
        
            
                
            
        

     
   
    [image: ] 
 
  

 
   
    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 
 
    “Good afternoon, John,” the car salesman greeted me. He was a tall, dark-eyed man in a suit, and he sounded just as formal in person as he had over the phone when I made this appointment. “Have a seat.” 
 
    I sat down across from the man, who had introduced himself as Tiernan over the phone.  
 
    Meikha sat next to me on the couch. Her falcon-like eyes snapped to him like he was some curious specimen of person she’d never encountered before, and the sight seemed to unnerve him slightly. 
 
    Or maybe it was something to do with Indy. Despite my dark sunglasses veiling her red-gold eyes as she lounged against the nearest wall, it was clear that her haughty gaze was fixed on the man, and her lips were pursed with disdain. 
 
    But then again, someone who required an interview to establish me as a respectable and worthy person was bound to get on my fierce, loyal warrior princess’ nerves. 
 
    The sight of my four women hanging around the room would’ve been enough to make anyone’s jaw drop. Artemn was probably the most casually dressed in the loose, bleached denim Prada jeans she had taken a liking to, but the black-and-white diamonds studding her cinched belt were conspicuously real, just like the rubies and sapphires that adorned Indy, Ellie, and Meikha. Ellie’s flowing, white silk sundress was somehow both ethereal and scandalous looking, while Indy’s skimpy bralette and open bomber jacket had been enough to earn an appalled glare from an elderly woman earlier that day. 
 
    My women looked like fucking supermodels, and as the salesman glanced around at them, I got the impression that they were just as much responsible for him allowing me in here as my new Rolex and the platinum credit card I was now handing over for the test drive deposit. 
 
    The Rolex wasn’t exactly my usual style, but there were certain times in life when it was important to be taken seriously, and walking into this luxury car dealership was one of them. 
 
    After a minute of clicking around on his computer, Tiernan turned to me with a mellow smile. 
 
    “Everything appears to be in order,” he said smoothly. Then he crossed his hands on the desk in front of him and looked at me. “Now, what is it exactly that you’re looking for, John?” 
 
    “A seven-seater, preferably,” I said right away. I glanced at the women lingering around the room. “I don’t ride solo all too often, so…” 
 
    “Of course.” The salesman looked impressed as he took stock of my women again. “We certainly have plenty in our inventory that fits the bill for that. Any other features that are important to you?” 
 
    “A comfortable ride,” I said with a shrug. “And… well, I sure as hell wouldn’t say no to some luxury features, but I want it to be decently practical.” 
 
    Tiernan nodded. “Let’s see what we can do.” 
 
    Out in the lot, we strolled past a variety of SUVs that ranged from comfortable and flashy to just excessive, and the salesman discussed the finer points of each one with me. 
 
    Eventually, we stood between two different SUVs, and I found myself at a standstill. 
 
    “How about we test drive these two?” Tiernan suggested with a smooth smile. He glanced around at the four women accompanying us. “Your passengers are more than welcome.” 
 
    The first vehicle we tested was a new Audi SUV. I had never considered myself super into cars, because cruising down the highway in my old dreamboat Spitfire was more to my taste, but the Audi immediately made me reconsider that a little. 
 
    The thing just felt like it wanted to go. Delighted giggles came from my women in the back seats as the SUV leaped up to sixty miles per hour in the promised four seconds. Soon we were barreling down the road with a combination of speed and smoothness that made it incredibly easy to go too fast. 
 
    “Sorry,” I muttered as I eased off the gas. 
 
    “Quite alright,” the salesman chuckled. “That happens to most people. She’s a smooth ride.” 
 
    “Sure is,” I murmured. 
 
    I rolled down the window a little and enjoyed myself as I sailed around the block and then pulled smoothly back into the dealership. 
 
    “I’ve gotta say,” I sighed. “She drives like a dream.” 
 
    “Absolutely,” Tiernan agreed. “In terms of the features you want, I think there’s only one competitor…” 
 
    He led me over to one of the last vehicles I would’ve seen myself buying. 
 
    “A Bentley?” I asked with some skepticism. 
 
    “I know,” the salesman said with a smile. “But… Well, let’s hop in one before we continue our discussion.” 
 
    The driver’s seat of the Bentley was the single most comfortable seat I had ever sat in. 
 
    “Damn,” I muttered as I stretched my legs and adjusted the seat’s firmness. My fingers skimmed over an insane variety of buttons that adjusted every last aspect of the seat. “I gotta get some of these seats for my semi.” 
 
    “They’re exquisitely comfortable for long journeys,” the salesman agreed with a smile. “Each seat has its own climate control, too.” 
 
    Despite the sunlight streaming down through the panoramic sunroof, it was a fairly chilly day in the Pacific Northwest, and I sighed blissfully as the seat warmed to the perfect temperature. 
 
    “What does this do?” Indy asked as she pressed her finger curiously down on a button by her seat. Then she shivered slightly. “Ooooohh…” 
 
    Tiernan’s expression seemed halfway scandalized and halfway filled with longing to hear more, and I had to choke back a laugh as I sent my princess an admonishing look. 
 
    “The massagers are quite pleasant,” the salesman said in a decent recovery of his smooth, courteous tone of voice. “Err… Care to take this for a spin?” 
 
    I nodded and put the SUV into drive. 
 
    As I drove the Bentley around the block and Tiernan regaled me about its V8 engine with twin turbo, I realized that some of this luxurious shit really seemed worthwhile, although these climate-controlled seats, massagers, and heated windshield were things that past John might’ve scoffed at. 
 
    But then again, there was no way in hell past John could’ve even imagined a scenario where he’d be able to invest in something like this. 
 
    “I’m a fan,” I admitted as I pulled back into the lot. I parked the SUV carefully in its place and then killed the engine. “But now let’s talk numbers.” 
 
    To his credit, Tiernan didn’t waste time mincing words. 
 
    “Depending on which additional features you’d like to add, the price borders on three hundred thousand,” he said. “But if you’re looking to lease, it might be more, ahh, manageable.” 
 
    “Definitely not,” I said firmly. “I’m looking to buy outright.” 
 
    The salesman’s eyebrows lifted just a fraction before he nodded. 
 
    As we strolled inside, I sent one last look back at the SUVs and debated my options. 
 
    At the moment, I had a good seven hundred thousand dollars in my bank account. That was more money than I had ever envisioned myself having at my disposal. 
 
    It was easily enough for me to have some cushion left even after paying an outrageous but tempting three hundred thousand for a new vehicle. 
 
    This SUV had everything I wanted and more. There was room for my four warriors plus an extra few seats for future warriors, which was a possibility that I occasionally allowed my mind to drift toward. Regardless, the Bentley would be perfect for if I decided to take my women on a road trip that wouldn’t be into the desert world, and it would make our usual shorter excursions incredibly comfortable. 
 
    The road trip was something they had all shown some enthusiasm for, and I couldn’t deny that this SUV would make for a comfortable ride cruising through the country with my women. 
 
    “I’ll take it,” I finally said. 
 
    Ellie did an excited little clap next to me, and Indy rubbed her lower back with a dreamy expression like she was mentally back in the Bentley with its back massagers. 
 
    As I drove back to my cabin in a brand-new Bentley full of four stunning, otherworldly women, I felt happier than I’d ever been. 
 
    But the SUV was only a small piece of things. It was just one of many signs pointing to all the good shit that was blooming in my life. 
 
    In the month since I had left Zeratra as the King of the Crown of the World, more and more cash had been flowing into my bank account thanks to the sales of my latest desert gems. My women’s training was more comprehensive than ever, and they were a fucking awesome sight to behold when they sparred in the roomy home gym at our cabin. 
 
    Then there was the fact that my trucking business, Desert Gem Transportation, was officially up and running. I was expecting a call from Gordon sometime soon to set up another meeting between me, him, and Doug. 
 
    For now, I carefully backed my gleaming new Bentley into the garage and then just sat back with a sigh of satisfaction. 
 
    My women joined me in savoring the moment, and for a few seconds the only sound was Indy’s soft hum of contentment as the SUV seat massaged her back. 
 
    “When will your bigger chariot be finished, John?” Artemn asked as she swung open her door. 
 
    I opened my own door and glanced over at the big empty space in the garage where Spitfire was normally parked. “I should be able to pick her up today, actually.” 
 
    “Spitfire was already a magnificent chariot,” Ellie protested. “She has no need of beautifying.” 
 
    “I agree,” I said with a chuckle. “But I still can’t wait to see how she looks with her new paint job.” 
 
    I had figured it was about time my dreamboat got some real TLC, now that I was able to afford it. And that was just the first of many upgrades I had in mind for the old gal. 
 
    But those would come later. As soon as my truck’s new paint job was finished, it would be time for another trip back to the desert world, where the city of Colbiri may or may not have been waiting for us to explore it. 
 
    A tiny howl greeted us as we entered the foyer. Kep the smoky-gray fyrox came bounding down the stairs with his ember-like eyes gleaming and a trail of sparks floating behind him. My winged warrior giggled as she picked the little creature up and swung him around. 
 
    He had grown to about the size of a large housecat, although he still had all his fox-like features and plume of smoky-gray fur. Long, dark lashes framed his glowing eyes, and his whiskers tickled Artemn’s face as he nuzzled at her. 
 
    Then she held him in her arms like a baby while she stepped back to stand at my side and look over the foyer. 
 
    “The place is really coming together,” she commented. “Don’t you think?” 
 
    “Agreed,” I chuckled as I surveyed the mantelpiece, which now sported a gold-plated skull wearing a bejeweled bronze diadem. The skull’s twin sat on the other side of the mantelpiece wearing an intimidating cobra-shaped battle helm. “I think our new decorations from Zeratra really tie it together.” 
 
    “Not simple decorations,” Indy boasted with a toss of her hair. “These handsome gifts were pressed upon John because he is the noble king Zeratra has always longed for.” 
 
    “I guess that’s one way of putting it.” I smirked and headed into the home gym while my women rushed to change into their sparring clothes. 
 
    I watched them go through the motions of the latest moves they’d picked up in their training sessions, and I felt a rush of fierce pride as I watched them demonstrate the full badassery of their abilities. 
 
    Then my phone buzzed in my pocket, and I stepped away to glance down at the screen. 
 
    I immediately swiped to answer the call. “Yello.” 
 
    “John,” a cheerful man’s voice said. I recognized him as the worker from the paint shop I’d spoken to earlier. “Your baby’s all ready for you, looking bright and beautiful with her new paint job.” 
 
    “Awesome.” My stomach swooped with excitement. “Am I good to come pick her up now?” 
 
    “As soon as you’re ready,” the man assured me. 
 
    I thanked him, hung up, and then snatched up my keys with one hand while I opened the Uber app with the other. 
 
    “I’ll be back,” I promised my warrior women. 
 
    They all paused mid-spar to wave at me, and I saw Indy’s hand dart down to pat her pocket and make sure her phone was inside. 
 
    Thirty minutes later, I walked out into the backlot of the shop, and my jaw dropped. 
 
    “She looks fucking magnificent,” I whispered. 
 
    It was entirely true. My truck’s chipped, dusty red paint had been replaced by a coat of pure, glossy color that started as orange at the top, and then slowly morphed to red as it went downward. The two-toned fade’s transition was as smooth and seamless as the colors of the sky during a fiery sunset. 
 
    The name of my trucking business, Desert Gem Transportation, was painted on the truck’s side in tall black letters, with an emerald-green gem replacing the two o’s. 
 
    I allowed myself a brief moment of amusement at my own wordplay. To anyone here on Earth, the company’s name was just a name. But to me and my warrior women, it signified the fact that this truck was literally transporting gems here from the desert world with each trip I made there. 
 
    “Amazing job,” I told the workers. 
 
    “It was a joy, boss,” the oldest of them assured me. His grizzled face was slightly flushed as he contemplated the semi. “Barely ever see these babies nowadays. I feel lucky that I got my hands on one, even just to paint it.” 
 
    “She’s a looker,” the younger employee agreed with a smile. “So, with the custom paint and lettering, it’ll be twelve thousand, like we discussed…” 
 
    I nodded as I reached for my credit card, and he turned the machine’s screen toward me so I could complete the transaction. 
 
    When the screen came up with an option to tip, I paused. 
 
    “These tips go straight to you, right?” I asked the painters. 
 
    The older guy nodded and smiled. “Perks of working for a small business.” 
 
    I nodded briskly and typed in two thousand dollars. 
 
    When I turned the screen back to face the younger worker, he got visibly paler. 
 
    “Did you…” He gaped down at the numbers on the screen. “Did you mean to–” 
 
    “Yep,” I said firmly. “You guys did an awesome job. You deserve it. And if my company needs another truck painted, I’ll sure as hell be back here.” 
 
    I smiled as the workers thanked me fervently, but after a few seconds, I hardly heard their words. My head was filled with the future elated screams of desert people as they cheered on my women in the arena during their next fight. 
 
    I drove the truck home and parked her outside the garage so I could stand back to admire the paint job again. 
 
    After a minute, the front door opened, and my four women came spilling out. 
 
    They all stumbled to a halt next to me and clutched at each other to keep from falling over, and there was a long moment of silence as they stared at Spitfire. 
 
    “Gorgeous,” Artemn finally whispered. 
 
    I had to agree. The truck looked fucking awesome. 
 
    “Dezzz-zert Gems…” Indy read in a halting voice. “Trans-purrr… Trans… Transport-tation!” 
 
    She said the last word triumphantly, and her eyes flared as she turned to face me. 
 
    “Very clever,” Ellie giggled. 
 
    “Very corny, you mean,” I snorted. “But thanks. I think it’s the perfect double name.” 
 
    “And you are the perfect driver for such a magnificent chariot,” Meikha sighed as she wound one arm around my neck. 
 
    A small smirk crept over my face as I realized this really did look like a chariot worthy of the King of the Crown of the World. 
 
    My looming metallic truck had already been a never-before-seen spectacle in the desert world, but now it was going to make people’s eyes pop out of their skulls, I was sure of it. 
 
    As I headed inside with my women, talk turned to our upcoming visit. 
 
    “When will we go?” Ellie ventured with a bloodthirsty gleam in her blue eyes. 
 
    “As soon as we want,” I said carelessly. I paused to savor this again for a moment before I went on with more seriousness. “Remember, this visit will have us stopping by Bayalon to let the council of elders know about the situation with the Exalted warriors, plus getting some information about Colbiri.” 
 
    “Stopping by,” Meikha repeated. “So we still plan to scout out Colbiri during this trip?” 
 
    I nodded. “Provided we don’t find out something, like, spine-chillingly awful about it from the elders…” 
 
    “Then we will be ready for anything on this journey,” Indy declared. “Whether it be dazzling the people in Colbiri’s streets with our splendor, or drawing the crowds in an entry fight, like we did in Zeratra.” 
 
    “We can never be too ready,” I agreed. “And while we’re discussing things, we also need to be extremely on the alert for any signs of necromancy.” 
 
    “But you carried out the prophecy in Zeratra,” Ellie pointed out with a small crease in the pearly skin of her forehead. “What makes you think…?” 
 
    “I don’t ‘think’ anything yet, exactly,” I clarified. “I just… I don’t know. I have a weird feeling that that might not be it. And I mean, speaking logically, how do we really know that’s the end of what the prophecy mentioned?” 
 
    “We have no way of knowing,” Meikha agreed. “We must be watchful and wary.” 
 
    “But that doesn’t mean we can’t enjoy ourselves a little,” I went on with a smile. “We just have to watch for any unsavory shit. And if we find it…” 
 
    Ellie swiped one finger slowly across her throat and smiled murderously. 
 
    “Exactly.” I grinned and then stretched as relaxation spread over me. “Well, I guess there’s nothing to stop us from going tomorrow, if you feel ready, shieldmaidens.” 
 
    “Yesss,” my women all hissed with excitement. 
 
    We spent a while in the hot tub before we wound down to sleep. Artemn successfully commandeered the Bluetooth speakers and blasted songs from her new favorite bands into the night as the sun set. 
 
    “Who are these bands?” I asked curiously as another song ended. “How are you finding them?” 
 
    “Ummmm,” Artemn mumbled as she squinted down at her phone. “You-Tube. No… You-Tuve?” 
 
    “It’s YouTube,” I chuckled. “Some of these sound pretty damn good.” 
 
    I envisioned myself with my warrior women at a concert and immediately decided I liked this picture. I planned to look up my winged warrior’s favorite bands later to see if they were touring, because I was pretty sure seeing them in the flesh would blow her fucking mind. 
 
    For the moment, though, it was time for us to get a good night’s sleep so we could stride the desert sands again tomorrow. 
 
    I slept soundly with my four warriors in the king-sized bed of the master bedroom. 
 
    When I woke up, all four of my women were gone, which was pretty typical these days. They loved getting an early start, almost as much as they loved letting me sleep in as long as I wanted. 
 
    How the hell did I get this lucky? 
 
    I stood up and stretched, then headed to the kitchen to make a cup of coffee. 
 
    While it was brewing, I heard the sounds of muffled grunts and thwacks coming from downstairs, and I knew my warriors must be down in the home gym sparring. 
 
    I blew on my coffee to cool it as I walked downstairs and headed into the gym, and then I stood to watch. 
 
    Kep was sitting on his haunches at the edge of the home gym area, and he was watching my warriors’ every move as they did their sparring. 
 
    At the moment, they had just arranged their usual grappling dummy to stand with its legs splayed wide to keep it upright. Now Indy came in low with her newly replaced chain whip and jerked it off its feet. 
 
    Before it had thudded down onto the mat, Ellie had launched herself into a sort of sideways flip that ended in her stabbing the dummy with her practice tonfa. 
 
    Kep hopped to his feet and let out a tiny yip that I had come to recognize as excited. He zipped in a small circle with tiny sparks trailing after him, and I chuckled. 
 
    “Nice,” I commented as I approached. “Was that one of your pro wrestling-inspired moves?” 
 
    “Yes,” Indy chanted as she spun toward me. “To awe the crowds and build our names.” 
 
    “And to have fun,” Ellie added. She gave the dummy a hearty kick for good measure and smiled sweetly at me. 
 
    I chuckled at my warriors’ antics. 
 
    At this point, I knew I didn’t have to remind them to be careful. My women were experts at toeing the line between giving the crowd a show and taking the safest course of action to ensure their win, and they had a damn good time doing it. 
 
    “Well, it looked awesome,” I said. “I’m thinking we probably won’t enter you into any fights in Bayalon itself this time. We’ll just pop in and out, then head on to Colbiri and see what happens there. How does that sound?” 
 
    “Marvelous,” Indy hissed as she hung her whip up by the backlit shelves. “Colbiri, the legendary land where we may find some relations of mine and Meikha’s.” 
 
    “We might,” I said with a note of caution in my voice. “But we also might not.” 
 
    I didn’t want to crush my warriors’ hopes, but I also didn’t want to see them too heartbroken if we pulled up to Colbiri and found nothing but crumbled ruins, or if it turned out to be some city made up of people with no relation to my women whatsoever. 
 
    Meikha nodded, and her tawny eyes were calm and steady as she looked at me. 
 
    “We are already used to the idea of never finding them,” she said quietly. “If that ends up being the case, then so be it.” 
 
    Indy nodded solemnly, and her fiery eyes fluttered shut as she assumed a meditative pose. “What will be, will be.” 
 
    “I know what will be,” Ellie said softly. “When we enter the arena…” 
 
    “Blood?” Artemn suggested. “Glory? Total annihilation of our enemies?” 
 
    My doll-faced warrior smiled in agreement. 
 
    I dusted off my hands and then snatched up Spitfire’s keys. 
 
    “Let’s do it, then.”

  

 
   
    Chapter 2 
 
    We had a light breakfast, and Artemn made sure Kep was cozy in the master bedroom. The fyrox had grown old enough that he didn’t cry when he was parted from my winged warrior, and we had decided scouting out a new city might be best left to just us for the first time. 
 
    Then we all packed into Spitfire’s cab. As we cruised down the highway, I saw plenty of heads turning toward my truck, and just as many doing a double take. 
 
    “Your chariot is making an impression,” Indy said smugly as she gazed down at the people below like they were ants. 
 
    I just smiled and patted the truck’s steering wheel in response. It was about time my old gal got some recognition for the awesome, timeless classic that she was. 
 
    As a guitar solo from Artemn’s new favorite band rang through the cab, I allowed myself a moment to contemplate future alterations to Spitfire. 
 
    One of my wilder ideas was adding some type of trailer to Spitfire that essentially transformed her into something like an RV– some sort of area where me and my warrior women could relax, lounge around, and do whatever the hell we wanted if we took the truck for a long drive. 
 
    What was amazing was that this wild idea wasn’t even unthinkable for me, like it might’ve been not too long ago. Not only was Spitfire mine to do what I wanted with, I also had the financial means to make that entirely possible. 
 
    After a little daydreaming, I moved my mind to the prospect ahead of us: Heading through the foggy portal. 
 
    The sun was hanging low in the sky by the time we turned east and took the signless exit. Soon the fog was swirling into life ahead of us. 
 
    I drove steadily into its misty depths with a mixture of caution and the ease of practice. We praised the fog in all its glory, and all of us clung tight to our seats as we were lifted into its gleaming expanse. 
 
    After a minute, we touched down lightly on the moonstone road. 
 
    As I watched the fog slowly fade in my rearview mirror, I turned my attention to my women. “How was that for a pick-me-up?” 
 
    “Invigorating,” Artemn quipped. 
 
    I chuckled as I brought the truck to a stop. 
 
    “Let’s get changed here,” I suggested. 
 
    “‘Let’s?’” Artemn repeated. “As in, you’re changing, too?” 
 
    “Well, not exactly,” I said as I shrugged out of my jacket. “But…” 
 
    I reached into the center console and grabbed the jewel-encrusted golden wrist cuff that Meikha had suggested I wear as a display of power and wealth, and I slipped it on my arm. 
 
    “Magnificent,” Indy declared as she slipped on her golden shoulder scale-mail. “Zeratra was wise to equip you with such finery.” 
 
    “Thanks, princess,” I chuckled. 
 
    We all gleamed a little brighter with me in my royal bracelet and my warriors in their decorative armor, and I had to admit we made for a badass picture as I looked around the cab. 
 
    After everyone had changed, we cruised down the moonstone road a short ways. Then I turned us off to head toward Bayalon. As I drove, I squinted at the land ahead to watch closely for any signs of desert monsters. 
 
    The gorsican graveyard was full of them, of course, but the slain gorsicans looked as lifeless as ever. I kept a close eye on them while we passed, and then turned my eyes to the roiling, fiery globes that adorned Bayalon’s walls. 
 
    Outside the big brass gate, I tugged Spitfire’s horn to announce our arrival. 
 
    Soon the gate started to retract up into the sandstone wall above it, and I drove on through. 
 
    The tall guard’s face was lit with a combination of recognition and wonder as he stared at my truck. 
 
    “Holy shit, dude,” he whooped as I jumped down out of the cab. “Nice enhancement of your chariot. That thing looks fucking magical.” 
 
    “Thanks,” I chuckled as my warrior women joined me. “We’re not looking to enter the fights tonight. We just need to see the elders.” 
 
    The guard looked slightly crestfallen at the prospect of not seeing my women in the arena tonight, but he nodded. Then he glanced upward and jerked his head to the right.  
 
    “Your ride should be here any minute,” he assured me. 
 
    I squinted up and saw a bright, fiery light flashing somewhere overhead. It looked like it was coming from the top of the looming sandstone wall. 
 
    “Signal fire to the elders,” the guard explained. “That’s how the council was alerted when you got here last time.” 
 
    I just nodded in response, but inwardly I smirked a little at the fact that the council went through all this effort to be alerted the second I arrived. 
 
    It didn’t take long for three glowing Spectrids to land on the black volcanic stone in front of us. 
 
    “Lord John,” the familiar, feminine voice of one greeted me. “Would you care to visit the council?” 
 
    “Of course.” I shared a nod with my warrior women and climbed onto the waiting Spectrid’s back while they approached the other two. 
 
    We soared over the bubble-like buildings of the Old Town, and then over the volcanic arena with gleaming blue waters surrounding it. Soon, the stronghold of the elders was rising up below us. 
 
    I glanced sharply to the right as I heard the clanging clap of brassy wings, and I saw that the leader of the gargoyles was descending onto the council’s terrace at the same time as us. 
 
    The elders were waiting for us on the terrace, and they swept toward us with their arms spread wide in welcome. 
 
    “Lord John,” Vaksahn greeted me with a deep bow. “Always an honor to see you again.” 
 
    His last words were almost drowned out by the booming thud of the brass gargoyle landing on the terrace. The mediator gave me a courteous nod as he approached. 
 
    “And you,” I said casually to Vaksahn. I let my tone get more serious as I glanced around at the elders and the gargoyle. “You told me to bring word if I saw anything that lined up with your prophecy about the thieves of souls.” 
 
    The council went totally still, and the gargoyle’s brassy eyes gleamed as they fixed on me. 
 
    “That’s why I’m here,” I said. “The situation seems to have been solved for now, but still, you might want to sit down for this.” 
 
    The elders all shared a stunned and wary look, and they all followed me inside like this was my palace instead of theirs. 
 
    The gargoyle’s booming stride shadowed ours, and he closed the door behind us as we gathered in the council’s chamber. 
 
    We sat around the big, round table in the middle of the room. The council looked only mildly surprised when my warriors claimed their own places at the table, and they bowed their heads respectfully as they made room for the four women. 
 
    “So,” I said as I propped my forearms on the table. “After our last visit, me and my warriors went to Zeratra.” 
 
    Vaksahn inhaled. “It… It was there? It’s real?” 
 
    “Entirely real,” I said with a nod. 
 
    I briefly explained what Zeratra had been like, and then I launched into the story about the Exalted warriors. 
 
    When I got to the part where Renjaya’s limbs started twitching after her death, a deep, rumbling growl echoed from the brass gargoyle’s throat. Otherwise, he was silent and attentive as I went through everything we had uncovered about the Exalted warriors. 
 
    When I finished, his brassy fingers slowly clenched into a fist, and he slammed it down on the table. 
 
    The council all shot him scandalized and irritated looks as one of their vases was sent toppling, but the gray-haired woman scurried to right it. 
 
    The mediator shrugged creakily at her and turned back to me. 
 
    “I wish I could say I was surprised,” he boomed. There was a light squeak as his fist unclenched, and then he bowed his head to me. “It seems that the desert world is in your debt, Lord John.” 
 
    “King–” Indy began, almost like she couldn’t help herself, but then she quickly cut off. 
 
    The council all sent confused looks between us, and I chuckled as I realized I might as well just lay it all out there. 
 
    “Oh, yeah,” I said with a shrug. “After I killed all the Scazaths, Zeratra’s council sort of, uhh, named me king.” 
 
    Silence reigned around the room. 
 
    “As they should have,” Vaksahn finally said. His voice was filled with reverent respect. “You have rid the world of a great evil.” 
 
    The silver-haired man paused for a moment as he regarded me, and his voice was hesitant when he spoke again. 
 
    “If I may ask,” he said. “What are your next plans, here in Bayalon?” 
 
    His unasked question hung conspicuously in the air: Was I here to rule over this oasis? 
 
    Judging by the looks on the elders’ faces, that wasn’t something they would object to. 
 
    Being named the King of Zeratra had been awesome, if unexpected, but in Bayalon, I really enjoyed the status I had right now. My warriors and I were almost like celebrities here. We could always count on a good time and plenty of jewels when we came. When it came down to it, I had roughly the same amount of power here as I did in Zeratra, but it was more behind the scenes, and I liked that. 
 
    “I’m not looking to settle down anywhere,” I explained. “I’ll just be coming back regularly with my warriors. Sometimes to enter the fights, but also to make sure there are no more signs of necromancy.” 
 
    The council all nodded, but their expressions told me this wasn’t the last I would hear of this whole “king” thing. 
 
    The thought of being named king of yet another oasis was fucking wild to me. 
 
    I noticed suddenly that the rest of the council was practically quivering with something else they wanted to say, and I sent them a questioning look. 
 
    “The prophecy,” the white-haired woman blurted. “You… you must have been the ‘world walker.’” 
 
    “Which means your theory about ‘world walker’ meaning an unlikely hero has crumbled, Thetra,” the dark-haired elder told her in a snide voice. 
 
    “Not as much as your claim about a walking siren,” the woman shot back. 
 
    “Silence,” Vaksahn snapped. Then he turned to me. “We’re most grateful that you have eliminated this threat. But since you were able to recognize the prophecy playing out in Zeratra, do you perhaps have any insight on the meaning of ‘world walker?’” 
 
    “Right.” I exhaled slowly and considered my options. 
 
    Technically, I had no obligation to inform these people that I was from another world. But at this point, there was nothing stopping me from doing so, and I saw no reason not to let the elders in on it. It also seemed important for us to be on the same page about this prophecy. If there was anything else they knew about it that might be relevant, I needed to know. 
 
    “I’m pretty sure ‘world walker’ refers to someone who has walked the land of different worlds,” I finally said. “Someone like me.” 
 
    There was a long silence, and all the elders gaped at me with confusion, so I went on. 
 
    “I didn’t just come here from outside the city walls,” I explained. “I’m from another world entirely. I drive my tru– uhh, chariot– through a portal to get here and take my warriors to different oases.” 
 
    The council’s eyes bulged, and even the brass mediator seemed stunned into silence as they all absorbed this. 
 
    “So,” I exhaled and then moved on before they could ask me any questions. “I’m the world walker, and I believe that by killing the Scazaths, I was, uhh, ‘striking at the heart of the rot.’ But what I need to know is… Is there anything else to this prophecy? Any loose ends that haven’t been tied up?” 
 
    The gargoyle’s rumbling speech rejoined the conversation. 
 
    “Speaking strictly, no,” he boomed. “But there are things my predecessor spoke of as he lay dying. He was half-melted as he spoke, so we deemed his words might not have been very reliable. But now that the prophecy has manifested, it seems more prudent to explore these avenues.” 
 
    “I agree,” I said. 
 
    The council seemed like they were brimming with questions for me, but they maintained a respectful silence as the gargoyle rumbled thoughtfully. 
 
    “He said something about one of our kind– a mediator– that was ‘larger than life, but frozen in time,’” he boomed. “And that this frozen mediator would be awakened to right a great wrong in one of the desert oases. Again, we had no way of knowing that these words were anything more than the deranged ramblings of a dying mind…” 
 
    “Got it,” I said. “Well, I’ll keep that in mind as I’m visiting other oases. And speaking of which… I’m looking to go to Colbiri next. Do any of you know about it?” 
 
    “Colbiri…” Vaksahn’s face looked slightly doubtful. “Colbiri is widely regarded as a city of myth– one that never existed at all. But… well, our eyes have just been opened to several things we never thought were in the realm of possibility…” 
 
    “We will tell you what we know,” the white-haired woman assured me. 
 
    Most of the council’s description matched up with what I had already learned about Colbiri: That there was once a conflict between some of the magical beings in Zeratra, and one group broke away and fled. According to the tales, those people had either found or created another oasis, one that was totally uninhabited, and made it their home. 
 
    “It was said that the land was ruled over by a people known as the Light Bearers,” Vaksahn finished. “We don’t know much about them other than that. A fascinating mystery, really. We would be most interested to hear of what you find, if you do go in search of Colbiri. And also…” 
 
    He stood and swept over to a wooden chest on the far side of the room. After a few moments of rummaging in his pocket, he came up with a golden key and carefully unlocked it. 
 
    He pulled out a thick gold band that was encrusted with gleaming red and blue jewels and laid it on the table in front of me. 
 
    I leaned closer to look at the object. At first I thought it was a crown, but then I realized it was too small for that. It was an arm cuff like the one I was wearing, which I had gotten from Zeratra’s council after I was named king. 
 
    “What is this for, exactly?” I asked. 
 
    He bowed his head. “In the old days, when Bayalon– and other oases– were ruled by kings and queens, arm cuffs like this were a sign of royalty. They were favored over crowns in many places. They didn’t get in the way as much, you see…” 
 
    “Right.” I stared at the cuff bracelet for another few moments, and then up at Vaksahn. “So… are you, uh…” 
 
    “It’s yours,” he said firmly. “And before you object, I vow there are no commitments that come with it. It wouldn’t make sense to expect you to make your home here. Still, you are the closest thing that we’ve had to royalty in many years, and… well, it just seems right for you to have it, your grace.” 
 
    I thought this through for a long moment as every eye in the room watched me expectantly, and then I nodded. 
 
    “Alright,” I said as I slipped the cuff beside the other on my wrist and tried to act like this was no big deal. “Thank you.” 
 
    The council sighed with clear relief as they exchanged proud smiles, and they each bowed their heads in respect as murmurs of “King John” echoed around me. 
 
    “But while I’m still here…” I said as I cleared my throat. “Is there anything else going on that I should know about? Anyone that’s giving you, or anyone here, any trouble?” 
 
    “Mekoliviath has been causing quite a stir,” the dark-haired man muttered from the corner of his mouth. A sly smile crossed his face. 
 
    Vaksahn turned on him with a ferocious scowl. “That’s not what King John meant, Danru.” 
 
    I raised my eyebrows, and I couldn’t deny I was intrigued. 
 
    “What’s going on with Mek?” I asked. 
 
    Vaksahn sighed deeply. 
 
    “By ‘causing a stir,’ Danru means Mekoliviath is making waves among the backers,” he said. His face was filled with contrasting looks of tiredness and a sort of reluctant pride. “Something about how the backers should take an example from the way you treat your warriors. He used you as an illustration of how someone truly powerful should operate. A very good point, I admit, but expecting the other backers to act in such a way is futile.” 
 
    “Not that futile,” the gargoyle boomed. 
 
    The council all jumped violently, like they had forgotten he was there, and then they frowned in his direction. 
 
    “King John doesn’t need to be bothered with the backers’ squabbling,” Vaksahn argued. 
 
    I shrugged and allowed the conversation to flow on. Some ideas about this were sprouting in my mind, but they needed time to grow, and there would be plenty of chances to address them later. 
 
    “Do you wish for your warriors to enter the arenas tonight?” the dark-haired Danru asked. 
 
    “Not this time,” I said with a shake of my head. “We’ve got places to be. But we’ll definitely be back to sound out how things are going, and then maybe I’ll enter my warriors in another fight.” 
 
    The council all bowed so deeply their noses almost brushed the floor, and the gargoyle bowed creakily, too. 
 
    “Until we meet again,” he boomed. “Safe travels, King John.” 
 
    I bowed in return and then strode out onto the terrace where the Spectrids were waiting. 
 
    By the time we got to the gate, it was almost sunset. 
 
    “Good to see you again,” the guard called. “Will you be back soon?” 
 
    “Maybe.” I smiled as I approached Spitfire, who rivaled the sunset with her fiery colors. 
 
