliness in it. “The fights of our Holy Month have reigned long and fierce, and jewels have flowed as much as blood.” 
 
    The backers all lifted their chins and swaggered like they had been the ones fighting in the arena, and I held back a snort of contempt. 
 
    “First,” Zykidon went on, “we will have a ritual of rejuvenation for our honored warrior, Renjaya, to encourage her toward a swift recovery of her former fierceness…” 
 
    He stepped to the side, and Renjaya stumbled forward at a shove from her backer.  
 
    She was left standing alone at the center of a circle of onlookers, and she looked utterly miserable. Her caved-in chest was swathed in bandages that glowed with a mystical silvery sheen. But magic or not, the bandages couldn’t have done her much good. Her face was set in a constant grimace, and every movement seemed to cause her great pain. 
 
    The only good thing about this was that even the most curious of eyes were now taken away from me and fastened on Renjaya. 
 
    I shared a long look with my women. 
 
    Then I shifted Mozhin’s blades into my grip and passed them behind my back to Indy. The weapons traveled quickly down the line, and soon Kyrmani and Vanya each had a bladed boomerang grasped behind their backs. 
 
    My eleven women all gave me small, solemn nods. 
 
    I pulled the suppressor smoothly out of my bag, unzipped my jacket, and slipped the suppressor smoothly onto the end of my AR-10. There was a soft clicking sound as I twisted it into place. 
 
    No one even turned my way as I stood in the shadows and hoisted the gun into place against my shoulder. 
 
    “Pincer,” I commanded. 
 
    Now, the closest heads swiveled toward me, but most people directed their confused looks elsewhere around the room as my voice reverberated off every end of the domed chamber. 
 
    Before their heads had even finished turning, my Exalted women were fanning out around the room. 
 
    Soft cracks echoed eerily around the chamber as I sent bullet after bullet into one backer, then two, then three. Groans and gurgles joined the sound of shell casings hitting the floor as Scazaths slumped over with their flowy robes pooling around them. 
 
    This cleared the way to the center of the room. 
 
    A choked grunt exploded out of Phohas’ lips as my bullets took him in the small of his back, and a surge of savage satisfaction lifted my chest. 
 
    Then I let out a low curse as Zykidon jerked away from my next shot with shocking speed for his age. 
 
    “Exalted!” he bellowed thinly. “Defend your masters!” 
 
    His quavery voice was almost eclipsed by the sound of ten glass panes shattering as vines came bursting in through the windows. 
 
    They snaked in and wrapped around the throats of several unlucky Scazaths. The men’s wails of shock and pain cut off into chokes and gags as their air supply was cut off or their necks snapped. 
 
    The vines made short work of the backers near the windows, and I belted out another command. “Thrust!” 
 
    Indy, Ellie, Artemn, and Meikha fanned out close to my sides. Within a split second, Artemn’s spear had punched through a Scazath’s chest. Viscera sprayed everywhere as she ripped it free and thumped another backer on the temple with the butt of the weapon in one smooth motion. 
 
    Ellie’s tonfas were a silvery blur as she gutted two backers at once. Indy snared a Scazath with her chain-whip as she gored another with her blade, and Meikha’s rapier point whistled into the trapped man’s chest before he could even cry out. 
 
    Across the room, fire and water sprayed out from Mozhin’s weapons as his former warriors put them to good use. Screams and shouts rang out, and several more voices echoed Zykidon’s cry for the Exalted warriors to defend the Scazaths. 
 
    In response, two Exalted women leaped toward us. Flames jetted from their mouths like geysers as they planted their feet and screamed. 
 
    “Shields!” I barked. 
 
    Thanks to Artemn, a blinding white nexus flared out around us, and the fire pooled out around it in a hot red rush. 
 
    I hurriedly reloaded my gun and braced myself. 
 
    A small grunt came from Meikha as she thrust both hands out from her chest. 
 
    Artemn’s shield condensed and burst out in a rush like a shooting star. It streaked into the chest of one of the fire-breathers, and the woman flew across the room. At the same time, the other jet of flames was extinguished by a knife of water that lanced through the air like a spear. The fire-breathing woman looked outraged, and she took a threatening step toward us, but then a vine snatched her into its tight green embrace and dragged her off. 
 
    From across the room, the silver-haired Vanya gave us a grim nod as the blue bladed boomerang came whistling back toward her. Without skipping a beat, she snatched it from the air and buried it in the skull of the nearest backer. 
 
    A high, thin scream rang out from the middle of the room, and I glanced sharply to see what was happening. 
 
    It was Zykidon. 
 
    His own shadow had reared up like a snake, and now it wrapped its gaunt fingers around his throat and squeezed. 
 
    “Nnnno–” he choked. 
 
    His crepey, wrinkled hands flailed madly in the air, and then they dug into the shadow’s fingers as he struggled to pry its grip loose. 
 
    The shadow only tightened its grip. 
 
    Nearby, the bald Tinesi stood with a shaking hand extended in Zykidon’s direction. His shadow mirrored her movements as she slowly tightened her hand into a fist. 
 
    Then I saw three Exalted warriors sprinting at her from the back. 
 
    Indy was quick to spot them, too. 
 
    “Tinesi, Behind!” she screamed. 
 
    The bald woman snapped a soft command, and her own shadow shot up to loom over the approaching warriors. 
 
    They skidded to a stop and tried to fan out around the shadow, but its arms stretched out to several times their length and swept around all three warriors. They shrieked and groaned as it jerked them together in a tight hug. 
 
    I kept a sharp eye out for a moment to make sure Tinesi didn’t get carried away. But the bald warrior stayed true to our plan of just restraining her fellow Exalted women. 
 
    Zykidon’s fate wasn’t so kind. His face was now black and mottled, and his bulging eyes were glassy and lifeless as they stared unseeingly into the distance. Tinesi turned away from him without regret to face the attacking warriors. 
 
    “Stay,” she commanded her shadow. 
 
    It parked itself in place as the furious Exalted warriors thrashed in its grip, and Tinesi danced past them to join the fray again. 
 
    I downed several more Scazaths with a targeted spray of bullets. 
 
    Then a clap echoed from the far side of the room like a shock-wave. A huge, swirling orb of water rose up in the air, and I could see the writhing forms of robed men trapped inside as they struggled to break free. 
 
    My focus narrowed as three spears came streaking through the air toward us. 
 
    “Shields!” I yelled. 
 
    Artemn’s lightning arced out around us again, and the three gleaming spears rebounded away from it. One clattered to the ground, while two more were snatched up by vines, which promptly sent them lancing into the chests of the nearest backers. 
 
    “Fuck yeah,” I snarled as several more men went down. 
 
    At my sides, Artemn and Meikha looked at me with their shield hanging bright and steady in the air. 
 
    I raised my voice to top volume and directed it at the Exalted warriors who were our allies. 
 
    “Aside!” I shouted. I watched closely as my seven Exalted women threw themselves out of the way and dragged their restrained warriors with them, and then I nodded to Artemn and Meikha. “Now.” 
 
    They both spread their palms wide, and windblown lightning laced the air with blinding light. It billowed out like a huge net over everyone’s heads. 
 
    Twin screams echoed from my two warriors’ throats as they thrust their palms out toward the churning group of backers across the room. Wind and lightning followed suit as the light condensed itself into white-hot bolts and lanced into the chests of the backers. 
 
    Screams and flames erupted among them. Some dropped to the ground dead. A savage gust of wind toppled the rest like bowling pins. 
 
    “Thrust!” I shouted again. 
 
    More vines punched into the room, and it only took a half-second for them to catch fire. 
 
    One of the flaming vines caught Arunio in the chest and slammed him into the stone wall. Another coiled its end up like a big fiery fist and punched Viskor in the chest. The air rushed out of him in a strangled woof. Then the red-haired Ambryn and Kyrmani closed around him with tonfas in hand and made his loss of breath permanent. 
 
    A scream from Ellie dragged my attention away. 
 