    “I’ll be on the lookout,” the guard said with another respectful look at me and my women. 
 
    The five of us hopped up into the cab as he opened the gate, and then we drove out in search of our next destination: Colbiri. 
 
    We rolled over the desert ground and back to the moonstone road. Then I turned us south, and we cruised down the smooth, iridescent surface. 
 
    When we passed by the city of Deninde with its giant gargoyle statues, I slowed the truck. 
 
    “Oh, shit,” I muttered. 
 
    My women all looked at me with a mixture of confusion and alarm. 
 
    “What is it?” Artemn asked. Her silver eyes flitted around in every direction, like she was looking for an approaching desert beast. 
 
    “I just realized…” I pointed over at Deninde through the window. “Bayalon’s mediator said his predecessor mentioned one of their kind that was ‘larger than life, but frozen in time.’ What if…” 
 
    “His predecessor was talking about one of those statues?” Meikha breathed. She seemed fascinated at this idea as she turned her tawny eyes back toward the distant city that lay off the moonstone road. “There were tales about those gargoyles coming to life.” 
 
    I exhaled. “Well… I guess that’s not an avenue we’ll explore right away. We don’t know anything at all about Deninde outside of that. I think it still seems best to go to Colbiri first. Maybe we can ask about Deninde there. Or we can ask back at Bayalon next time we go.” 
 
    “That would be wise,” Indy agreed. 
 
    She sounded like she was striving to be logical, but her voice still thrummed with excitement, and I knew my princess was dying to see what was waiting for us at Colbiri. 
 
    So, we cruised on down the moonstone road and left Deninde and its mysteries behind us for now. 
 
    It was well after dark by the time I spotted something off the road that made me slow down again. 
 
    “What the hell?” I muttered. 
 
    Far off the road, there appeared to be an expanse of misty light hanging in thin air above the oasis. Below it, I could see something I recognized as the lights of a city. 
 
    “That’s Colbiri,” Indy whispered. She offered me the map, and her long finger pointed down to the spot that the city was marked on. “It must be.” 
 
    “It looks mystical,” Meikha murmured. Her eyes were wide as she surveyed the hovering airborne light over the city. 
 
    “Let’s go check it out,” I said with excitement flaring in my chest. 
 
    There was always something exciting about finding a new desert oasis, and this one seemed magical right off the bat. I still planned on being cautious, but I was intrigued. 
 
    As we got closer to the city, I realized that the lights hanging above it were vaguely familiar. I had seen something like a smaller version of this hovering over the Crux Arena in Zeratra. It looked like a miniature galaxy, complete with thousands and thousands of stars and nebulae. 
 
    This one was way bigger, though. It was more magical looking, and it was undeniably more beautiful. The stars were all gleaming like white diamonds and rose-gold clusters, and they were contained in a stretch of gauzy, pale-gold mist. There was even a small crescent moon hanging within it. 
 
    With some effort, I pulled my gaze down to the oasis below it, which was full of gleaming lights and lanterns. 
 
    There was some sort of wall obscuring the lower part of it. I would’ve estimated the wall to be a couple dozen feet high at its tallest point. But it was different heights in different places, and it was oddly lumpy-looking. 
 
    “How strange,” Ellie murmured. 
 
    As we got closer, I saw that the wall didn’t even surround the whole oasis, but just the chunk of it that was directly facing us. 
 
    “Is it just me,” I said with sudden alarm, “or is the wall moving?” 
 
    “I see it, too,” Meikha whispered. 
 
    My women all nodded in agreement. 
 
    I brought the truck to a stop and watched in confusion as the wall shifted around. As my truck’s headlights played off it, I realized it was covered in some type of scales. 
 
    One specific part of the wall had what I recognized as a narrow, dragonish snout that reminded me slightly of a Spectrid, but about fifty times as big. 
 
    “Hooooly shit,” I muttered as shock coursed through me. 
 
    My suspicion was confirmed when a huge, gleaming, reddish eye opened and blinked. 
 
    With shocking suddenness, the dragon sat up onto its haunches and drew itself up to full height. It towered over us, and even over the closest city buildings. 
 
    Its red eyes gleamed down at us as it slowly opened its reptilian jaws, and I spotted a gold light swirling in its throat.

  

 
   
    Chapter 3 
 
    I cursed fluently under my breath as I prepared to slam my foot down on the gas and turn the wheel. 
 
    But then the dragon’s gaze lifted from us as it turned its head and tilted its jaw up toward the golden galaxy above the city. Its mouth yawned wide, and it casually belched out a jet of golden stars swathed in gossamer-like mist. The stars shot upward, and then slowed as they floated into place and joined the galaxy above. 
 
    The dragon’s mouth snapped shut as it lowered its head and looked straight at us again. 
 
    “Whoa…” I breathed. 
 
    Its eyes were huge, and they were oddly familiar to me. It had big bronze pupils, surrounded by irises that were full of shifting shades of red and gold. 
 
    Everyone in the cab gasped all at once. 
 
    There were differences between these eyes and Indy’s. The dragon’s eyes were more angular, and its bronze pupils were slitted. The irises were surrounded by a deep black color instead of white. But other than that, the similarities were uncanny. 
 
    I glanced at Indy and found a strange expression on her face. She held the gaze of the dragon as all the constant swirling of her irises suddenly seemed to still, and I wondered for a moment if she was in some sort of trance. 
 
    This thought faded from my mind as I looked forward to see the dragon slowly opening its mouth again, and my stomach lurched. 
 
    “Stop!” Indy commanded the dragon. 
 
    Her voice was full of fire and steel, and it would’ve made even the boldest man stop in his tracks. 
 
    Still, this wasn’t a man. It was a giant, galaxy-breathing dragon. 
 
    A dragon that was outside the cab and had no possible way of hearing her. 
 
    But it acted as if it had. 
 
    The dragon froze in place at her command. Then it slowly closed its mouth, sank into a deep crouch, and bowed its scaly neck until its snout touched the ground. 
 
    I struggled to speak. “What the hell just happened?” 
 
    “We may go on to the city,” Indy said in an almost dazed voice. “She will not harm us.” 
 
    “She?” I stared at the dragon for a long moment. 
 
    It stayed completely still in its crouched position, but a familiar shower of rose-gold sparkles shot through its eyes as its gaze locked on Indy. 
 
    “Stay,” she commanded. 
 
    The dragon nodded its head once, and the rest of its body sank down to the ground, so it was lying down like it had been when we first arrived. 
 
    “Holy shit,” I breathed again. 
 
    By all indications, this giant dragon had some sort of mystical connection with my princess. Which made no fucking sense, but we’d come here hoping to gain some insight into Indy’s kind, and it appeared we may at least learn something. 
 
    Like the fact that a fierce warrior princess could control dragons in this world? 
 
    “Are you okay?” I asked Indy, because my brain had mostly shorted out, so that was all that came to mind. 
 
    She nodded as she kept staring at the dragon, but then she blinked and finally looked at me. Her eyes were swirling again, and there was a spark of excitement in her gaze that sent a thrill through my veins. 
 
    “I feel… alive. Awakened,” she breathed. 
 
    I nodded numbly. “Yeah. Okay, well, that’s… a good sign? I think.” 
 
    Indy nodded as her expression stayed frozen in awe at what had just occurred. 
 
    “You just talked to a dragon,” I said in bewilderment. 
 
    My princess nodded again. 
 
    “And it listened,” I said. 
 
    Another nod was all I got in response. 
 
    It was clear she needed a moment to process, too. 
 
    “Let’s… put a pin in that.” I spoke with as much confidence as I could muster, because I figured a backer should be able to roll with the magical punches that just randomly came up out of fucking nowhere. 
 
    “Pin in that,” she repeated vaguely, and no one spoke. 
 
    But what could we really say? 
 
    After a long moment, I hit the gas and steered us carefully in a wide arc around the dragon, right up to the city. 
 
    Near the edge of this region, the city held a massive pyramid. This wasn’t a seamless, smooth-sided pyramid like the one we had seen in Zeratra. It was about ten times bigger, and it was a stepped pyramid that was sort of similar to some I had seen pictures of back home, with big, wide platforms that slowly led up to form something like a classic pyramid shape. Even from a distance, I could see that the pyramid was the grandest feature of the oasis. Its roomy platforms were filled with lush gardens, fountains, pools, and curtained gazebos. 
 
    I parked the truck, but made the executive decision to not do my usual blaring horn schtick. You know, just to avoid spurring an actual dragon into slaughtering us all. 
 
    No one moved an inch as I twiddled my fingers for a moment on the steering wheel. 
 
    Finally, I broke the silence that stretched through the cab. 
 
    “Ready?” I asked my women. 
 
    They all nodded in response and shifted their ornamental weapons into their grip, but I noticed the many looks Indy kept getting from her companions. 
 
    I acted as natural as possible while I hefted my duffel bag on my shoulder, slung my warriors’ weapons over it, and made sure my gun was in place before I leaped down to the ground. 
 
    Then I took a cautious glance at the dragon. Its red-gold eyes followed us, but otherwise it stayed completely still as we approached the city. 
 
    Indy looked slightly less like her brain was buffering, so I cleared my throat and decided to dip a toe in the proverbial can of worms. 
 
    “Your new friend?” I asked lightly as I fell into step beside her. 
 
    “I am not sure,” she said quietly. She fidgeted with a strand of her jet-black hair and looked at me with a hint of unease. “Was it alright? What I did?” 
 
    “Commanding it to stop, you mean?” I chuckled a little maniacally. “That was definitely alright by me. But… What sort of connection do you think you have with this thing? Just, out of curiosity.” 
 
    Indy gave me a soft smile of appreciation, and I was glad my lighthearted approach was helping her along. 
 
    “I’m unsure,” she admitted as she sent the dragon a sideways glance. “I feel as though I can speak to her, and she’ll understand me.” 
 
    As if on cue, the dragon gave the slightest, cat-like twitch of its long, scaly tail. 
 
    The movement had about as much subtlety as a light earthquake, and I gave my princess an amazed look as we continued on. 
 
    “Yeah, that sounds like maybe it’s accurate,” I choked out. “Super casual, too.” 
 
    Ellie giggled nervously, but Artemn outright snorted and shook her head. 
 
    “I guess we’ll find out more inside the city,” I said. 
 
    “I do hope so,” Meikha breathed as she sent Indy an elated glance. 
 
    Excitement coursed through the group, and I focused on the city as we approached. 
 
    The pyramid seemed to be the epicenter of a small district that unfolded around it like a lotus flower. Sandstone paths arced between small buildings that were oval-shaped, but peaked at the tops. Each building was made from a different colored gemstone that was shaped with smooth perfection. 
 
    The night was dark, but the rose-gold galaxy and the moon overhead bathed everything in a luminous, pearly glow. It glinted off my warriors’ decorative armor and weapons as we approached the little district. 
 
    The dusk air was warm and balmy and filled with a constant murmur of conversation peppered with the occasional shout of laughter. As we got closer, I saw that some of the gemstone buildings appeared to be little shops. Others were clearly some type of pubs, with people seated inside and out, all chattering away in animated conversation. 
 
    We joined the trickle of people weaving their way through the various sandstone paths, and I couldn’t help but smirk at how accustomed we had gotten to walking in like we owned the place. 
 
    Heads turned to follow our progress through the district. No one moved to follow us, but I heard voices lifted in question and curiosity as we passed. 
 
    I was about to comment on how oddly peaceful this place seemed when a sudden chorus of cheers and roars split the air, followed by a ground-shaking thud. 
 
    I squinted off into the distance and wondered what the hell could possibly be going on. The voices were unmistakably an arena crowd, but it was distant enough that whatever had made the ground shake under our feet must’ve been utterly massive. Were there more giant dragons here? 
 
    As we emerged from the town near the foot of the pyramid, I realized how truly enormous this thing was. Its highest platform was so far up I had to crane my neck to see it. I was pretty sure I could spot the forms of people up there, but it was difficult to tell. 
 
    The looming, rectangular entryway to the ground level was entirely covered by some sort of gemstone mosaic with abstract colors and shapes. Through them, I could faintly make out the shape of a door. 
 
    We tensed slightly as it swung open, and a dozen spear-wielding men came trooping out. My fingers twitched toward my pistol, but I kept my hands loose and my gaze open and friendly. 
 
    The guards froze in place when they saw us, and the ones in the back grumbled as they struggled to keep from running into their associates. 
 
    Their leader stepped forward. He was wearing a fearsome but heavy-looking helm that was crowned by a three-headed scorpion with wide golden wings that flared out to each side. Another set of golden wings gilded the man’s shoulders, although his spear was made out of the ordinary black uclum of the desert world. 
 
    “Who are you?” the leader commanded with a combination of uncertainty, fascination, and respect. “How did you get past Ethramne?” 
 
    Well, wasn’t that a question. 
 
    Shrugging and saying ‘I don’t know, bro, my girl’s got some wild dragon thing going on’ didn’t seem like the right foot to start off on.  
 
    Still, my princess seemed to realize some sort of explanation was definitely going to be needed. Indy took a half-step forward to stand at my side with her eyes flaring red, and she seemed prepared to speak until just the sight of her set off a strange response in the guard. 
 
    The man staggered back like he’d been struck, and he stared at her eyes with disbelief. 
 
    Then his face crumpled into an expression of deference and awed respect. 
 
    “My queen?” he whispered. 
 
    “My what?” I muttered in absolute bafflement. 
 
    Then everyone jumped as the mosaic doors flew open again. 
 
    “Balcred,” a female voice commanded. The voice was clear and sharp as a whip, and its speaker soon revealed herself as a tall, black-haired woman with a stern and imperious face. “Gather the city guard. Anyone who could make it past Ethramne must be–” 
 
    The woman froze mid-step, and her speech choked off as she took in my party of five. 
 
    Her eyes lingered on Indy for long enough that I noted their familiar red-gold colors in her own irises, and I spotted that she was wearing a jeweled golden cuff on her arm like the two I wore. 
 
    “Hoooooly shit,” I breathed. 
 
    “Sister?” the tall woman whispered. 
 
    Indy suddenly seemed filled with uncertainty. Her shoulders slumped slightly, and then she dropped into a swift kneeling position. 
 
    “Your majesty,” she said in a halting voice. “I am only a stranger to your oasis. But–” 
 
    She cut off as the tall woman knelt, grasped her by the elbows, and pulled her gently to her feet. 
 
    “Sister,” the woman said with more firmness. The fierce composure came back to her face, but her red-gold eyes shone as they looked at Indy. “You may come here as a stranger, but also as one who is returning home. No one else has the eyes of the Light Bearers.” 
 
    “I– I–” Indy stuttered. “We…” 
 
    “We?” 
 
    The tall woman gave her head a little shake, and her eyes roamed over the rest of us more closely. They lingered on my women’s gleaming armor and weapons, and the two jewel-encrusted bands on my arm. 
 
    Then she shook out her shoulders and addressed all five of us as she inclined her head. 
 
    “I believe introductions are in order,” she said. “I am Queen Natiya. I rule the oasis of Colbiri together with my sisters.” 
 
    “I am Induya,” my princess said breathlessly, and she didn’t take her eyes from the tall woman’s face until she turned to gesture at me. “This is my noble backer, King John. And these are my fellow warriors, Elsodie, Artemn, and Meikha.” 
 
    “A king,” the tall woman said in a voice of deep intrigue. Her eyes lingered again on my bracelets, and then she carefully studied my face. “Well met, your grace. Will you come in for some refreshments with your warriors? It seems we have much to discuss.” 
 
    Being called “your grace” still rattled me deeply, even if this queen was speaking to me as an equal, but I kept my face calm and composed as I nodded and thanked her. 
 
    My women all shared glances of awe and excitement as the guards parted for us, and Natiya led the way into the pyramid. 
 
    What was that I was saying about rolling with the punches? 
 
    Massive, galaxy-breathing dragon sentry. 
 
    My lover handily controlling said dragon sentry. 
 
    Discovering Colbiri was not only real, but somehow ruled over by women. 
 
    And we’d only been here five minutes. 
 
    It took about ten severely rapid blinks for my brain to catch up to all the wildly unexpected developments, but then I swiftly fell in step with the queen and Indy. 
 
    The ground level of the pyramid was one massive room. It had a raised platform at the far end that was home to nine thrones, but all of them were empty at the moment. Other than that, the room was empty except for a small selection of servants that bustled around busily. All of them stopped to stand at attention for the queen as she passed. 
 
    She gave orders with smooth practice as she walked through. 
 
    “Attend us on the summit at once,” she commanded several of the servants. Then she turned to the scorpion-helmed guard who was hovering behind us. “Balcred, see that Ethramne is well, and then resume your duties as usual.” 
 
    The guard nodded and bowed deeply. Then me and my women followed Natiya over to a set of dark stairs. 
 
    “Do you mind making a bit of a climb?” she asked over her shoulder. “I can order a litter to carry us, if you like, but I prefer the exercise.” 
 
    “We’re game,” I said with a glance at my women. 
 
    I was already impressed by this queen who didn’t feel the need to be carried all over the place on a gilded throne. As she climbed ahead of us, I took note of the blades strapped to different places on her body. She had a dagger at each hip and a longer blade across her back. A slender pointed knife with a jeweled hilt was thrust through her black bun like a hair-pin. 
 
    “You encountered no difficulties on your journey?” she asked over her shoulder. She didn’t even seem remotely out of breath from the brisk climb we were taking. “Ethramne– that’s our dragon– had to chase off three gorsicans last year, but we haven’t seen any since.” 
 
    “No difficulties,” I said. Then I grimaced. “Well, not this time, anyway.” 
 
    “John has slain two gorsicans during his travels,” Indy said boldly. “Both females. One of them was contained inside the body of a giant bull.” 
 
    “The Cursed Bull of Chihenni,” Ellie supplied in a timid voice. “Well… that was what I took it for, anyway. Until it split open and a gorsican came crawling out.” 
 
    “A cursed beast indeed,” Natiya murmured with an appalled shudder. Then she sent me a glance that was full of interest. “A king and a monster-slayer. Very admirable.” 
 
    Indy tossed her hair and nodded, and I had to hold back a chuckle. 
 
    Of all the things that could revive my princess from her absolute shock, it was bragging about me that brought her back to her usual confidence. 
 
    Damn, I loved that woman. 
 
    I was panting with effort by the time we reached the top of the pyramid, but I managed to hide it reasonably well. I looked around and let out a low whistle at my surroundings. 
 
    Despite being the smallest level of the pyramid, the upper platform was still about the size of two tennis courts. There was a gazebo in the middle of it like a bigger version of the ones we had seen lower on the pyramid, with trailing gauzy curtains and small colorful lights like Moroccan lanterns hanging from its sides. The center of the gazebo was open to the sky, presumably to allow for a better view of the gleaming, rose-gold galaxy overhead. On the rest of the platform there were benches, soaking pools, and gardens brimming with wildflowers and flowering trees, 
 
    The sound of voices on the stairs behind us made us all turn around, and we hastily moved out of the way as eight more women came hurrying up the stairs. The first thing I noticed was that each of them sported a jeweled golden cuff bracelet like mine and Natiya’s. 
 
    “Natiya,” one of them called. She was in front, and she took the stairs two at a time as she spoke. “The guards told us–” 
 
    She froze at the top of the stairs as she took in the sight of us, and the other women did the same when they joined her. 
 
    Like Natiya, these eight women all looked somewhat like Indy. They had different features, but they had similar golden skin and red-gold eyes. It looked like they ranged from about seventeen to thirty in age. 
 
    “Sisters,” Natiya greeted the women. “This is the honored King John, and his warriors: Elsodie, Artemn, Meikha, and… Induya.” 
 
    “You may call me Indy,” my princess said in a soft voice. 
 
    “Just so,” Natiya said with a smile. Then she turned to gesture at her sisters. “These are the queens Karteny, Sabree, Akelda, Temerine, Orika, Ilvi, Maisira, and Diari.” 
 
    The youngest-looking queen, Ilvi, stepped forward and took Indy’s hand in hers. 
 
    “How can this be?” she asked with a searching look at my princess’ face. “Where have you come from?” 
 
    We walked slowly toward the edge of the platform that was facing the inner oasis as we spoke. 
 
    “I grew up in Kortico,” Indy explained. “My father was my backer there, until he died. Ever since I was a young girl, he told me I was a princess, and he treated me like one. After that, I was given over to the worst of backers… until John came.” 
 
    My princess’ face softened as she looked at me, and a haze of rose-gold flashed through her eyes before she went on. 
 
    “But I never knew my family’s true history beyond that,” she explained. “Not until I met my fellow warrior Meikha, who told me what she knew of the old tales. She said my people were of a line called the Light Bearers.” 
 
    Natiya gave Indy a thoughtful look. “When our people fled from Zeratra many years ago, there were two– Idanys and Eraini– who went off in another direction. You may be their descendent.” 
 
    “And your handsome companion,” the queen named Akelda broke in. “King John… Is he from Kortico, too?” 
 
    “No,” Indy said with a shake of her head. “Kortico has no king. It is ruled by cutthroats and thieves, and I am glad to be done with it. But we have many questions about your oasis, my queens.” 
 
    “Ask what you will,” Natiya said, and she reached out to trace her fingers over Indy’s hand as we reached the edge of the platform. “Our knowledge is yours. Sister.” 
 
    Rose-gold halos spun through Indy’s eyes, and she sent me a look that secretly betrayed her nerves. 
 
    I gave her a reassuring nod of encouragement, and Indy’s expression shifted to a giddy smile before she got her thoughts in order. 
 
    “What are the arenas like here?” my princess asked as she turned to stare out over the oasis. 
 
    “The fights are fierce,” Natiya said, “but always honorable. The backers are overseen by us, the queens, and we make sure the warriors are always treated well.” 
 
    “Are there many riches to be had?” Indy asked. 
 
    “There are as many gems as there are stars in the heavens,” the young queen named Ilvi replied. 
 
    The queen named Orika looked to be the oldest of the black-haired sisters. She had a chiseled, diamond-shaped face that was softened by full lips and long dark lashes. She leaned forward now as she looked at Indy, and then she turned her eyes to the rest of our group. 
 
    “If I may pose an inquiry of my own,” she led. 
 
    Indy nodded eagerly. 
 
    “There was a prophecy here,” Orika said in a musing voice. “About a world walker and four warriors who would come to our oasis.” 
 
    My heart sped up, and I shared a quick glance with my warrior women. “Go on.” 
 
    “The prophecy said these warriors would come as four and leave as five,” the queen explained. “Five warriors who would rise to any challenge presented to them and come out victorious.” 
 
    “A ‘world walker,’” the queen named Sabree repeated. She was the shyest-looking of the queens, and she had an upturned nose and a scattering of freckles on her golden skin. “That could mean a person who travels much across the world. It is incredibly uncommon for any caravan to travel between different oases. Who else could it mean?” 
 
    I nodded, but I decided to hold back the prophecy of Bayalon for the moment. We had just met these queens, after all, and I wasn’t sure what could be gained by telling them quite yet. 
 
    Even if my mind was reeling at yet another mythical mention of a world walker among the oases. 
 
    “We should throw a grand tournament,” the queen named Temerine said suddenly. Her dark hair and red robe swirled as she got to her feet like she had too much energy to sit still. “In honor of King John and his fierce warriors– one of whom is a Light Bearer. Many riches will flow…” 
 
    “And the winner will be the fiercest of all our fighters,” Natiya finished with an admiring look at her sister. “And thus the one who will be the fifth warrior in his group.” 
 
    My eyebrows shot up at this. 
 
    Not because I didn’t like the sound of it, I was just floored by the sight of so many stunning queens suddenly bustling around in my honor. 
 
    “And then,” the queen named Karteny added with a flourish. “We can celebrate the union by sending all five of them against a foe truly worthy of the might of King John’s warriors.” 
 
    The young queen Ilvi got to her feet too, and she clapped her feet and whirled around with excitement. “Let’s make the arrangements!” 
 
    “Perhaps we should ask King John for his input first,” Orika pointed out. She smiled as she turned back to me. “What are your thoughts, your grace?” 
 
    “You can just call me John,” I said with a grin. “And I think that’s a damn good idea. I know my warriors will be eager for a chance to prove themselves here.” 
 
    My women all nodded with excitement. 
 
    The sound of voices made us all turn around, and I saw that a cluster of servants had just crested the stairs. Their arms were packed with platters, baskets, jars, and jugs full of food and drink. 
 
    We moved to a table inside the gazebo in the center of the platform as the servants crammed all the refreshments onto the table there. 
 
    Like Zeratra, the food of this oasis was a pleasant change from many of my dietary encounters in the desert world. The queens feasted with us on something similar to acorn noodles with fried fish and eggs. They followed it up with a chilled strawberry soup and some type of seed cakes. Then they poured a thimbleful of absinthe into a small jug full of sweet fruit juice, shook it, and poured it into fourteen tiny, fluted glasses for us each to drink. 
 
    If “absinthe” meant the same thing here that it did back home, then I knew it would be strong as hell, so I was cautious when I took a drink. But diluted as it was, the small drink only gave me a slight buzz with a pleasant, floaty feeling to it, and it tasted fucking incredible. 
 
    As we went into planning out this tournament that would take place to sound out the best possible warrior to join my group, I reflected that it was damn good to be King John. 
 
    There was one thing that seemed likely to be a bit of a snag, though. 
 
    “Won’t the backer of the winning warrior be a bit hesitant to part with his fighter?” I asked. 
 
    I couldn’t imagine a backer of the desert world being so willing to give up a warrior to anyone. Usually that was accomplished by duels, as far as I knew, which ended with the backer in question being too dead to protest the loss of his warriors. 
 
    But then again, this city did seem different from the others. 
 
    “I think not,” Natiya said confidently. “We will be sure to compensate him richly. And regardless, it would be an incredible honor for any backer to have his warrior claimed by such a kingly man.” 
 
    As she spoke, Natiya glanced pointedly down at the gold cuffs on my wrist. 
 
    Her look was shared by the other eight queens. 
 
    “Speaking of which,” the red-robed Temerine said in a leading voice. “I noticed that King John bears not just one, but two royal cuffs.” 
 
    “Zeratra named him their king,” Indy said proudly. “And Bayalon proclaimed him royalty as well. They showered him with many gifts.” 
 
    This was the first time Zeratra had been mentioned as one of our past destinations. The nine queens’ eyes all widened, and they seemed to forget all about my kingship. 
 
    “The Crown of the World,” Natiya said in a soft voice. “What is the state of Zeratra now? If you left there alive, I can only assume the Shadow Lords no longer hold sway…” 
 
    “No,” Indy said with a shake of her head. “Zeratra is ruled by a free council. They were most courteous to us.” 
 
    My princess left out the part about the murderous necromancers, and I thought this was a good idea for the moment, since that would probably lead into talk of Bayalon’s prophecy. 
 
    “We will discuss more later,” Natiya decided. She got to her feet and clapped her hands together. “For now, I hope you are not too sated for a night out, my friends. We would be most honored to show you our arenas… and our own prowess as warriors.” 
 
    I raised my eyebrows at this last statement. “What do you mean?” 
 
    “Tonight we will fight a giantess,” Sabree boasted. Her past shyness seemed forgotten as she tossed her hair in an Indy-like way. 
 
    “A giantess?” I echoed. Suddenly the huge, ground-shaking boom from earlier made a lot more sense. “Is fighting giants common here?” 
 
    “Only for the mightiest of warriors,” the queen named Maisira said with a modest smile. 
 
    “Of course,” I chuckled. Then I nodded and got to my feet, too. “Well, we sure as hell don’t want to miss a sight like that.” 
 
    “Excellent,” Natiya purred. She led the way across the platform, down the long, zigzagging staircase, and out the front door of the pyramid, and we were followed by a small trail of servants. “Our mothers always begged for us to be carried around in litters, sedan chairs, and palanquins, but we prefer to walk the streets and see our city.” 
 
    “And allow the people to see us,” Akelda added. Her long, straight nose and bold jaw gave her face a fierce and regal look as she strode along. “So they don’t forget who rules this city.” 
 
    “As if they could forget after seeing us in the arena,” Karteny scoffed. She sent an admiring look at my own warriors’ ornamental weapons, and then at the gleaming battle-ready ones that hung over my shoulder. “Our weapons aren’t the equal of your own, I think, but we make excellent use of them nonetheless.” 
 
    As we made our way through the town surrounding the pyramid, which we learned was named Queensyard, people instantly took notice of the queens. They all stared curiously at me and my women, too, like they were wondering who could possibly be important enough to accompany the city’s royalty. 
 
    Then they seemed to remember themselves, and they dropped swiftly into a kneeling position to honor their queens as they passed. 
 
    Some people even darted forward to present gifts to the queens as they knelt. 
 
    “My queens,” a tall, robe-clad man intoned. He knelt and offered up a gleaming golden chalice that was inlaid with a mosaic of rubies shaped into flames. “I crafted this for you.” 
 
    Orika, the eldest queen, took the chalice and turned it carefully over in her hands. 
 
    “Marvelous craftsmanship,” she declared. “I am honored to accept this gift.” 
 
    One of the servants behind us scurried forward with a large, empty basket. He retrieved the chalice from Orika and nestled it into the basket, then bowed out of the way. 
 
    This phenomenon was repeated several times as we made our way through the town. Some people presented the queens with their finest goods, food, and drinks. 
 
    We were almost out of the little town with its jeweled buildings when a short, stocky man with a pegleg stepped into our path and knelt awkwardly. 
 
    “My queens,” he proclaimed. He pulled something out of a rough canvas sack and dropped it at the queens’ feet. “I present you with the head of a traitor, Tessebo Malfane. He profaned your honor, and I ensured that it cost him his life.” 
 
    The queens didn’t bat an eyelash. 
 
    “We thank you for your service,” the one named Diari proclaimed. She swept her long black braid back over her shoulder and knelt to examine the head. “He has a jackal tattoo. The mark of a thief and a murderer. Colbiri will be better for his absence.” 
 
    The stocky man’s eyes shone at the queen’s praise, and he pressed his forehead to the floor. “It’s an honor to assist your majesty.” 
 
    Another servant scurried forward, picked up the head by its grizzled gray hair, and tucked it casually into a basket. 
 
    “My queen,” another man trumpeted. He presented the young Ilvi with something that looked like a black urn that was gilded with gold. “I offer you the ashes of Dub Kun, a dark wizard burned at the stake.” 
 
    “A most lucky gift,” the young queen murmured. “I thank you, good sir.” 
 
    I was caught between being disturbed and amused at these gruesome gifts. In some ways, this city was different than all the others I’d been to, even Zeratra. It seemed slightly more egalitarian, not to mention the fact that it was ruled over by nine badass warrior sister-queens. But when it came down to it, I thought, violence was just etched permanently into the desert world’s societies. 
 
    And it was honestly refreshing to see a new approach to the slightly barbaric ways of the oases. 
 
    We picked up our pace as we headed through the oasis, so any people with gifts were nodded benevolently at and then left to give them to the servants. People just barely had time to do a double take and stare open-mouthed at me and my women with the gleaming, ornate weapons clutched in their grasp. Whether it was because of the presence of the queens or just because things were more courteous here, no one moved to follow us directly. But I saw several people get to their feet from tables outside pubs, and they were all gathering their things together like they had somewhere important to be. 
 
    Judging by the coins that were already changing hands between some of them, this important place was the arena where the queens would be fighting. 
 
    We made our way through an eerie, colorless area the queens called Rattlemere, where everything seemed to be made from some type of bone, from the houses to the gardens to the cobblestones underfoot. Half the people traversing the area wore bone hair combs, spectacles, or necklaces. 
 
    Then we passed by a forest that seemed to be made up entirely of flowering trees. Further in, I saw that the land sloped upward into low mountain peaks. 
 
    “The Rose Arbor,” the shy queen named Sabree said as she swept her hand at the forest. “The arbor’s Gilded Peaks are home to few people, but some of the greatest warriors are counted among them.” 
 
    Then we arrived at an area that took my breath away. 
 
    Here, the rose-gold galaxy overhead dipped down in a teardrop shape to hover over an arena of utterly massive size. The galaxy’s light gave the arena an ethereal, dreamy look despite the raucous crowd that filled the sloped stadium seats around it. 
 
    Right now there were two teams of five fighting each other down below, and the crowd was making their feelings known with deafening screeches and roars. 
 
    “The Transcendence Arena,” Diari shouted to us over the crowd’s clamor. Her black braid swung back and forth as she turned her head to choose the best way down, and then she gestured to a staircase to our right. “Come.” 
 
    I walked down the stairs with my warrior women, and the queens stayed wrapped tightly around us like an honor guard. They moved with an eye-catching prowl that was shared by my own women, and every eye in the arena was glued to us as we descended the stairs. 
 
    Near the bottom of the stadium, the rows of seats were replaced by a raised platform that was about the size of two Spitfires. The back half of the platform was closed off from the crowd’s eyes by a low gazebo with thick velvet curtains, and the front half was home to nine thrones, plus a few small benches for servants. 
 
    The queens waved us into the curtained gazebo after them. 
 
    Then, as Natiya turned toward us, something seemed to occur to her. She hurriedly turned to whisper to her sisters. 
 
    My warriors and I politely pretended nothing was happening until the queens turned to us with a look of decision on their faces, and Natiya stepped forward to take Indy’s hand. 
 
    “Sister,” she said solemnly. “Would you like to join us in the arena tonight? We have room for one more in our battle against the giant, after all. She is quite fearsome, I’m certain the mediators would agree.” 
 
    My princess’ jaw dropped. 
 
    Shock, joy, and gratitude flashed across her face, and several colors danced through her eyes in quick succession as she wheeled around to face me. 
 
    My mouth suddenly felt extremely dry as I contemplated Indy going up against a giant, even with nine queens at her side. 
 
    “What are the rules of the fight?” I asked. 
 
    “This fight will be to the death,” Temerine said as she shamelessly slipped free of her long red robe. She continued speaking as she exchanged it for a short, light red tunic. “The giantess would have to kill all of us to win. If we kill her, then we win, of course.” 
 
    “Of course.” I paused as another shriek from the crowd washed over me, and I thought long and hard. 
 
    It was a little shocking to me that the queens of the oasis were going into the arena when it might easily mean their death, but then again, this was the desert world. 
 
    “When is the fight happening?” I asked. “I mean… Is it right now, or do we still have a little time?” 
 
    “It is two fights away,” the young Ilvi said in a bolstering voice. She gripped Indy’s elbow comfortingly. “Consider all you wish. If you decide not to join us, we will not think any less of you, sister. You are new here, and we have only just met.” 
 
    My princess stammered out a thanks, and we headed out to join the queens on their thrones awaiting the fights. 
 
    The black-haired women were all solemn hospitality, and they offered five of their thrones to me and my warriors. 
 