    I saw my petite warrior was in a furious grappling contest with a brown-haired Exalted warrior. Her tonfas were locked with the woman’s arms somehow, and now bright red venom dripped from the woman’s teeth as she reared back to bite my petite warrior like some type of crazed snake. 
 
    I couldn’t get a clear shot with the way they were grappling, and panic seized my gut. At the same time, I registered Indy’s sudden absence from my side. 
 
    Then my petite warrior’s blue eyes darted up over her attacker’s shoulder, and her mouth fell open. 
 
    She snapped it shut and squeezed her eyes closed just in time as she turned her head away. 
 
    Glass shattered as Indy slammed a sacred urn down over the head of the brown-haired warrior. The woman’s grip on Ellie slackened, and then her sharp inhale turned to furious coughing as she inhaled a mouthful of dusty ashes. 
 
    Ellie danced back, and her blue eyes narrowed with focus. She twirled her tonfa as she raised it, and then she brought the blunt end of the tomahawk blade slamming nice and neat into the woman’s temple. 
 
    The warrior slumped to the ground senselessly, but she still seemed to be breathing. 
 
    Indy and Ellie’s hands crashed together in a high five. 
 
    Now, for the first time, my brain registered the absence of screams. 
 
    The Temple of Murmurs was silent except for the echoing grunts of several dozen Exalted warriors as they struggled against the binding grip of Tinesi’s shadow, or the vines that Arasne and Selai had sent bursting into the room. 
 
    The other vines were still on fire, but the silver-haired Faylen and Vanya quenched them with four jets of water launched from their palms. A furious sizzling filled the air, and then the vines slithered out the window again into their place on the trees. 
 
    As the struggling Exalted warriors took in the sight of their fallen backers, their thrashing slowly stilled, and they gaped at the scene like they couldn’t believe their eyes. 
 
    I lowered my gun to rest on its sling, and then I raised a hand to call my warriors off as I stepped toward the restrained women. 
 
    “Truce,” I called. My voice echoed all around the temple like a god had spoken. 
 
    Several dozen heads nodded in numb agreement. 
 
    I turned to my own Exalted women and grinned. 
 
    “Down, girls,” I joked. 
 
    The vines loosened from around the captive women’s arms, and Tinesi’s shadow withdrew from its bear hug around the rest. It danced back into place at the bald woman’s feet, and she gave it a fond little smile as it nodded briskly at her. 
 
    I turned to the crowd of Exalted women facing me and cleared my throat. 
 
    But before I could even speak, they all moved as one and sank down to kneel with their foreheads on the floor at my feet.

  

 
   
    Chapter 20 
 
    Silence reigned for a long moment. There wasn’t so much as a whisper to disturb the Temple of Murmurs as I gaped at the kneeling warriors. 
 
    “What are you doing?” I asked with disbelief. 
 
    They all raised their foreheads from the floor and sat back on their heels to look up at me. Gratitude and relief softened their fierce faces, and some of them had tears in their eyes. 
 
    “You dueled the Scazath backers,” the nearest of them said. She had a puffy red bruise on her face where Tinesi’s shadow had clouted her with its fist, but she seemed otherwise unharmed. “You… you…” 
 
    She trailed off as she gazed around at the fallen backers with something that looked like shock and relief. 
 
    “You freed us,” a hoarse voice finished. 
 
    I turned to see the speaker and froze in place. 
 
    It was Renjaya. 
 
    My women all stiffened at my sides, and I felt them poised to spring. But I studied Renjaya’s appearance as she slowly hobbled forward, and I didn’t see any intent to attack there. I raised a hand again to keep my warriors from striking. 
 
    “You freed us from the Scazaths,” she repeated as she came to a stop. A reluctant respect filled her eyes as they traced over my warrior women, and then she looked back to me. “We, the Exalted Ones, will do as you command. You own us now.” 
 
    Several dozen heads bowed in agreement. 
 
    But I shook my head. 
 
    “No,” I said loudly. “I mean… Yes, I did slay these slimy bastards for you all. So, I guess you could say I freed you, technically. But I didn’t do it just to take command of you, or something.” 
 
    “You…” Renjaya seemed wary and suspicious as she looked at me. “You don’t wish us to fight for you?” 
 
    “No,” I said firmly. “I didn’t free you just to force you into exactly what you were doing before. I think I have a way better idea. But first, uh… you can all stand up. Or sit, if that’s more comfortable. I think we should talk.” 
 
    Most of them stared at me with blank shock and blatant disbelief. The few who had clearly sustained injuries through their eye sockets in their previous lives seemed to be twitching uncontrollably in those areas, but their good eyes stayed steadily locked on me for a long moment before they turned to Renjaya. 
 
    Renjaya seemed to have become the once-dead women’s unofficial leader somehow. Their eyes were all plastered to her as she sank into a cross-legged position facing me on the ground. 
 
    Finally, the rest of the Exalted women boosted themselves into the same position. 
 
    I decided to do the same, so we were all at the same height as we faced each other, and my women sank into place on every side of me. 
 
    “So…” I said, and my mouth felt slightly dry as I realized I was basically in command of all these reborn women. 
 
    But in the long term, that wasn’t what I wanted or planned for. I knew what to do. 
 
    I spoke in short, simple sentences as I laid out the ideas I had discussed with my seven Exalted women last night, about these warriors being reunited with their spirit stones and deciding their own fates. Occasionally, one of the seven Exalted warriors next to me spoke up to add something. I felt almost like they were translating into a different language as they put my ideas into terms that would make more sense to their fellow warriors. 
 
    But that sort of made sense. We weren’t just dealing with the usual gap in understanding that resulted from the cultural and moral differences between two separate worlds. 
 
    These warriors had literally faced down death multiple times. Then they had been revived in the cruelest way imaginable, and been forced to fight again, and again, and again. 
 
    That was a horror I could only begin to contemplate, and I was glad for the seven warriors as they assured their fellow Exalted women that I could be trusted, and that they had seen it for themselves. 
 
    Then I shifted the conversation to put the women themselves in charge of things. 
 
    “Whatever your choice is,” I promised, “I’ll be sure that the Wise Council and the mediators honor it, and that they help see it through fully.” 
 
    There was a long silence. 
 
    Then Renjaya slowly limped to her feet. 
 
    “We should decide outside,” she said softly. “It is easier to think of such things without the weight of a temple bearing down upon us. The fresh air is a luxury, and it helps us think more deeply.” 
 
    I nodded and got to my feet, and my warriors did the same. 
 
    But then I glanced around at the dead Scazaths littering the floor, and I paused. 
 
    “We should gather up all the spirit stones,” I decided. “Just in case, so no one else can lay their hands on them.” 
 
    Together with my own warriors, I made short work of gathering up the soul stones, and we decided to return them to their owners outside. 
 
    Some of the Exalted women were limping and twitching more than was even usual for once-dead warriors. I joined my women in offering them a hand or an arm under their shoulders to make it down the stairs, but they all refused. 
 
    I was on the verge of pushing the matter anyway, but Indy’s long fingers stroked my arm once. 
 
    “They are proud, John,” she whispered. “Pride is all they had to keep them sane, this whole time. Let us not take that away from them.” 
 
    So we slowed our pace for the Exalted warriors, and soon we were all gathered on the plateau to look down at the oasis far below us. 
 
    Then I knelt and reached into the big velvet pouch with all the spirit stones in it. 
 
    “I’m not sure which of these belongs to which warrior,” I said after a brief hesitation. 
 
    Then I pulled out one of the amulets at random. It was set with a gleaming gem that looked like a black diamond, but it had a dark iridescence to it like oil on water. Tiny white flakes spun through its depths in small, galaxy-like spirals. 
 
    I held it up. “Whose is this?” 
 
    Tinesi’s white eyes widened, and she raised her hand. 
 
    When I passed over the stone, tears welled up in her eyes, and she bowed her head with gratitude as she clutched it to her chest. 
 
    “Thank you,” she whispered. 
 