    It seemed like the queens preferred to be on their feet, anyway. Mostly they stood with their weight propped up against the arms of the thrones and discussed the finer details with us, but they also spent some time pacing restlessly, like they couldn’t wait for their own fight to start. 
 
    The new fight below was getting intense. A team of six slender, dagger-wielding nymphs with mud smeared on their cheeks was going up against twelve hobbling hags armed with bladed quarterstaffs. 
 
    Both teams proved to be a dozen times faster and fiercer than I would’ve guessed by their appearance. The nymphs fought with a series of jabs, hacks, feints, and dirty moves that made the crowd go wild, and the hags drew delighted and appalled screams all around when they teamed up to shatter a nymph’s femur with their quarterstaffs. 
 
    Then I heard several low, faint thuds from across the arena, and Natiya quickly moved close to us. 
 
    “There she is,” she called to be heard over the crowd. “Kehlire, the giantess.” 
 
    The giantess was impossible to miss. She took up the whole damn staircase as she descended across the arena from us, and she must’ve been two dozen feet tall. The audience sitting closest to the stairs all threw themselves out of the way as her blunt black greatsword swung dangerously past their heads with each wide swing of her arms. The weapon was about the size of a small tree. 
 
    “Jesus,” I muttered. 
 
    The giantess was half-covered in moss that appeared to somehow genuinely be growing on her skin. Her matted brown hair hung in thick, raggedy ropes down to her waist, and she was wearing a garment that looked part potato sack and part toga. 
 
    But her pale skin rippled with muscle, and despite the heavy weight of her steps, she moved with surprising grace for her size. 
 
    Indy stared at the giantess with a cool, calculating expression on her face. 
 
    “What is your strategy for battling her?” she asked Natiya. 
 
    “Dance around her until she grows weary,” Natiya supplied immediately. “Counter her reach with speed and teamwork. Get her off her feet, and then finish her.” 
 
    “With a cut to the neck,” Orika added as she moved in close to us. “Glancing blows to other areas are fine while she’s still on her feet, but once she’s on the ground, we need to finish her fast, before she can drag us down with her.” 
 
    “Of course.” Indy shuddered slightly. “I would not want to be in a grappling contest with that mammoth.” 
 
    “Just so,” Natiya said as she helped my princess to her feet. “What do you think, sister? Shall we fight together?” 
 
    Indy shot me a sideways look, and I recognized the pleading expression beneath her usual fierce aura. 
 
    My heart was already beating unreasonably fast, but I gave my princess a single firm nod. 
 
    Technically, she’d tamed a dragon today. Why not take on a giantess, too? 
 
    Rolling with the punches, John. 
 
    Her face glowed as she turned back to Natiya. “Sister. I will fight with you.” 
 
    The warrior queens closed around Indy, and they all gripped each other’s forearms for a long moment. 
 
    “Princess,” I said quietly. 
 
    Indy smiled at the queens as she extracted herself. I pulled a caffeine pill and thermos of icy-cold water out of my duffel bag and silently passed them over. 
 
    “Thank you, John,” Indy said softly. She popped the pill in her mouth and took a long drink of water before she looked at me with her eyes flaring. “Are you sure this is alright?” 
 
    “No,” I admitted with a wry chuckle. “That Kehlire bitch is massive. But I trust in your abilities, and the queens’ strategy seems sound enough. Just… be careful.” 
 
    My princess moved in boldly and stood on her tiptoes to kiss me like she didn’t give a shit who saw us. 
 
    I wrapped my arms around her waist and pulled her close as I kissed her back. When she pulled away, her eyes flashed with a rose-gold sparkle that matched the galaxy above. 
 
    I cast another look down at the looming giantess, and then I turned back to Indy. 
 
    “I know I don’t have to tell you this,” I said. “But do not, under any circumstances, get your whip tangled around that woman.” 
 
    My princess nodded resolutely. 
 
    “I will come out of this victorious,” she whispered fiercely. 
 
    “I know you will,” I murmured. 
 
    “And then even more people will be drawn to fight in the tournament in your honor,” she added with a toss of her hair. “By battling this fierce giantess, I will ensure that the best of all Colbiri’s warriors joins our group.” 
 
    She kissed me again, and I gripped her closely for a moment before I released her, traded her decorative weapons for the real deal, and then let her change from her decorative armor to her battle-ready replacements. 
 
    Once she was outfitted, Ellie, Artemn, and Meikha all stood, and they pressed close around Indy as they bowed their heads together. I heard my other warriors showering the princess with fierce encouragement, and I smiled. 
 
    Then it was time. 
 
    Mutters and whispers rippled around the crowd when it was seen that a tenth woman had joined the queens to stride down onto the arena. Indy looked entirely in her element as she prowled at their side. 
 
    The gargoyles in this arena looked like they were made out of pure, gleaming white diamond. Natiya stopped to convene with the leader, who had a glowing green stone in his forehead. 
 
    I saw her gesture toward Indy, and then the gargoyle stomped over to speak with the giantess’ backer. 
 
    Brief nods were exchanged on all sides, and then the gargoyles flapped up and took their perches on the free-standing, white diamond columns that surrounded the arena. 
 
    “Tonight, our beloved queens will grace the arena,” he boomed. “Natiya, Karteny, Sabree, Akelda, Temerine, Orika, Ilvi, Maisira, and Diari. Long may they reign. They will be joined by a sister of the Light Bearers’ line, Induya Fire-Heart.” 
 
    The crowd went wild like a pack of frenzied, howling hounds as they cheered for their warrior queens. I felt a rush of pride as I heard Indy’s name on their lips, too. 
 
    The gargoyle raised his voice still more to be heard over the screams, and he announced that the queens and Indy would be facing Kehlire. 
 
    When I heard the giantess’ battle name was “Bone-Crusher,” the breath went out of me in a whoosh. 
 
    “I can’t believe this is happening,” I muttered feverishly. 
 
    Ellie came and seated herself in my lap, and Artemn and Meikha leaned close against the arms of the throne I was on. This earned us some stares, but I didn’t give a fuck at this point. I wasn’t just a backer. I was a world walker and a king. My warriors carried forbidden weapons in their hands, and one of them was now about to fight at the sides of this oasis’ queens. 
 
    Against a fucking giant. 
 
    “Oh, god,” I muttered. 
 
    Down in the arena, I saw Indy let out a deep breath and shake out her shoulders. 
 
    I did the same, and I watched the scene below with grim focus. 
 
    The diamond gargoyle shifted into place on his perch and raised his voice to a thundering boom. 
 
    “Begin.”

  

 
   
    Chapter 4 
 
    The queens and Indy circled slowly around the giantess with all the deadly grace of a pride of lions. 
 
    Kehlire swung in a slow circle to try and keep them all in her view, but they fanned out around her with swift precision. 
 
    Each woman darted in and landed light slashes and jabs on the giantess with their blades. For the most part, these wounds seemed to annoy Kehlire, and she spent a lot of time lumbering back and forth and growling in dismay. The crowd was equal parts adoring and boisterous as they called out encouragement and suggestions to the queens. 
 
    Then the giantess started to get angry. 
 
    She lashed out with her absurdly long arms, and she used her fist just as much as her greatsword as she swung and hacked at her opponents. They skipped and rolled swiftly out of the way every time. 
 
    Then Ilvi darted in like a snake and hacked at the giantess’ knee with her black metal blade. 
 
    Kehlire snarled with pain and jerked her knee forward convulsively. The young queen was sent flying as she lost her grip on her blade, and the weapon stayed embedded in the giantess’ knee. 
 
    “Scrawny bitch,” the giantess bellowed. 
 
    The crowd showered her with boos, but then their cries ramped up into shrieks of terror as the giantess advanced on Ilvi like a rushing bull. 
 
    The young, weaponless queen scrambled backward on her hands and feet like a crab, but she was cornered. Kehlire loomed over her like a goddamn mountain, and the giantess raised her greatsword over her head with both hands as she prepared for an overhand strike. Then she paused like she was savoring the moment, and I got the impression she enjoyed looming over an opponent before she struck them down. 
 
    My princess darted forward and snapped at the giantess’ tree trunk of an ankle with her whip. The weighted metallic spike of the whip jabbed into the giantess’ ankle once, twice, three times, but the behemoth of a woman didn’t even seem to notice. 
 
    And yet, Indy’s face was set with a grim resolve I recognized right away. I held my breath as she hurriedly balled up her whip, pulled her arm back, and then lobbed the whole thing at Kehlire’s head. 
 
    The chain-whip went flying up and thunked right into the back of the giantess’ skull. 
 
    Kehlire bellowed like a foghorn, and she wheeled around on her heel to do an about-face with her sword still raised high. She immediately brought it slamming down toward the first thing her eyes fell on: Indy. 
 
    The crowd screamed bloody murder as the tree-sized sword came hammering down, and Indy threw herself out of the way with frantic speed. 
 
    The sword thudded into the ground. Kehlire gnashed her teeth as the impact jarred her arms, but she didn’t skip a beat. She lurched after Indy with all the focus of a hound chasing a hare. She didn’t even seem to notice the slashes and blows that the queens were landing on her calves and ankles as she chased Indy with reckless rage. 
 
    It was one of the few times I had ever seen my princess lose her nerve. She almost launched into a flat-out run as she fled from the giantess, but she managed to channel her movements into sideways skips, rolls, and feints as she evaded the wildly-swinging point of Kehlire’s massive greatsword.  
 
    My stomach clenched at the sight of this giantess chasing Indy with utter tunnel vision. 
 
    Then Natiya snatched up my princess’ chain-whip from the ground. She balled it up the same way Indy had, screamed, and chucked it at the giantess’ head. 
 
    Kehlire froze, and her arm dropped. The tip of her greatsword scraped harshly across the ground as she turned slowly with an expression of murderous rage. 
 
    The queens were all fanned out facing her, and she scoured her eyes over them like she was trying to decide which one of them was guilty. Everything was silent for a moment. 
 
    Then she raised her head and let out a scream of fury like a trumpeting elephant. 
 
    My princess chose this perfect moment to strike. 
 
    The noise of the giantess’ rage was eclipsed by the audience’s shrieks and screeches of delight. Fingers pointed and feet pummeled eagerly against the floor as Indy rolled away from the giantess’ ankle and left a bright, streaming red gash right in Kehlire’s Achilles’ tendon. 
 
    “Hell fucking yeah!” I growled. 
 
    Ellie cuddled closer to me as she wrapped her hands around mine, and Artemn and Meikha both joined hands as we all leaned forward to watch. 
 
    The queens closed in around the giantess like wolves as Kehlire’s knee buckled. The crashing sound of the giantess hitting the ground melded with the audience’s roar of approval. 
 
    Kehlire lashed out with her greatsword as she fell, and the approaching queens all scattered away from it. 
 
    “Get her,” Ellie whispered with her delicate fingers clenching into mine. “Get her, Indy!” 
 
    The ten women all looked as small as mice as they darted away from the giantess, but they moved with grim and graceful focus as they spun away from the wide, sweeping arcs of her sword and fist. 
 
    Kehlire snarled with rage as she stumbled awkwardly to her feet and charged at Diari in a fast, hobbling limp. Then she abruptly changed course and hurled herself at Karteny with her blade swinging. 
 
    The queen danced back, but not far enough. The point of the sword skimmed across her shoulder, and blood gushed freely. 
 
    The crowd groaned in dismay. The sound doubled when Kehlire managed to send her beach ball-sized fist slamming into the nearby Sabree’s ribs. 
 
    The slim, freckled queen went flying back like a rag doll and slammed right into one of the diamond pillars that surrounded the arena. Then she slumped to the ground with her eyes shut and her mouth open. 
 
    Thousands of voices shrieked with alarm as the giantess lumbered toward the fallen warrior. 
 
    “Sabree!” Akelda screamed. Her bold jaw was clenched with fear, and yellow flared through her eyes as she ran toward her sister. “Wake up!” 
 
    Kehlire swung her hand in a wide, flat arc and swatted Akelda aside as easily as she might swat a fly. The breath hissed out of her as she hit the ground dozens of feet away from her unconscious sister. 
 
    The other queens rushed to Sabree’s aid. Most of them moved in to close around the fallen queen with their backs to her, while a few darted in and out to hack at Kehlire’s shins and ankles. 
 
    But nothing would deter the giantess. The queens closed in with their backs to Sabree in a defensive position, and they had brave faces on, but they suddenly seemed incredibly small as the giantess loomed over them. 
 
    As much as the queens’ expressions assured me they had this shit handled, the sight seemed ominous to me. 
 
    I searched the arena desperately with my eyes. “Where the hell is–” 
 
    A warlike scream echoed through the whole stadium as Indy came out of nowhere. She sprinted forward and vaulted herself up onto the giantess’ back. Then she gripped her blade with both hands and grunted with effort as she drove the sword into Kehlire’s kidney. 
 
    The giantess roared and arched her back with pain. The crowd’s fresh screams hammered at my ears, but I hardly heard them as I watched Indy cling to the hilt of her weapon while the giantess convulsed in agony and rage. 
 
    In front of her, Sabree raised her head groggily and gave it a shake. Her eyes flared wide as she took in the thrashing giant, and then she hurried to crawl away. She scrambled to her feet and joined her sisters completely unnoticed by Kehlire. 
 
    The ground shook as the giantess staggered to her knees again. Her arms swung wildly back to try and grab onto Indy, and one hand came within an inch of my princess’ face as Kehlire swiped furiously at her. 
 
    Then Natiya and Akelda streaked in like twin missiles. Akelda dropped to her knees and used her palms to boost Natiya up for a flying leap at the giantess’ face. 
 
    The queen was silent and deadly amid the chaos as she drove the point of her black sword right into Kehlire’s eye. 
 
    The giantess’ wail was absolutely deafening. 
 
    “Oh, god,” Artemn groaned with suspense as she pounded her fist against the arm of the throne. “Oh, god, oh, god… She’s furious.” 
 
    The tumult of the crowd washed over us like a roaring tide. It almost eclipsed the giantess’ yammering shout of rage as her eye was drowned in a red deluge of blood. 
 
    Now, Indy managed to jerk her blade free from Kehlire’s back. My princess rolled safely away, and I saw her golden chest heaving as she gasped for air. 
 
    Then panic took over her face. 
 
    “No!” she screamed. 
 
    Kehlire had her gigantic hand wrapped around Natiya’s entire torso. As her tree branch-sized fingers closed around the queen, Natiya choked and gasped. She clawed vainly at the giantess’ fingers to try and pry her grip loose. Then she slumped helplessly as the pressure around her ribs tightened. 
 
    Indy came back in as a golden, black-haired blur. Her blade rammed into Kehlire’s neck, right underneath the giantess’ jaw. 
 
    I lost all self-restraint at this point. 
 
    “Yessss!” I yelled as I shot up to my feet and gripped Ellie tightly to hold her upright. She trembled against me as we watched to see the outcome. 
 
    Indy’s teeth gritted as she twisted her blade savagely, and then she jerked it free in a swift red rush. The giantess’ whole body convulsed violently, and a gurgling snarl erupted from her lips. 
 
    Indy ignored the blood that drenched her head and swiftly backed away as the giantess went into her death throes. 
 
    The thud of Kehlire’s body hitting the arena floor was ground shaking, and after a few more jerks, the giantess lay completely still with her glassy eyes staring sightlessly up into the sky. 
 
    The princess and the nine queens all raised their swords in triumph as the gargoyles boomed out their victory. The crowd’s tumultuous screams, cheers, and whistles were underlaid by a distant roar, and sparkling light flashed bright overhead.  
 
    I looked up and saw a shower of rose-gold stardust shooting up from the edge of the oasis to join the galaxy above. 
 
    The roar had a triumphant sound to it, and I had a feeling the far-off dragon could sense the queens’ victory somehow, and she was giving us a light show to express it. 
 
    The glittering light washed over the ten golden-skinned women as they bowed, and then the entire audience sank into a kneeling position as one. 
 
    Natiya straightened up and looked around at the crowd. 
 
    “Rise,” she called. 
 
    The audience burst into fresh whoops and shrieks of adoration as they stood. The stern-faced queen’s features curved into a smile, but she raised her hands for silence. 
 
    A hush fell over the arena, and Natiya spoke at a shout to be heard all around the giant echo chamber of a stadium. 
 
    “Tonight, we fought with a long-lost sister at our side,” she called, and she made a grand, sweeping gesture at Indy. A chorus of whistles rang through the crowd, and Natiya waited for them to quiet down before she went on with a gesture toward the dais where I stood with my other warriors. “She comes with her fellow warriors and her backer, John, a traveler and a king of distant lands.” 
 
    The crowd shrieked and whistled again with as much admiration as they had shown for the queens, and I tried my best not to let it go straight to my head as I raised a hand in acknowledgment. 
 
    Once the screams had died down, Natiya went on. 
 
    “In their honor, we will hold the greatest tournament Colbiri has ever seen,” she cried. “Not only to celebrate the fierce power of our oasis’ fighters–” 
 
    The crowd whooped and clapped, and Natiya’s smile broadened. 
 
    “… but also to sound out the single best warrior Colbiri has to offer,” she continued. “This fighter’s destiny is to join King John’s warriors and have a place fighting at their sides to prove themselves against the most fearsome opponent to ever exist!” 
 
    There was a split second of silence before the audience screeched their approval and stamped their feet in a thunderous display of excitement. The sound echoed around the arena like rapid gunfire, and Natiya waited for it to die off completely before she finished her speech. 
 
    “The first fights begin in three days,” she cried. “Backers, ready your prized warriors. Warriors, prepare to be at your fiercest. The tournament will wage for three weeks, and the winner will join King John’s warriors in the arena the next day. Her backer will be made a rich man for the rest of his life, and his other fighters will be esteemed beyond measure. Good luck!” 
 
    Another tidal wave of cheers washed over us as the queens bowed again and strode over to climb up to the dais. 
 
    They bounded up to join me and my warriors, and they were followed by the Life-Savers. The green-haired women immediately started to fuss over Sabree, Karteny, and Akelda. They tried to examine Natiya, too, but she waved them away. 
 
    “Just some cracked ribs,” she said with a shrug. The careless motion made her wince ever so slightly, but only for a moment. “They will heal on their own.” 
 
    “So,” I said in my most casual voice. “Who exactly holds the title of ‘the most fearsome opponent to ever exist?’” 
 
    “Would you spoil our surprise?” Natiya asked in a teasing tone. The colors in her eyes coiled in tight circles and then zipped around her pupils together like a cat chasing a mouse. “You will be delighted with her, I promise.” 
 
    Our conversation cut off as Indy barreled past the queen and into my arms. I pulled her close and rocked back against the throne slightly to keep my balance. 
 
    Then I pulled her away by the shoulders just enough to look into her eyes. Her face was slick with the giantess’ blood, but I cupped it in my hand anyway. 
 
    “Hey, legend,” I greeted her casually. Then I got more serious. “You were fucking incredible out there.” 
 
    “Was I?” Indy purred. She glowed as she accepted a kelp-like chunk of Life-Saver hair and used it to wipe her bloody face. “Well, I did fight with Colbiri’s royalty at my side.” 
 
    Natiya smiled. “If anyone had doubts about you having the blood of the Light Bearers in your veins, they are gone.” 
 
    Karteny approached with a giddy smile as she adjusted the kelp-like bandage that was wrapped around her shoulder.  
 
    “Shall we retire to the pyramid?” she suggested. “We can discuss the tournament a bit more before we turn in.” 
 
    Everyone nodded their agreement, and we headed up the stadium stairs. 
 
    The crowd immediately parted for us, and everyone knelt as the queens passed them by. 
 
    The staircase we climbed now was a different one than the stairs we had entered the stadium by. It took us out near the edge of a district with rounded buildings made from rose-quartz and pale pink stucco. As we watched, three men galloped down the street on horses with trumpets at their lips and filled the air with wild blasts. 
 
    A few doors immediately swung open. People dressed in rich silks and jewels stepped out and hurried down the street after the riders. 
 
    “Announcements for the tournament,” Sabree explained. The color had come back to her freckled face, and the dazed expression in her eyes was gone. “For anyone who was unlucky enough to miss our fight.” 
 
    As the queens led us back past the Rose Arbor and down the cobbled bone road of Rattlemere, I felt a thrill of excitement at how fast word was being put out about this tournament. 
 
    It was still settling in that I was going to gain another warrior woman in just over three weeks, and I felt a wave of giddiness more potent than the feeling I’d had after drinking the absinthe beverage earlier. 
 
    We wove our way through the jeweled buildings of Queensyard and headed back up the pyramid stairs. Then we paced to the edge of the platform and sat.  
 
    For a few long moments, we just gazed down at the oasis. 
 
    It was fully dark outside, but the light from the galaxy overhead was enough to cast everything into stunning shades of rose-gold. Brighter lights shown from lanterns of all colors in the cities. Some patches of forest glowed with their own light, while another reflected the galaxy’s glow in an odd, glinting way that almost seemed metallic. 
 
    The gleaming galaxy was incredibly similar to the rose-gold sparkles I frequently saw in Indy’s eyes. Between that and the shadow of the giant dragon I could see slumbering at the edge of the oasis, there were a million questions spinning through my mind. 
 
    “So,” I said after a moment. “About, uhh, your dragon… Ethramne, right?” 
 
    The queens all nodded in a matter-of-fact way. The concept seemed so normal to them that it made me struggle with how to phrase my question. 
 
    Luckily, my princess seemed to have some intuition on this. 
 
    “I felt a connection to her as soon as we approached,” Indy said to the queens. “Something I have never felt. I… I was not even aware of the existence of dragons before, other than Spectrids, of course. And I was even less aware of the fact that I might have some sort of magical bond with one. Yet when I commanded her to stop, she obeyed. What is the nature of this connection, my queens?” 
 
    “Ahh,” Maisira murmured. “We are so accustomed to Ethramne, it’s easy to forget that it’s not so for others. This dragon is woven into our past, starting with our escape from Zeratra.” 
 
    “How so?” Indy asked with intrigue. 
 
    “When the Shadow Lords began to get the best of our ancestors back in Zeratra,” Karteny began, “they started seeking out the means to escape. The wind folk, our allies, were able to make journeys out to scout the desert. They couldn’t travel extremely far, of course, but they could go farther than the rest, and each could carry one passenger with them.” 
 
    At the mention of the wind folk, Meikha perked up immediately, but she crossed her hands in her lap and continued to listen. 
 
    “This was how our ancestors came upon the dragons,” Akelda added. “The creatures lived far out in the desert. According to our tales, the connection was just as mysterious as it was instantaneous. We’re not sure how, but our ancestors felt this connection, and then solidified and deepened it with some sort of magic spell.” 
 
    “The dragons agreed to part with one of their hatchlings,” Temerine said. “That hatchling was Ethramne. Our ancestors took her back to Zeratra and raised her in secret, high up in the mountains. When she was large enough, our forefathers took her out to scout further for a new home.” 
 
    “The way was very, very long,” Diari added. “The two passengers took as much food and water as they could manage. One passenger was always a Light Bearer, and one was a wind warrior. When Ethramne grew tired, the wind warrior could use her powers to assist with her flight.” 
 
    Meikha seemed to be drinking in every word of these wind folk, and her tawny eyes were shining as she listened to the queens. 
 
    “Eventually they came upon Colbiri,” Natiya said. “The oasis was fresh and unspoiled, a beauty to behold. Our ancestors and the wind folk decided this would be our new home, and they traveled there in batches. The last of them barely made it out of Zeratra in time. The Shadow Lords were at the height of their power then.” 
 
    “So that is the story of how we are connected with Ethramne,” Karteny finished. “Your direct ancestors parted ways with ours, true, but it must have been after the bond was formed. That bond is something that’s passed down through generations.” 
 
    There was a brief silence as my women and I digested this. 
 
    “How old does that make Ethramne?” I asked with curiosity. 
 
    “Several hundred years,” Diari said with a shrug. “Dragons live forever, as far as we know.” 
 
    “Right,” I said in a casual voice that didn’t betray the fact that this was all completely staggering to me. 
 
    Even though the fact that my princess had command of a centuries-old, immortal dragon was fucking bonkers. 
 
    I could see that Meikha seemed to be bursting with questions, so I decided to raise the matter of my wind warrior’s ancestors. 
 
    “You mentioned that you were allied with the wind folk,” I said to the queens. “My warrior Meikha here has the powers of the wind. Just like Indy, she’s always wondered where her people came from… and where they went, too.” 
 
    “I never knew my parents,” Meikha put in. “That is something I came to terms with, of course, as I grew up in Volluz, but I was always searching for some trace of my family’s history. According to the tales, Zeratra may have been where they lived before. I never found out where any of them ended up afterward, though– other than myself, of course. It was hard not to be curious.” 
 
    Natiya’s eyes were sad as they studied Meikha’s face. 
 
    “Our ancestors were closely allied with the wind folk,” she said in a quiet voice. “They played a vital role in our escape from Zeratra, and we will never forget it. But once they got here, they longed to explore the world more. They were never content to stay in one place. It was not in their nature, perhaps.” 
 
    “They took Ethramne out on longer and longer journeys,” Diari said. “Eventually they took her so far it almost killed her. After that, we pleaded with them to give up on these ventures.” 
 
    “They agreed not to take Ethramne anymore,” Karteny said. “But they still wished to explore. So they went out, carried by their own winds, in search of new places and new sights.” 
 
    “Eventually, one of their parties did not return,” Natiya said in a soft, sad voice. “They sent another party out to search for them, with some of our own people in it, but that group did not return, either.” 
 
    “And so on, and so on,” Maisira said with a sigh. “Until they were all gone. Every last one of them.” 
 
    “I am very sorry,” Natiya said gently. “It is a sad tale, I know.” 
 
    Meikha nodded, and tears shone in her tawny eyes as she wrapped her arms around herself. 
 
    Finally, she lifted her chin bravely. 
 
    “It is better to know than to be left wondering,” she said. Then she bowed her head. “I thank you for the gift of this knowledge.” 
 
    Indy leaned over to hug her fellow warrior, and we were all silent for a while. 
 
    The fact that we had not only found Indy’s people but discovered this crazy dragon-bond was something that would take me a while to digest. 
 
    There was something else on my mind, though, and I glanced at the nine queens as I turned the matter over in my head like a puzzle. 
 
    These royal women had welcomed my princess with open arms and invited her to fight at their side in the arena. I knew by now that this was one of the highest honors imaginable. 
 
    The queens had even accepted me as a king and a player in their own prophecy, and organized a tournament in honor of me and my warrior women to help us find a new member of our group. 
 
    At this point, it seemed logical to let them in on Bayalon’s prophecy. At first glance, this city had no signs of necromancy, but looks could be deceiving. After all, Zeratra had seemed like an oddly nice place until we found out about the Exalted women. 
 
    I was sure that if there was anything like that going on in Colbiri, these women would want to seek it out and end it immediately. 
 
    “Earlier, we discussed a prophecy that was made here in Colbiri,” I finally said. “But that isn’t the first prophecy I’ve been mentioned in.” 
 
    The queens all stared at me with interest, and Natiya motioned for me to go on. 
 
    “In Bayalon, one of the mediators received a prophecy hundreds of years ago,” I explained. “It said that at the end of a blood summer, a legion of the reborn would be raised by the thieves of souls, unless a world walker struck at the heart of the rot.” 
 
    “A world walker,” Maisira murmured. “The same wording as Colbiri’s prophecy.” 
 
    “Yeah,” I said with a slight frown. “Who received your prophecy, exactly?” 
 
    “Her name was Molahe,” the red-robed Temerine replied. “She was a moss hag and a woods witch of the Glimmering Grove. She died long ago, but the nuns of Dimglow recorded her words.” 
 
    Natiya leaned forward. “So, you are the world walker in another prophecy. Do you know the exact meaning of this term?” 
 
    “That’s me,” I said with a chuckle. “And it doesn’t just mean someone who travels far within this world. It means someone who has walked in multiple worlds.” 
 
    “Multiple…?” Diari whispered. 
 
    Eh. Why not? 
 
    I told the queens about who and what I was in the most straightforward way possible. 
 
    Like with Bayalon’s council of elders, the queens of Colbiri didn’t seem as blown out of the water by this fact as I myself had been when I first drove through the portal. 
 
    But then again, these women had lived in a world full of magic for their whole lives. They even had a mystical connection with a giant, galaxy-breathing dragon. Odds were that this shit really wasn’t that unthinkable to them in comparison. 
 
    I was relieved that the queens seemed far more interested in my ventures in the desert world than they did in asking about the world I was from. 
 
    They listened in total silence as I went over everything we’d heard in Zeratra. Their faces got grimmer and grimmer as I went through the Scazaths and all the nefarious shit they had done. 
 
    But by the time I got to the end, the queens’ fierce faces were full of admiration. 
 
    “Zeratra did well to name you king,” Natiya praised. “You wiped a dark scourge from their oasis.” 
 
    “We did our best.” I smiled. “And it worked, at least in Zeratra. I left instructions there to never let that shit happen again, and I’ll be back to make sure they’re enforced. But…” 
 
    I paused and gathered my thoughts for a moment, and the queens waited patiently. 
 
    “The whole reason I knew to be on the lookout for necromancy there was because of Bayalon’s prophecy,” I said. “And there had already been some signs of necromancy in Bayalon itself. The mediators put a stop to it, but still, that in itself proves that this could be more widespread. It could be happening in other oases. So now, that’s a part of what I’m looking for in my travels. Not only arenas for my warriors to fight in, but any signs of necromancy, so I can end that shit. So… I’m wondering if you’ve seen anything, even the slightest sign, of something like that here.” 
 
    The queens all shook their heads in unison. 
 
    “We keep a close watch on our oasis,” Orika promised. “We often mingle with the common people, and we have informants in every corner of Colbiri. If there was any hint of such a thing, we would nip the poisonous bud far before it had the chance to bloom.” 
 
    “That’s the impression I got,” I said with a nod. 
 
    “But we will be sure to watch closely,” Diari promised. “And if we catch any sight of such a thing, we will cut it out from our oasis, root and stem. This vow we make to you.” 
 
    The queens all bowed their heads for a long moment as if to solidify this deal, and I returned the gesture with gratitude. 
 
    Then our discussion turned to the tournament that would be held here. 
 
    “You are able to return here quite easily, you said?” Maisira asked. When I nodded, she got a contemplative look on her face. “Perhaps it would be best for you to return a few times before your warriors’ fight. Once a week, perhaps? If that seems appropriate to you, of course. Seeing you would remind the people of your fierce warriors, and of the reason they’re fighting in this tournament– for a chance to go against them and to join them. An incredible honor.” 
 
    “That makes total sense,” I agreed. “I think it’s a great idea. We can do once a week. And now that we’re on the topic… Is there any more you can tell me about this fearsome opponent my warriors will be facing?” 
 
    The queens all shared a look of coy innocence and batted their eyelashes at me. 
 
    “She is a most magnificent foe,” Akelda promised. “The whole oasis will be bewitched by your fight against her, I am certain of it. Your victory will be etched into their memories forever.” 
 
    I couldn’t help but chuckle at the almost seductive expressions of hunger on their faces, like they were already picturing this glorious victory. It reminded me so strongly of Indy that I felt like I was seeing nine copies of my princess for a brief moment. 
 
    Despite the mystery I was itching to know more about, satisfaction and excitement coursed through me as we made more plans. The queens’ confidence in my warriors’ victory against their oasis’ most fearsome and mystery-shrouded fighter was an incredible boost to the buzz I already had going. 
 
    “It is well that we’re throwing this tournament to find your next fighter,” Temerine mused. “Odds are, that warrior will be at your side in any battles to come.” 
 
    This was still slightly dizzying to me, but I nodded. 
 
    Then Natiya said something that was even more dizzying. 
 
    “And so will we.”

  

 
   
    Chapter 5 
 
    “What?” I asked as I stared around at the queens. 
 
    They all looked at each other and shared a nod. 
 
    “Necromancy is a great evil,” Maisira said with solemn fierceness. “What you described in Zeratra is a heinous, deplorable crime. No person should ever be put through such torture, especially not an honored warrior. The women of our world are intended for more glory. If such a thing is discovered to exist somewhere else, we will be glad to play a part in ending it at your side. Forever.” 
 
    “But how?” I asked with confusion. 
 
    I couldn’t envision a practical, foolproof way to make this idea work unless we had enough time to plan well ahead, which might not be the case. 
 
    But then Natiya reached into her pocket and pulled out a glossy, gleaming black scale, and she handed it to me.  
 
    “A gift for you, King John.” Natiya bowed her head. 
 
    “A dragon scale?” I asked. 
 
    I accepted the offering and turned it over carefully in my hands. 
 
    The dark, iridescent scale was oddly heavy. I felt like I was holding a small piece of armor as I ran my fingers over its teardrop shape. Instead of being fully concave like I might’ve expected, the narrow end of it flared out, and it came to a razor-sharp point that was covered with tiny barbs. 
 
    “Indy may use this scale to call upon Ethramne, and us, at any moment,” Natiya said with calm intensity. “No matter where you are– at least in this world, I suppose– Ethramne will be able to find and come to your aid. And we will be riding on her back, to do the same.” 
 
    “This is one hell of a gift,” I murmured as I turned the dragon scale over in my hand. I was careful not to skim my fingers too much across its wickedly sharp end. “Are you sure? And what if the journey is too long for Ethramne?” 
 
    “With the scale to guide and pull her, her journey will be swift and true,” Akelda explained. “There is a great enchantment laid over this scale. It’s one of three that our ancestors made after the disappearance of the wind folk, in case such a thing ever happened again.” 
 
    For a few moments, I had to just sit and allow myself to be stupefied by the full meaning of this offer. 
 
    These badass warrior queens were offering their assistance– and the assistance of their dragon– in a potential deadly necromancer battle. 
 
    “Ethramne can be quite deadly when the need arises,” Natiya added with a grim smile. “Her teeth and claws are like the sharpest of knives, and the end of her tail is barbed. Not to mention, she can provide us with much dragongleam to have at our disposal during battle.” 
 
    My ears perked at the strange term, but I had to assume dragongleam was something to do with the strange galaxy it breathed. 
 
    “Thank you,” I said softly. I shared an awed glance with Indy. “This means everything to us.” 
 
    My princess agreed fervently as she accepted the dragon scale from me. 
 
    She examined the gleaming black scale and then looked back up at the queens.  
 
    “How do I summon her?” she asked. 
 
    “You must hold the scale to your heart,” Natiya explained. “Think of your wish to summon her to your aid, and say her name out loud. Then say ‘to me.’” 
 
    My princess repeated these instructions again until they stuck. 
 
    “This is a mighty gift, my queens,” she said solemnly. “How can we possibly repay you?” 
 
    “No repayment is necessary,” Karteny said with a fierce smile. “We are thrilled to discover a long-lost sister, her fellow warriors, and of course her noble backer, King John. And if there is a dark force like necromancy threatening our world, then it is very much our business, no?” 
 