    I went on passing out the amulets until the bag was empty, and then I looked around at the Exalted warriors. 
 
    “Is there some, uhh, ritual that needs to be done?” I asked. “To replace your spirit stones, I mean.” 
 
    The women shook their heads. 
 
    Tinesi’s hands quivered as she held the stone to her chest. Then she brushed the neck of her tunic to the side a little and flattened her palms over the stone while she pushed it against her skin. 
 
    A small grunt escaped her as the stone started sinking through her flesh. 
 
    I watched with fascination as it was swallowed up like it was sinking into quicksand, and then the flesh knitted together over it. 
 
    The result was a pristine, seamless patch of skin with a slowly fading glow. 
 
    Tinesi slumped over and sighed. I stepped forward with concern, but then she raised her head, and I saw that her face was slack with relief. 
 
    She looked a little older, too. There were crow’s feet around her wide, white eyes, and her skin sagged ever so slightly. 
 
    But some of her twitching and rocking was gone, too, and her face glowed with a happiness that I couldn’t have imagined it holding before. She still had some of the eerie, wax-figure vibe I had first noticed with the Exalted woman, but she seemed more whole now, too. 
 
    The other warriors slowly followed suit, and then there was a long silence as all of them joined hands and looked at me. 
 
    Their thanks echoed around the dim plateau, and I couldn’t help but smile. 
 
    Then we all stared down at the oasis below us and sat in silence for a while. 
 
    “How wonderful it is,” one of them mused as she gazed at the glowing greenery below. “To sit up here with no duty nagging at us… To watch the oasis below. It almost makes me feel like I truly am a goddess.” 
 
    The giggle that came from her sounded almost childish. It was a weird combination of cute and eerie, and I gave my warriors a half-smile as I looked at them. 
 
    “I want to stay alive,” the Exalted warrior decided after a moment. “But… my spirit is so weary of fighting.” 
 
    “Then you don’t have to,” I swore. “The council has every luxury at their fingertips. I’ll see to it that you’re included in that.” 
 
    At this point, I didn’t doubt that the council would listen to such a command from me. 
 
    A murmur ran through the Exalted women as they contemplated this, and a few joined their voices to this wish. 
 
    But the majority chose to follow the same fate as the seven warriors I had won yesterday. 
 
    “I want to die in the arena,” one of them said with her eyes closed. She pressed a hand against her chest where her glowing spirit stone had disappeared a few minutes ago. “With the cheers of the city ringing in my ears, and the knowledge that I am dying as a champion… and will be laid to rest as a champion.” 
 
    “Done,” I said firmly.  
 
    Then Renjaya spoke up. 
 
    “John,” she said hoarsely. She dipped her head in a bow. “You should be our backer.” 
 
    “Hold on a second,” I said. “We just went through you choosing your own fates.” 
 
    “And we choose them still,” she insisted. “But while we fight in the arena, you should be our backer. Our winnings should go to you.” 
 
    “Yes,” Vanya chimed in. “You said we are free to choose. Well, this is our choice.” 
 
    More voices spoke up to echo these words, and I sat back for a moment as I considered this. 
 
    “Listen,” I finally said. “I’m not staying here in Zeratra. And… well, I don’t think it’d be right– or wise– to take you from this place. So if I’m not around to provide you with all the things a backer normally does, I don’t really think–” 
 
    “We are capable of tending to our needs here, but our winnings should still go to you,” Renjaya insisted. “Or a portion of them, at least.” 
 
    I thought this through for a long moment, and I looked at the determination etched into the Exalted women’s faces. 
 
    “Alright,” I said at last. “A portion of them.” 
 
    The prospect of still more jewels flowing into my bank account was a dizzying one, but man, I was starting to get used to dizzying shit by now. 
 
    The Exalted women seemed satisfied at this.  
 
    I glanced around at all the women and smiled. “Now, how the hell should we get down from here?” 
 
    Tinesi stepped forward. “Here.” 
 
    She offered me a glowing yellow gemstone that matched the one in the head of the gargoyle. Then she pointed to the far end of the plateau where the chariot was waiting. 
 
    I chewed on my lip for a moment before I decided. 
 
    “Alright,” I conceded. “We’ll go down in batches in the creepy, gargoyle-drawn chariot. But when we get to the bottom, I’m smashing this thing. Will that take care of it?” 
 
    Tinesi’s white eyes gleamed in approval as she nodded. 
 
    “If not,” she added with a curl of her lip, “I will take care of the stony being myself.” 
 
    “I believe you,” I chuckled. 
 
    She stayed behind to bring up the rear along with the other six warriors who had been Mozhin’s. Meanwhile, I headed down first in the gargoyle-pulled chariot with my own warriors. 
 
    We waited at the bottom of the slope until all the Exalted warriors had joined us. 
 
    Then I hefted the gleaming yellow stone in my hand. 
 
    The red stone gargoyle stared blankly back at me, and I got the impression there was no genuine life behind his onyx eyes. 
 
    I raised the stone in my hand, but then lowered it and turned to Tinesi. 
 
    “Do you want to do the honors?” I asked with my eyebrows raised. 
 
    Her white eyes widened, and she nodded. She immediately seemed eager to destroy some possession of her former masters, and I couldn’t say I blamed her. 
 
    I handed the stone over. Her knuckles whitened around it for a brief moment. Then she pulled her hand up and sent the stone smashing down onto the ground. 
 
    It cracked into three pieces and laid there smoking slightly. Then Tinesi stepped on it and ground it under her heel. 
 
    “Arrghh,” the red gargoyle snarled and staggered against the chariot while his fellows all reeled in place. 
 
    I sidled over to Tinesi. 
 
    “Hey,” I murmured. “Let’s maybe, uhh, speed it up a little. I mean, I hated those Scazath bastards, too, but… they’re all dead now.” 
 
    Tinesi considered this for a moment and then nodded. 
 
    All at once, her shadow reached up from the ground, wrapped its black fingers around the stone, and squeezed. 
 
    The gem shattered crisply like an egg, and some type of glowing yellow goo poured out. Then Tinesi’s shadow hissed and danced over to wipe its hand on the nearby grass. 
 
    The Exalted warrior smirked with satisfaction as the red stone gargoyles all crumbled into a heap on the ground. 
 
    “Nice work,” I chuckled. 
 
    Then something else drew our attention. 
 
    “Look,” Artemn whispered. 
 
    Her finger pointed up at several dark shapes swooping in from the sky. 
 
    I tensed for a moment as I wondered whether the Scazaths’ red stone gargoyles had managed to call in some type of backup before they died. 
 
    But it was a Spectrid who crashed to the ground in front of me, followed up by about a dozen more of its kind. 
 
    The first prowled forward and dipped its scaly neck in a bow to me. 
 
    “The council sent us,” it explained in a smooth female voice. “We saw what was happening as we patrolled the skies, and we hastened back to tell them at once.” 
 
    “Perfect,” I said with only a little surprise. The council had already made it known to me that they had Spectrids watching over the whole oasis. 
 
    As one, the Spectrids all sank into a crouch for the passengers to board. 
 
    “Just a sec,” I muttered. 
 
    I strode over to the front of the chariot and knelt next to the leader of the crumbled, red stone gargoyles. The yellow gem in his forehead had split and cracked just like the one Tinesi had broken, but his onyx eyes were still round and whole as they laid on the ground. 
 
    I ignored the soft gasps behind me as I scooped them up and pocketed them. 
 
    In response to Meikha’s questioning look, I shrugged. “I think the lead mediator will be interested in them.” 
 
    I boarded one of the Spectrids with my blonde warrior nestled in front of me. Then I watched over to make sure the other warriors all did the same. 
 
    Some of the Exalted women seemed to have trouble mounting their steeds. I shifted slightly in my seat, but Indy gave me a pointed look from her Spectrid, and I sat back. It still took less than a minute for everyone to mount up as some of the Exalted helped each other into their saddles. 
 
    Then we launched into the air. 
 