    “I guess that makes sense,” I chuckled. “Do you know how long it would take Ethramne to reach us once Indy summoned her? If we were far away in another oasis, I mean.” 
 
    “We are not entirely sure of the time frame,” Diari admitted. “We trust in our ancestors’ magic, as we have used it for ourselves in many ways, but we are not knowledgeable about the mechanisms behind things like the enchanted scales.” 
 
    “Got it,” I murmured. “Does it only work once? If not, it would be nice to test it out– just right now, to see if Ethramne can sense the call. We wouldn’t summon her to fly across the desert for no reason.” 
 
    “It should work as many times as necessary,” Natiya said with a nod. “Let us try it twice now to be sure. Indy, try simply saying Ethramne’s name, to see if she can sense you. But do not say ‘to me,’ otherwise the pyramid might become a bit too crowded.” 
 
    The queens chuckled with amusement at this as my princess moved the scale to press it against her heart. 
 
    “Ethramne,” she whispered. 
 
    From the nearby edge of the oasis there was a soft trilling sound, and a throaty roar rang out. 
 
    Then Ethramne raised her head and belched out a cascade of rose-gold galaxy dust to join the matter floating overhead. 
 
    “Very good,” Karteny said with a clap. “Again.” 
 
    Indy tried for a second time, and the same thing happened. 
 
    “That’s fucking awesome,” I whooped. 
 
    The queens smiled modestly and shrugged. 
 
    But for me, this was nothing to shrug over. 
 
    Even after visiting the desert world on many occasions, I never would’ve imagined having a magical, dragon-summoning scale at my disposal until today. The fact that these queens were willing to give us such a gift was fucking amazing. 
 
    And after what I had seen them do in the arena, it meant just as much that they were personally willing to come fight at our sides if necessary. 
 
    “One more thing,” Natiya said. “Let us go down to the library. We have something else for you.” 
 
    I wondered what more these queens could possibly have to offer us as I followed them downstairs and into a room that was lined from floor to ceiling with shelves. Most of them held books, but there were cubbies with skulls, small chests, lamps, candles, and more. 
 
    Natiya strode over to one of the shelves that lined the wall. She reached up to grab a large glass bottle that I had thought was some type of lamp at first.  
 
    The thing was about as big as her head, and it was filled with gleaming light. 
 
    But as she approached us with it, I saw that the light came from a familiarly hazy, rose-gold glow and clusters of misty orbs like the starry ones that dotted the galaxy overhead. 
 
    “It’s beautiful,” Indy breathed as she held it up to eye level and stared into its gleaming depths. 
 
    “Beautiful,” Natiya agreed. “And useful, too, I think. Watch.” 
 
    She took the bottle, uncorked it, and then turned it upside down. 
 
    The light came spilling out. It moved in a way that almost made it seem liquid, but then it stopped and hovered in midair like a gas. When it settled, there was a tiny version of the galaxy that hung above the oasis. 
 
    Natiya’s eyes flared as she stared at the little galaxy, and she slowly raised her hand, palm-up. 
 
    The galaxy rose up to follow the motion of her hand, and we all watched in awe. 
 
    “We, the Light Bearers, have power over this substance,” Natiya explained. She trailed her fingers through the air in languid motions while she spoke, and the little galaxy followed her movements. “We call it dragongleam.” 
 
    “How does it work?” Indy whispered as she gazed at the swirling galaxy. “And why?” 
 
    “No one knows why the dragons can breathe out this gleaming material,” Maisira said. “All we know is that once our ancestors had settled down here in Colbiri, they had more time to explore their bond with Ethramne, and soon they discovered that they could not only command her, but manipulate her dragongleam.” 
 
    Natiya lowered her hand and turned to face Indy. “The important thing is that we think you may have this same power.” 
 
    Colors rushed through Indy’s eyes as she gazed back at Natiya, but uncertainty was written on her face. 
 
    “Try,” Natiya urged. “Reach out with your mind. It may help if you close your eyes the first few times.” 
 
    “With my mind…” Indy frowned, but she nodded resolutely, and her red-gold eyes fluttered shut. There was a long moment of silence, and then she gasped. “I think I can feel it. It feels… bright, and soft.” 
 
    “Good,” Natiya murmured. “Now, try to make it move. Use your hand to help you direct your willpower and send the dragongleam where you wish.” 
 
    Indy raised her hand slowly. At first the motion seemed awkward and unnatural to her. 
 
    But then the little galaxy started to move. 
 
    It rose up and down to follow the motion of Indy’s hand. Then she pressed her fingers together and did the same sort of motion she might use if she was stirring something with a spoon. 
 
    The galaxy slipped into a slow, lazy spiral in response. 
 
    “Whoa,” I muttered. 
 
    It was undeniably badass that my princess could manipulate this mystical dragongleam stuff, but it also made my head spin.  
 
    What even was this? Telekinesis? 
 
    But I guess it didn’t matter what it was. 
 
    What was important was that not only was Indy absolutely loving this, but it was also something that she might be able to use to our advantage. 
 
    Its movement died down as my princess’ eyes flew open, and she gave the queens an exhilarated smile.  
 
    “I did it!” Indy hissed. 
 
    “And very well, for your first time,” Orika said with a proud smile. “But that’s not the best part.” 
 
    Indy gave her a questioning look. 
 
    “The dragongleam can be used as a weapon,” Orika clarified. “And a defense, too. You can gather it around you like a shield, or you can send it after someone else to impede their movements, even snare them as if they’re caught in a trap. With much skill, you can even enchant it to scald an enemy.” 
 
    “Come,” Natiya said with a little clap of her hands. “We will show you.” 
 
    I watched in awe as the queens showed Indy how to direct the matter to move wherever she wanted it to, and even to wear it around her like a cloak of stars. 
 
    At one point Natiya aimed a testing jab at Indy’s abdomen. Her hand was immediately rebuffed, and she even winced slightly. 
 
    “Very impressive,” she said with an admiring look at Indy. “Did you do that on purpose?” 
 
    “Do what?” I asked with confusion. 
 
    “It stung me,” Natiya explained as she shook out her hand. 
 
    “It wasn’t planned,” Indy admitted. “It was instinctive. I did not mean to injure you, your grace.” 
 
    “No harm was done,” Natiya said with a smile. Then she carefully used her hand to scoop the galaxy back into the bottle. “This is our gift to you, sister. You may bring it home to practice with, if you wish, and then we can help you train more when you return here.” 
 
    “That would be useful as hell in a necromancer battle,” I said with appreciation. “Not that we have one planned out at this point, but…” 
 
    “It would be excellent to have in battle,” Akelda agreed. 
 
    Then I turned to something else that had been on my mind. 
 
    “While we’re on the topic of battling necromancers,” I said in a leading voice. “The mediator of Bayalon mentioned something that gave me reason to think there might be something going on in Deninde. Do you know anything about the place, or anything that might be happening there?” 
 
    “Deninde…” Akelda murmured. She stroked her bold, sharp jaw in thought. “I am not sure. But we have a book of Molahe’s sayings. After it was known that she had the power of prophecy, the nuns were sure to record almost every single word she spoke.” 
 
    Akelda looked around, and then she made a beeline for one of the shelves. She knelt and ran her finger along the spines of the books until she found one with a midnight-blue cover and words stitched into it in gold thread. 
 
    “‘The Musings of Molahe,’” she murmured as she opened the book and set it on a table of polished ebony. She slowly rifled through the pages. “A good deal of it seems to be nonsense, especially toward the end. But when you said Deninde, there’s something that rang a bell…” 
 
    She mumbled softly to herself as her eyes darted down the pages. 
 
    “Ah,” she said. “Here it is… ‘In the city of circles, the edges have already begun to rot. The lonely ones will be the first to turn, unless the key-bearer awakens the guards of stone.’” 
 
    “The city of circles,” I repeated with a frown. “Do you think that’s Deninde? Why?” 
 
    Akelda nodded. “I believe so. We have some old tales about Deninde that were passed down by word of mouth. So some things may have changed… but one thing that was said is that the city is built in many concentric circles. The best arenas were said to be at the center. The districts lie in the other circles, and the outskirts of the widest circle were the wildlands and desolate places of the oasis.” 
 
    “Interesting,” I said. The wheels in my brain were turning fast. “The prophecy lines up a lot with what I heard Bayalon’s mediator say.” 
 
    I quickly laid out the gargoyle’s exact words about one of their kind that was “larger than life but frozen in time” being awakened to right a great wrong in one of the oases, and I mentioned the stone gargoyles I had seen that surrounded Deninde when we drove past. 
 
    “One of those mediators would be the ‘guard of stone,’ then,” Natiya said with interest. “I wonder why only one of them would be awakened, though… Would the mediators not have given them all the power to come to life?” 
 
    “No idea,” I said with a shrug. “But this seems like a good enough start. What else can you tell us about Deninde?” 
 
    “Hmm…” Akelda rested her elbows against the ebony table and propped her chin in her hands. “From what I remember, Deninde has a fairly quiet history. It was customary for backers to essentially become hermits with their young warriors for many long years before they brought them to the arenas to fight. After that, they would spend their time going between the arenas and their homes out in the wilderness.” 
 
    “Why would they do that?” I asked. 
 
    “Potions,” Akelda said wisely. 
 
    I stared at her in confusion, and she hurried to explain. 
 
    “Potions were said to be very influential in Deninde,” she explained. “Every backer was just as much a potion brewer as they were a backer. They made many magic potions to enhance their warriors’ abilities. That was part of the reason for their hermitude– they wanted to keep their recipes and their fighters’ related abilities as secret as possible, so they couldn’t be copied as easily.” 
 
    “Gotcha,” I muttered. 
 
    This situation definitely seemed like it held the potential to harbor necromancy. Living in isolation could give those backers plenty of time and space to hatch all sorts of evil plans. I didn’t want to get too trigger-happy here, but it certainly seemed worth investigating. 
 
    Then Sabree started to yawn, and Natiya gave her a close look. 
 
    “You are pale again,” she murmured. “You must get some rest. That giantess sent you tumbling quite badly.” 
 
    The freckled queen nodded sleepily, and her sister put an arm around her shoulder. 
 
    “You will stay the night, yes?” Natiya asked me. “The top three levels of the pyramid are yours, if you would have them.” 
 
    I gave her a surprised look. “I’m not sure if we need all that space… but we would love to stay.” 
 
    I glanced at my warriors to make sure this sat well with them, and they all nodded. 
 
    “They’re yours anyway,” Natiya said with a smile. “They have every amenity you could wish for. There should be plenty of fresh food, too, but I’ll send some servants up with a hot supper for you.” 
 
    We thanked the warrior queens, and they all gave Indy another hug before they trooped down the stairs. 
 
    Then I ascended with my women to explore the top three floors. 
 
    “It really is like a palace,” Meikha whispered as we stood on the top level. “So many riches.” 
 
    The room was filled with plush cushions, soft rugs, and rich blankets. One half of it was separated from the rest by a stucco counter, and the area was packed with baskets, chests, carts, and vessels full of every food imaginable. 
 
    I ate some fruit that looked like plums and tasted like apples with my warrior women while we waited for our dinner, and we drank some sweet, cider-like beverage that was held in a big glass pitcher. 
 
    Then the servants came with our food. 
 
    “Damn,” I murmured as I stared at the gourmet-looking meal. 
 
    “The queens have sent us a feast,” Indy moaned blissfully. 
 
    The food was fucking delicious. There was some soft, flaky type of fish that tasted vaguely like smoked salmon with grilled corn and watercress, plus rye pudding with cubes of crispy sesame bread. We ate it with a drink that was a frothy white color and tasted like whiskey, but was full of golden flecks that had a honey-like flavor to them. 
 
    Afterward, I picked up something that looked like half a coconut. It was sitting face-up like a bowl, there was a spoon in it, and it was filled with a creamy white substance that looked like whipped coconut flesh. 
 
    It smelled distinctly like peppermint, though, and I dipped the spoon into it to take a cautious bite. 
 
    “Yep,” I muttered. “This tastes exactly like peppermint.” 
 
    I had no idea what this fruit was, but the inside was creamy and fluffy with a distinctly peppermint-like flavor. Even the coconut-like shells were edible, with a crunchy texture and a smooth chocolaty flavor. 
 
    “Okay,” I exhaled afterward. “This oasis definitely has the best food.” 
 
    My warriors all nodded vigorously in agreement. 
 
    Then Indy got to her feet. 
 
    “I must bathe,” she sighed. “I still have giantess blood in my hair.” 
 
    “I think I saw a bath on the next floor down,” I said immediately. “I’ll show you where.” 
 
    I led my princess to the stairs, and my other women smiled innocently as they stretched, yawned, and headed for the canopied bed. 
 
    The next level was filled with gleaming mirrors, golden bathtubs, and jars full of perfumed oils. 
 
    “There’s already water in here,” I commented as I stood by one of the tubs. I hovered my hand over the surface and then dipped a finger in. “And it’s super warm.” 
 
    “Lovely,” Indy sighed, and she immediately stripped off her clothes. “Will you join me, your grace?” 
 
    I smirked as I let my pants fall to the floor, followed by my shirt. 
 
    Indy picked up one of the jars and gave it a delicate sniff. 
 
    “These are just like our scented bath oils back home,” she whispered. “Only better.” 
 
    She took her time choosing two and then poured a few drops of each into the tub, and a smell like vanilla and lavender immediately swam up from the water. 
 
    Then I climbed into the tub after Indy. 
 
    The golden tub had two benches inside. They were at the perfect height to sit on, and I sighed with pleasure as the warm water enveloped me. 
 
    I grabbed a soft washcloth after a while that was draped over the rim of the tub, soaked it in the water, and reached out to pull my princess gently onto my lap. First, I carefully wiped any remnants of blood from her face. Then she ducked halfway into the water, and I slowly massaged her scalp as the water turned red. 
 
    “Mmmmm,” she moaned as my fingers threaded through her hair. “Very nice…” 
 
    By the time Indy’s hair was clean, the water around us was straight-up red. 
 
    I glanced around at the several other tubs that dotted the room and shrugged. 
 
    “Time to get the rest of us clean, I guess,” I chuckled. 
 
    Indy followed me over to the next tub. The water was just as warm, and I quickly lifted my princess to set her inside before I followed. 
 
    I sat down, and then I pulled Indy onto my lap again with less gentleness than before. Her eyes flared pure red as she looked at me, and rose-gold galaxies danced through them. 
 
    “Tonight I did not only feel like a princess,” she confided in a soft yet fierce voice. “I felt like a queen.” 
 
    “You fought like a queen,” I said as I traced a hand down her golden neck. “The most badass queen imaginable.” 
 
    My princess gave me a coy smile. 
 
    “Then perhaps I can give you a royal command,” she said archly. 
 
    “Oh?” I raised my eyebrows as I moved my hand under the water to toy with her nipple. 
 
    “Y-yes.” Indy shivered and paused for a moment as she drank me in with her fiery eyes. “My command is for you to take me here and now, John, in this bath. So hard and fast that the tub shakes, and I forget everything except your name, and how it feels to be fucked by such a magnificent king.” 
 
    I leaned forward to kiss her, and then moved my lips down to her neck. “I think that can be arranged.”

  

 
   
    Chapter 6 
 
    “Ahhh,” Indy shivered as I bit her neck. 
 
    I kissed her more deeply as I moved my hands to cup her ass. Then I pushed her back and held her by the shoulders. 
 
    “You are my king, John,” my princess purred. “I think now it is time for you to command me.” 
 
    “Hmmm.” I raised my eyebrows and considered this for a moment. “Stand up.” 
 
    My princess’ full lips curved into a wicked smile as she rose to her feet, and she did exactly what I wanted without me even asking. 
 
    First she turned in a slow circle that displayed every inch of her stunning, naked form. 
 
    Drops of water beaded and clung to the swell of her breasts, hips, and ass. The drops all reflected the soft golden glow of the room like a thousand diamonds, and it accented every lush arc of Indy’s body. 
 
    Everything about her was perfect. Her supple golden curves could’ve been sculpted by a master artist, and her dripping black hair hung all the way down to the small of her back. Her flaring eyes were the most vivid picture of lust I could’ve imagined, with all the fiery shades in the world playing out inside them. Her fierce, bold face was softened slightly by longing. 
 
    I stood and traced my hands over her small, dark nipples, and I moved my hands to grip her ass again as I kissed her. 
 
    “Oooh,” Indy breathed. 
 
    She giggled as I whirled her around and bent her over the edge of the tub. Her arms folded, and she grasped the golden rim of the tub with her fingers. They squeezed tighter as I lowered my body over hers, and a thrum ran through both of us as I kissed and bit her neck from behind. 
 
    Then I moved my cock to her entrance. I felt the pleasure pooling in my groin, and I was filled with a blazing urge to fuck my black-haired warrior. 
 
    Her usual stubborn fierceness seemed to thaw under my hands as I held her, and she arched greedily back to take all of me inside her as I eased my cock into the taut, gripping warmth of her passage. My pulse pounded in my ears, but I could still hear the breathy gasp she let out as I moved to cup her breast in my hand. I accelerated my thrusts, and the water sloshed around my legs. 
 
    Then I sat down and pulled her down on top of me with a splash. 
 
    She floated down through the water to hover over my cock, but then she stopped there. My breath hitched as her hand groped down to grip my length, and she stroked my shaft several times. Then she turned to face me, took a long, deep breath, and slowly submerged herself under the surface. 
 
    The water was warm, but Indy’s lips were warmer. They brushed teasingly against me before my princess wrapped them around my cock, and I felt the hunger in her movements as she slowly took more and more of me into her mouth. 
 
    The plush warmth of her lips moved up to the base of my cock, and I groaned as my full length was hugged by the wet warmth of her throat. 
 
    I wound my hands into her hair as I allowed the pleasure to consume me, but I paid attention to make sure she wasn’t running out of air as I guided her movements with increasing speed. 
 
    A shower of bubbles erupted from her mouth. I instinctively clenched my hands a little tighter as the bubbles grazed against me, but then I quickly let go. 
 
    My princess surfaced and gave me another naughty smile. 
 
    “Was that good?” she purred. 
 
    “That’s an understatement,” I whispered. 
 
    “You are my king,” she murmured against my lips. “This is how things should be done.” 
 
    She took a deep gulp of air and then sank down into the water again. 
 
    My whole body prickled as Indy swallowed my cock with single-minded focus. My hips jumped up in short, sharp bursts until another shower of bubbles came up from below. 
 
    When she surfaced again, I grabbed her by the waist and pulled her back into my lap. 
 
    “I need you,” I growled against her lips. “Now.” 
 
    Then I turned her around and lifted her enough to guide her onto my cock. She relaxed against me as I pulled her slowly down, and pleasure flowed through me as every inch of me was sheathed in her passage. 
 
    I made the water splash around her breasts with quick upward thrusts. I kept one arm wrapped around her waist and moved my other hand down to tease her between the legs. 
 
    “Oh, John,” she whimpered as she leaned back against me. “King John…” 
 
    As she moaned my name again and again, I groaned and let myself spiral into the perfect oblivion that was Indy. I clutched her tight against me with each upward buck of my hips, and her chest heaved in the thrashing water until her whole body convulsed with the force of her climax. 
 
    I let her ride out the quivering waves of her orgasm, but then I stood up to bend her over the tub again. I gripped her by the elbows and fucked her relentlessly until she spasmed against me for a second time. 
 
    “Fill me, John,” she whined. “Fill me with your seed.” 
 
    The force of my own climax burned through me, and I buried my full length in the soaking heat of her pussy as my seed burst out of me at last. She whimpered and rocked back against me, and I ground my hips insatiably against her with each wave of cum I sent rushing into her womb. 
 
    I reached up to stroke my finger across her lips, and she sucked it as she continued to quiver against me. 
 
    “My… king…” she mumbled against my fingers. 
 
    “My queen,” I murmured in response. 
 
    Indy shivered as I finally released the last spray of cum inside her, and as I eased my cock out of her, she arched her body into a catlike stretch. 
 
    “And I thought baths couldn’t get any better,” she sighed. 
 
    I smirked as I lifted her out of the tub and then climbed out myself. 
 
    After that, I hunted around until I found a thick, plush towel, and I slowly dried my princess’ body with it. She stood completely still except for the small quivers that ran through her every time my fingers brushed her skin. 
 
    Afterward, she wrapped the towel around herself, grabbed a new one, and slowly returned the favor. Her long fingers traced over every possible inch of my skin as she dried me, and I gave her another long kiss. 
 
    Then we returned to the room where my other warriors were already fast asleep. 
 
    I fell into the bed in my boxers, and Indy crawled in completely naked. Within minutes, she was breathing softly against my chest as sleep claimed her. I drifted off not long after. 
 
    We all slept long and hard, and despite being the last to fall asleep, I was the first to wake up. I looked at the women slumbering in bed around me and smiled to myself before I slowly eased out of bed. Then I got dressed and went to open the door so I could look down on the oasis. 
 
    The sun was just rising, and it lit the land below with a soft morning glow. I had to admit to myself that Colbiri was pretty damn beautiful, even if you didn’t count the mystical, glowing galaxy overhead. Swaths of lush green wilderness were broken up by a patchwork of fields and hollow valleys, and a sapphire-colored river wound through the land like a gleaming ribbon. Its waters wove in and out of the forests, and in the west it gathered into deep pools with a blue-violet color. A tall ridge of mountains rose up in the southwest corner of the oasis, and a few smaller peaks jutted up out of the central, flowering forest known as the Rose Arbor in the center. From a distance, I thought I could see the tiny forms of people on top of the dawn-lit slopes. 
 
    A pair of arms slid around me from behind, and then Indy slipped her way into my arms. 
 
    “Good morning,” she purred without a trace of sleepiness. “Did you sleep well?” 
 
    “Of course.” I grinned as I traced my fingers across her cheek. “Did you?” 
 
    “Always when I am with you,” my princess murmured. She rested her head against my chest as she looked out over the oasis. “It is a beautiful place, no?” 
 
    I nodded. “The council was right when they said this was one of the fairest oases. And it seems like the queens have things under a pretty tight rein here, too.” 
 
    “It is admirable,” Indy agreed. “You would do as much if you ruled over this place. I am sure of it.” 
 
    “I would,” I chuckled. “But let’s stick with just one oasis to rule over, hmm?” 
 
    Indy smirked and shrugged. “For now.” 
 
    The sounds of yawns and mumbles made us turn around, and I saw that my other women were waking up. 
 
    About ten minutes later, the servants came to ask if we wanted to join the queens for breakfast. 
 
    We walked up to the top platform of the pyramid and joined the queens under the gazebo. Then we ate fresh peaches, soft buttered bread, and deviled eggs as we watched the sun complete its appearance over the horizon. 
 
    “We are glad that you came to Colbiri,” Natiya said as she placed her hand over Indy’s again. She moved her eyes to me and smiled warmly. “We will ensure that this tournament does everything necessary to elevate the fiercest and most skilled warrior that our oasis holds. In three weeks, you will leave Colbiri with a fearsome new warrior and many more jewels to your name, King John.” 
 
    “Thank you,” I said with sincerity. “I think we’re all incredibly glad we came here, too.” 
 
    “So,” Karteny said. “We will see you back in one week, yes?” 
 
    “Absolutely,” I said. 
 
    We finished our breakfast, and Indy hugged the nine queens long and hard before we left. 
 
    As we walked through Queensyard toward the edge of the oasis, Indy stuck close to Meikha’s side. 
 
    “I am sorry we were not able to find your wind people, Meikha,” she said softly. 
 
    Meikha sighed and shrugged her shoulders as I wrapped an arm around her. 
 
    “It was not meant to be,” she said. “And now that I know, at least I can have closure.” 
 
    I squeezed my wind warrior tight against me before we parted ways to climb into the cab. 
 
    The incredible dragon seemed to watch every move we made, but she didn’t shift or part her enormous maw this time. She only offered what I could have sworn was the subtlest of nods, and Indy returned the gesture. 
 
    Sure, okay. That was a thing now, I guess. 
 
    We drove back north on the moonstone road as the sun came up higher in the east. It felt like everything that had happened in the last twelve hours was really setting in for all of us, and Indy kept the glass bottle full of galaxy dust held tight in her lap for the whole ride through the desert. 
 
    I kept a tight grip on the wheel and glanced over at the bottle as we hurtled through the gleaming fog. Nothing about its appearance changed, and by the time we touched down on Earth, it was still entirely the same. 
 
    Logically, I guessed this made sense. The magical powers that Artemn and Meikha held within them still worked in both of our worlds, after all. So it didn’t seem that surprising for a magical substance to remain unchanged after our journey, too. 
 
    Aside from the obvious “hooooly shit, we have a magical jar of galaxy dust in Washington” thing. That would forever strike me as utterly surprising. 
 
    “This is a wondrous gift,” Indy sighed as she clutched the bottle to her chest. “I cannot wait to practice with it.” 
 
    “You will be formidable with your starry shroud, Indy,” Meikha said with admiration. “And the queens said it can be used as a weapon, too.” 
 
    “Maybe we’ll stick with practicing the defensive stuff first,” I suggested as I thought back to how we had practiced with Artemn’s powers. “So you establish your control over it. Then the queens can teach you about using it as a weapon on our next visit.” 
 
    “That would be wise,” Indy agreed and tilted her head. “I wonder if I could even use this in the arena in other oases…” 
 
    I raised my eyebrows. “In fights where magic is allowed, I don’t see why not. But I guess we’ll cross that bridge when we come to it.” 
 
    On our way home, the road was more crowded than it had been on our past journey. Spitfire was getting plenty of stares with her new paint job, and my chest swelled with pride at the sight. 
 
    Then a blue minivan cruised past us, and three kids popped up like groundhogs to tug their arms furiously in the air like they were pulling a truck horn. 
 
    I grinned as I obliged, and the kids all punched the air with triumph and waved at me. 
 
    “The puny children are admiring John’s mighty chariot,” Indy said with a toss of her hair. 
 
    “As they should,” Ellie said sweetly. “I think it’s adorable. Look how happy they all are.” 
 
    I grinned at my blue-haired warrior, but when I noticed a touch of pink on her cheeks, and the completely loving way she looked out at the children in the minivan, I felt a peculiar stirring in my gut. 
 
    She’d certainly be the cutest mother either world had ever seen. 
 
    I almost forgot I was driving as this thought rushed to the forefront of my mind. Suddenly, I had a zombie stare as I looked at the road ahead without really noticing much of anything. 
 
    And I pretty much ran on autopilot for the rest of the drive, too, because the mental image of Elsodie smiling up at me in the sunshine while she cradled her growing belly was actually beautiful enough to render me senseless. 
 
    Was that possible? For me to have children with women from other worlds? 
 
    I mean, it should be possible. Why the hell not? Needless to say, we hadn’t been cautious in the slightest about our lovemaking. For all I knew, any one of my women could be pregnant already. 
 
    My legs went a little numb. My palms heated to a blistering degree, but I barely registered how hard my heart was thumping. 
 
    Because weirdly enough, this thought didn’t terrify me. It excited me. Even knowing that my lovers regularly went into deadly arenas and fought incredibly scary opponents, I wasn’t terrified. 
 
    My women always fucking won. There was no way I’d put them in a situation where I didn’t truly believe they’d be okay. 
 
    And honestly, the idea of my warriors fighting their asses off, earning riches, and completely wiping the floors of arenas with the blood of their lessers, all while carrying my children, did alllll kinds of things to stoke that stirring heat in my gut. 
 
    Holy shit, I might really want that. I might seriously want children with these outrageously sexy and lethal women. 
 
    And if it was possible… would mine and Ellie’s child have blue hair? Or brown hair? 
 
    Would a child of Indy’s have galaxies in her eyes just like her mother, or be considered a princess in the desert world since she was born to a king of a father? 
 
    Oh, my god, could Artemn birth a mini version of herself with tiny little wings, but my own gray-green eyes? Would she have to deliver in the desert world to avoid doctors questioning what the ever-loving fuck was going on with my child? 
 
    My child. 
 
    Our children. 
 
    Damn, I liked the sound of that. 
 
    But the places we traveled to were so… violent. Hell, my lovers and every person in the stands thirsted for blood and glory, and I was right there with them. I wanted nothing but to see my lovers rise and become the most admired and feared warriors to ever grace an arena. 
 
    Then I recalled the peace of Colbiri. The way the queens fought without fear, and the way their subjects honored them and would never threaten their livelihoods in the streets of their oases. 
 
    It could be done. Even in the savage desert world, safety could be balanced with might and utter badassery. Somehow. 
 
    So why couldn’t I– a king, a backer, a damn trucker– have a future filled with gloriously pregnant lovers, adorable children, and riches and glory beyond our wildest dreams? 
 
    What if a guy like me could actually have it all? 
 
    “Are you alright, John?” Indy asked. 
 
    I nearly jumped out of my skin. 
 
    “Huh?” I blurted out, and I blinked to find the road toward our house was about to pass us by. “Oh, sorry!” 
 
    I managed to slow down and turn in time, but I kept my eyes straight ahead in case any of my women noticed the way my face had suddenly flushed with color. 
 
    At the cabin, I backed Spitfire into her usual spot in the garage, and then we headed inside while I forced my brain to completely ignore every mind-tingling thought I’d just been basking in. 
 
    One thing at a time, John. One thing at a time… 
 
    “We’re going to train harder than ever for this fight,” Artemn vowed as she headed for the gym. 
 
    “The jewels will fall like a glimmering rain,” Indy said dreamily. “Right into John’s pockets.” 
 
    I chuckled. “I’ve gotta admit, I like the sound of that.” 
 
    I was feeling just as energized about my women’s training as they were, and the prospect of gaining another warrior in my group just supercharged things as the week went by. We spent the bulk of our time focusing on my warriors’ training and nutrition, since that challenge would be coming first, but we devoted some time to establishing our knowledge of Deninde, too. 
 
    On Wednesday, our meal-prepped dinner was prime rib over a fluffy potato pancake with a red wine sauce and brown sugar-glazed carrots. We ate it with a side of baby corn, potato, and a few slices of pork with a corn chowder sauce poured over it. 
 
    The cooking process was always fun when I was working together with my warrior women, from the occasional hilarious kitchen incident to watching them lick red wine sauce off each other’s fingers afterward. 
 
    The meals themselves were always rewarding, too. I didn’t think my warrior women would ever get used to how delicious and decadent this food was compared to what they’d been eating before in the desert world. 
 
    And that was just fine, because I’d never get over how fun it was to treat them to it. 
 
    “Let us get down to business,” Indy announced as we all pushed our plates to the side. 
 
    “To defeat the Huns,” Ellie chanted softly. 
 
    I chuckled as my warrior women launched into a chant of the song from Mulan, which we had watched on our latest movie night. 
 
    But when Indy brought out the paper and pen, everyone got more focused. 
 
    Ellie and Artemn hurried to clear the dishes away while Meikha ran to grab our map and small collection of books from Zeratra. 
 
    At the top of a fresh sheet of paper, Indy penned out the word Deninde. 
 
    Then she started listing off what we knew in bullet points as we went over it. 
 
    “Deninde is one of the Southern Stars,” Meikha began as she ticked things off on her fingers. “This name was for the majesty of their fighters. They were also part of the old trade route before the great heat came.” 
 
    “Which means Deninde probably had a close connection with the other Southern Stars,” Ellie said thoughtfully. “What were they called, again?” 
 
    Artemn pulled the map closer to her and glanced down at it. “Novecas and Inanit.” 
 
    “They’re closer to each other than any of the other desert cities we know of,” I pointed out. “So those close relations could have lasted a bit longer than usual after things started to heat up. That’s something we’ll have to keep in mind for later.” 
 
    “Just in case the necromancy has spread to the other two,” Indy said with a nod as she scribbled this down. 
 
    We went over some more details, right down to the idea of flying some sort of white flag from Spitfire’s antennas to communicate that we were arriving in peace. 
 
    After all, there was still some chance that these giant gargoyles had already come to life. If there was any extra measure I could take to ensure my dreamboat wasn’t crushed by one of those big stone bastards, I fully planned on taking it. 
 
    After we had made more plans for Deninde, my warriors did some light sparring and bathed, and then we turned in for the night. 
 
    These types of otherworldly preparations felt even more surreal because of the fact that they were mixed in with everyday activities and excursions here on Earth. 
 
    One of these excursions was coming up fast: My second date with Abbey. 
 
    This time we had arranged to go watch a movie at a local drive-in theater, so I headed down to pick her up a good forty-five minutes ahead of time. 
 
    When I pulled up by the curb next to Hide ‘N’ Seek, Abbey’s pink-haired head immediately poked itself out the door. She scanned her eyes over my Bentley and then looked away with an impressed yet disappointed expression. 
 
    I realized suddenly that the tinted windows meant she probably couldn’t see it was me. That, or she wouldn’t have even thought to check closer to see who it was, considering the fact that I had previously picked her up in my dingy old station wagon. 
 
    So I hopped out of the SUV and strolled to the door of Hide ‘N’ Seek. It was locked, so I rapped my knuckles lightly on the door frame. 
 
    I took a sharp step back as the door popped open like a jack-in-the-box. 
 
    “Oh!” Abbey gasped. “It’s you. I thought…” 
 
    Her eyes roamed back to the Bentley parked behind me, and she stared with fascination. 
 
    “Did you rent this for tonight?” she asked. 
 
    “Nope,” I said crisply. “It’s a recent purchase. I was pretty due for an upgrade, so…” 
 
    Abbey’s blue eyes bulged, but she nodded and turned back to me. 
 
    “I’ve just finished closing up,” she said brightly. “So we’re good to go.” 
 
    She locked the door to the store behind her and then followed me slowly toward the Bentley. 
 
    She was looking at the SUV like she was afraid of even breathing in close proximity to it, so I swept into a deep, joking bow before I opened the door for her. I was rewarded by a stifled giggle as Abbey boosted herself up into the seat. 
 
    When I joined her from the driver’s side, she had her eyes closed and her head tilted back against the headrest. 
 
    “Ahhhh,” she murmured. “This is incredible. Not that I didn’t like your car before! But this… Wow…” 
 
    “It’s definitely an improvement,” I said as I put the Bentley into drive. “And I think it’ll be perfect for watching a movie in.” 
 
    The sun had just gone down when we got to the drive-in, and I carefully backed the SUV into its spot. 
 
    My pink-haired date immediately hopped out to follow me around to the back. I opened the trunk, scooted aside the picnic basket I’d packed, and leaned in to open the three hampers in the back one at a time. 
 
    The first one held two bottles of champagne and two small, fluted glasses. The second held silverware for our meal, and the third had a thick, plush cashmere blanket inside. 
 
    With a flourish, I laid out the plush blanket for us to snuggle up on. 
 
    “This is amazing,” Abbey gushed as she got cozy. “And definitely the most luxurious picnic I’ve ever been to.” 
 