    The Spectrid gained height with a few wingbeats, and soon we were off and soaring across the oasis. 
 
    As we passed over the Crimson Sea, I saw several glowing red plants fall under the blows of axes. Others flailed madly as they engaged in a furious war with more axe-wielders. Other than that, the oasis seemed quiet and serene, and it only took a few minutes for us to land on the terrace of the Wise Council. 
 
    The elders were waiting for us along with a small crowd of gargoyles. They all scattered to the edges of the terrace to make room for us as we landed. 
 
    The council looked stunned and pleased as they roamed their eyes over us. To my surprise, even the stern red stone gargoyle gave me a small smile. 
 
    This shocked me more than anything else. 
 
    I’d spent a good amount of time in the desert world by now, and in all that time, I had never even once seen one of the gargoyle mediators crack a smile. 
 
    Until now. 
 
    “It went well?” he boomed. 
 
    “I’d say so,” I replied, and I couldn’t hold back a grin of my own. “There are no Scazaths left to say otherwise. Oh, by the way…” 
 
    I got more serious as I stepped forward to hold out the black stones in my hand. 
 
    The gargoyle stared at the stones with his own onyx eyes stretched wide, and then looked back to me for an explanation. 
 
    I briefly outlined the situation with the Scazaths’ imitation gargoyles that had pulled their chariot, and what the Exalted women had told me about them. 
 
    A low grinding sound came out as the mediator ground his teeth. 
 
    “Thank you for ending this monstrosity,” he grunted. He dropped the onyx eyes to the floor and stomped on them with his stony feet until they were ground to pieces. “And for ending the greater monstrosity of the Scazaths. Zeratra is in your debt, John.” 
 
    “Not just Zeratra,” the silver-haired Faylen put in. “But the entire world.” 
 
    The council and gargoyles all looked utterly confused at this. 
 
    I exhaled and decided that I might as well let them in on the prophecy now, since we were about to hit on the subject of the Scazaths’ grand plan anyway. 
 
    After all, did it even matter if anyone knew I was from another world at this point? I held more power than the Wise Council and even the gargoyle mediators who ruled over things. No one could force me to do anything I didn’t want to, and after what they’d seen I was capable of tonight, I was sure they wouldn’t dare to try. 
 
    Besides, being a main character in a world-changing prophecy could only give my words more impact when I made my demands. 
 
    I gathered my thoughts and took a deep breath before I spoke again. 
 
    “I mentioned before that I’ve been to Bayalon,” I said. “When I was there, the council of elders and the city’s mediators came together to tell me about something. A prophecy.” 
 
    Every eye was on me as I launched into my explanation. 
 
    Since Meikha had recited the prophecy last night, I could remember it almost by heart now. The council’s eyes widened as I spoke the words, and even the mediators looked floored. 
 
    “We never heard of such a prophecy,” the veiled woman admitted when I was done. “But we have been out of touch with the other oases for many, many years. I would never have imagined…” 
 
    I nodded. “I got the impression that it was kept under pretty tight wraps, even in Bayalon. They didn’t want to give anyone any ideas. But when I saw the murals in the Scazaths’ temples here, I knew something was up. Phohas himself confirmed that they planned on taking over the world with the Exalted warriors, and then the warriors themselves backed that up.” 
 
    I went on to explain the part about the “world walker” in the prophecy, and there was a long silence. 
 
    “So,” I finally said, “at this point, it’s pretty much undeniable that the prophecy just sort of, uhh, played out right here in Zeratra. Or at least, to some degree. There were people in Bayalon trying to do some ‘raising’ of their own, but the mediators there snuffed them out. So… there’s a chance this could be more widespread.” 
 
    “It didn’t just ‘play out,’” the lead gargoyle boomed. “You made it that way. You took action and saved our world from certain destruction. It is true that we are all in your debt. But… I take what you mean about the possibility of things not ending here. We will do our part to ensure Zeratra is free of this plague from now on. No matter what… Your grace.” 
 
    To my surprise, the gargoyle slowly lowered himself to crouch on one knee. A ripple of movement ran across the balcony as the other mediators followed suit, and then the Exalted women did the same. Even the Wise Council all dropped to their knees, and a wave of shock went through me. 
 
    “Your grace?” I parroted in a bit of a stupor. 
 
    “We are the Crown of the World,” one of the elders intoned as she kept her eyes lowered in respect. “And on this day, we have finally found our king.” 
 
    There were murmurs of agreement rippling through the kneeling crowd now, and I felt my legs going numb from the knees down. 
 
    I remembered the first time someone had ever called me “Lord John,” and I had felt as shocked as if they’d referred to me as Zsa Zsa Gabor. 
 
    Fast forward to now, and I was standing in the Crown of the World, with the Wise Council, the enchanted gargoyles, and the Exalted warriors all kneeling before me and naming me their king. 
 
    This moment felt absolutely insane to me, and I had no idea how to process it, much less what the hell I should say. 
 
    Finally, I settled for just being myself. 
 
    I was John the trucker. Sure, I was a traveler between worlds, and I had just slain a bunch of evil necromancers like an utter badass with these magical women fighting at my side. Not to mention the fact that I was a monster slayer out on the desert sands. 
 
    And apparently I was the king of the Crown of the World, all of a sudden. But I guessed that was just how life went sometimes. 
 
    “Hooooly shit,” I muttered under my breath. 
 
    I wasn’t even entirely sure what this whole “king” thing meant quite yet. 
 
    But I did know that when it came down to it, I was still myself. 
 
    “You guys can get up,” I said firmly. “I didn’t intend to be crowned or anything, I just want you to take care of your warriors and be decent human beings. Uhh, and gargoyles.” 
 
    Everyone slowly rose to their feet, but their expressions were still filled with gratitude. 
 
    “Intended or not, you are truly worthy of the title of king,” the veiled woman said reverently as she stepped up to stand beside the gargoyle. “The people of Zeratra respect strength and steel above all. And what you did tonight with your warriors…” 
 
    She looked like she was bursting with questions for me, but her gratitude seemed to outweigh it. 
 
    I took a deep breath and considered my options. 
 
    As mind-boggling as all of this was, if being king of this oasis entailed sitting around on a throne and drinking the Wine of the Gods all day, that was going to be a hard pass from me. 
 
    But if I could somehow be king and still live my damn life as I’d been doing, then I might as well use this newfound clout to get some things done, pronto. 
 
    “Well…” I blew out a sigh as I considered the women clustered onto the terrace with us. A few of them were twitching or rocking in place, but I read excitement on every single one of their faces before I turned back to the veiled woman. “I do have a few orders in mind.” 
 
    The council listened closely as I outlined my first demand: Giving the Exalted women a good place to live, along with any luxury that could be dreamed of. 
 
    “Something like those guest quarters we stayed in would do pretty well,” I finished. “Somewhere where they can look down on the oasis and feel like the goddesses they are.” 
 
    The veiled woman’s dark eyebrows lifted in surprise, but she didn’t hesitate to agree. She seemed friendly and respectful toward the Exalted warriors, but a little unnerved, too. 
 
    And I honestly understood why. The way they all twitched and rocked in place was a little eerie. 
 
    But still, this was an important point, so I brought some of them forward to speak with me as I outlined the plans. 
 
    “We decided that most of them will continue to fight in the arenas,” I said, and I checked to make sure I was getting nods from the Exalted women as I went on. “But now…” 
 
    I trailed off, and Renjaya picked up where I had left off. 
 
    “We will fight in the name of King John,” she croaked. “Half of our winnings will go to him.” 
 
    The council didn’t even seem startled by this. They just nodded their heads in one collective motion, like it was the first conclusion they would’ve come to themselves. 
 
    “It will be done, your excellency,” the veiled woman said. She met my eyes and nodded firmly, but then a slightly uneasy look crossed her face. “My only question is… what will happen, if they… if they…” 
 
    I almost choked at being called “your excellency,” but I managed to pull myself back to my objective. 
 
    “Die?” I asked with a wry smile. “Don’t worry. We talked about that, too…” 
 
    I went over the agreement I had come to with the Exalted women, and then Renjaya spoke up. 
 
    “I wish for my body to be burned after my death,” she said in a matter-of-fact voice. “And then have my ashes scattered in the Sighing Vale.” 
 
    “Maybe we should have someone write this part down,” I suggested. 
 
    The ginger-haired man from the council hurried inside to grab some paper and a charcoal pencil. Then he carefully jotted out each Exalted warrior’s name and burial wishes. 
 
    For a moment, the bizarreness of the situation settled over me, and I almost laughed. I had just annihilated a bunch of creepy necromancer priests with the help of some badass, magic-wielding warrior women. Now, I was in charge of everything here in the revered Zeratra, and this prestigious council member was scribbling down the women’s death wishes like he was a waiter taking orders at a restaurant. 
 
    But beyond the urge to laugh at how crazy this all was, I was filled with a new sense of power that rushed through me. I had just earned the eternal gratitude and respect of the Exalted warriors, the Wise Council, and even the gargoyle mediators of this city. And my own four warrior women were looking at me with stars in their eyes, too. 
 
    Oh, yeah, and apparently I was the fucking king. 
 
    I rubbed my temples as all this shit spun through my mind. 
 
    “I have another, uhhh… command for you,” I added when we were done. I couldn’t even believe I was giving commands, but I was determined to take this in stride, so I used my sternest tone as I went on. “And I think you’ll fully understand the importance of it now that you know about the prophecy: All of you will remain vigilant about making sure the rules are upheld from now on. That means no one rising up to replace the Scazaths. No more necromancy shit, period. Ever. This can be like a fresh start to make sure your laws about respecting warriors are genuinely honored. I’m already looking forward to seeing this when I come back.” 
 
    The council all bowed their heads in agreement as I spoke, and the gargoyles did, too. The expressions on their blunt faces were sober and attentive. 
 
    Their red stone leader knelt again. 
 
    “We will see that your orders are carried out swiftly,” he rumbled. “You have our gratitude, your highness. We will see that your efforts were not wasted.” 
 
    My left eye twitched explosively, but I managed to thank the gargoyle with a straight face. 
 
    I thought the Exalted women would be exhausted after our battle and long discussion, but to my surprise, they all looked energized as hell. 
 
    Even Renjaya looked more alive than she had as she approached with a slight limp. 
 
    “We should build a funeral pyre for the Scazaths, your magnitude,” she said in a tone that was somehow both calm and vicious. When she caught my expression, she went on to explain. “Not to pay our respects, but to cleanse the oasis of their foul presence.” 
 
    “And to serve as a warning to everyone else,” the white-eyed Tinesi murmured. “No one will dare to raise a hand against us again. Well… outside the arena, anyway.” 
 
    “You want to do it right now?” I asked. 
 
    “As soon as possible, your grace,” Arasne said. 
 
    The other Exalted warriors all murmured in agreement. 
 
    “We will help,” the lead gargoyle boomed as he swept a hand around at his associates. “And it’s best that we see that every temple is sealed, too, with no magical objects left lying around after tonight. Your excellency, you have done more than enough. We will see to this now.” 
 
    He gave me another bow, and then sprang up into the air and flapped away on his stony wings. 
 
    He was followed by his fellow gargoyles, and then by the Exalted women on their Spectrids. 
 
    When they were all gone, the council turned to me with earnest expressions. 
 
    Now that I was done giving commands, it was time to face down this whole king thing for real, and I found that words were escaping me completely. 
 
    “My king?” the veiled woman prompted. 
 
    My eyes bulged. 
 
    That was it. 
 
    “Listen,” I said as I rubbed my jaw vigorously. “I’m honored that you consider me worthy of ruling Zeratra, but truth be told, I’m really not looking to settle down in one oasis.” 
 
    “You are a world walker,” the ginger-haired man said with a deep bow. “It would be foolish of us to expect your undivided attention. We… we would be happy to continue overseeing things in Zeratra in your name, but… you will always have the ultimate authority here.” 
 
    It seemed like these people really weren’t going to take no for an answer. 
 
    And now that I thought about it, was I really about to engage in some type of reverse-haggling to convince these people that I didn’t have time to be their king? 
 
    “Alright,” I said finally. 
 
    The whole council sagged with relief. 
 
    “I’ll be back to make sure there’s no more necromancy,” I said with the new ring of command in my voice. “That’s the most important thing. That, and taking care of the Exalted warriors.” 
 
    “Of course, your eminence,” the veiled woman said. Then she gave me a hesitant look. “Surely you must want something for yourself. You have the finest goods of Zeratra at your disposal now. Gold, jewels, fine fabrics, exotic foods, women–” 
 
    “Honestly,” I interrupted. “I, uhh… I wouldn’t say no to that stuff, with the exclusion of the women. I’ve definitely got my hands full there. But at this moment, it would be nice to have some information on other oases, if you’ve got any. I mean, I know you’ve been pretty shut off from each other. We’ve just never been this far south before.” 
 
    “We have many maps,” she said agreeably as we walked in from the terrace. “We’ll be happy to provide you with some, and to share any knowledge we have of the other oases. Of course, there’s a good chance things have changed by now, at least to some degree… but all our knowledge is yours.” 
 
    At this point, I was feeling pretty damn assured about the existence of some other awesome oasis cities. After all, Bayalon’s elders had thought that Zeratra might not exist anymore. Between this new knowledge and the oasis cities I’d learned of in Volluz and Bayalon, I figured at least some of them were bound to still be in existence. 
 
    Artemn ducked out of the room to go grab Kep, and the ginger-haired man took a moment to bark some orders to a servant out in the hall. Then the elders led us over to a towering bookshelf on the far wall of the room. 
 
    “We passed by some oases on our way here,” I said thoughtfully. “Bayalon’s elders gave us a map that identified them as the Southern Stars.” 
 
    “Novecas, Deninde, and Inanit,” the veiled woman said. She turned several pages of the book she was holding and then flattened her finger against one of the pages. “Called the Southern Stars for the majesty of their fighters. They were a part of the old trade route, before the great heat came.” 
 
    “Do you know much about them?” I asked curiously. “I mean, about the arenas, or what sort of welcome we might get if we go there?” 
 
    “Hmmm.” The veiled woman’s finger traveled slowly down the page. “I had forgotten about this, but Deninde was surrounded by gargoyles– a hundred times as tall as one of ours, it says, and two dozen times as wide…” 
 
    “We saw those,” I said as I thought back. “But does the book say if they were, uhh, real gargoyles? I mean… if they were alive?” 
 
    “I do remember some stories about them being enchanted to act in defense of the city,” the ginger-haired man said. “Of course, this is just what my grandfather told me when I was younger, so it’s hard to say. But… odder things have happened, no?” 
 
    “Absolutely,” I chuckled. 
 
    Artemn came back with Kep nestled in her shirt. Then we went over some more information about the desert cities, along with some oases that lay further away from the road. 
 
    “There was one named Keiluum,” the veiled woman said as she flipped through the book. “Ah, here it is… In Keiluum, each region of the oasis had a reigning warrior who was the champion. Backers of the reigning warriors were rich beyond measure. Sending your warriors up against such would be a sure way to win glory.” 
 
    “What about Talam?” the ginger-haired man mused. 
 
    “Talam was taken over by the Green Craze,” the green-eyed woman shuddered. 
 
    I had no idea what the hell the Green Craze was, but knowing the desert world, it was something I immediately decided to stay as far away from as possible. 
 
    “There is one…” The veiled woman hesitated. “But… I’m not even sure if it exists. I wouldn’t want to waste your time with fanciful tales…” 
 
    “Oh, I think I’ve got time for one fanciful tale,” I said with a grin. 
 