    I smiled as I poured a small glass of champagne for both of us, and I was glad I had decided to go all-out with this picnic-movie combo as I pulled out our first dish. 
 
    Just a few months ago, I never would’ve dreamed I’d be able to pull a baller move like this on a date. But something about knowing how set up I’d be for the rest of my life made me want to really seize the moment and enjoy the fuck out of things like this. Especially with such a beautiful date beside me. 
 
    The food I brought out first was a combination of a gourmet meal and finger food that I thought would be perfect for the drive-in, and it was still warm from the heated compartment I had packed it into. The little shish kebabs had honey-glazed pork belly, shrimp, and scallions on them, and Abbey’s eyes widened in delight as soon as she laid eyes on the food. 
 
    We dug in as the movie started, and everyone got quiet around us. 
 
    “I can’t believe you’ve never seen this,” Abbey whispered as Beetlejuice started to play. 
 
    “I’ve never been a huge movie person,” I confessed. Then I thought of the movies I had now watched with my warriors in the lounge of the cabin. “Not until recently, anyway.” 
 
    The movie was offbeat and quirky, and it got a few good chuckles out of me, but what made it better was Abbey’s adorable but slightly unhinged giggle that happened at a few choice times during the movie. 
 
    “Say it!” she growled along with Beetlejuice. Then she wheezed with uncontrollable giggles with a few small, dainty snorts thrown in. 
 
    A few cars over, a pickup truck bed full of college-aged guys glanced over. Their mildly irritated expressions immediately dissolved into amusement as they saw Abbey collapsing against me with giggles racking her body. 
 
    When the movie was over, she sighed and popped a last piece of chocolate brownie into her mouth.  
 
    “What did you think, John?” she asked. 
 
    “It was pretty damn funny,” I admitted with a chuckle. “Not as funny as your Beetlejuice impressions, though.” 
 
    The pink-haired woman gave me a cheeky smile. 
 
    Then my thoughts faded out for a second. 
 
    I hadn’t been lying about the movie, but along with that, there were several parts of it that had randomly reminded me of the desert world. The green-skinned receptionist had an uncanny resemblance to a few nymphs I had once seen in Bayalon. The guy with the shrunken head reminded me of one of Zeratra’s backers in a way that was both hilarious and slightly unnerving. 
 
    Between these things and my upcoming plans for the desert world, my head was almost spinning with things I couldn’t tell Abbey. Like the fact that I was planning to scout and annihilate any necromancers that could be found, and that this plan may or may not involve a giant, galaxy-breathing dragon and a squadron of giant gargoyles potentially coming to life. 
 
    And honestly, out of anyone I knew on Earth, Abbey would fucking love to hear about every little bit of it. 
 
    In fact, it just seemed insane not to tell Abbey about all this, and the feeling just increased as we went from discussing the Neitherworld Waiting Room to what we would do if there was a zombie apocalypse. The Scazaths’ plan with the Exalted women had been similar enough to an army of sentient zombies that my mind kept straying back to it as we spoke. 
 
    Then we reached a lull in our conversation and realized everyone was packing up to leave. 
 
    “Hey,” I said as I stepped quickly away. “Give me just a second. I need to make a call, and then we’ll get going.” 
 
    Abbey nodded, and I paced around toward the front of the Bentley as my fingers flew across the phone screen to dial Indy’s cell number. 
 
    “Yellll-oh,” my princess answered solemnly. 
 
    “Hey,” I said quickly. “Listen, I have an idea, and I want all of your input. Can you put me on speaker?” 
 
    “Yes, John,” Indy said obediently. 
 
    I quickly launched into my idea of telling Abbey, and my reasoning for why. 
 
    “Number one,” I said. “She’s amazing, adventurous, and open-minded as hell. Number two, she knows so much about weapons and armor– she could probably anticipate what type of armor would serve best just based on the weapons your opponents would be wielding. Plus, if anyone would appreciate the wild craziness of the desert world…” 
 
    “It’s Abbey,” Artemn finished. “I approve.” 
 
    My other warriors immediately echoed this sentiment. 
 
    Hearing them agree settled what I had already been thinking about, and I nodded briskly as I thanked my women and hung up the phone. 
 
    Then I went to pack up our picnic so we didn’t linger too long after the movie was over. 
 
    I knew Abbey would take me at my word even with something that sounded absolutely insane, but still, I thought this might cross some sort of line for believability. I knew my pink-haired date would be craving something that proved my words, even if she wanted to believe them. 
 
    I couldn’t exactly take her through the foggy portal here and now, but I had something that proved the existence of the magical beyond a doubt: my warrior women. I was pretty sure Artemn, Meikha, or Indy using their magic would be a sure enough sign that this wasn’t all some elaborate joke. 
 
    Plus, the fyrox thing was a definite “otherworld” flag. 
 
    “Listen,” I said as I tucked the basket away in the back of the Bentley. “I moved to a new place sort of recently, and I’ve been having a lot of fun hanging out with Indy, Ellie, Meikha, and Artemn there. We’ve got a nice patio, a lounge, and a hot tub. So I was thinking you might want to come hang out for a while?” 
 
    “With you and your shieldmaidens?” Abbey asked giddily. “Hell yeah!” 
 
    “Cool.” I grinned as I hopped in the car. 
 
    For most of the drive north, we passed the time with the easy conversation that came so naturally to me with Abbey. 
 
    Driving always helped me organize my thoughts, and I found this was true even with the prospect of sharing such a massive and complicated secret. 
 
    And the longer we drove, the more certain I felt that I wanted to let Abbey in on this. She was beautiful, cute as hell, and badass in her own Earthly way. I wanted to take things further with us, and there was just no feasible way I could do that while keeping such a huge part of my life a secret. 
 
    When we pulled up outside the cabin, Abbey’s jaw dropped. 
 
    “This is your place?” she gasped. 
 
    “Yep,” I said with a proud smile. “Another recent upgrade.” 
 
    “This place would be an upgrade from just about anywhere,” the pink-haired woman murmured. 
 
    Then I pulled us into the dark garage and parked the car. 
 
    “Hey,” I said as I killed the ignition. I figured this was a good time to broach the big topic, before we were hit with any distractions. “There’s something I’ve been wanting to tell you.” 
 
    “You can tell me anything,” Abbey said immediately. Her tone was full of warmth and excitement, and it brought an immediate smile to my face. 
 
    “When you mentioned that you wanted to join my group,” I said, “I told you that the reason you couldn’t was because it was, uhhh… a sexual thing.” 
 
    “I remember,” Abbey said with a nervous giggle. 
 
    “Yeah,” I chuckled. “Well… That was true, in a way. But that wasn’t the main reason. In fact, that wasn’t even half of it.” 
 
    “I’m intrigued,” Abbey murmured. Then she hesitated. “Does this mean you’re going to let me in on the reason, then?” 
 
    “Yeah.” I rubbed my jaw and took a deep breath. “This is going to sound absolutely insane, but…”

  

 
   
    Chapter 7 
 
    “About six months ago, I was on one of my truck routes,” I started. “My engine was acting up, so I decided to pull over and call a mechanic.” 
 
    I almost couldn’t believe I was doing this as I went into the story of how I first stumbled on the foggy portal. I brought back every detail I could remember, and Abbey listened with her blue eyes wide. 
 
    Part of me expected her to interrupt with a million questions, but she stayed totally silent as I explained the fact that I had literally driven into another universe. 
 
    Then I went through the story of how I had first stumbled into Kortico and dueled a backer for Indy. After that, I was a little more brief in describing the exact sequence of events I’d gone through in the desert world, but I went into plenty of detail for things that I figured Abbey would be most curious about, like the desert monsters and the crazy, cutthroat dynamics that were so common in the oases. 
 
    I skipped over the part about being named King of Zeratra, because I figured those intricacies could wait ‘til later, but I didn’t hold back when I went over Colbiri, its galaxy-breathing dragon, and Indy’s shocking connection to the creature, not to mention the nine fierce queens who ruled over the oasis. 
 
    When I finished, Abbey was silent for so long that I started to worry I had broken her brain. 
 
    “Abbey,” I said in a low voice. “I know this is, uhhh, a lot to–” 
 
    “Hell yeah!” the pink-haired woman whooped. “Oh, I knew it!” 
 
    I stared at her with a mixture of surprise and amusement. 
 
    Then she opened the SUV door, leaped to the ground, and started to dance in circles with her hands in the air. I couldn’t hold back a laugh as I got out and strolled around the front of the Bentley to join her. 
 
    “I knew it!” she howled. “I totally knew it! The universe is just too crazy… I always said, there’s no way that there isn’t something else out there. Some magic, some crazy, mystical shit, and this… This is it! It’s you! Well, your women. Your shieldmaidens. And… Oh, my god, oh, my god…” 
 
    I snorted with laughter, but then I got more serious. “You really believe me, then?” 
 
    Abbey stopped her dancing and stood upright as she faced me. 
 
    “I know you wouldn’t lie to me, John,” she said in a calm, reasonable voice. Then her blue eyes got thoughtful. “Although it would be pretty nice to have some sort of concrete proof of the mystical…” 
 
    “I thought you’d say that,” I said with a smile. “Come on in. I have something to show you.” 
 
    Abbey stopped inside the doorway of the cabin and stared around at the foyer with her mouth slightly open. When her eyes found the crown and helm-wearing skulls on the mantelpiece, she gaped openly. 
 
    “Are those real?” she asked in a hushed, eager voice. “Wait. Is that… Is that the proof?” 
 
    I glanced at the skulls and chuckled. 
 
    “They are real,” I said. “And I did get them during my, uhh, travels, but that’s not what I was talking about. What I was talking about is something a little more shocking. And awesome.” 
 
    I followed the sounds of practice weapons clashing together into the home gym area. 
 
    Abbey’s face lit up when she saw my women, and she gasped in awe at the sight of them sparring in earnest. 
 
    I put two fingers in my mouth and whistled. 
 
    My warriors immediately straightened up out of their crouches. When they spotted us, they came sprinting over. 
 
    “Abbeyyyy,” Ellie shrieked. 
 
    She and the pink-haired woman clutched at each other in a hug, and my other warriors joined in. 
 
    Then everyone stepped back, and my women all had their eyes fixed on Abbey’s face. 
 
    “She knows,” Artemn said softly. “Doesn’t she?” 
 
    “Yep,” I said calmly. “But, uhh… Well, as you kinda know by now, hearing about the existence of magical shit is a little different for someone on Earth than it is for someone in the desert world. Here, there really is no magic. So…” 
 
    “Abbey wants proof,” Indy finished. 
 
    I nodded. “And I was thinking, what better proof is there of the mystical than my warriors’ magic?” 
 
    Indy nodded matter-of-factly. 
 
    Then her face lit up like a jack-o’-lantern. 
 
    “John,” she said breathlessly. “May I be part of this proving? With my dragongleam?” 
 
    “Sure,” I chuckled. 
 
    Indy became a black-haired blur as she streaked off to grab the huge jar full of rose-gold light. 
 
    “Are you ready to see something wild?” I asked Abbey. 
 
    She nodded with her blue eyes wide. 
 
    They bulged even wider as she caught sight of something around Artemn’s shoulder. 
 
    “Is that a fox?” she squeaked. 
 
    Kep let out a tiny howl and bounded into the center of our little group. Then he loped over to Artemn and twined himself between her ankles like a cat begging to be picked up. 
 
    Abbey’s eyes slowly followed the trail of gleaming sparks that followed his tail. 
 
    “N-not a fox then,” she murmured. 
 
    “He’s a fyrox,” Artemn said softly. She picked Kep up and cradled him in her arms as she slowly approached Abbey. “He comes from my, umm, homeland. He’s really friendly. Do you want to pet him?” 
 
    Abbey looked like she was hypnotized as she stared into his glowing, ember-like eyes. She stretched out her fingers and traced them over Kep’s tapered, smoky-gray snout. 
 
    The little creature closed his eyes and let out a little humming purr, followed by one of his dog-like snuffles. 
 
    Abbey giggled as she stroked his soft cheeks. 
 
    Then she looked down at the area where the sparks from his tail had recently vanished. 
 
    “Okay,” she exhaled. “I can see I’m in the presence of… Wait, what is that?” 
 
     Now she was staring at the big bottle in Indy’s hands as my princess approached with it clutched against her chest. 
 
    “Dragongleam,” my princess said proudly, and she carefully uncorked the bottle. “The substance that my people, the Light Bearers, have power over. Watch.” 
 
    She turned the bottle upside down, and all of us stepped back as the mystical, galaxy-like substance came pouring out. Like before, it stopped and hovered in midair as a big, gleaming pool of light with star-like points swimming in it. 
 
    Indy set the bottle aside on one of the shelves and then came to stand behind the dragongleam. She slowly raised her hands with her palms up, and the light rose along with it. Then she held a hand up with her palm facing outward and slowly clenched her fingers into a half-fist. 
 
    The glimmering, rose-gold haze with its bright little stars all steadily condensed into a small, gleaming ball of light. 
 
    Then Indy flicked her fingers open, and it dispersed like an exploding star. 
 
    Abbey jumped slightly before she raised a hand with a fascinated expression. 
 
    “Can I touch it?” she asked hesitantly. 
 
    I was about to nod, but then I stopped myself and turned to Indy. 
 
    “Can she?” I asked. “I mean, none of us other than you have tried…” 
 
    “You may touch,” Indy said with a nod. “Natiya said that as long as I don’t will for it to have any harmful properties, then it will not injure anyone.” 
 
    I still decided to be the guinea pig, just in case, and I reached out to dip one finger into a part of the hovering galaxy. 
 
    “Whoa,” I muttered as I stirred my finger around. “It’s so warm.” 
 
    Abbey reached out to do the same. Her finger trembled as it made contact with the rose-gold galaxy, and she stared at it like she was hypnotized. 
 
    “Okay,” she breathed. “I… I’m convinced. This is fucking unbelievable.” 
 
    “That’s not even everything,” I said with a smile. “Artemn?” 
 
    Artemn stood back as Indy quickly gathered the galaxy back into its bottle, and she carefully deposited Kep on the ground nearby, where he settled down to watch her with his usual adoration. 
 
    Then my winged warrior held up her own palms and allowed two orbs of white-gold light to flare into existence. Tiny tongues of lightning flickered throughout them with soft, muted zaps. 
 
    As I watched the light gleaming off of Abbey’s eyes, I immediately felt good about my decision. She looked awed, thrilled, and pretty much just over the fucking moon about this revelation. 
 
    “Whoooa,” she whispered as she slowly stretched out her hand. 
 
    The lights flickered out, and Artemn stepped back with a warning look. “This light isn’t so harmless, Abbey.” 
 
    “Holy crap,” Abbey whispered. “So you can… like… shock people?” 
 
    “That,” Indy confirmed as she set her jar aside on a shelf. “And so much more. Artemn can do amazing things with her powers.” 
 
    Abbey’s blue eyes flitted from Artemn’s now-empty palms up to her black-and-white wings. 
 
    “Wait,” she said slowly. “So does this mean…” 
 
    “Oh, yeah.” Artemn casually spread her wings and gave them a few lazy flaps. 
 
    Then she turned around, got a running start, and leaped up into the air. 
 
    A few wingbeats got her up to a height of about a dozen feet. She flew in a quick circle and then sailed back to land next to us. 
 
    “Oh, my god,” Abbey gasped. “I can’t… I can’t believe… I…” 
 
    “I hope we did not melt Abbey’s brain,” Ellie fretted. 
 
    “No,” Abbey said hastily. “No, no. I’m just… This is so fucking amazing!” 
 
    She ended the words with a squeal and spun in a ballerina-like circle. 
 
    “Okay,” she panted. “I’m calm. I just… Wow. Thank you so much for sharing this with me. All of you. But…” 
 
    “Come on,” I said as I towed her back to the foyer, and I turned to continue our conversation over my shoulder as she climbed the stairs behind me. “But what?” 
 
    Abbey was silent as we walked into the lounge and sat at the bar. 
 
    I decided to let her mull things over while I poured her a glass of the wine she had liked at La Caverne. I had just shared something absolutely world-tilting with her, after all. 
 
    She took a long, slow sip and closed her eyes. 
 
    Then they fluttered back open and fixed on my face. 
 
    “Why me?” she asked simply. “I mean… Again, I am so incredibly thrilled that you shared this with me. This, like, made my entire life. But why choose me to tell over… I don’t know… anyone else?” 
 
    “Because you’re awesome,” I said honestly as I strode around to stand next to her. “And you always keep an open mind. And, well, if there’s anyone I would want in on this, Abbey, it’s you. I didn’t like keeping such a huge part of my life a secret from you. Especially not now that we’re… getting to know each other a lot better.” 
 
    The pink-haired woman swiveled her stool to face me as I approached, and her blue eyes gleamed in the soft lighting of the lounge. The light played off the gold flecks around her pupils in a mesmerizing way. 
 
    I felt like a magnet was pulling us together as I cupped her face in my hand and brushed my thumb across her cheek. Her face was like a book that was opened personally for me, and right now I read wonder, giddiness, and something like hunger on it. 
 
    Any last doubts I’d had about my decision ebbed away, and they were swiftly followed by any details outside of the tiny bubble I shared with Abbey right now. 
 
    Her hands fluttered up to rest gently against my chest, and I automatically moved my arms around her to hold her by the waist. Her lips brushed against mine, and they were soft and hesitant for a brief second. Then a small tremble ran through her as she inhaled, and she leaned toward me to press herself into my arms. 
 
    I felt like my body got about a hundred degrees hotter as she pressed against me and deepened our kiss. Her lips got hungrier and more insistent against mine, and her fingers dug into my chest as she pulled me closer to her. 
 
    Then her eyes flew open, and she giggled. 
 
    “Whoops,” she whispered up against my lips. “Didn’t mean to get carried away. I’m sorry.” 
 
    “Don’t be,” I murmured. I pulled back just enough to ease myself down onto the stool next to her and smiled. 
 
    Suddenly, I noticed that it was oddly quiet. I glanced around and realized that my warrior women hadn’t followed us in here at all. 
 
    I fought off a smirk as I recognized more blatant signs of them wanting me to be alone with Abbey. 
 
    “So,” the pink-haired woman finally said. She still looked like the world was practically spinning around her, but something about my close proximity seemed to settle her thoughts more. “Since you told me… Does this mean I get to come with you?” 
 
    I was surprised at how fast she got to this point, but I looked her steadily in the eyes and nodded. 
 
    “Well…” I paused. “I’m sure you’ll want to know a lot more about it before we just, uhh, dive right into you coming with us. We’re going on our next journey this weekend.” 
 
    “Wow,” she said softly. She seemed both thrilled and slightly intimidated. “So soon.” 
 
    “Yeah,” I said. “But there will be plenty of trips after that. So if you want some more time to process…” 
 
    “No,” she said quickly. “Well… I don’t think I need more time. But I think you’re right that we should talk more.” 
 
    I nodded and got to my feet. “And that’s exactly what we were planning to do tonight anyway, so…” 
 
    “Right,” Abbey said breathlessly as she got to her feet. “A planning session with your four stunning, mystical, otherworldly, incredible shieldmaidens.” 
 
    Her giggle had only a slight tinge of hysteria to it, and her eyes shone with pure joy as I called downstairs for my warriors to join us at the table. 
 
    I carefully ignored the innocent yet coy looks they all shot me as they arrived and settled in. 
 
    “Alright,” I said briskly. “So, before we go into the specifics of our next trip, I guess we should just go over desert world 101 really quick, to make sure you’ve got the right idea of what it’s like.” 
 
    With some assistance from my warrior women, I filled Abbey in on the background of the desert world, the situation with the oases being separated from each other, and the similarities and differences we had encountered in each one so far. 
 
    For the most part, Abbey proved to be an amazing listener, and she only asked questions in the lulls between each point. 
 
    But there was one part that she got tripped up on. 
 
    “And in Zeratra,” Indy was saying, “after John was named king, we–” 
 
    “I’m sorry,” Abbey said in a hushed voice. “John was named what?” 
 
    “Oh,” I said with a small chuckle. “Yeah, that.” 
 
    I went through the entirety of the situation with the Scazaths and how we had handled it, including the prophecy, and finally me being named the king of the Crown of the World. 
 
    “Holy shit,” Abbey exhaled. “King John. That’s… Wow. Just wow.” 
 
    “It shocked me at the time,” I admitted with a shrug. “But it’s definitely something that comes in handy when it comes to getting things done.” 
 
    When we got to the end of this initial discussion, Abbey paused for a long moment. Then a small, giddy laugh escaped her as she sat back in her seat. 
 
    “So,” she said with a bubbly smile. “My favorite person ever is a king, a monster slayer, and the protagonist in a prophecy. My other four favorite people are not only badass warrior women, but warrior women who are from a whole different world entirely. A world that’s full of savage monsters, magic, and utterly cutthroat shit? That is so, indescribably awesome.” 
 
    Abbey’s smile made it impossible not to smile back, and a wave of excitement and purpose rippled around the whole table as we all sat forward. 
 
    “So,” I said as I propped my chin in my palm. “Now you know all about the desert world. Let’s zero in on some of the oases, specifically Colbiri and Deninde.” 
 
    “Colbiri,” Abbey said with a matter-of-fact nod. “The oasis where Indy is like, uhhhhh, fucking royalty?” 
 
    My princess smiled carelessly as she tossed her hair. “In a way, I suppose.” 
 
    “And Colbiri is the place where you’re set to have another warrior added to your group, right?” Abbey asked. When I nodded, her blue eyes fluttered shut, like she was trying to picture the new warrior already. “Oh, this woman is going to be the stuff of legends. I mean, you guys are already the stuff of legends. Holy shit. But… Okay, yeah, okay. So, the gargoyle city is next? Dennn… Denn-in?” 
 
    “Deninde,” I said with a nod. “We think there’s some potential for finding necromancy there, so we’ll be going into it very carefully. The desert world is a risky place, so I want to be completely sure that you’re down for this.” 
 
    “John takes care of us,” Indy said proudly. “He keeps us safe. He has slain many monsters on our behalf, not to mention any treacherous attackers in the oases.” 
 
    “And I’ll take care of you, too,” I promised Abbey. “But still, it’s a dangerous place. So I just want you to know what you’ll be walking into.” 
 
    “I know,” Abbey agreed. “Trust me, I fully understand. The details you told me about the giant murderous insects, bloodthirsty demonic birds, and evil violent backers… Yeah, that’s all irreversibly etched into my mind. But I am so into this. This is like something I’ve always dreamed about since I was a little kid.” 
 
    “Alright then,” I said with a grin. “So, Saturday is the day we head back to Colbiri. What will you do with your shop while we’re gone, though? We’ll be gone most of the night.” 
 
    “I’ll just close the store,” the pink-haired woman said decisively. “The day we go, plus the day after. I still have some money stashed away from how generously you paid me for the last few sets of armor, so I think my finances should be perfectly fine. A good portion of my income comes from custom work that people request anyway, so I just call them into the shop when their items are ready.” 
 
    “Cool.” I pushed back from the table and stretched, and then I looked at the time. “Damn, it’s getting kinda late.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Abbey said apologetically. “Sorry, I know it’s a long drive.” 
 
    “How would you feel about staying here for the night?” I asked. “I mean, we have a really nice guest room.” 
 
    Her face perked up. “Really? I could stay here? I mean, I don’t want to be a burden…” 
 
    “Abbey.” I snorted with laughter. “Not to brag, but my place is fucking huge. And you are pretty tiny, and also incredibly awesome. You’re the opposite of a burden.” 
 
    Her face glowed almost as bright as her curls as she gave me a pleased smile and nodded. “Very well, King John.” 
 
    We all headed to bed after a few minutes, and I made sure Abbey was comfortable in her room and adjoining bathroom before I turned in for the night. 
 
    “I think we made a good decision,” Artemn said softly as I joined my women in the master bedroom. “Abbey has never looked more alive in all the time I’ve seen her.” 
 
    “This is literally like a dream for her,” I chuckled. “I agree.” 
 
    Then I laid down and spun off into sleep with my warrior women at my sides. 
 
    The next day, I got up and joined my warrior women around the table for breakfast. Ellie had made Belgian waffles, which were quickly becoming a house favorite. 
 
    Abbey entered the room not long after. She stopped and knelt to trace her fingers over Kep’s nose, and then she looked like she was expecting us to all dissolve in a puff of smoke as she approached. 
 
    “Nope,” she said as she poked my arm. “Definitely real.” 
 
    I chuckled, but I got a little more serious as I piled two waffles onto a plate for her. 
 
    “So.” I passed the plate over and then sat back in my chair. “I’m thinking before we go, we should get you some gear.” 
 
    “Gear?” Abbey paused with her fork suspended in midair. “What kind of gear?” 
 
    “Tactical stuff,” I clarified. “Just some small things like pepper spray, and then maybe a blade of some kind. Like I said last night, I’m going to protect you at all costs, but it never hurts to be careful.” 
 
    “Agreed,” Abbey said with a smile. 
 
    After some breakfast and a quick shower, we decided to get going. 
 
    As she stepped into the garage, Abbey froze in place and gaped at my truck, which was admittedly looking fucking majestic in the light of day. 
 
    “Holy guacamole,” the pink-haired woman whispered. “That’s your truck?” 
 
    “Yep,” I said proudly. “She’s all mine now.” 
 
    “It’s stunning,” Abbey murmured. “And… magical?” 
 
    “Mmmhm,” I confirmed as I unlocked the Bentley. “I’m not sure what it is, but something about my truck allows me to pass through the portal and into the desert world.” 
 
    “Amazing.” Abbey settled back into the plush passenger seat with a sigh of pleasure. 
 
    My warrior women came trotting out next, and they all took up places in the back seats. 
 
    First we stopped at a martial arts supply store. This was a Portland-based one that I hadn’t been to yet, but its website promised plenty of hidden self-defense weapons of every kind, so I decided we’d give it a shot. 
 
    The store was a long, narrow building with gleaming hardwood floors and walls that were covered with floor-to-ceiling shelves. The shelves were filled with a wild variety of weapons, and there was a whole section devoted to self-defense in the back of the store. This area was complete with a small maze of free-standing shelves that were packed with even more self-defense items, plus a long counter where the more spendy and dangerous items were encased under glass. 
 
    I stood back and surveyed the area with my warrior women and Abbey. 
 
    “Abbey can use one of these shocking devices,” Indy murmured as she stepped forward to tap the glass covering an array of taser-batons. “We saw these in a video, yes, Artemn? They are strong, like you.” 
 
    Artemn nodded thoughtfully at first, but she bristled at the last words. 
 
    “I’m way stronger than that tiny little stick,” she said with a scowl. 
 
    “Of course you are,” Ellie said soothingly. “We have all seen you in action, Artemn Stormstrike.” 
 
    Abbey looked starstruck as she was drawn into this dialogue, and I had to hold back a chuckle as I cleared my throat to pull us back to business. 
 
    “That thing probably wouldn’t work in the desert world,” I pointed out quietly with a glance over at the oblivious worker behind the counter. Then I turned to Abbey. “Which type of weapon do you think you’d feel most comfortable with? Not just for carrying around, but if it comes down to you having to use it.” 
 
    Abbey toyed with one of her piercings as she stared around at the weapons. 
 
    “The only weapon I’ve used on a regular basis is a bow and arrow,” she admitted with a giggle. “But I’ve never used one on a person. Not to mention the fact that it would be a little impractical for carrying around the streets. I’d feel fine carrying something like a knife, I think, but… I don’t know. They’re so small, and I don’t have that much reach. But I don’t know if I’m good enough with a sword to wield one effectively. At least not a curved blade.” 
 
    I nodded, and a small smile came over my face at how quickly and thoroughly she launched into the tactical aspects of weapons. My warrior women all shot each other impressed looks, although I wasn’t sure if this was about Abbey being able to wield a bow and arrow or her consideration of the weapons. 
 
    Then my eyes found something that might just be the perfect thing. 
 
    “This might seem a little weird,” I murmured as I strode past Abbey. “But…” 
 
    My hands closed around the thick wooden walking stick, and I hefted it in my hand. 
 
    This thing wouldn’t look at all out of place, especially in the desert world, even with the ornate whitish-yellow skull that formed the knob on top of it. The cane was thick enough that anyone who got smacked with it would probably immediately regret their decision to fuck with Abbey. 
 
    “Pretty cool, huh?” the shop’s single employee asked as he strolled up to lean against the counter. “The skull is ivory. Could do quite a bit of damage to an attacker. And that’s not even the coolest part. May I?” 
 
    “Go ahead,” I said, and I handed over the walking stick. 
 
    “The upper part of the cane actually acts as a sheath,” he explained. Then he gripped the ivory skull with one hand and the walking stick with the other and pulled. 
 
    And a fucking sword came out. 
 
    “Whoa,” I muttered. 
 
    “Brilliant,” Meikha breathed. 
 
    “Very crafty,” Indy commented with an admiring look at the blade. 
 
    “Carbon steel,” the worker said proudly as he turned the blade over to let the light play off it. “Twenty-five inches, fully functional.” 
 
    I took a long look at Abbey’s face and then turned back to the employee. “Sold.” 
 
    Ten minutes later, we walked out of the store with the cane sword and headed to a different type of tactical store, where I bought some pepper spray for Abbey along with a few items for myself. 
 
    “Abbey will be fearsome with her walking stick-blade,” Ellie said dreamily. “No one will expect her to possess such a weapon. She looks so perky and innocent.” 
 
    I chuckled at these words coming from my doll-like and innocent-looking warrior. 
 
    “Ideally, it won’t need to be used,” I said. “But I fully agree.” 
 
    The next purchases were a new tactical backpack and a better shoulder sling for my AR-10. I was able to try both of them on in the store, so I knew the backpack wouldn’t interfere with the sling at all. 
 
    “I love this thing,” Abbey sighed as she traced her fingers over the ivory skull of her walking stick. “Anyone who tries to cross me is going to be soooo sorry.” 
 
    The look of evil glee on her face was so similar to the expressions I frequently saw on my warrior women that I had to choke back a laugh. 
 
    “I believe you,” I said with a grin. “Although, hopefully we won’t be in a situation where you’ve got to use it.” 
 
    After the stores, Abbey decided to go home that night so she could change and pack some of her own stuff to bring. I decided to drop her off at her apartment instead of her store since it was getting pretty late. It was a bit of a drive to go to Portland and back, but I didn’t mind, especially with how comfortable my Bentley made the journey. And Abbey lived a little further north than where her store was located, so it wasn’t a bad drive. 
 
    When we got there, I told my warrior women to stay in the SUV while I walked her to the door of her apartment building. They all sighed reluctantly and wished Abbey a good night, and then I got out of the Bentley to stroll at the pink-haired woman’s side. 
 
    Outside the door to the building, she turned to face me. 
 
    “Thank you,” she said softly. “For everything. I’m beyond excited for this weekend.” 
 
    “Me, too,” I said with a smile. “Pick you up tomorrow?” 
 
    “Bright and early,” she agreed. 
 
    I watched until the door closed behind her, and then I headed back to my car. 
 
    As I drove back to the cabin, I felt something more than the usual pre-departure buzz before we went to the desert world. It was incredibly exciting to have Abbey in on this, and I couldn’t wait to start a new adventure with her at our sides. 
 
    My warrior women seemed to feel the exact same way. They were so amped up that they immediately started in on some light sparring in the home gym when we got home, and I hung out to watch them with my hands in my pockets. 
 
    I looked on with approval as they went into another one of the pro-wrestling inspired finishing moves they’d been working on. Indy tripped the standing dummy while Artemn snatched Ellie into her arms and spread her wings. Then a blast of wind from Meikha aided Artemn’s upward leap. The move ended in her dropping Ellie on the unwitting opponent, who would then be gored by Ellie’s tonfas. 
 
    I fucking loved seeing all my warriors’ abilities being used in tandem like this, and I shook my head with amazement as I finally reined them back in. 
 
    “You guys are going to drive the crowd wild at your next fight,” I said. 
 
    “And then their jewels will become ours,” Ellie promised. 
 
    After another gourmet, meal-prepped dinner we all went to bed in the master bedroom. My dreams that night were a hazy storm of cheering crowds, endless jewels, and giant gargoyles circling around with dragons overhead. 
 
    I woke alone the next morning, and everything seemed weirdly silent after my chaotic dreamscape. I found my warrior women all gathered around the dining table in the lounge, and I joined them with my usual cup of coffee. 
 
    Artemn passed me a plate of pancakes by way of greeting, and her silver eyes gleamed as she smiled at me.  
 
    “Will you pick up Abbey this morning?” she asked. 
 
    “Yep,” I said with a stifled yawn. “Then I’ll bring her back here, and we’ll get going.” 
 
    “I’m excited to have her with us,” Ellie said with a smile. “Abbey is fun.” 
 
    I felt the same way as I hopped in my Bentley and drove south to pick up the pink-haired woman. 
 
    She was practically bouncing with excitement as she came out the door of her apartment building, and her already bubbly face lit up even more when she saw me. 
 
    Abbey definitely looked desert world-ready in her cropped silk pants, loose tank top, and leather sandals. She wore one of her own brown leather corsets over the shirt, and she was carrying the walking stick we had bought for her the other day. 
 
    “Morning,” she greeted me cheerfully. “It’s a fine day to drive through a mysterious portal into another world, isn’t it?” 
 
    “Hell yeah,” I chuckled. “You definitely look ready.” 
 
    “I feel ready,” she reflected as I steered the Bentley back toward the highway. 
 
    By the time we got back to the cabin, my warriors were dressed in their desert attire, too, minus the decorative armor they would put on before we entered Deninde. 
 
    We went through our new routine of setting Kep up in the master bedroom before we left, and Artemn promised him he would come with us on our second visit. 
 
    “As long as we don’t find anything horrendously violent or evil there,” she added in a soft coo. 
 
    Kep let out a little woof and nipped gently at her finger. 
 
    “You know,” I chuckled as she closed the door softly behind her. “I’m pretty sure that little dude understands you perfectly.” 
 
    As we all piled into Spitfire, I reflected that I was going to have to figure out some way to accommodate all my women better in the future. I had seen some people convert the sleeper spaces of their traditional semis into back seats, but with a cabover it was a bit of a different story. 
 
    That would be something to muse about later, though. For now, we had a foggy portal to go through. 
 
    “Here we go,” I said as the signless exit came into sight. “Are you ready?” 
 
    “Yep,” Abbey said breezily. 
 
    Still, her eyes widened when the swirling fog came into sight, and she seemed hypnotized as she stared into its depths. 
 
    I almost forgot that the little details of the portal that I had gotten used to were new and mysterious to Abbey, and she flinched slightly when the truck started to vibrate. 
 
    “That’s normal,” I said calmly. “Don’t worry. In fact… It’s sort of invigorating, don’t you think? This fog is absolutely, mythically beautiful.” 
 