    “It’s quite far…” She shuffled through the book and then finally stopped toward the front of it. “Here we are… Colbiri. Long ago, there was a conflict between some of our magical beings. When the Shadow Lords held sway here, some groups broke away and fled. Legend says that they found another oasis, one that was green and unspoiled, and made their homes there. Others say they created the oasis themselves, with their magic.” 
 
    “Either way,” the ginger-haired man picked up, “the stories agree that this new city was named Colbiri. This tale would make it the youngest of the desert cities, but also one of the fairest.” 
 
    I shared a look with my warrior women. Indy’s eyes were a myriad of dazzling colors, and her fingers were twined tightly around Meikha’s. The blonde warrior’s tawny eyes were fixed on me. 
 
    “Colbiri sounds interesting,” I said as I turned back to the council. “Where is it, exactly?” 
 
    “Further south, if the tales are to be believed,” the veiled woman said. 
 
    She turned the book toward me, and I saw that the page was opened to a map that showed the desert world. 
 
    I pulled my own map out of my pocket and was about to mark it down, but the ginger-haired man stopped me. 
 
    “You should have this,” he said, and he carefully closed the book and offered it to me. 
 
    I hesitated. “No. Those are your guys’ old stories, right? This thing looks ancient. I mean… I don’t want to take one of your priceless artifacts, or something…” 
 
    “We have more,” the veiled woman assured me as she reached out to press the book into my hands. “And regardless, no gift is too great for the man who freed our city from the Scazaths.” 
 
    I bowed my head as I thanked the elders, and then I asked some more questions about Colbiri. 
 
    Then I sighed, stretched, and thanked the council for their time. 
 
    “No need to thank us, sire,” the veiled woman said with a wave of her hand. “If anything, we should be the ones thanking you. You have lifted a great darkness from our oasis.” 
 
    “Will you stay another few nights?” the green-eyed woman offered. “We have more room for guests…” 
 
    “Definitely not,” I said firmly. “But thanks. I think we’re all looking forward to sleeping in our own beds tonight.” 
 
    “Ahh, yes.” The veiled woman studied me curiously. “So… you will go now, your excellency? Back to your… your homeland?” 
 
    “Yep,” I said cheerfully. “But we’ll definitely be back here sometime. Despite the evil necromancers, we really enjoyed our time here.” 
 
    A proud look crossed the council’s faces, but then the veiled woman bowed her head humbly. 
 
    “Soon, the Crown of the World will live up to its name more than ever,” she murmured. “And without you and your warriors, this would be impossible.” 
 
    “We hope you’ll accept a small token of our gratitude,” the ginger-haired man broke in. “I had it all loaded onto a cart for you.” 
 
    As if on cue, the white wooden doors swung open. 
 
    The familiar green-eyed servant was waiting with a cart that was stacked high with a dizzying array of objects. There were gold crowns, bronze diadems, and skulls inlaid with gold plates, all heaped side-by-side with pots of jewels and coins, velvet robes, small chests of oiled wood, a silver shield, and a battle helmet that was carved to look like a cobra. There was even a bow with a silver string and arrows fletched with soft, vibrant feathers, along with colorful glass bottles, stacks of books and scrolls, and an hourglass filled with sparkling black sand. 
 
    I stared at it in silence for a long moment. 
 
    Then I sighed and shrugged my shoulders. 
 
    “Why not?” I chuckled. 
 
    I decided to shock the council by giving them a bow in return. Then I grasped my warrior women’s wrists and strode from the room with the cart of goods being wheeled along behind me. 
 
    The green-eyed servant engaged the guard to help get the cart down the stairs. Then he harnessed it to his giraffe-like steed and pulled it over to my truck. 
 
    Things felt more surreal than ever as I loaded things into Spitfire’s trailer, but I couldn’t help the smirk that spread across my face as I considered this development. 
 
    Not too long ago, I had been hauling potatoes from Idaho at Marsh’s command. 
 
    Now, Spitfire was mine, I was loading her up with the most precious items she’d ever seen, and people were scurrying to obey my commands. 
 
    Because I was the fucking King of Zeratra. 
 
    Once everything was loaded into the truck, the guard gave me a deep bow that took his nose all the way down to his toes. 
 
    I thanked him as casually as possible and then gathered together with my women as he galloped off. 
 
    It was true that we had enjoyed a lot of our time here, but my women seemed just as eager as me to let this city see our taillights for the time being. I noticed something else on their faces, too, though. 
 
    “What is it?” I asked. 
 
    They didn’t respond with words. Instead, my women just rushed at me in a fierce group hug.

  

 
   
    Chapter 21 
 
    “King John,” Indy purred. 
 
    “Just John, please,” I groaned, but I couldn’t hold back a whoop of laughter. 
 
    I turned to face my princess and saw that her eyes were a firework show of red, gold, and every color in between. Peachy sparkles spun through hot orange radiance, and spirals of flame chased each other around the dark bronze of her pupils. 
 
    “What you did for the Exalted warriors…” she said quietly. “It is the noblest thing I’ve ever witnessed, John. Tonight, I am more proud than ever to be your warrior.” 
 
    “And so am I,” Meikha agreed. She pressed her lithe body against mine with a new boldness, and her tawny eyes were both soft and fierce as she stared up at me. “The mediators were right to name you king.” 
 
    “I’m glad we won’t be staying in this city, though,” Artemn confessed. “It’s nice to visit, but…” 
 
    “Agreed,” I chuckled. “I just don’t think that’s our jam.” 
 
    “Not at all,” Ellie declared with pride. “Our jam is to sweep across every oasis remaining in this world and leave them speechless at our prowess in the arena.” 
 
    “Well,” I said with a satisfied yawn. “I think we definitely managed that here.” 
 
    “And soon we will manage it again in other cities,” Artemn said as she stroked Kep’s silky gray fur. “And again, and again.” 
 
    “Hell yeah.” I gave my warriors another squeeze before I stepped away, and I sent them all an admiring look. “I wouldn’t have chosen anyone else to have fighting at my side against those Scazath fuckers. You really held your own in there.” 
 
    My warriors glowed with pride as they ascended into the cab of my truck, and then we got going as the red stone gate swung slowly open for us. 
 
    “On the road agaaain,” Artemn sang softly. “With King John behind the wheeeeel–” 
 
    I gave her a teasing growl, and she trailed off with a cheeky smile. 
 
    Then we drove over the dusty desert and down the moonstone road under the starlight. 
 
    “About this city the council mentioned,” Indy said from the passenger seat, where she was double-buckled with Meikha. “Colbiri.” 
 
    Next to her, my blonde warrior had the council’s book clutched in her hands, and now she opened it and rifled through the pages. 
 
    “I take it you remember what I told you?” she asked hesitantly. “About… about how both of our ancestors angered the Shadow Lords, and they fled?” 
 
    Indy nodded solemnly, and then she turned to face me. 
 
    “Colbiri is at the top of our list,” I promised. 
 
    By the time we reached the foggy portal, the moon was high overhead. 
 
    I felt equal parts exhausted and exhilarated as I drove us back to the cabin. The big stone-and-timber structure was my favorite thing to come back to, and I let my warrior women out before I carefully backed Spitfire into her spot in the garage. Then I gave her fender a sturdy pat, and I chuckled to myself at the fact that she’d be guarding a literal treasure trove worthy of a king in her trailer tonight. 
 
    By the time I got inside, my women had all sprinted into the bath. 
 
    I went through my ritual of pouring out a glass of whiskey for myself, and I took the time to open the book the council had given us. 
 
    I flipped slowly through it, and I stopped on a page that told of the city we had discussed, Colbiri. 
 
    The map showed it was far to the south, like the veiled woman had said. It seemed isolated, even compared to the other oases, and it was hard to imagine any desert beings tough enough to make it across the scalding, monster-infested desert to set up camp there. 
 
    But still, there was a chance they had. 
 
    And there was also a chance these people might have been the ancestors of two of my warrior women. 
 
    Colbiri sounded interesting and promising, and it had history. I saw no reason not to go check it out on our next trip to the desert world. As long as I made sure we refueled first, we should be set. 
 
    But for now, I decided to savor our victory tonight. 
 
    I thought back to the faces of the Exalted women when they had realized they were free from the Scazaths, and I felt more alive than I ever had before. 
 
    Overall, violence was something that seemed to be woven into the fabric of society in the desert cities. It was melded deep into their history, and extracting it from the present seemed impossible. 
 
    But this had been something different, even by those standards. The Scazaths had been a new level of evil. 
 
    And now they no longer existed, thanks to me and my warrior women. 
 
    “Fuck yeah,” I muttered to myself. 
 
    Oh, yeah, and I was the King of Zeratra. 
 
    In the desert world, I had been attacked by murderous plants, magical creatures, acid-spitting lizard-men, and more. I had drank the wine of the gods, witnessed a woman raised from the dead, and once fucked a warrior princess in a sacred temple. All in all, I had lost count of all the magical, mystical, and absolutely ludicrous things I’d seen by now. 
 
    But I had to admit, me becoming the King of the Crown of the World was the absolute craziest thing of all. Because it meant I held true, undeniable power in my hands. I held the Army of Zeratra in my clutches, the support of the Wise Council was at my back, and an entire legion of Exalted warriors would be fighting in my name from this day forward. 
 
    Something about knowing they would all act immediately at my command sent a thrill through my veins. 
 
    Who knew what could come of all this? Who knew what this new chapter in my life would lead me to? 
 
    I strolled out onto the patio and turned on the fire pit. Then I paused to lean against the railing while the flames rippled to life. 
 
    A soft creak made me turn around. 
 
    “Meikha,” I said with surprise. “You…” 
 
    I trailed off as I took in the sight of her towel-sheathed body. She was wearing nothing but the towel and a faint, post-bath glow as she approached and leaned against me by the railing. 
 
    “Tonight…” She hesitated for a moment. “John, you didn’t have to do what you did. But you did it. You put your foot down against the factions’ evil doings. You rescued those women.” 
 
    “We rescued those women,” I corrected her with a small smile. 
 
    “May I have some of your smoky drink, your grace?” she asked softly. 
 
    “It’s yours,” I said with a joking grimace. “As long as you don’t call me ‘your grace.’” 
 
    Meikha giggled and drained the small amount of whiskey left in the glass. Then she pressed herself into my arms. 
 
    “And I am yours,” she whispered. “I am glad to be yours, John.” 
 
    “M-me, too,” I mumbled as she pressed her whole body against me. 
 
    She stood on her tiptoes and drank me in with her tawny eyes, and they looked like molten gold in the light of the fire. 
 
    A light breeze rippled around us, and it pulled at my clothes like soft, insistent fingers. 
 
    Then Meikha’s fingers took its place. She tugged at my shirt impatiently as she pulled it from my body, and then she followed with my pants. 
 
    I couldn’t deny I very much liked where this was going as she let her towel fall to the floor. 
 
    Under the towel, her slender body was full of soft curves. Her high, pert breasts were tipped with small nipples that were the same light tawny shade as her eyes. 
 
    “Maybe we should take this inside…” I murmured as she moved her lips back to mine. 
 
    Then I shook my head. 
 
    This was our own house, and there was no one here to see us but the stars, the moon, and the trees. 
 
    “Never mind,” I whispered roughly. 
 
    In the past, I never would’ve pictured myself fucking a magical wind warrior who belonged to me and me alone, much less doing it outside on a patio under the starlight. 
 
    But here we were. 
 
    I slid my fingers into her hair and gripped so I could kiss her more deeply. My other hand traced over the bare skin of her breasts, and I circled in around the soft rosebud of one nipple. A soft whine escaped my blonde warrior, and she clutched my shoulders like her life depended on it as I crushed her against me. I leaned back and braced some of my weight against the railing. 
 
    Her hand wormed between us and traveled slowly down toward my groin, but then I caught her by the wrist and held her while I teased her with my fingers. 
 
    “Oooh,” she whimpered into my kiss, and another soft breeze played over my skin. 
 
    She pressed herself into my arms as I kept my hold on her wrist, and she just responded by moving her hand around to place it behind her back with my fingers still wrapped around it. Then she brought her other wrist back to join it. 
 
    I captured both wrists in my grip and held her there while I kissed her again, and I slipped two fingers inside her until she gasped and squirmed closer against me. 
 
    My rigid cock brushed against her thigh, and she wriggled to poise herself with her entrance just above it. 
 
    I let the railing bear the brunt of my weight as I slid my arms around her and guided her squirming form down onto my cock. 
 
    Meikha’s lips were honey-soft against mine, and they tasted like whiskey. The skin of her neck felt warm and feverish as I caught it between my teeth. A shiver rippled through her whole body as my cock delved up into the tightness of her passage, and her moan of bliss sent a shockwave of desire through my whole body. 
 
    My blonde warrior’s breasts heaved against my chest as I filled her with hard and breathless thrusts until the deck creaked beneath us. 
 
    Then her climax gripped her, and she gasped and writhed on my cock. Suddenly, a swirling gust of wind surrounded us as her moans peaked. 
 
    I stumbled slightly against the railing, and the wind only picked up as Meikha wailed and spasmed against me. 
 
    I caught sight of my white t-shirt sailing away into the wind, but I didn’t give a fuck. I let it go and focused on the ecstasy of my blonde warrior’s body as she quivered on my cock. 
 
    “S-so gooood,” she panted against my neck. “My king.” 
 
    The wind subsided into a softer flutter, and I groaned with pleasure as I stepped over to the chair by the fire pit and slowly lowered myself onto it with Meikha in my lap. 
 
    The new angle just seemed to inflame her all over again, and she pushed me back to recline against the chair while she worked her hips in delirious circles to grind against me. 
 
    The angle sheathed every inch of my cock in her quivering wetness, and I started bucking my hips up into quick, relentless thrusts as I caught her wrists in my hands again and trapped them behind her back. 
 
    She relaxed into my movements, and she felt almost weightless in my arms as I made her breasts bounce softly in the firelight. But I still needed more. 
 
    Claiming yet another beautiful warrior like this felt like a blazing destiny needing to be fulfilled, and I leaned into my desires. 
 
    I lifted her off me and then whirled her around to pin her against the back of the chair, but I paused for a moment to take in the perfection of her body from behind. The wind-whipped fire made everything flickery and hazy like a dream. 
 
    I pressed my body down over hers and let her feel the hardness of my cock against her inner thigh. She arched breathlessly against me, but I tormented her first by slipping my hand down to tease her between the legs again. 
 
    “Please, John,” she begged in an airy gasp. “Hurry…” 
 
    I pulled back and contemplated the sight of her nude form laid out for me for a second. Then I nudged her legs apart and guided myself back to her entrance. She arched her back to offer herself to me. 
 
    I used my weight to hold her captive as I slowed things down again, but heat and pleasure were pulsing through my whole body, and soon I couldn’t hold out any longer. 
 
    The breath hissed in and out through my teeth as I slid my hardness into her tight passage, and it gripped tightly around my full length. 
 
    Then I straightened my upper body and held her wrists while I continued to fill her with quick, steady thrusts. Wind whirled around us and made the flame jump and dance. The heat at my back just made things feel that much more feverish as I fucked my blonde warrior with wild abandon. 
 
    I kept her wrists in an iron grip, and that seemed to turn her on even more. Her fingers twisted, clenched, and released as she writhed back against me with euphoric moans. 
 
    My restraint dissolved completely, and I flattened my body against hers as I moved my hips in an onslaught of thrusts. Another swirling wind whipped at our hair, and I closed my eyes against it while Meikha whimpered and submitted to me completely. 
 
    Between the wind and the way my pulse was pounding in my ears, I had to make an effort to hear my blonde warrior’s stuttering words. 
 
    “F-fill me, John,” she whined. “Fill me with your seed…” 
 
    Then I squeezed my full length into her one last time, and the breath hissed out of me as I flooded her with my cum. 
 