    Abbey stared at me like I was losing my shit, and I struggled not to laugh as I realized we had forgotten to tell her about how we praised the fog. 
 
    Luckily, my warrior women were more than ready to grab the baton. 
 
    “The fog is resplendent,” Indy said eloquently. “So hazy, silvery, and bright…” 
 
    “Look at those colors,” Artemn agreed, and she gestured at the colorful halos of light that were spinning around us. “More beautiful than the sunset. Blooming like l-luminous flowers…” 
 
    “Hoooo boy,” Abbey giggled madly as we started to pick up our pace. 
 
    Then we slingshotted forward and upward with the usual astonishing speed. 
 
    I let out a giddy whoop as I tightened my grip on the steering wheel. Fog and light whipped past the windshield in a gleaming, swirling blur. 
 
    Soon we touched down with a quick, light bounce, and the smooth surface of the moonstone road was under my tires. 
 
    “Holy shit,” Abbey panted as she clutched the seatbelt. Her hand closed around mine when I reached out to hold it for a second, and she stared around in every direction with her eyes wide. “I know I was expecting this, but still… wow. It looks like it goes on forever.” 
 
    “It seems that way,” I agreed as I turned to take us off the moonstone road. I did a wide U-turn and then coasted past the foggy portal to take us south. “We’ve driven pretty damn far in several directions, and the horizon always just stretches on.” 
 
    “It really is a wasteland,” she murmured as she stared into the distance. “But it’s filled with nightmarish monsters, you say?” 
 
    “I don’t know if I would say ‘filled.’” I steered us carefully back onto the moonstone road with the foggy portal behind us. “But we’ve encountered several, yeah.” 
 
    “John has slain many of them,” Indy said in a proud voice. “So many victories under his belt for a man of his age.” 
 
    “We haven’t seen any monsters to the south, yet, though,” I added thoughtfully. “Not sure if it’s a coincidence, or–” 
 
    “John,” Abbey said in a hushed, scared voice. Her finger stabbed out to point out the driver’s side window. “I think you might want to amend that statement.”

  

 
   
    Chapter 8 
 
    “What?” I turned my head sharply to look out the window and then cursed under my breath. “Oh, here we go…” 
 
    “What the hell is that?” Artemn gasped. “And where did it come from?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” I said through gritted teeth. I parked the truck on the road and unbuckled my seatbelt as quickly as I could, then reached for my gun. “But–” 
 
    My words choked off as the whole truck rocked on its wheels. 
 
    I slipped into the grim focus of survival mode as I hoisted my gun into my grip and shoved a fresh magazine in. 
 
    “Stay here,” I told the five women. I pressed my forehead to the window to take stock of whatever the hell it was that had just hit my truck. “Oh, sweet lord.” 
 
    My eyes were greeted by a creature that mostly appeared disc-shaped from this angle. It was about twice as big around as a monster-truck tire, and it was flat with a shell like a crab. 
 
    Well, that was if you excluded the forest of bony white spikes that jutted up from the top of its shell. 
 
    It even had eight segmented legs like a crab. But instead of pincers, its two lanky arms were equipped with long, barbed hooks. The hooks thrashed dangerously through the air as I watched, and I shook my head. 
 
    “Nope,” I said shortly. “Not next to my tires.” 
 
    I didn’t waste time contemplating anymore. I just made sure my gear was in place, opened the door, and leaped to the ground. 
 
    I landed as far away from both the creature and my truck as I could manage, and then I took several sharp sideways steps to gain more distance as I leveled my gun at the bastard with the truck to my right. 
 
    From this vantage point, the thing definitely looked like some type of giant, monstrous desert crab, although its shell was all white and the top was covered with the countless spiky, bony vertical protrusions I had glimpsed from above. 
 
    At first I thought the crab had some sort of debris stuck on its wicked back spikes, but as it turned around to face sideways, I saw that the object was actually the impaled pincer of a gorsican. 
 
    Fear simmered in my gut at the sight. Had this thing seriously taken down a fucking gorsican? That immediately put it at the top of whatever twisted food chain predominated in the scalding hot world of the desert. 
 
    The creature completed its turn on its long, segmented legs and lurched toward me with a distinctly crab-like, sideways gait. 
 
    I backed away to circle around it with my mind moving fast, and I did my best not to be unnerved by its bulging black eyes. They were each about the size of a softball, and each one rested on top of a long, swaying stalk that jutted forward and upward from the front of its shell. 
 
    I was no animal expert, but I was pretty sure crabs almost always walked sideways like this. So theoretically, if I put myself in front of this thing, that could mean I had a chance of slowing it down. 
 
    I took more short sideways steps to place myself in front of it. It stopped and lurched awkwardly as it tried to pivot on its stiff, segmented legs. 
 
    This was the perfect opportunity. 
 
    I gritted my teeth as I aimed carefully and fired a test shot at the beast. 
 
    But then my bullet pinged uselessly off its bony white shell. 
 
    “Shit,” I growled. 
 
    I kicked the fallen shell casing and sent it skittering toward the crab. 
 
    It danced backward and let out a high-pitched noise like an orca whale’s whistle, but with a stuttering, clicking sound to it like someone trying to start a car with a dead battery. This halting chitter echoed out from the crab’s shell in a spooky, hair-raising way that immediately put it on my list of least favorite sounds. 
 
    “Okay,” I exhaled as I led the thing in drunken, swaying circles on the moonstone road. 
 
    This was a good strategy for buying time, but it couldn’t go on forever. 
 
    This fucker had a thick, apparently impenetrable shell that was covered with razor-sharp spikes. Not to mention its two flailing, barbed hooks for hands. How was I going to take it down? 
 
    Another high, stuttering chitter told me the beast was getting impatient. 
 
    “What are you gonna do about it, you thorny bastard?” I growled as I continued to lead the beast down the road and away from my truck. “Oh, shit!” 
 
    My sideways steps morphed into a flat-out run as the beast abruptly launched itself into the air. 
 
    It flew up higher than any creature with its build had a right to. The thing must’ve maxed out at over a dozen feet. Then it flipped like a goddamn pancake and came slamming down. 
 
    “Fuck,” I snarled breathlessly as one of its white spikes came within inches of my skin. 
 
    I clutched my gun against me as I half-rolled away across the smooth road and scrambled back on my heels until I gained enough distance. 
 
    The crab’s chitter reached new heights as its back-spikes rebounded hard against the smooth, white moonstone road, and it wobbled around with its legs flailing madly until it righted itself again. 
 
    I stared at it for a long moment as an idea formed into my mind. 
 
    “Hey!” I yelled at the beast. I took several sideways steps to the edge of the moonstone road. “Come here, you spiny little shit…” 
 
    This thing was the exact opposite of “little,” but taunting it helped steel my nerves as I darted off the edge of the moonstone road. 
 
    I led the beast out into the dusty ground of the desert, and a grim smile spread over my face. 
 
    Out here, an attack like the one it had just pulled would hopefully leave the monster with its jagged spikes embedded in the ground rather than rebounding off the impenetrable surface of the moonstone road. 
 
    For the beast, that was probably a good thing under most circumstances. This was clearly its usual method of attack, and as long as it was quick and accurate enough, its prey probably didn’t have much of a chance to fight back. Being crushed and impaled by a forest of jagged white spikes would do that to someone. 
 
    But if I managed to dodge it again, this thing would be left vulnerable and struggling to right itself. 
 
    And that was when I would take my shot. 
 
    I continued to curse the beast out in a calm, friendly voice as it scrambled off the moonstone road to follow me. 
 
    It came on with a swaying, tentative stride, and I realized my strategy of luring it with honey might not be working. 
 
    “Alright then,” I muttered. “Time to try vinegar.” 
 
    In other words, it was time to piss the creature off. 
 
    I pulled my pepper gel gun smoothly out of my belt and switched off the safety. 
 
    I kept it held low at my side as I readied myself. Then I raised it and fired a long stream of spray right at one of the crab’s softball-sized eyes. 
 
    Its chitter ramped up into a piercing, clicking screech of rage as my shot landed home, and the beast lurched toward me with astonishing speed. 
 
    I bolted to the side and danced around it in a wide circle while I tucked the pepper gel gun away. After that, I stayed on the crab’s blind side and clenched my teeth against its angry, clicking screeches as it tried to get me in its sights. 
 
    Then I went against every instinct I had and let my pace come to a stop. 
 
    The crab did the same. Its wounded eye stalk was twitching furiously from side to side as it oozed black goo, and the beast let out a bunch of low, stuttering clicks as its segmented legs bent awkwardly. 
 
    “That’s it,” I growled. “Come on, come on…” 
 
    It launched itself into the air again with a suddenness that almost snatched the breath out of me. 
 
    I lurched to the side just in time. Like before, the crab flipped in midair with shocking speed and came slamming down onto the hard dusty ground with a deep thud. 
 
    “Yesss!” I hissed. 
 
    Just as I’d hoped, its tall ridge of spikes were embedded almost completely in the ground. Its eye stalks bent awkwardly as it wriggled its whole disc-shaped body in an attempt to leverage itself free, and its segmented legs wriggled in every direction. 
 
    I kept a careful distance from its flailing hooks as they scrabbled at the ground, and I took careful aim at the tender pink flesh of the beast’s exposed belly. The flesh heaved grotesquely as the creature managed to loosen its spikes from the ground, and it lifted a few inches upward with slow, trembling motions. 
 
    I gritted my teeth and sent a quick spray of bullets into the fleshy region. 
 
    I was rewarded by a barrage of squelchy thuds, and a quiver ran through the whole body of the crab. It let out a high, guttural shriek that trailed down into soft, gurgling clicks. 
 
    The motion of its legs slowed, and then its long, hooked arms drooped and collapsed. Its white back spikes sank back into the ground as it went limp. 
 
    It was dead. 
 
    I lowered my gun, sighed, and swiped the back of my hand across my forehead. 
 
    Then I walked around the beast in a slow circle and memorized every detail of its appearance as best I could. 
 
    As I did, I noticed that a few of its spikes had snapped off. 
 
    The gorsican pincer had come loose, too, and it was lying limply on the ground next to the beast. 
 
    I considered this for a moment and thought back to how impressed the council of Volluz had been when I strolled in and dropped a gorsican pincer at their feet. 
 
    “Might as well,” I muttered. 
 
    I shrugged out of my flannel and used it to pick up both the white spike and the gorsican pincer. 
 
    Then I tied the sleeves together and carried it back to the truck. 
 
    Before I reached it, the passenger door popped open, and Abbey came flying down out of the cab. 
 
    “John,” she panted. “Whoa!” 
 
    I leaped forward and shot out an arm to steady her as she landed in a stumbling crouch. 
 
    She clutched at my arm and stared at me with her blue eyes wide. “Are you okay? Holy shit, holy shit…” 
 
    “Perfectly fine,” I said, and I gave her a smile to show I meant it as I dusted off my shoulders. “What’s a trip into the desert world without some casual monster slaying?” 
 
    “Casual?” Abbey giggled hysterically as she followed me in climbing into the cab. “Nothing about that was casual. That was completely and utterly badass. Holy shit, John!” 
 
    “Another day, another desert monster slain,” Indy declared. Then she gave me an interested look. “Is that a gorsican pincer, John?” 
 
    “Yep.” I wrapped up my two grisly trophies in the flannel and tucked it down by my legs. “I’m pretty sure this spiny bastard took down a gorsican at one point. The pincer was flopping around embedded on its back spikes.” 
 
    “A monstrous beast,” Meikha murmured. “It looks just like the illustration of a creature I found in the library of the Pristine City.” 
 
    “Any idea what it’s called?” I asked as I glanced out the window at the dead creature. 
 
    “I think it was called a Dygzag,” my blonde warrior said. “There was no other text with the drawing, though, so I don’t know much about them other than that.” 
 
    “A Dygzag,” I muttered. “Well, hopefully that’s the last Dygzag I’ll ever meet.” 
 
    “King John,” Abbey whispered. “The monster slayer.” 
 
    I felt like I was riding the same adrenaline high that the pink-haired woman seemed to be on as I urged the truck back into motion. 
 
    Then we drove south, and we spent most of the time filling Abbey in on any spare details about the oasis we were about to walk into. 
 
    After about half an hour, the first of the Southern Stars came into sight on our left. 
 
    “Inanit,” Indy murmured as she glanced down at her map. “The city that is surrounded by a river, or perhaps a moat.” 
 
    “Ooooh,” Abbey murmured. “I bet that moat is filled with something horrible and homicidal. Probably with tentacles.” 
 
    I couldn’t help but crack a smile at the slightly unhinged-sounding giggle of hers that I had already come to love. 
 
    “I was thinking the same thing,” I admitted. “But we won’t be going to that oasis– at least not yet.” 
 
    I stopped temporarily so my warriors could put on their decorative armor, and then we took off again. 
 
    Soon, the looming gargoyles of Deninde came into sight, and I directed Spitfire off the moonstone road to head toward them. 
 
    “Those look even bigger than I imagined,” Abbey murmured as she stared at the towering ring of stone gargoyles that surrounded the city. She gave me an intimidated look. “Do you really think they could come to life?” 
 
    “Knowing this place?” I shrugged. “It definitely seems possible. But if so, it’ll probably turn out to be a good thing.” 
 
    Abbey nodded matter-of-factly. “Because the gargoyles are typically like, the good guys, you said? Or, at least–” 
 
    “As good as it gets, yeah,” I chuckled. “I mean, they tend to be super obsessed with the ancient rules and shit, but those rules typically involve honoring and respecting the way fights are carried out in arenas, so that’s good. And I’ve never had one of them lie to me as far as I know, which is more than can be said for the bulk of the other beings I’ve encountered here.” 
 
    “Backers are quite devious as a rule,” Ellie said in agreement. “But the councils of Bayalon, Zeratra, and Volluz were all very courteous.” 
 
    “Courteous,” I acknowledged. “But sometimes a little spineless.” 
 
    “Unlike the wise warrior queens of Colbiri,” Indy said as she tossed her hair proudly. “They have more spine than anyone else we have encountered in the desert oases. Aside from John, of course.” 
 
    “Very much so,” I said with a grin. “And except for you four, maybe.” 
 
    “I cannot wait for Abbey to meet them,” Indy sighed. “I know she will just adore them.” 
 
    Abbey smiled. “If they’re anything like you, princess? Then hell yeah.” 
 
    The banter died down as we got closer to Deninde, and the gargoyles loomed higher and higher overhead. 
 
    I was glad for the white cloths we had tied to Spitfire’s antennas as we neared the city, but then I realized I wasn’t entirely sure how I should draw attention to us this time. Would the white flags be enough to assure people that we weren’t invaders if I honked Spitfire’s horn? 
 
    Before I could make up my mind, the gargoyles’ eyes flashed bright blue. 
 
    There was a low grinding sound as one of them raised its arm. Then it crooked its finger in a clear “come forward” type of gesture. 
 
    The motion looked oddly mechanical, almost robotic, without any of the lifelike aura that infused the movements of the smaller, sentient gargoyles I had met throughout the desert oases. 
 
    Then the gargoyle in front of us slowly swiveled to the side. Its motion was weirdly smooth, and it took me a second to realize the gargoyle was built on a thin stone platform. That platform must have some type of wheels or pulley mechanism, or even some sort of magic, to make it move this way. 
 
    When the gargoyle completed its arc, a road was revealed. 
 
    The gap was plenty big enough for Spitfire to drive through, and I spotted the arms of guards waving us onward, so I drove the truck forward between two stone gargoyles and entered the oasis. 
 
    Then I turned to the five women in my cab. 
 
    “Ready to see what Deninde holds for us?” 
 
    “Yes!” my warriors and Abbey all chorused. 
 
    We leaped from the cab, and our feet all thudded to the ground below. 
 
    The road was made of marble slabs that were shaped into giant cobblestones. Each one was a different color, and they were all veined with gold and silver strands. 
 
    The road narrowed ahead of us, but it still appeared to be a straight shot as far as I could see into the city. 
 
    From what I could see, the words of Colbiri’s queens held true: This city looked like it was perfectly shaped into several huge circles that rested inside each other. 
 
    We were in the outermost one now, and green wilderness stretched off into the distance on our left and right. But further ahead, the wilderness cut off abruptly, and it was replaced by a ring of sandstone buildings that were broken up by the long, straight road that shot through them like an arrow. In the distance, I could see more circles continuing to what I assumed was the far-off center of the city. 
 
    The guards who had waved us in approached on foot. Their gaze immediately went down to the jewel-encrusted bracelets on my wrist, and their eyes bulged even wider. 
 
    “Your… grace?” the closest guard said uncertainly. He looked like he was on the verge of kneeling, then switched to a deep, exaggerated bow. “My apologies. It’s just… You arrived in a caravan like none of the trading wagons I’ve ever seen. You have warriors with you like a backer, though… And yet, you also bear the marks of royalty. I was unsure of how to address you.” 
 
    “No problem,” I said with a smile. Then I found myself faced with a similar uncertainty as I tried to decide how to introduce myself. 
 
    After a moment, I decided I might as well just lean into the whole king thing. In my experiences so far it had definitely granted me some extra power, and it no longer felt as foreign to me as it had at first. 
 
    “I’m King John,” I said. “I’ve come here to explore and back my warriors in arena fights. I’ve been told your city is included in the Southern Stars with good reason.” 
 
    “This is true, your majesty.” The guard nodded and bowed respectfully. “I would be happy to introduce you to our ruling council, if you care to meet them? I know they would be honored to receive such an esteemed guest.” 
 
    I nodded, and the guard turned on his heel, put two fingers in his mouth, and whistled. 
 
    After a minute, an absurd-looking contraption came rolling into sight. 
 
    It looked like a cross between an open topped stagecoach and a wheelbarrow. It was painted with rich red paint and gold swirls, and its inside was covered with plush cushions. But instead of being drawn by horses, it was being pushed along by two long handles that were gripped in the massive hands of a staggeringly tall, troll-like giant of a man. He was about as tall as Spitfire, and at least five times as broad as an average person. He had leaves and grass growing out of his head in every direction like hair, and his eyes were a vivid shade of electric green. 
 
    I considered this odd means of transportation as I stared down the long stretch of road ahead. 
 
    On one hand, being pushed around like a bundle of hay by a giant, leafy troll seemed sort of odd. 
 
    But on the other hand, I was more than used to “odd” at this point, and this road looked long as hell to walk down. The center of the city might be miles away. 
 
    I glanced over to see how Abbey was handling all this. She was staring at the looming troll with an expression of open-mouthed delight, like a sweet and magical unicorn had just trotted into view. 
 
    The guard’s eyes flickered between us, and he hastened to explain himself. 
 
    “I know Rorn might not be the prettiest of steeds,” he said. “But being a troll, he works up quite a brisk pace. The elders are at the very center of the city, so I thought you’d want a quick ride…” 
 
    “Sure,” I said agreeably, like this was something entirely normal to me. 
 
    The massive troll lumbered to a stop next to us. He propped the wheelbarrow-coach on one of the two long, sturdy legs beneath it, and then he strode around to open the door for us with a bow. 
 
    “Uhh, thanks,” I said with a courteous nod. 
 
    “Wellll-come,” the troll boomed in a deep, grating voice. The guard shot him a look, and he hastily went on. “Y’majesty.” 
 
    A muffled giggle came from Abbey as I waved her into the coach first, followed by my four warrior women. 
 
    I got in last, and the troll closed the door behind me with an odd amount of gentleness, like he was handling an extremely delicate object. 
 
    The seats were sloped backward in an odd way, and I struggled to settle into them as I shared a confused look with the five women. 
 
    The guard waved as the troll went back to his place behind the coach, knelt, and lifted it by the handles. 
 
    My arms shot out to the sides to steady my warriors as we all lurched forward. 
 
    “Sorry, y’grace,” Rorn grunted. 
 
    I nodded and exhaled as I made sure my warriors were all in their seats. 
 
    Now that we were held up at an angle, the sloped seats suddenly made way more sense, and it was like sitting in a normal seat as the looming troll trundled us down the road. 
 
    He went slowly at first, but soon he started to pick up speed like the guard had promised. His thick, shoeless feet thumped down at a brisk trot behind us. 
 
    The marble-cobbled road ahead was bustling with beings that were mostly human, with some notable exceptions. I glimpsed fairies, elves, and some hunched over, goblin-like creatures as we rolled along. 
 
    No matter what type of being they were, everyone scattered hastily out of the way as they saw or heard us coming. 
 
    Some of the people immediately hurled insults at Rorn. 
 
    “Wretch!” an old elven woman snapped as she scurried out of the way. 
 
    “Mannerless, lumbering ruffian!” a goblin croaked, and the pristine white collar of his ruffled shirt trembled with outrage as he shook a leathery green finger at the troll. “Get out of the streets!” 
 
    But there were more people who just gaped openly at Rorn’s passengers, and I had to stifle a laugh as some of them tripped over their feet in an effort to get a better look at us. 
 
    Abbey’s blue eyes were bright and eager as she scanned our surroundings like she was trying to take in every detail, and her hand reached out to grip mine as she gave me a giddy smile. 
 
    Then a dark shadow passed over our heads. I jerked my head up and immediately spotted three dark-scaled Spectrids flapping over us in the same direction we were headed. 
 
    “Tiny dragons!” Abbey squeaked. 
 
    But all of us were distracted by the area that opened up ahead of us. 
 
    “Whoaaa,” Artemn breathed. 
 
    None of us had a chance to say anything else, because Rorn chose this time to dig his heels into the ground. 
 
    “Shit!” I barked. 
 
    We all clutched tight to our seats as the troll dragged us to a lurching halt. He skidded around sideways in a clumsy but effective attempt to keep us from pitching forward out of the wheelbarrow-coach. After that, he set us carefully on the ground and then poked his head forward to loom over us. 
 
    “Many apologies, y’excellency,” he grunted. “All is well?” 
 
    “No worries,” I wheezed as I clambered to my feet. “Everything’s fine.” 
 
    The troll lumbered around to open the door for us, and he bowed low as we all jumped to the marble-cobbled ground. Then he straightened up and pointed to the area ahead. 
 
    “Coach too big to travel across the bridge, y’grace,” he said with a note of apology in his gruff voice. “But few-minute walk will take you to elders. Big green building, sparkly. Can’t miss.” 
 
    I thanked the troll again, and then I studied the area ahead of us with amazement. 
 
    We were standing in front of something that looked like a massive, perfectly round lake, or even a sea, with pristine, azure-colored waters. It was like a big, carefully carved basin that was hollowed out of the land, and I could see several short waterfalls rushing into it from different directions. 
 
    In the middle of the sea, a cluster of tall, castle-like towers rose straight out of the water. They were made from pale green stone that glittered with diamond-like flecks, and they were all joined by winding bridges that were high overhead. The biggest of them had a giant stone gargoyle perched on top of it that looked just like the ones surrounding the city. Like those gargoyles, this one remained still and motionless as I looked at it. 
 
    The towers only took up a small portion of the big circular sea. The rest was peppered with islands of green stone that rose straight up out of the water. Some of these islands were occupied by big, open-topped domes made from different types of stone. As a thunderous cheer erupted from the nearest one, I realized these were probably arenas. 
 
    All the islands were connected by flat, slender bridges made of pale pink marble. The bridges took a winding course to snake through the islands and towers. The exception was the one directly ahead of us, which looked to be a straight shot to the door of the biggest castle tower. 
 
    This bridge was the widest and the least-busy of them all, but it was still perilously narrow to consider pushing a giant wheelbarrow-coach across it, and I was glad Rorn had decided against it. 
 
    “Ready?” I asked the five women. 
 
    They all nodded eagerly, and I strode down the slender marble bridge with them at my sides. 
 
    Up close, the towers were bigger than they had seemed from far away. The double arched doors ahead of us were so tall I couldn’t have touched their top if I jumped, and they were wide enough for all of us to walk through side by side and still have plenty of room left over. 
 
    As we approached, the doors slowly swung outward, and two tall, leafy-haired trolls like Rorn appeared. 
 
    “Many welcomes, y’highness,” one of them grunted in a deep but feminine-sounding voice. “Honored to have you here. Right this way.” 
 
    I raised my eyebrows at my warriors as we followed the two lumbering trolls into the castle. 
 
    On the inside, the huge round room was home to a thicket of wildflowers that looked like it belonged outside. It was wild, but beautiful, too. 
 
    The trolls led us through a narrow path toward the center of the garden. Inside, there was a wide-open area where the pink marble floor was covered in plush, emerald-green rugs. A big round fountain trickled away in the center, and it was lit by slender braziers that bathed everything in a flickering radiance. 
 
    A group of twelve people waited for us by the fountain. They looked to be a pretty even mixture of different beings: There were several humans, a few elves, a couple of the goblin-like beings I had glimpsed in the street, and three fairies. Regardless of what type of being they were, the men were all bald and dressed in flowing, pale blue robes with slashes of silver and gold in the sleeves. The women wore similar garments, but they were a deep blue-violet color and had gold fringes. Their hair was held up with silk ribbons or jeweled combs, and their robes streamed behind them like peacocks’ tails. 
 
    “Welcome,” a deep-voiced goblin greeted me as he waved away our troll escorts. He had an odd, dome-shaped hat on his leathery green head, and an egg-sized emerald hung on a silver chain around his neck. “It has been long since Deninde has had any visitors, much less one so noble as a king.” 
 
    “And his warriors,” a fairy woman added with a pointed glance at the women around me. 
 
    “Of course, of course,” the goblin said hastily. He bowed again. “Where do you hail from, your grace?” 
 
    “All over,” I said vaguely. “Most recently we’ve spent time in Zeratra and Colbiri, though.” 
 
    The goblin’s eyes widened, and I could see him struggling to take this all in stride. It looked like his manners were warring with his curiosity. 
 
    “Well, you are most welcome in Deninde, your grace,” another council member intoned. She was a tall elven woman whose mane of red hair was streaked with silvery gray. “Our city is proud and noble, with fierce fighters of every palate imaginable.” 
 
    “So I’ve heard,” I said with a nod. Then I frowned slightly. “Wait, what do you mean when you say ‘palate?’” 
 
    “Ah, so you haven’t heard.” The dome-hatted goblin nodded and gestured expansively. “In Deninde, magic potions are widely used to shape arena fighters– to enhance or mold their strengths and abilities, that is. There are common clusters of traits that are sometimes referred to as ‘palates,’ and some less common that are more impressive.” 
 
    “Some palates are more simplistic,” a green-skinned fairy woman added. “They involve traits like strength or speed. Others are more complex. The Blue Brows, for example, use a mysterious substance to enhance their warriors’ senses, and even to endow them with a sixth sense, if the tales are true. Of course, it turns their skin bright blue, but…” 
 
    “Got it,” I said as I tried to take this all in. “So, is that what the arena scene is like here? And how can I learn more about these palates?” 
 
    “Our Spectrids can make a list, if you like,” the man with the domed hat offered. “The backers like to think they’re secretive with their potions and palates, but our Spectrids keep a closer watch than anyone knows.” 
 
    I nodded, and the dome-hatted goblin turned around and clapped his hands. 
 
    Immediately, a Spectrid came soaring across the garden and landed next to us. 
 
    This one had gray and golden scales and a clear, feminine voice. 
 
    “How may I help you, Excellencies?” 
 
    “King John requires a list of the warriors’ palates and abilities,” the goblin said crisply. “Along with which arenas they frequent the most. Include a map, too, if you please.” 
 
    “It shall be done, Excellencies,” the Spectrid promised. 
 
    She sank into a bow and then launched herself into the air to flap away over the garden. 
 
    “It should only take a few minutes,” the hatted goblin assured me. Then he gestured to a slender table nearby that housed several jugs, pitchers, and golden goblets. “In the meantime, would you care for some moon lotus juice? It’s quite refreshing.” 
 
    “Thanks,” I said. I eyed the pitchers for a moment. “It’s not any type of, uhh, potion, right?” 
 
    “Oh, no, no,” a white-haired fairy assured us. “Only the backers dabble in potions. Moon lotus juice is simply drunk for its taste.” 
 
    “Cool.” I smiled and nodded as I gestured at my warriors. “I think we could all use a little refreshment after our journey.” 
 
    No one seemed startled at me asking for refreshments for my warriors, which was something I now had come to use as a gauge of how decent an oasis was, so this was one point awarded to the council of Deninde in my mind. 
 
    The moon lotus juice had a mild, pleasant taste that reminded me of peaches, and I closed my eyes for a second to savor it before I asked my next question. 
 
    I had decided to feign ignorance on how this city worked for the most part, so I left out any knowledge I had gained from Colbiri as I spoke. 
 
    “You said the backers think they keep things secret,” I said. “How is that?” 
 
    “The high-profile backers and their warriors all live out in the remote wilderness of our oasis,” a goblin woman explained. “They start training from a very young age, but they live in isolation to keep as much secrecy as possible around their abilities and the potions that grant them.” 
 
    As my conversation with the council continued, I found myself glad for the royal bracelets I had decided to wear again. The oases I had been to had already awarded me a huge amount of respect purely because of my truck, my warriors, and the fact that I had managed to travel across the desert, but the way people reacted to these bracelets was altogether different. The council here seemed intimidated by them, and they were even hesitant to ask me questions. 
 
    Which suited me pretty damn well, because I had no idea just how much I cared to trust these people yet. 
 
    “Having a visitor is a great cause for celebration,” the hatted goblin man said. “Much less a visitor who is a king. With your permission, your grace, I think we should host a great day of fighting in your honor.” 
 
    I raised my eyebrows and took a moment to sip my drink as I processed this. 
 
    If I could play things right, a day of celebration might provide the perfect opportunity for me to accomplish my goals in this oasis: Number one was winning more jewels, and number two was finding and ending any signs of necromancy. 
 
    “We would just need time to get the word out to all the backers,” the white-haired fairy woman added. Her wings trembled slightly with excitement as she spoke. “Our Spectrids say that some of them have actually formed up together to live in the abandoned temples, so they should be easier to contact.” 
 
    “Sounds like something I’d be interested in,” I said cautiously. “Let’s, uhh, hold off on contacting them just yet, though. My warriors and I would love to do some exploring today.” 
 
    “Of course, of course,” the goblin man said with another deep bow. “Would you like us to send a guide with you?” 
 
    “I think we’re alright,” I said casually. “Especially if we’ve got a map handy.” 
 
    “It should be done shortly,” the fairy woman said with a smile, and as if this had summoned the Spectrid directly, the golden-scaled creature returned with the promised list and map. 
 
    “I’d advise visiting the arenas here in the hub of the city first,” the goblin advised. “The best fights are here.” 
 
    I thanked the council and then strode out the door with my five companions. 
 
    As soon as the double doors closed behind us, Abbey’s hand gripped my arm. 
 
    “We just talked to goblins and fairies and elves and trolls,” she groaned happily. “This is the best fucking day of my life.” 
 
    I chuckled. “Well, hopefully it’s about to get even better, because right now it’s time for us to go to the arenas.” 
 
    “Yessss,” Abbey hissed. 
 
    My warriors all agreed with spirit, and I paused for a moment to look at the map before we started off. 
 
    “Let’s try out the Solstice Arena,” I decided. It was one of the arenas in the hub of the city, and it appeared to be just a few minutes away over the slender bridges. 
 
    As we walked, it was impossible not to notice all the life visible down in the teal-colored water. There were all sorts of rippling, gleaming plants, and I spotted several fish that looked like shark-sized bettas swimming around. 
 
    And there were other things, too. 
 
    “A mermaid!” Abbey whispered as she gripped my arm a little tighter. 
 
    I glanced over to where she was pointing and saw a tan-skinned mermaid with long black hair. She was floating in slow, lazy circles, and her iridescent tail scales winked under the light in a mesmerizing way. 
 
    I suddenly found myself getting dizzy, and I barely managed to stop myself from stumbling into the person in front of us. 
 
    “Whoops,” I muttered as I skidded to a stop. “Sorry.” 
 
    The person in question was an old woman with prominent buck teeth and a seemingly endless amount of wrinkles. 
 
    “Not to worry, son!” She gave me a bright smile and patted my hand. “Do be careful not to look at the mermaids’ tails for more than a few seconds. They’ll have you falling right into the water, and then– oh, goodness…” 
 
    She trailed off at the nearby sound of a man wailing in distress, and then she clucked her tongue as she gestured at the next bridge over. 
 
    I turned just in time to spot a man splashing heavily in the teal water. His limbs thrashed wildly as he attempted to swim, but then several slender hands shot up out of the water to clutch him by the arms and legs. 
 
    I just barely caught sight of several more scaly tails winking under the light as they pulled the man under, and I hastily turned away. 
 
    “Right,” I said dizzily. I rubbed my jaw and turned firmly away from the water. “Thanks very much.” 
 
    “Oh, my,” the woman gasped as she caught sight of my bracelets. “A great honor to help a king. Is there anything else I can assist you with, your grace?” 
 
    “Uhh…” I hesitated and glanced around. “Yeah, actually. Is there anything else like that I should watch out for?” 
 
    “Hmm…” The old woman looked around thoughtfully. “Not in this area, no. The mermaids are the most dangerous thing in the hub. Elsewhere, you’ll want to stay wary around water in general– the kappas have claimed the Azure Rapids for themselves, for example. People are calling it the Scarlet Rapids now. Other than that, the only place you’ll want to watch yourself in is the wilderness, although I can’t think of a good reason anyone other than the backers would want to set foot out there…” 
 
    “What’s in the wilderness?” I asked curiously. “Other than the backers, I mean.” 
 
    “What isn’t in the wilderness?” she asked with a shudder. “If you don’t know the proper paths to go by, then the only safe places out there are probably the Paradise of Qariel and the Roaring Garden. The Garden might sound quite fearsome to the ears, but anyone worth their salt knows the roaring just comes from the giant toads. Quite harmless.” 
 
    “Right,” I said as I filed this information carefully away in my mind. “Paradise of Qariel and the Roaring Garden. Thanks.” 
 
    “An honor, an honor,” the woman murmured with a wobbly bow. 
 
    I didn’t have any current plans on venturing out into said wilderness yet, but that could change if I wanted to gain some intel on these mysterious, hermit-like backers, so I thought it was best to keep these things in mind. 
 
    Soon, the familiar sound of frenzied cheering reached our ears. 
 
    “This is it,” I said as I stopped by one of the nearest open-topped domes. This one was made of amber-colored marble with swirls of white running through it, and it had several open arched entryways leading inside. “Ready to see some arena fighting?” 
 
    Abbey’s answer was drowned out in an overwhelming roar from the crowd, but her pink curls bobbed as she nodded vigorously. 
 
    We slipped in through the entryway, and I pulled the women along with me as I headed for the front row. 
 
    There was a spot there that might’ve been big enough for just me alone to squeeze into, but not me plus five women. Luckily, some casual flaunting of my bracelet caused the area’s occupants to scramble out of the way and crowd into the next row up. 
 