    The wind turned into a dreamy, swirling breeze against my skin, and it fluttered harder again with each slow, lazy jump of my hips. Meikha seemed to melt against me completely as she succumbed to her pleasure with soft trembles and gasps. I sighed against her neck and savored the helpless bliss of my normally-fierce warrior while I pumped her full of my seed. 
 
    “Mmmm,” she mumbled against the cushion of the chair. 
 
    I had seen my badass blonde warrior use her wind powers to decimate her opponents on multiple occasions now, but this was the first time I’d even imagined those powers might reflect arousal from her. 
 
    When she had climaxed, it had reflected the wildness of her desire, and judging by the way it was trailing softly against my skin now, I had just transported this woman to heaven. 
 
    Afterward, I dragged her up off the chair and let her collapse in my lap completely. 
 
    I traced my fingers across her back while I watched the firelight play across her bare skin. The mystical, rippling wind just added to the feeling that I was in some hallucinatory dream. 
 
    But that was pretty much my life right now: One big dream that I never would’ve imagined it turning into. 
 
    My phone buzzed with a text, and I eased out from under my blonde warrior to check the screen. 
 
    It was a text from Gordon. 
 
    I chuckled without much surprise. The business broker had already shown he was one for burning the midnight oil, and this wasn’t the first late-night text I’d gotten from him. 
 
    I’m in the process of setting up an LLC for you, the text said. Any business name ideas? 
 
    I laughed again as I thought of the cornball puns Doug and I had come up with for the name of my business. 
 
    Then I glanced over and met Meikha’s tawny eyes, and I smiled. 
 
    Desert Winds Trucking, I texted back. Or… How about Trade Winds Transportation? 
 
    I tossed around a few more name ideas by text before I set my phone aside. 
 
    After that, I put on my pants and headed inside with my entirely naked, blonde warrior trailing after me. 
 
    I turned and watched the gentle sway of her stride as the lounge lights illuminated the full perfection of her naked body, and she gave me a smile that was both shy and naughty as she came to a stop. 
 
    Then she grabbed my denim jacket off the chair I had hung it on and draped it over her shoulders. 
 
    “How do I look?” she asked innocently. 
 
    “Perfect.” I pulled her roughly against me again. “Delicious. Unfairly hot.” 
 
    Her lips trembled against mine as I kissed her, and I had another moment of amazement that this woman was mine. 
 
    And speaking of things that were mine… 
 
    “Shall we take a look at your winnings?” my blonde warrior asked. “We didn’t have much of a chance–” 
 
    “What with the whole ‘slaying a bunch of vile, treacherous necromancers’ thing?” I finished with a grin. “Good idea. Let’s have a peek.” 
 
    I strode over to pick up the two bulging velvet bags from where I had placed them on the seats of the lounge. Then I paused to spin the dial for the lights up a few notches. 
 
    The golden glow glinted off dozens and dozens of jewels, gems, and precious stones as I poured them slowly out onto the bar. 
 
    Soon, I was forced to stop purely because I ran out of room. 
 
    “Hoooly moly,” Meikha breathed. 
 
    A snort of laughter escaped me at this latest adoption of my own slang. 
 
    “Agreed,” I said, and I traced my fingers over the mound of sparkling jewels. 
 
    “You’re pleased?” she asked. Her tawny eyes studied my face as she fiddled with one of the buttons on my jacket. 
 
    “Incredibly,” I murmured. 
 
    A coy smile lifted her lips at the corners. 
 
    Then the sound of feet padding across the floor made us turn around, and I saw that my other warriors had just entered the room. 
 
    Their eyes lit up at the sight of us, and they sped up their pace to race each other to the bar. 
 
    They skidded to a stop in front of us, and all three of them seemed torn between me, the jewels, and the sight of Meikha clad in nothing but my denim jacket. 
 
    “Meikha looks stunning in this garment,” Indy marveled as her eyes traveled over the blonde warrior from head to toe. “She could be on one of the flimsy Earth-books with the shiny covers.” 
 
    “Maggazans,” Ellie supplied with an adorable level of confidence. 
 
    “Magazines,” Artemn gently corrected. She tilted her head as she admired Meikha. “We should take some photos of her with Ellie’s camera.” 
 
    I had to agree. 
 
    All four of these women were supermodel-hot, and they were completely mine. 
 
    The sound of clinking jewels drew all of our attention to the counter, to where Indy was tracing her fingers over the heaps of gems. 
 
    “So many,” she whispered. “And that is not even the whole bag.” 
 
    “And there are two bags,” Ellie pointed out with a proud little smile. 
 
    “Two bags that you won with your utter savagery in the arena,” I said with a smirk. 
 
    “Renjaya was a worthy opponent,” Indy said with a toss of her hair. Then her fierce face softened slightly. “I am glad we left her in better conditions than she was in when we arrived.” 
 
    “Now she will be able to find peace,” Meikha said with a glowing smile at me. “And she will win John many jewels before she finally meets the glorious fate she’s been longing for, I am sure.” 
 
    I was sure that even as we spoke, a mountain of dead necromancers was sending a trail of smoke up into the sky, and gargoyles were sealing shut evil temples where countless horrors had taken place. 
 
    And hopefully the Exalted women were gathered on the terraces, looking down on the oasis and feeling like true goddesses for the first time. 
 
    All because of us. 
 
    Oh, yeah, and now those badass Exalted women were going to be fighting in the name of King John, while half of their winnings went to me. 
 
    “We are quite badass,” Indy mused. “Aren’t we?” 
 
    “Badass beyond belief,” I said with a smirk. 
 
    “And soon we will stride into the oasis of Colbiri,” Meikha added. “Another city of legend.” 
 
    “If it still exists,” I agreed with a smile. “What do you think the odds are that there are any evil priests conspiring to overthrow the oasis there?” 
 
    “The people of that oasis fled from Zeratra’s Shadow Lords,” Meikha pointed out. “Who were almost as bad as the Scazaths, if the tales can be believed. It seems unlikely that the fierce beings of Colbiri would tolerate such evils.” 
 
    “They would stamp out such horrors before they bloomed,” Indy agreed with a nod. 
 
    I remembered what Meikha had said about Indy’s ancestors once being revered for meting out justice, and I chuckled in agreement. 
 
    “We’ll probably head back to Bayalon at some point, too,” I mused. “To let them know about the Scazaths, I mean.” 
 
    “And to tell them how you slayed those vile necromancers where they stood,” Indy gloated. “King John.” 
 
    I laughed and rested my forehead in my hands as I propped my elbows against the bar counter. I fucking loved the way things were headed right now.  
 
    Spitfire was mine, and mine for good. 
 
    Marsh was in my rearview mirror forever, and his croaky voice already felt like it was fading from my memory. 
 
    I was on my way to setting up my own business, with my favorite fellow trucker as my right-hand man. 
 
    The gratitude on the faces of Zeratra’s council, Exalted warriors, and gargoyles still lingered in my mind, too, and I realized I had never felt more badass than I did right now. 
 
    I was King John. 
 
    And my life was fucking amazing. 
 
    Not to mention the fact that I could go back through the foggy portal whenever I wanted, to rake in still more riches and have as many awe-inspiring adventures as I chose. 
 
    I was a world-walker and a king. Me and my warrior women were the stuff of myth, legend, and prophecy. 
 
    And all signs pointed to everything getting even better from here. 
 
    But as I looked around at all the glory I had gained, another thought sparked in the back of my mind. 
 
    A darker thought that had started to brew there ever since I found out what was truly happening in Zeratra. 
 
    Those necromancer assholes had been the most evil bastards I’d met in the desert world so far, but something told me they weren’t even the worst. Something told me there was even more evil to root out. 
 
    And what if one king and his legion of glorious warrior women just so happened to take on that challenge himself? 
 
    What if the King of the Crown of the World decided to take the desert world by storm, and put every last one of these assholes in their place? 
 
      
 
    End of Book 4 
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