    The grumbles of the second row died down as people caught sight of me with my bracelets and my warriors with their gleaming armor and weapons. 
 
    “Man, it’s good to be a king,” I said under my breath. 
 
    Out in the arena, a tall, lanky goblin woman was laying into a team of five dainty nymphs. Her black metal sword sent several of their weapons flying within seconds. 
 
    Then one of the weaponless nymphs unexpectedly leaped up onto the goblin’s back and sank her teeth into her neck. 
 
    Half the crowd erupted into shrieks of delight, and the other half rained boos down on the nymph’s efforts. 
 
    “Penalty for Amuleo,” the big marble gargoyle boomed. “One out.” 
 
    A nearby backer gnashed his teeth with rage. He shouted at the offending nymph and pointed furiously for her to join him on the sidelines. 
 
    “Resume,” the gargoyle boomed. 
 
    The goblin warrior clamped the heel of her hand against her neck for a second, and then she launched into an even more aggressive series of attacks that drew three wounds in under a minute and brought the fight to an end. 
 
    As the victorious goblin and wounded nymphs were ushered into the care of the green-haired Life-Savers, I was distracted by the approach of a massive snake. 
 
    My hand jumped to the grip of my pistol as the thing slithered up to me, and then it raised itself to full height. 
 
    I paused to let my hand hover in midair as I realized this wasn’t exactly a snake. 
 
    It was… 
 
    A person? 
 
    I couldn’t stop myself from staring openly as I tried to make sense of this. 
 
    In many ways, this looked like the biggest damn snake I had ever seen. Its body was about as big around as Ellie’s torso, and its gleaming, green-and-blue scales flared out to the side of its head like a cobra’s hood. 
 
    But its face was unmistakably the face of a person. 
 
    Sure, it was the face of a person with iridescent, blue-green skin, and this head was attached to a snake’s body, which was absolutely insane. 
 
    But still, the feminine face had a calm, courteous expression on it, and she even gave me a little smile as she dipped her head in greeting. 
 
    When she caught sight of my bracelets, her mouth fell open to reveal tiny, gleaming white fangs and a forked tongue. 
 
    “Whoopsssss.” Her gasp ended in an involuntary hiss, and then she hastily pulled her tongue back in her mouth. “Ssso sorry, your highness. I was just coming to see if you’d like to place any bets.” 
 
    Now that she was recovering herself, the hisses seemed to start fading from her voice, and her face took on a dignified, businesslike expression. 
 
    I realized suddenly that this must be a bookie. 
 
    “Right,” I said as if the concept of this type of snake-centaur combo was nothing new or unnerving to me. “Not quite yet. I’m new to this place, so I’m just trying to scope out the fighting scene a little.” 
 
    “Of course, of course.” The bookie nodded with a slight sway of her hooded head. “Very admirable, being out to do your own legwork. Sensible, too.” 
 
    I gave her a startled look. “What do you mean?” 
 
    “Oh…” The snake-like bookie did an odd, undulating motion of her body that I could only interpret as a shrug. “It’s just that the prominent backers here tend to have informants all over the city letting them know which fighters are best, and reporting back to them immediately. Quite lazy of them, if you ask me, but to each their own…” 
 
    I had a few questions, but now I spotted something in the corner of my eye that was enough to make me choose to save them for later. 
 
    Even without turning my head, I spotted the distinct shape of a Spectrid with its scaly head turned toward me. 
 
    I glanced around without letting my eyes linger on it for too long, and I saw that it had a loop around its snout that was made of gold medallions. 
 
    This odd method of ornamentation immediately meant something to me: This Spectrid wasn’t one of the council’s. It belonged to a different person. 
 
    A person who apparently would be very interested to hear what I had to say.

  

 
   
    Chapter 9 
 
    My thoughts started racing a mile a minute, but I took the effort to slow them a little as I decided what to do next. 
 
    The bookie had just informed me that the backers of this oasis commonly had spies and informants out to scout the arenas for them. 
 
    And now, right after strolling in here with my eye-catching warriors and their gleaming armor and weapons, I found myself under the attention of a keen-eyed Spectrid, whose kind was commonly used for spying and informing in the desert world. 
 
    With that in mind, I spotted an immediate way to use this to my advantage, and I didn’t hesitate to put it into motion. 
 
    “You know…” I told the bookie in a voice that was loudly confident, but not too overdone. I took the time to casually shift my warriors’ arena weapons on my shoulder before I went on. “I’m actually looking to enter my warriors in a fight here very soon.” 
 
    There was a flicker of motion in the corner of my eye as the Spectrid turned to face forward again. I pretended to be entirely focused on the bookie as the Spectrid slowly shifted itself out of its seat and crept through the audience. Its path through the crowd was so smooth and casual that I wouldn’t have batted an eyelash if I didn’t already have an eye on it. 
 
    I didn’t turn in its direction, but as soon as it was out of the arched entryway, I dropped my pretense. 
 
    “Forget about that for now, though,” I said airily to the bookie. “Do you know whose Spectrid here might wear gold medallions?” 
 
    “Hmm?” The bookie’s face crinkled in confusion. “Ohhh. No, Spectrids’ ornaments are usually chosen at random to avoid identifying the owner.” 
 
    “Got it,” I said briskly. “Thanks.” 
 
    I got to my feet and pulled Abbey and Ellie with me, and my other warriors filed suit. 
 
    My women clung close as I headed to the exit that I’d just seen the wyvern-like creature head out of. 
 
    “Look for the Spectrid,” I said urgently as I turned my head in every direction. “It’s wearing a gold–” 
 
    “There!” Abbey’s finger stabbed out into the sky. 
 
    I spotted the light glinting off an airborne gold medallion. When I looked more closely, I could just see the outline of a Spectrid flying off into the dusk. 
 
    “Good eye,” I said, and I gave Abbey’s wrist a light squeeze without taking my eyes off the Spectrid. It would be too easy to lose its shape in the falling dusk. “Now, let’s see if we can watch where it goes…” 
 
    “Here!” Abbey said hastily. “Wait, keep watching it… Alright.” 
 
    The pink-haired woman held a pair of small binoculars in front of my face. 
 
    I blinked with surprise, but then I quickly grasped them and spun the dial. 
 
    I inhaled with excitement as I caught sight of the Spectrid. I could see every detail of its body now as it flapped through the air. 
 
    “It’s heading off to the outskirts of the oasis,” I said as I watched intently. 
 
    The Spectrid was flying high, and the area below it was a region of luminous green treetops, but there was something else I could spot outlined against the dusky sky: A tower made of dark gray stone. 
 
    The Spectrid headed right for the tower and landed on top of it. Then it disappeared. 
 
    I pulled out the map I’d received from the council and scanned it. The outskirts of the oasis were marked as a wide ring, and there were tiny green trees of all kinds penned in. I took a moment to admire the speed and skill the council’s Spectrids had drawn it with. Then I moved on to discovering the whereabouts of the Spectrid who had been spying on me. 
 
    To my excitement, the regions of the wilderness were labeled, and so were several buildings out there, including the tower. 
 
    “Looks like that tower is called the Dusk Keep,” I said. “It’s in the Roaring Garden.” 
 
    Abbey’s face brightened. “The woman we spoke to earlier said that the Roaring Garden isn’t dangerous.” 
 
    “Right,” I said. “Just filled with roaring but harmless toads.” 
 
    “Shall we go scout this Dusk Keep?” Indy asked with intrigue. 
 
    I thought this through for a moment. 
 
    The keep would be tall enough to be a good vantage point for its inhabitants to survey the surrounding landscape for approaching people, except for the fact that the surrounding landscape consisted of a dense, closely-packed forest. I thought there was a really low chance that its occupants would be able to spot us coming. And even if they could, I was sure I could talk my way out of it. By this point, I knew the twisted minds of the desert world backers well enough to bank on that. 
 
    “Let’s go,” I decided. “We probably won’t get there in time to hear the Spectrid reporting back to its master, but we can at least scout the place out.” 
 
    “It may just be a normal backer who wishes to know about a potential fighter,” Ellie pointed out. 
 
    “Could be,” I said with a shrug. “But I’d rather know for sure. If we’re caught, I can just say we’re exploring. And assuming these are the backers I’ve heard about, I can say the council told me this place is where the mightiest fighters and their backers live, and I want my warriors to fight theirs.” 
 
    “That will appeal perfectly to the superiority backers always think they possess,” Indy purred. “Very masterful, John.” 
 
    “Thanks,” I chuckled as we strode across another slender, winding bridge. 
 
    This took us out of the hub area and into the innermost ring of the city districts. I kept a tight grip on my women as we wove our way through it. 
 
    “Keep your eyes peeled for anyone who’s traveling by any means other than walking,” I instructed the women. “Even if it’s, like, a troll pushing a wheelbarrow. We want to make it to the edge of the wilderness as quickly as possible.” 
 
    My warriors all nodded in agreement, and there were a few moments of silence as we made our way through the crowd. 
 
    “Look!” Artemn pointed suddenly. 
 
    I followed her finger and spotted a troll with the same bulky build and leafy hair as Rorn, who had brought us here. 
 
    This troll wasn’t pushing a wheelbarrow, but he had a massive wicker basket sitting on the ground in front of him. At the moment, there were eight people climbing into it one by one to nestle next to each other like eight Easter eggs. 
 
    “Quick.” I pulled my warriors along at a faster pace and made a beeline for the troll. 
 
    We skidded to a stop in front of him. 
 
    “Hey there,” I said in a casual voice. I was currently in the possession of many jewels, a few of which I had in a pouch at my belt, so I decided it was time to both flaunt my kingship and engage in some good old-fashioned bribery. “We need a lift. If you help us out, I can make it worth your while.” 
 
    I lifted the small velvet pouch and shook it lightly so the jewels inside clinked together. They weren’t the best of the gems I had found in the desert world– in fact, they were some of the worst– but they were still pretty damn shiny, and I was sure they’d be more than enough to entice anyone here. 
 
    I was careful to use the arm that I was wearing my royal bracelets on when I did this, too, and the motion made them clink together conspicuously. 
 
    The troll’s electric-green eyes bulged wide. 
 
    “Y’grace,” he said immediately. Then he grasped the basket by its edge and tilted it so all the people went tumbling out, and he swept a hand in a gracious gesture toward the basket. “Where to?” 
 
    I raised my voice slightly to be heard over the angry snarls of eight people as they scrambled to their feet. 
 
    “As close to the Roaring Garden as you’ll take me,” I said. 
 
    “Done,” the troll grunted. “No payment needed, y’majesty. A great honor.” 
 
    Still, I resolved to give this industrious troll a jewel anyway as soon as our destination was complete. 
 
    The eight abandoned people were eyeballing me with sulky expressions, but then they caught sight of my bracelets, and their faces transformed. They stared at me and my warriors with open awe as we clambered into the giant basket, and I gave them a merry wave as we were lifted slowly into the air. They all just stared open-mouthed in response, except for the youngest of their party, a small elven boy who looked like he had just spotted his fucking idol. He waved enthusiastically back at me, and he craned his neck to watch us until we were out of sight. 
 
    “The people of Deninde are recognizing John as the k-kingly man he is,” Indy purred. Her voice jolted slightly from the bumpy ride as the troll picked up his pace to a brisk trot. 
 
    “I feel like we’re on a carnival ride,” Abbey commented as we swung and bumped through the air. “Think about it. The c-crazy motion, the chattering crowd, the screams–” 
 
    Her words were perfectly punctuated by an onslaught of shrieks from the nearest arena, and I chuckled. 
 
    “What is a carnival?” Ellie asked with a frown. 
 
    Abbey turned to me with a gasp. “Oh, my gosh. They haven’t been to a carnival, have they? They don’t even know what it is.” 
 
    “Carrrnn-ival,” Indy repeated with a doubtful look. “No, I do not know this word.” 
 
    “We can definitely put that on the to-do list,” I chuckled as I surveyed the city around us. “As long as we don’t bring any knives. I don’t want Indy stabbing some creepy but well-meaning carnival clown.” 
 
    “Clown,” Indy repeated under her breath. Despite her unfamiliarity with it, my princess didn’t seem at all surprised by the idea of potentially stabbing one. 
 
    Now we were passing by a small river that rushed along at a swift pace through a forest of jagged rocks. 
 
    “There are people climbing,” Meikha pointed out. “Up on the rocks.” 
 
    She was right. There were about a dozen people all clinging to the crevices in the tall, jagged rocks as they climbed. Some were trying to scale to the top of the rock they clung to, while others were carefully clambering from one rock to another with the rushing rapids below them. 
 
    As we watched, one of the people lost their footing and went tumbling down into the water below. 
 
    Immediately, several gnarled hands snaked up out of the water and dragged the man under. Then the water where he had been bloomed red. 
 
    A cheer went up from the edge of the river, and I saw coins change hands between a small knot of onlookers. 
 
    “Oof,” I muttered as I turned away. “Desert world strikes again.” 
 
    “Again?” Abbey murmured in a voice of disturbed respect. “You really weren’t kidding about this place.” 
 
    I nodded as I reminded myself again of the old woman’s warning about staying careful around bodies of water here, and I realized this place must be the Azure Rapids– now known as the Scarlet Rapids– that had been claimed by kappas. 
 
    Soon we passed by a region that was full of more vertical, jagged rock formations that jutted up from the ground. But there was no water rushing between these, and they were more widely spaced. 
 
    As we passed by, I realized that they were also full of doors and windows, and there were people trudging through them on narrow lanes that looked like dusty, dried-up streams. On average, the people looked to be about half as tall as me. They had pruney, pale-green skin, and some even had turtle-like shells on their backs, although they all walked upright. 
 
    “What are they?” Abbey whispered. 
 
    I glanced down at the map in my hands. The region was labeled as the Barren Rapids, with the words “Morphed Kappas” in parentheses next to it. 
 
    “Morphed kappas,” I announced. “Whatever the hell that means.” 
 
    I continued to point out the various city districts to Abbey as we traveled on. 
 
    “This city is quite diverse,” Meikha murmured as we passed by a cluster of fuzzy humanoids with walrus-like tusks. “Rather different from Volluz.” 
 
    “It’s sort of fascinating,” I agreed. “And weird. Hey, look.” 
 
    The glowing edge of a forest had just come into sight. 
 
    I had gotten used to the ruckus coming from below as people on the ground scattered in every direction at our troll’s approach, but now I noticed things were oddly silent. 
 
    I sat up a little taller to look over the edge of the basket and saw that the area we were in was deserted. The cobbles here were white and iridescent like moonstones. They went right up to the edge of the glowing woods, but they were half-overgrown with moss and weeds, and a bunch of them had been displaced or broken up into pieces by the snakelike growth of tree roots. 
 
    As our pace slowed and the thump of the troll’s footsteps softened, I distinctly heard a distant, lion-like roar. 
 
    My warriors all stared at me with their eyes wide. 
 
    “Toads,” I said in my most reassuring voice. 
 
    “Just toads,” Indy repeated with a brave little nod. “Toads with the voice of a fearsome, bloodthirsty beast.” 
 
    The troll lowered us slowly to the ground and then beamed down at us with a toothy grin. 
 
    “Roaring Garden,” he grunted with a gesture at the nearby trees. 
 
    “Thanks,” I said as I helped my women out of the basket. Then I opened the pouch at my belt, pulled out a tiny green jewel, and held it up to him. “For your assistance.” 
 
    The troll gaped at the jewel as he took it between his massive fingers. 
 
    “Thank you, y’grace,” he croaked. “Many thankings.” 
 
    I nodded at the troll and then waved as he pocketed the jewel and picked up his basket again. 
 
    “Right,” I exhaled as I faced the forest with its glowing greenery. 
 
    Most of the forest was made up of odd-looking trees with slender, sinuous trunks that rose up in gentle s-curves. Each tree’s foliage pretty much consisted of a massive, dense, perfectly round ball of glowing leaves. Together, this foliage all formed a thick, bubble-like canopy overhead. It was enough to cast the fern-cloaked ground below in a luminous green glow. 
 
    Despite the density of the foliage, the slender trunks were pretty widely spaced, and it made for easy walking as I led my warriors into the trees. 
 
    “Wait a second.” I paused and slung my backpack off one shoulder so I could rummage in it. 
 
    “What are you looking for?” Abbey asked. 
 
    “Something to leave behind us to mark our way,” I said with a sigh. “I was considering leaving marks in the trees with my knife, but knowing this place, one of those trees might come to life and bite me or something.” 
 
    “Good point,” Artemn murmured. 
 
    Next to me, one of Indy’s long fingers reached out tentatively toward the nearest tree trunk. 
 
    “No tempting the trees,” I said firmly as I pulled her hand back. 
 
    “What if we use, umm, shiny white rocks to mark our path?” Abbey suggested. She crouched, grabbed a fistful of broken white cobblestone, and held it up to show me. “Like these?” 
 
    “Perfect,” I said with a smile. I started snatching up handfuls of the broken rock and stuffing it into the side pockets of my backpack while Abbey did the same with hers. 
 
    Then we started off through the woods. I set us on a straight course to where I estimated the tower to be, and I left a single chunk of moonstone-like rock behind us every ten feet or so. 
 
    Sure, there was a possibility that these rocks could be swallowed up by some sort of marauding carnivorous plant, but if worse came to worst, we could head straight in any direction that didn’t take us into another type of forest that might be more dangerous. 
 
    As we walked, I instructed my warriors to stay vigilant and keep their weapons at the ready. I wasn’t expecting to be attacked in this forest, but you never knew. 
 
    The lighting would make it easy to see if anything was creeping up on us, but it also might make it a little harder to do any creeping on our part, and I went over my plan to say we were just exploring just in case we were apprehended. 
 
    The sound of roaring got both louder and more frequent as we headed deeper into the forest. Soon, I was sure the noise came from somewhere just ahead of us. The roars were so lion-like that I had to steel my nerves against them. 
 
    Not long later, we came upon a big, bubbling pool of slime. It looked disgusting, but had an oddly appealing aroma that reminded me of brown sugar and cinnamon. 
 
    As I stared at it, I suddenly realized that some of the bubbles were glowing. 
 
    Oh yeah, and they weren’t bubbles at all. 
 
    They were eyes. 
 
    “Whoooa,” I muttered as a slimy, bulging head slowly lifted from the surface of the water. Soon, it became clear the head belonged to a toad that was about the size of an extra-large beach ball. “This thing looks fucking prehistoric.” 
 
    The toad had bumpy, ridged skin that was the same green color as the slime it sat in, and its bulging black eyes sat inside two hollows under its bony eye protrusions. Then it opened its mouth and let out a sound that was part belch and part roar. 
 
    “Sounds prehistoric, too,” Abbey giggled as we skirted around the pool of slime. 
 
    None of the toads made another move as we passed around them, but large bubbles erupted from the pool every time one of them gave off a lion-like roar. 
 
    “Fascinating,” Indy whispered. 
 
    We slowed our pace slightly as the ferns got thicker and higher around us. They were soon towering over our heads, but between them I spotted the light glimmering off a wall of gray stone to our right. 
 
    “There it is,” I murmured to my warriors as I brought us to a stop. I gripped a few more white stones in my hand and let one fall to the mossy ground below before we turned. “Let’s try to get right up to it and see if there’s anyone there.” 
 
    As we crept closer to the tower, I saw that it wasn’t very well-designed as a defensive structure, despite its name. The ground level had several wide, arched windows that weren’t even paned with glass, and the stones looked old and crumbling up close. The place didn’t even appear to be guarded at all. 
 
    Then the sound of voices reached my ears. 
 
    I widened my eyes at my warriors and motioned for them to duck low with me as I wove a slow, creeping path through the ferns. I didn’t stop until I was as close to the tower as possible. 
 
    The voices were clearer now, and it sounded like two men speaking. One of them had a deep baritone voice that was slightly raspy, while the other had a higher, reedier tone to it. Their voices were underlaid by regular splatters, along with a sound that reminded me of someone scrubbing a frying pan with a steel wool sponge. 
 
    “How long must I wait here before I hear what you have to say?” the deep, raspy voice demanded. “You impertinent–” 
 
    “Go away,” the reedy voice said in an irritable tone. “I’m busy trying to get this atrocious black dye off my scales so I can go back to the council without suspicion. And anyway, I have orders to report exclusively to Lord Arughai. Not you, Victeas.” 
 
    The raspy voice, who must’ve belonged to this Victeas, sighed peevishly. “And whatever it is you have to say, Arughai is going to inform me about it right away. Just tell me, for the love of–” 
 
    “Orders are orders,” the reedy voice snapped with the first sign of impatience. 
 
    “And as soon as Arughai gets here, I’m going to order him to skin you alive,” Victeas snarled. 
 
    “Go ahead,” the reedy voice said in between more splatters. “Or better yet, if you don’t like it, then do some of your own spying for once.” 
 
    “Wretched creature,” Victeas muttered mutinously. 
 
    I lowered my crouched position and pulled my women with me as I caught the sound of footsteps from the other side of the tower. 
 
    I heard the distinct, low groan and squeak of an old door opening. The splattering and scraping noises stopped abruptly, and then the deep raspy voice of Victeas spoke up. 
 
    “Lord Arughai!” Victeas’ tone was suddenly dripping with jolliness and overdone pleasantry. “I was just trying to persuade our gleaming Grephian here to give me his latest report. He’s quite stubborn.” 
 
    “Good,” a calm male voice replied. This voice was clearer and more curt, and it didn’t sound entirely pleased to see the raspy-toned Victeas. “That’s why I hired him.” 
 
    “But it seemed so urgent,” Victeas said in a coaxing voice. “Surely it must be something important enough to share with the rest of us.” 
 
    Arughai sighed. “Very well. What is it, Grephian?” 
 
    “There’s a new arrival to the city,” the reedy-voiced Spectrid reported. His tone was full of intrigue and excitement. “He said he wishes to enter his warriors in a fight, and–” 
 
    “A new arrival?” Victeas interrupted. “What do you mean, new arrival? From where?” 
 
    “Outside the walls, dolt,” Grephian the Spectrid snapped. Then his voice returned to its excited state. “But it’s not just that. He’s also wearing two royal bracelets. Two!” 
 
    I smirked slightly to myself as I listened to the talk of this mysterious, royal stranger. 
 
    The Spectrid went on to tell his master about me and the gleaming armor and weapons my warriors carried. 
 
    “What are this man’s warriors like?” Arughai demanded. The sound of rapid footsteps told me he must be pacing back and forth across the room. 
 
    “One of them seems to be some type of water nymph,” the Spectrid reported. “Blue hair, blue eyes. Then there’s a blonde one whose hair swirls around her, even though there was no wind at all.” 
 
    “A wind being, then,” the raspy-voiced Victeas mused. 
 
    “Thank you, Victeas,” Arughai said dryly. “What else, Grephian?” 
 
    “He also had a black-haired warrior whose eyes were like nothing I’ve ever seen,” the Spectrid said in his reedy voice. “Red and gold, bright as flame, colors shifting constantly. Then there was one with black-and-white hair and feathered wings. Some unique kind of fey, perhaps? They all have stunning armor and weapons that they carry around–” 
 
    “Their own weapons?” Victeas asked. His voice was thick with disbelief. 
 
    “That’s right,” the Spectrid confirmed. “And then there was a pink-haired woman, too. She didn’t have the look of a warrior– no weapons, just a fancy walking stick– probably a slave of some sort, but she was quite pleasant to look–” 
 
    “That’s enough,” Arughai said impatiently. “Why didn’t you follow this man further? Why come to me so soon?” 
 
    “So you can put the wheels in motion for your plans right away, of course,” Grephian said. “It won’t be hard to catch wind of them again. They stick out. They’re already the talk of the town.” 
 
    “Clever,” Arughai muttered. “Yes, I expect people will be wanting to send their warriors against this man’s the second they clap eyes on them. Thank you, Grephian. You’ve done well. Now, it’s about time for you to run along to the council again. They haven’t grown suspicious of your lack of intel yet, have they?” 
 
    “No, no,” Grephian said. “Although they still don’t include me on their councils, and the other Spectrids still shun me. They are unwavering in their loyalty, I think. We are unlikely to sway them to our side.” 
 
    “Very well,” Arughai grumbled. “For now, tell the council you’ve discovered that my women now take a potion that makes them sprout bird beaks, or something of that sort. That ought to keep them occupied for a while.” 
 
    I heard clawed feet clicking across the ground, a loud creak, and then the distinct sound of leathery wings clapping together, and the Spectrid seemed to be gone. 
 
    There was a moment of silence from inside the castle. 
 
    “Sounds like those women would make excellent additions to our future legion,” the raspy-voiced Victeas said in a leading tone. “We have almost everything we need to start raising more tireless and unkillable warriors. And more, and more, until we have enough to form a baggage train that will keep our commanders alive as they venture across the whole of the desert with the reborn legion. And then…” 
 
    Chills went down my spine, and I froze in place as I stared at my warrior women. Victeas’ words were horribly familiar to me, and so was the crooning tone he spoke with, like he was repeating a story he told himself over and over again. 
 
    “Don’t say ‘more warriors’ that way,” Arughai said irritably. “As if Itrixi and Zaega are some type of success. It’s been weeks since they were raised, if you can even call it that, considering the state they’re in.” 
 
    “Oh, come now, Arughai,” Victeas wheedled. “Itrixi just spoke yesterday. A whole sentence! Granted, most of it was screaming, but they were words, nonetheless. And the other necromancers–” 
 
    “Don’t use that word,” Arughai snapped. 
 
    “Oh, very well,” Victeas said sulkily. “Since you have such a delicate stomach about it… The other backers, rather, have succeeded much more than I have, as you well know. As much as it pains me to admit, I wish they’d give me their secret.” 
 
    Arughai grunted. “How many do they have now?” 
 
    “Three dozen, between the lot of them,” Victeas reported. “Of those, eighteen are able to fight, if the other nec– I mean, the other backers– can be trusted.” 
 
    “That is well,” Arughai admitted reluctantly. Then his voice took on its former bored, irritable tone. “Now, if you please, I’ve got things to see to.” 
 
    There were a few footsteps, and then a displeased grunt that told me Victeas had stopped Arughai forcibly. 
 
    “We need to work together,” Victeas snapped. “Corcan and Ezibin have already agreed to convince the others to share their methods for raising warriors, but we only have a month left ‘til reinforcements arrive from Novecas. They’re sending their whole army–” 
 
    “A paltry three hundred men,” Arughai scoffed. 
 
    “But it’s their whole army,” Victeas repeated forcefully. “Every man they’ve got. They’ll expect us to be ready. And if we’re not…” 
 
    “Yes, yes,” Arughai said in a surly voice. “You’re certain they’ll abide by our agreement to be nonviolent at first?” 
 
    “Of course,” Victeas soothed. “And the arrival of this kingly backer may provide us with the perfect opportunity.” 
 
    “Yes, I suppose you’re right.” Arughai’s smooth voice sounded speculative now. “Everyone in the whole oasis will want to see his warriors fight.” 
 
    “And if we prepare well, then we can raise whichever warriors die in the arena during that fight,” Victeas said eagerly. His already-raspy voice was almost hoarse with excitement now. “It’ll bring our number of warriors close to forty, if all goes well. We can do it right there in front of everyone. Between that and the army’s arrival, the common people should be swayed into accepting our regime. And if, for some reason, they don’t submit…” 
 
    “I know, I know,” Arughai sighed. “Heads will roll. I understand that you’re excited, Victeas. Perhaps you’re even hoping for people to resist so you can have your fun. And you can have it, if you must, so long as you keep it out of sight. We don’t want to anger the people enough to cause an uprising. We will not have our raised legion for many years, even if things go well.” 
 
    “I shall be careful,” Victeas promised. “In the meantime…” 
 
    “You will keep working with Itrixi and Zaega,” Arughai commanded. “And for my part, I’ll see to it that this man’s warriors are arranged to fight some of ours.” 
 
    “Your own, preferably,” Victeas said in a thoughtful voice. “You’ve got the best warriors in the city, Arughai.” 
 
    “I suppose that’s true,” Arughai mused. “And either way, we will be raising several new warriors after the fight– whether it’s mine, or his.” 
 
    Rage shot through me. I clenched my hands into fists as I fought the overwhelming urge to burst into the castle and kill these two scheming bastards then and there. 
 
    But if their plans really did mean they had three dozen undead warriors and an entire army already on their way, I needed to be strategic about this. I took a deep, ragged breath and forced myself to keep listening. 
 
    “I suppose it would be most awe-inspiring if we were to raise that man’s warriors,” Arughai went on. “Very well. You’ve given me much to think about. Let us both see to our duties.” 
 
    The sound of footsteps against stone rang out, and then it faded away. 
 
    I heard the creak of the door opening again, and the swish of it closing. I moved my head fractionally to squint through the ferns, and I spotted the shape of a robed man striding off through the trees. 
 
    I waited until he was out of sight and then held up a hand to hush my warriors as I counted silently to sixty. 
 
    “Let’s go,” I whispered. 
 
    The five women followed me stealthily as I headed back the way we had come. We followed the trail of white stones in silence, and I focused on keeping my hands steady as I methodically picked up each stone. 
 
    It took a conscious effort, because every part of me wanted to shake with rage at the mention of subjecting my warrior women to the utter hell of raising them from the dead. But that wasn’t the only important part of what we had just heard. I needed to focus on the big picture. 
 
    We were almost back to the edge of the Roaring Garden by the time I spoke, so I didn’t have to raise my voice to be heard above the roaring frogs. 
 
    “So,” I said in a voice of controlled calm. “I’m going to take this as confirmation that necromancy is alive and well in Deninde.” 
 
    After what we had seen those sick Scazath bastards do back in Zeratra, I felt immediate hatred for these men for doing the same thing. A part of me was still longing to turn around, stride into that castle, and shoot that Victeas bastard, and then to find Arughai and do the same. 
 
    But that wouldn’t solve the whole of the problem. I needed to be smart about this. 
 
    “What will we do?” Ellie asked softly. “Even one warrior is too many to subject to such a fate. But three dozen…” 
 
    Her voice sounded small and sad, and it just supercharged the sense of purpose I was already feeling about this. 
 
    “I have a plan,” I said quietly. “I think we should play into those fuckers’ idea about having you fight their warriors. But don’t worry–” 
 
    “I am not worried,” Indy said in a voice of evil glee. “Oh, I cannot wait–” 
 
    “I know,” I chuckled. “I know. You’re pumped. But this is important, because it’s part of a plan, alright?” 
 
    “Yes, John,” my warriors chorused. 
 
    “When we arrived here, the council said they want to throw the biggest fight this city has seen,” I said. “And that’s what these backers want, too. So I’m thinking… Let’s give it to them. The backers and their ‘reinforcements’ will all come. And then…” 
 
    “Bam,” Indy whispered. “Many bams, in fact, from John’s lightning-fast weapon of doom.” 
 
     “Yeah,” I chuckled. “How do you guys feel about fighting at my side again to make mincemeat of those aspiring necromancers?” 
 
    “John.” Abbey looked slightly pale. “As fun and badass as that seems, that creepy evil guy said they’ll have three hundred men. An army! And that’s on top of whatever they have now.” 
 
    “Right,” I said with a nod. “But we won’t just have a gun and magic on our side, although those are already two hefty advantages. We’ll also have a massive, galaxy-breathing dragon, and possibly something else, too.” 
 
    We were in a more populated area of the city now, so we had to postpone the rest of our conversation as I flagged down another troll to take us back to the center of the city. 
 
    This one had something that was like a combination of a massive wicker basket and a backpack. The thing had two sturdy leather straps that looped over his hulking shoulders, and they were attached to a big basket that was full of cushions. 
 
    I ushered my warriors into the basket ahead of me and then joined them, and we all clung tight as the troll carefully hoisted us onto his back. 
 
    This put us incredibly close to his ears, so I nixed our conversation for the time being and focused on watching the city around us while my thoughts went into overdrive. 
 
    We were heading back to the hub of the city so I could talk to the council. They needed to be made aware of what the hell was going on in their city. And after how much I had heard mention of a giant stone gargoyle possibly coming to life, I figured that was just another reason they should be in on things. I could kick a lot of ass with my gun, my warrior women, nine warrior queens, and a galaxy-breathing dragon, but I could kick even more with some giant stone gargoyle on our side. 
 
    Supposedly, a gargoyle would come to life to right a great wrong. 
 
    And if this wasn’t a great wrong, then I didn’t know what was. 
 
    But now that I saw how many statues there were surrounding this city, I had to wonder if it was somehow possible for all of them to awaken. 
 
    Holy shit, a massive gargoyle army. 
 
    I took a deep breath and reminded myself to focus on one thing at a time. 
 
    Right now, I was mostly disgusted and filled with rage at the discovery we had just made, so I redirected myself to this discovery instead, even though it didn’t take me by surprise. After all, this was half the reason we’d been scouting out this city, and it was why we had followed the Spectrid. 
 
    All that remained now was the fact that I both wanted and needed to do something about it, and I had the power to carry it out. 
 
    This troll had an especially brisk trot. It didn’t quite clear my head the way a nice drive back home did, but I had my thoughts fully in order by the time we came lurching to a stop by the teal lake. 
 
    After the troll had lowered us to the ground, I gathered my women around me again. 
 
    “Let’s go talk to the council,” I said. 
 
    Determination was etched into their faces as they followed me, and they seemed as prepared as I was to see this shit through. 
 
    I paused for a second outside the entrance to the elders’ castle, and then I just pounded my fist on the big double doors. 
 
    There was a soft creak, and I stepped back as the doors started to swing open. 
 
    “Y’grace,” a deep voice grunted. “Good to see.” 
 
    “Hey, Rorn,” I said. “Are the elders around?” 
 
    “Yes, y’majesty.” The troll nodded. 
 
    He stepped back and waved for me to enter, and my women all followed. 
 
    “Excellencies,” Rorn hollered as he wheeled around to lead us into the room. “Majesty has arrived with his warriors.” 
 
    I wove my way to the center of the garden with my warrior women, and luckily we didn’t have to wait long. The elders came streaming into the garden in under a minute, and they had looks of frazzled excitement on their faces as they gathered close. 
 
    The excitement turned into concern as they faced me. 
 
    I couldn’t blame them. I was genuinely pissed off at the moment, and I didn’t bother to keep up my poker face. But I also made sure I didn’t channel my rage in the wrong direction, because there was a good chance the council knew nothing about this. And even if they did, maybe their hands were tied, like the Wise Council’s had been in Zeratra. 
 
    “Was our information on the warriors not to your liking?” the dome-hatted goblin asked cautiously. 
 
    “I haven’t had the chance to read it yet, actually,” I said in a voice of forced calm. “I, uhh…” 
 
    I was swiveling my head slowly around as I spoke and looking to see if the Spectrid named Grephian had made it here yet, and now I spotted a Spectrid that I assumed was him. 
 
    He was silver-scaled, which explained why the backer named Victeas had called him “the gleaming Grephian,” but he had a smudge of black across his long, scaly jaw that immediately gave him away to me. 
 
    I smiled blandly and turned back to the council with an unruffled expression. 
 
    “I was thinking we could go talk about it in the, uhh, upper levels of the castle,” I said casually. “We’re pretty hungry, and we could use some privacy after all the prying eyes staring at us out there.” 
 
    “Yes, of course,” the dome-hatted goblin said hastily. 
 
    He barked out orders to summon the servants left and right, and then sent them scurrying on their way to get food and drinks. 
 
    We followed the council slowly up a flight of stairs and through another arched doorway, and Grephian turned away with a disappointed expression. 
 
    I abandoned my pretense of casualness as soon as the door had closed behind us. 
 
    “We need to talk,” I said briskly. “Is there any chance we’re being spied on at the moment?” 
 
    “Spied–?” the goblin man croaked and let out a weak chuckle. 
 
    “Yes,” I said patiently. I strode over to pull the shutters of the window closed tight, then turned around to face the room. “One of your Spectrids, Grephian, has been spying on you.” 
 
    The council’s eyes bulged as they stared at me. 
 
    “That’s not possible,” the red-haired elven woman stammered. 
 
    “It is, actually,” I said grimly. “You might want to sit down for this.” 
 
    The council listened closely as I described in a low voice how the Spectrid in the audience had listened to my words about entering my warriors in a fight, and then flown off. Their faces remained attentive but slightly confused throughout my story as I went on. 
 
    When I got to the part about a Spectrid named Grephian scrubbing black ink off his scales, their expressions darkened. 
 
    The dome-hatted goblin gnashed his teeth. “That vile–” 
 
    “Hush, Braman,” the red-haired elven woman snapped. “Let his grace speak.” 
 
    “We can talk after,” I agreed. 
 
    I went through the rest of my tale. When I got to the part about the backers raising warriors, the council was clearly struggling between confusion and alarm. 
 
    “Raising,” Braman the goblin repeated with his green eyebrows knitted together. “This sounds… vaguely gruesome, but I confess I don’t know exactly what it means.” 
 
    “It means raising from the dead,” I said bluntly. “And after being raised, those warriors will eventually become part of an undead army for these men. They want to use the steam they gather in this takeover to continue attacking more and more oases, until this undead legion is spread over the world. They said something about the undead warriors forming a supply train for them to help keep their commanders alive as they lead the way across the desert– the warriors won’t be able to die, obviously, so they’ll have the strength to carry all that stuff and then fight fiercely afterward without dropping dead from the heat. Or that seems like the general idea, anyway… Basically, them using the fierce, undead warriors as pack animals, too, not just an army.” 
 
    Genuine fear flitted across the council’s faces, but then their expressions clouded with anger. 
 
    The white-haired fairy woman looked at me with a hint of confusion still in her eyes. “I sense your anger, your grace, which we share wholeheartedly. And yet… you do not seem rattled by this monstrosity.” 
 
    “Yeahhh,” I said with a sigh. “I’ve unfortunately seen something like this before. Not the pack animal thing, that’s unnervingly clever of them to plan, but…” 
 
    I described what I had discovered in Zeratra and went over the basics of how we defeated it, although I glossed over my gun as being a magic weapon, because that was essentially what it was to these people. Then I quickly detailed that I had an alliance with the queens of Colbiri, and I didn’t pause for long enough to take any questions. Those could wait until later. 
 
    “But since these backers mentioned reinforcements,” I went on, “I don’t know if me and my warriors will be enough, even considering our alliance with the queens. But I did hear mention of a stone gargoyle of this city coming to life.” 
 
    The council was completely silent for a long moment. 
 
    “I wish that were possible,” the goblin man named Braman finally said in a hollow, hopeless voice. “Then we could right this wrong without a doubt. But there’s a key needed to activate the gargoyle of which you speak.” 
 
    “A key?” I frowned. 
 
    The white-haired fairy woman nodded. “The keyhole is here at the tower, but it’s specifically designed to activate one gargoyle in particular– the one on our roof. The others that surround our city, we know not of.” 
 
    “We’ve tried everything,” the red-haired elf said sadly. “We wanted to speak to this gargoyle, and to be ready if there ever was a threat to our oasis. We even tried using a blank key to make a mold. The key turned and morphed to the shape of the lock, but still, nothing happened. We’ve lost all hope.” 
 
    I hesitated for a moment. 
 
    In the past, the idea that I might look at this keyhole and understand how to fix it might’ve seemed entirely absurd. 
 
    But now things were different. I wasn’t just an established and experienced backer in this mystical world. I was a king with a magical chariot, and I possessed magical warriors. Not to mention the fact that I had recently played a central role in one prophecy, possibly two. 
 
    “Can I see the lock?” I asked. 
 
    The council didn’t hesitate. They all flowed into motion and waved me after them as they headed to the stairs. 
 
    Then we followed them up the long, winding staircase that led to the top of the tower. We came out onto a flat circle of sparkling green stone. Now, we were at the feet of the enormous stone gargoyle I had spotted from down below. 
 
    “Right over here,” Braman the goblin said as he strode across the stone surface. 
 
    There was a wide, circular platform of white marble in front of the gargoyle. In its center, there was a tiny circle of gleaming silver steel, which was a huge rarity in the desert world as far as I knew. 
 
    My warriors and the council all gathered around me on the platform. I stared at the keyhole for a long moment, and I almost couldn’t believe what I was seeing. 
 
    It wasn’t just the fact that this thing was made from steel, or something similar. After all, I had seen shiny silver metal in the desert world on rare occasions. 
 
    What threw me most about this keyhole was that it had a distinctive shape that was entirely different from the simple, classic, circle-and-rectangle shape I had seen on all sorts of locks in the desert world. 
 
    This keyhole had a shape more like the kind I frequently saw back home on Earth. 
 
    Including the ignition of my truck. 
 
    Yep. This thing looked just the right size and shape for my truck key to fit inside. 
 
    “No fucking way,” I muttered under my breath. 
 
    I had to be out of my mind. 
 
    Maybe this whole “being king” thing really was going to my head. How the hell would it be possible for my truck key to fit a magical lock that was alluded to in an ancient prophecy in another world? 
 
    But at this point, a part of me was thinking… Why the hell not? 
 
    After everything I had been through here, would this really be so surprising? 
 
    There was only one way to find out. 
 
    “This may sound crazy,” I finally said. “But I think I might have a key that fits this lock.” 
 
    A deeper hush fell over the council, and for a long moment they all just looked at each other. 
 
    Then the elven woman stepped forward. 
 
    “Try it,” she urged. “You are a king, and the player in a prophecy. If you can awaken this gargoyle, it is yours to command.” 
 
    I felt slightly dizzy as I pulled Spitfire’s key out of my backpack and weighed it in my palm. 
 
    Suddenly, it seemed incredibly heavy. The little old key to my truck might hold the weight of this oasis’ fate. 
 
    I carefully pushed the key into the lock. Despite how obvious it had seemed at first glance, it was still shocking to me that it fit perfectly. 
 
    But now it was time for the real test. 
 
    I put a small amount of pressure on the key to turn it. The mechanism of the lock shifted slightly, and excitement surged in my gut as I followed through to complete the motion. 
 
    A deep, stony crack reverberated through the stone below us, and it felt like a shockwave ran through the air. 
 
    All of a sudden, I had a crazy feeling that I had broken something in this world.

  

 
   
    Chapter 10 
 
    There was a low grinding sound as the marble platform shifted beneath us. 
 
    I grabbed onto my warrior women to steady them, and the council joined us in falling into a crouch as the marble slowly rose upward. 
 
    “What is happening?” Indy asked with alarm. 
 
    I had no idea what the hell was happening, or what to do about it, for that matter. This marble platform was steadily lifting higher and higher. Should we jump? What if it didn’t stop? 
 
    But then, right when we were at eye-level with the giant gargoyle, it did stop. There was a deep, heavy click as the marble platform locked into place. 
 
    “Holy gods,” Braman the goblin swore under his breath. 
 
    The eyes of the gargoyle were gleaming a bright, steady blue, and it was looking at us with a familiar stern expression on its blunt features. 
 
    “Who has awoken me,” it boomed in a low, stony voice. “And for what purpose?” 
 
    I stared at the gargoyle in disbelief as I got my thoughts in order. 
 
    The key to my old semi-truck had just awakened an ancient stone gargoyle from a prophecy. And now, despite asking who had awoken it, it had its gleaming blue eyes fixed directly on me, like I was the one in charge here. 
 
    And the council was doing the same damn thing. 
 
    Well, I guessed I was kinda getting used to this type of shit by now. 
 
    “I’m King John,” I said in a steady voice, even though the world felt like it was reeling beneath my feet. “I was told about a prophecy that you would come to life in order to right a great wrong.” 
 
    “This is true,” the gargoyle acknowledged in a throaty boom. “We are enchanted to join our strength and guard against anything that threatens Deninde.” 
 
    “We?” I repeated as my heart leapt. “You and your other, uh… associates guarding this city can all be awoken?” 
 
    The great gargoyle did not respond, so I cleared my throat and continued. 
 
    “Well, the great wrong has arrived,” I said in a firm voice. “There are backers inside your city who are raising warriors from the dead to force them to fight. Soon, these backers will have reinforcements to help them take over your city. And I have reason to believe that they won’t stop there. I think these guys intend to use undead warriors to steadily spread the plague of their rule over the whole desert world… Starting with Deninde.” 
 
    There was a brief silence that was only broken up by a few low cracks, which I was pretty sure resulted from the gargoyle grinding his stony teeth. 
 
    “This is a grave threat,” he boomed. He was silent for another long moment, and then he let out a gust of a sigh that made us all stagger slightly. “The stone guardians of Deninde can work together to defend an attack on the city. But that is only when the attack comes from outside. So, if this army you speak of comes, we would be able to defend against them. But to all attack the backers and their warriors inside the city would go against the laws we are bound by.” 
 
    “But this attack from within is still just as much of a threat as the army approaching from outside,” I said with disbelief. 
 
    “This is not a choice on our part,” the gargoyle boomed. “It is an age-old enchantment that was set to make sure no ruler could command the guardians to take over their own city as a dictator. If a threat comes from within the city, then only one guardian may fight against it. That guardian is me.” 
 
    “Oookay,” I exhaled as I thought this through. 
 
    I guessed the logic of the enchantment made sense. 
 
    But at the same time, this could present a major issue. The whole city was bound to notice if the gargoyles abandoned their posts to defend against the approaching army. And sure, those gargoyles would almost certainly succeed in turning away the army of three hundred warriors. But in the process, the evil necromancer backers inside the city would be alerted to the fact that someone was on to their plan. Seeing the way these cowardly bastards operated, I was sure they would immediately slip through the cracks and go into hiding. 
 
    And that was just fucking unacceptable to me. I needed every last one of them dead. 
 
    When I laid this line of reasoning out to the gargoyle, he grunted and nodded his gigantic, stony head. 
 
    “This logic is sound,” he boomed. “And the guardians will only lead a defense of the city if we are commanded to. So, if you have a different strategy in mind, it is well within your power to execute it. Just know that if you lead an attack within the city, only I will be able to fight at your side.” 
 
    I nodded as I shared a look with my warrior women. 
 
    “Well,” I finally said. “I have four incredible warriors who have already fought at my side to destroy necromancers before. Soon, I’ll have a fifth warrior. I also have an alliance with the nine queens of Colbiri, and they have a fearsome dragon at their command. I think that you joining us in the fight might just do the trick in wiping these bastards and their reinforcements out of existence.” 
 
    “You are the key-bearer.” The gargoyle inclined his head again. “I will fight as you command.” 
 
    These words seemed to echo in my mind for a long time, and I took another moment to process how fucking insane this was. 
 
    A rush of motion made me turn around, and I saw that the council was all sinking to their knees as they faced me. 
 
    “We are at your command as well, your grace,” Braman the goblin intoned. “We are not warriors ourselves, but we command many Spectrids, plus a few dozen guards. We will do anything we can to assist you in defending our city from this threat.” 
 
    And just like that, the reins of this whole damn oasis were placed in my hands. 
 
    But hey, this was me, King John, just taking things in stride. 
 
    Or at least, that’s what I was trying to do. 
 
    Still, this was absolutely fucking bonkers. 
 
    I gave my head a quick shake to clear it. 
 
    “Alright,” I said with my mouth feeling slightly dry. “Well, for one, I’d say to exclude Grephian from any Spectrids on our side. He’s definitely double-crossing you, but from what he said, he sees no hope in winning any of the others away from being loyal to you.” 
 
    The council nodded, and Braman the goblin stroked his green jaw thoughtfully. 
 
    “I think we’ll arrange for Grephian to do some observation for us,” he mused. “Observation of a leafy area of the forest, where every other Spectrid in our command will be lying in wait for him. Then I say we chain him in the dungeon, interrogate him, and bring him to justice.” 
 
    “But if he disappears, then the backers might realize you’re on to them,” I pointed out. “We want the element of surprise.” 
 
    “I have an idea,” Abbey said suddenly. She blushed slightly when every head on the roof turned toward her, but then she hurried on. “After this Grephian dude is, umm, handled, the council can put out word that one of their Spectrids vanished. They can say the suspects are people who were wearing a certain type of robe, or something commonly worn by these evil backers. Nothing too specific, but just close enough that they’ll start to doubt each other. They’ll wonder if one of their own group sabotaged them by killing or taking this Spectrid. All of that suspicion will just mean they’re busy looking at themselves, and way less likely to notice anything John or this council is up to.” 
 
    “That’s fucking brilliant,” I said. 
 
    Murmurs of agreement ran around the council. 
 
    “It shall be done,” Braman the goblin promised. “Now… How will the battle unfold, King John?” 
 
    “When I first arrived, you guys said you wanted to throw a big day of fighting,” I said. “And I also distinctly heard those two scumbag backers say that they wanted to pit their warriors against mine. They mentioned that their reinforcements will be here at the end of the month, and that the whole city would want to be there to see my warriors fight. This would be the perfect opportunity for them to make their move, they said. But it also presents an opportunity for us. So… I think we should hold this grand day of fighting. That way they’ll think their plan is unfolding perfectly.” 
 
    “But…” the red-haired elven woman hesitated. “You–” 
 
    “Nyave,” Braman the goblin hissed. “Your courtesies.” 
 
    The elven woman bowed her head swiftly. 
 
    “Your grace,” she corrected herself. “My apologies. But I was going to say, your highness… Do you mean that we will truly be allowing the army inside our city?” 
 
    “Yeah,” I said bluntly. “And yes, it is risky. But it’s the best way to ensure we finish every last necromancer. I don’t want a single survivor left.” 
 
    I added more detail as I went through my logic about keeping the necromancer backers from going into hiding, and the council nodded slowly. 
 
    “It goes against every instinct to allow the invaders into our city,” Braman the goblin said with a grimace. “But… the logic in this plan is undeniable.” 
 
    The red-haired Nyave nodded in agreement. “It is the only way to make sure we destroy this evil, root and stem.” 
 
    “So,” I said briskly. “What we should do next is plan this big day of fighting. Your role in that will be vital, because you know your city best. Maybe we should call your Spectrids in, too– excluding Grephian, obviously. He said he’s not allowed into the councils, so that won’t seem unusual, will it?” 
 
    “Not at all,” Braman confirmed. “Each Spectrid must serve for nine years before being allowed in our councils. Grephian has only been with us for three.” 
 
    “Perfect,” I said. “So, we can all pool our knowledge about these backers and work out the best way to ensure every single one of them is into this day of fighting.” 
 
    “Yes, your grace,” the white-haired fairy said with a bow. She clapped her hands together and turned to the council. “You heard the king. Let us call the Spectrids and convene in the Crimson Chamber.” 
 
    I turned back to the gargoyle. “For now… Should I leave you, uh, awakened, or…?” 
 
    “I think not,” the gargoyle boomed. “Awakening should be saved for times of great need. Only do so when the time comes for battle, or if you urgently need to inform me of your plans. The enchantment is strong, but it is best not to leave such things to themselves.” 
 
    “Makes sense,” I said with a nod. “I’ll be back sometime soon.” 
 
    The gargoyle bowed his head in acquiescence, and I slipped the key back into the keyhole. 
 
    There was another low click as I turned it, and then the gargoyle went completely still. His blue eyes dimmed back to an empty, stony gray. 
 
    The marble platform we stood on slowly sank back to its former height of just a few inches tall, and it clicked again when it locked in place. 
 
    We headed downstairs into a round chamber that had red banners on the walls. There was a big round table in the middle of it that was painted bright crimson, too. 
 
    “Please be seated, your grace,” Braman the goblin said. “I will call the Spectrids.” 
 
    He hurried down the stairs, and I sat with my warrior women and the other council members at the round table. 
 
    Soon, the golden-scaled Spectrid from earlier arrived, along with about a dozen of her associates. They all had different colored scales, and more of them continued to trickle in as we waited, until there were about twenty Spectrids gathered around the room. 
 
    “Deninde has not had a great day of fighting for over a century,” the red-haired elven woman named Nyave said as she settled into her own seat. “But back when we did, it is said that there were announcements sent out by scroll to each household. For the backers themselves, a special invitation was sent out, a scroll carried by one of the council’s Spectrids, along with a red gem for each one.” 
 
    “Why a red gem?” I asked. 
 
    “To symbolize bloodshed, glory, and riches, your grace,” Braman explained. “We still have a trove of such gems saved for this very purpose.” 
 
    “Alright,” I said. “So as soon as we decide things, you’ll send out these invitations. I’m sure you’ll know how to appeal to these backers’ egos, yeah?” 
 
    The council nodded. 
 
    We went through some more arrangements for the day of fighting, which one of the Spectrids suggested calling “The Scarlet Night.” 
 
    Then I dismissed the Spectrids, so we could go over our own plans for the battle itself. 
 
    Once they were all gone, Braman inclined his head. 
 
    “That was a wise measure, your grace,” he said. “The Spectrids will fight on our behalf if asked to, but it is wise that our grander battle plans are kept secret.” 
 
    “The less people know, the less chance there is of anyone else finding out,” I said with a nod. “So… I think we should carry out this full day of fighting like we would if we weren’t planning an ambush, because the backers said that after the fight with my women is when they would want to raise whichever warriors died.” 
 
    A shudder went around the whole table. 
 
    “Right there in the arena?” Nyave the elven woman asked in a disturbed voice. 
 
    “Yep,” I said with a nod. “They think it would be a show of power that would help sway people to their side. They also said they’d plan on having their reinforcements arrive at the arena around that time, like we discussed. So, that will be when we strike.” 
 
    “What about summoning Ethramne and the queens?” Indy asked. “When will we do that?” 
 
    “We’ll want to double-check this with them before we decide that for sure,” I said, “but I’m thinking the sooner, the better. If Ethramne can fly high enough, they probably won’t even see her, especially with how focused everyone will be on the fights. So, she can circle high over the city, or somewhere nearby, until we give a signal.” 
 
    “Which will be what?” Ellie asked with a frown. 
 
    “I’ll do it,” Artemn offered. “A big flash of light and a clap of thunder ought to do the trick, right?” 
 
    “Perfect,” I said, and I smiled at the fierce gleam in my winged warrior’s eyes. “Not to mention the fact that it’ll unnerve them right from the start. Try not to do it too loud, though– we don’t want to be deafened.” 
 
    Artemn nodded resolutely, and I was glad my warriors had practiced this stuff already. 
 
    “What about the key?” Meikha asked. “Will you leave the arena to go activate the gargoyle, and then return? What if you can’t get away, or get back?” 
 
    I hesitated for a moment as I considered this more deeply. 
 
    As much as the council seemed into this whole plan of taking down the necromancers, I didn’t really want to entrust Spitfire’s key to them. It was too much power to put in the hands of one of these people. 
 
    “Your grace,” Braman said with a bow of his head. “I’m sure the lead mediator of whichever arena we hold the fight in would be more than willing to fly up with the key and do the deed.” 
 
    I nodded. If there was one constant besides violence in the desert worlds, it was the stubborn impartiality of the gargoyle mediators, and their devotion to what was best for their city. 
 
    “I’ll have to awaken the big guy at some point soon to confirm that will work,” I decided. “But that can wait ‘til after we’ve done some more planning. He said I could awaken him again to inform him of our plans, so that’s what I’ll do.” 
 
    The council bowed their heads. 
 
    We went into some more planning, and then there was a moment of silence before the red-haired Nyave spoke up. 
 
    “Your grace,” she said cautiously. “As was mentioned earlier, we are not warriors… but if you ask it of us, we will gladly take up swords and fight at your side.” 
 
    “I don’t think that would be a good idea,” I said with a shake of my head. “I think between me, my warriors, the dragon, the queens, your Spectrids, and the stone guardian, we should have the fighting covered. You should go with your strengths– planning and organizing not just this day of fighting, but how to help restore order after we’re gone. I’ll help with that initially as much as I can, but I mean… we won’t be here forever.” 
 
    The council all shared an anxious but determined look and nodded. 
 
    “We will plan accordingly, your grace,” Braman promised. Then he hesitated for a moment. “Will you be back again, though? I know our city will be sad to see you go…” 
 
    “I’ll be back,” I said with a faint smile. “To make sure there’s no more necromancy cropping up, and maybe to enter a fight or two, provided things are still going smoothly.” 
 
    The council immediately looked reassured at this. 
 
    I paused and shook my head at how much the tables had turned with my entire situation in the desert world. 
 
    Here I was, drawing up battle plans while the council of this city looked to me for command. 
 
    But this was just my life now, I guessed. 
 
    And I couldn’t deny that it made me feel both powerful and incredibly alive. 
 
    We went over the basics of these plans one more time and decided that the evening of fighting called the Scarlet Night would take place in one month. That way I would have my new woman at my side, and the council would have plenty of time to build up excitement around the event. 
 
    It would also give the backers plenty of time to notify their incoming reinforcements from the nearby oasis of exactly when they should surround the arena, which according to what I had overheard earlier, should be right after the final fight of the evening. 
 
    “There will be fights all day beforehand,” Braman the goblin assured me. “That way the backers will be fully invested in being there not just to see your warriors, but to see to their own.” 
 
    “We will announce the timing of your warriors’ fight well ahead of time,” the red-haired Nyave added. “So they can plan well. Or so they think.” 
 
    I had to chuckle at the malicious excitement in her tone, and I realized these people were actually looking forward to the plan, too. 
 
    “It feels good to be able to do our part in defending our city,” Braman said quietly. “We thank you for your role in this, your grace. We would be lost without your leadership.” 
 
    I nodded. “Honestly, ever since I saw the fucked-up evil that was unfolding in Zeratra, I’ve felt committed to making sure I never have to see it again.” 
 
    It was almost sunrise now, and I decided it was time for me and my warriors to head home. 
 
    We settled on me arriving around noon on the big day. That would give us time to consult with the big gargoyle again, go over the information the council had given us about the potions used on the warriors, and then to see some of them in action, too, so we’d know more about what my women would be up against in the arena. 
 
    The council all sank to their knees again before I departed with my women, and I gave them a short bow before we strode out the door. 
 
    The council sent the troll named Rorn to take us to the city gate, and once we were safely inside the wheelbarrow-coach, Abbey leaned in and spoke in a whisper. 
 
    “That was fucking awesome,” she sighed. “I mean… I know how serious this is, but you should’ve seen yourself in there, John.” 
 
    “So bold and powerful,” Indy purred. “A true king.” 
 
    I was caught between blushing slightly and laughing at how fucking wild this all was. 
 
    “I guess that’s me now,” I said with a casual shrug. 
 
    “Tomorrow evening we will go back to Colbiri as planned, yes?” Ellie asked. 
 
    I nodded. “Yeah. And we can tell the queens about our plan then, too.” 
 
    I was seriously impressed by how well Abbey was taking this all in stride. And I definitely thought we should have a conversation about what, if anything, she would be doing when this battle took place, but for now I decided to let her revel in the excitement of our first journey as we drove away. 
 
    “I can’t believe everything we just saw,” she groaned as she settled into the passenger seat of my cab. “Elves, fairies, trolls, kappas, badass arena fighting mediated by sentient gargoyles… Holy shit.” 
 
    “It’s a lot,” I agreed with a chuckle. I backed Spitfire carefully out between two giant gargoyles, and then turned to put Deninde in my rearview mirrors for the time being. “So, are you glad you came?” 
 
    “Are you kidding me?” Abbey gushed. “I’m incredibly glad I came. And I’m so, so grateful that you brought me. This has been the fucking highlight of my life, John.” 
 
    “Good.” I grinned as I picked up speed and directed us toward the moonstone road. “I’m glad, too. It was awesome having you here, Abbey.” 
 
    The pink-haired woman blushed and shot me a pleased look. 
 
    We discussed the finer points of Deninde throughout the forty-five minute drive back to the foggy portal. When the swirling fog came into sight, everyone took a deep breath. 
 
    “O, mighty fog,” Abbey led in a chanting tone. “Luminous, immortal fog, with your unforgettable, spinny lights… We beseech you to grant us a safe passage, in all your wisdom and flowing benevolence. Hear my words–” 
 
    She cut off as the truck did a little bounce like it was skipping down the road, and I gripped the wheel tightly as I wondered if this was a sign of happiness. 
 
    The lights ahead of us swirled encouragingly, and Abbey continued. 
 
    “I behold thy beauty,” Abbey proclaimed solemnly. “It is my desire that I might be rejuvenated with life through love of thee…” 
 
    As she went on, I found myself wondering what the hell my pink-haired companion was saying and if she had come up with it herself, but the fog seemed to be loving it, so I allowed her to go on. 
 
    “Holding thy s-spirit,” she continued. “That I– ahhhh!” 
 
    She shrieked as we took off like a rocket into the gleaming, swirling fog. 
 
    The truck swayed from side to side in a giddy rush. Maybe I should’ve been scared, but it was fun as hell, or maybe Abbey’s deranged giggles just made it that way. 
 
    We touched down as light as a feather, and everyone let out a breath. 
 
    “Nice work,” I said as I drove onto the reassuringly solid ground. “What was that you were reciting? Or were you just spitballing?” 
 
    Abbey giggled again. “The last part was from an opera I saw once, but the words were originally taken from the Book of the Dead. It’s a love poem between an Egyptian pharaoh and the goddess Nefertiti.” 
 
    “That… sounds kinda fascinating, actually,” I said with a surprised chuckle. “So I guess ancient Egyptian love poems are on the list of things the fog likes.” 
 
    I shook my head as I watched the fog swirl into nothingness in my rearview mirror. 
 
    “Will I be staying at your house again tonight?” Abbey asked after a moment. “Or… this morning, I mean. Considering you’ve driven me to another world and back in the last twelve hours, I would hate for you to drive all the way down to Portland right after.” 
 
    “Yeahhh,” I said with a stifled yawn. “I’m thinking it would be best to catch some z’s at my place first, if that’s alright with you.” 
 
    “Of course,” she murmured. “I’ve never slept in such a comfortable bed in my entire life. My bed at home is literally a futon right now.” 
 
    “Oof,” I muttered. “Well, you’re more than welcome to stay with me for as long as you want. And when we wake up tomorrow, maybe we can hang out and do some more planning.” 
 
    “Hell yeah,” she said enthusiastically. 
 
    By the time we got home, all six of us were yawning heavily. 
 
    “Some rest is definitely in order,” Abbey sighed. 
 
    “I wish to hit the hay, too,” Indy announced. “I shall dream of being rocked to sleep in a giant basket held by a giant troll.” 
 
    “Same,” I snorted. 
 
    I decided to take a quick shower before I went to bed with my warrior women, so I headed into the master bathroom. Inside, I walked past the giant bathtub and to the separate room behind it. Then I switched on the LED lighting to a soothing blue shade and switched on the shower. 
 
    Water streamed down from overhead and from every side of the room. I waited ‘til it was warm, and then stepped in. 
 
    I sighed with bliss as warm water cascaded over me from every direction, and the dust from my battle out in the desert world was washed from my body. 
 
    I had just switched on the steam jet when the sound of voices made me freeze in place, but I relaxed slightly as I recognized Ellie and Meikha’s voices. 
 
    “He is not in the bath,” my petite warrior’s voice said with a pouty tone. “Where–” 
 
    “Shh,” Meikha said. “Listen.” 
 
    There was a short silence, and then my two women appeared in the doorway of the shower room. 
 
    “Ooooh,” Ellie murmured as she took in the water streaming out from five surfaces in the room. “I have not bathed in here yet. This is marvelous, John.” 
 
    Without another word, my dainty warrior stepped back out of the doorway, let her clothes fall to the ground, and walked in to join me. 
 
    “Mmmm,” she moaned as the water poured over her. “Meikha, come join us.” 
 
    “Of course,” my tawny-eyed warrior purred as she shed her own clothes. “I think it is time we break in this shower.” 
 
    As she stepped inside, I walked past her and slid the door closed, and every ounce of my tiredness evaporated. 
 
    Because now that I knew what my warrior women wanted, I fully intended to make this room echo with their moans.

  

 
   
    Chapter 11 
 
    Ellie immediately moved to press her body against me, and she stood on her tiptoes as she brushed her lips against mine. 
 
    She pulled back and just looked at me for a moment, and I paused to drink her in with my eyes. The soft blue lighting rendered her pearly skin in a pale, baby-blue color, and the streams of water from the shower made the light ripple slightly. Between that, her blue hair, and her big blue eyes, she looked like some sort of sultry siren at the bottom of the sea. 
 
    Then she slowly sank to her knees and started to stroke my length with light, gentle fingers. 
 
    I was hard within seconds, and Ellie let out a small, breathy giggle as she leaned forward and swirled her tongue against the tip of my cock. 
 
    The giggle turned into a muffled moan as she swallowed more of my length, and I sighed with pleasure as she accepted every inch of me. 
 
    I leaned back slightly against the shower wall and braced my weight against it as she continued to glide her lips up and down. She caressed my shaft with her tongue every time she pulled back, and then she bobbed her head forward ‘til her pouty lips brushed against my groin. 
 
    The need to claim her boiled through me as hot as the steam that filled the shower, and soon I couldn’t wait anymore. I pulled away, then crouched, gripped her by her elbows, and pulled her to her feet. 
 
    She immediately moved toward me, and I took a moment to trace my fingers over her rosy pink nipples before I gripped her by the shoulders. 
 
    “I think Meikha is feeling a little left out,” I pointed out with my eyebrows raised. 
 
    I saw a quiver run through Meikha’s body as she looked at me, and then she gave Ellie a playful pout. 
 
    “You must learn to share, Ellie,” she chided as she approached me. 
 
    Her hand was feather-light against my cock as she nudged Ellie out of the way with her hip, but her touch sent a current through my whole body. 
 
    I growled with joking impatience and gripped her by her hips to spin her around. 
 
    Meikha let out a giddy laugh as I turned and pressed her against the wall. Her hands moved to brace herself against the tiles as I stepped up behind her and cupped her breasts. 
 
    Ellie let out a pouty sigh, but her blue eyes were full of arousal as she moved over to kneel in front of Meikha with her back against the wall. 
 
    I wrapped my arms around Meikha and reached down to grasp Ellie’s wrists and pin them up over her head, and she moaned softly as she put her tongue to use between Meikha’s thighs. I kept my grip on Ellie’s wrists as I pressed against Meikha, and her hand reached back to guide me to her entrance. 
 
    She was wetter than the water that was streaming over our bodies, and every inch of her passage stretched taut around my cock as I slowly forced it inside. 
 
    Pleasure rippled and flared around my groin as she took me to the hilt, and the sight of Ellie pleasuring Meikha with her tongue while I took the wind warrior from behind just made it that much hotter. 
 
    Meikha whimpered and writhed in both directions as she surrendered to me. I used my knee to nudge her pliant legs further apart and coaxed more whines from her lips as I accelerated into a fast rhythm of thrusts. 
 
    I slowed my pace when I realized something was changing. 
 
    “What’s happening?” I asked in confusion. 
 
    Then I realized that Meikha’s feet were no longer on the floor. 
 
    She was slowly lifting up off the ground like she was fucking levitating. 
 
    “Oooh,” she shivered and squirmed her way back down toward my cock. “It just feels… so good… I can’t…” 
 
    The water whipped into a swirling spray around us as she moaned again and sank back down onto my cock. 
 
    Then she started to bounce up and down despite neither of us putting any muscle into the motion, and the wind swirled wildly as it propelled her movements. 
 
    I clutched her tight, staggered around in a half-circle, and braced my back against the wall as Meikha bounced on my cock with increasing speed, and I just closed my eyes against the ocean-like spray of water as pleasure consumed me. Everything except Meikha seemed to dissolve. 
 
    She quivered and moaned as her climax gripped her, and I wrapped my arms around her to keep her from being lifted away from me completely. Her whole body spasmed against me, and she moaned my name in a trembling whine. 
 
    Then she slumped down into my arms with a gasp. 
 
    “Holy shit,” I panted. 
 
    “That was quite a show,” Ellie whispered. 
 
    My dainty warrior was still pressed against the wall. One hand traced over her coral-pink nipple, and the other trailed temptingly between her legs. 
 
    I was immediately inflamed with need for my blue-haired warrior again, but I also felt feverish as hell from the steamy heat of the shower. 
 
    “Let’s maybe take this out of the shower room,” I panted as I slowly lifted Meikha down to the floor. 
 
    A light breeze tickled against my skin as I shut off the water. It trailed over my face as Ellie snatched my hand to pull me out of the room without hesitating, and Meikha came along behind us. 
 
    She immediately slipped into the empty bathtub, and I followed her as the steam from the shower room dispersed behind us. 
 
    All of our skin was flushed and hot, and Meikha smiled wickedly as she settled onto the bench next to us and watched with her sharp, tawny eyes. 
 
    “John,” Ellie whimpered as she climbed into my lap. “Please…” 
 
    I positioned her petite frame above my cock, but then I took the time to tease her softly with my fingers. 
 
    She pulled my other hand up and caught my finger between her lips, and her innocent face shot me a provocative look that immediately erased the world around us from my mind. She arched and squirmed impatiently against me as I moved my hands to grip her by the waist, and then I lowered her slowly onto my cock. 
 
    Her delicate arms coiled around me, and she clung to me hard as I bucked my hips up to fill her with urgent thrusts. 
 
    Soon, my blue-haired lover’s whimpers of pleasure filled the room. The way my normally shy warrior responded so intensely to my touch always infused these moments with an extra element of heat for me, and it just propelled me further into my lust for her. My breath hitched, and I paused to lift her off my cock for just long enough to switch positions. 
 
     Ellie leaned forward against the bench of the tub as she splayed her legs wider to accommodate me, and my heart pounded like a drum as I delved back into her passage with my aching cock. 
 
    The driving force of my hips earned more airy gasps and moans from her lips, and her head tilted to the side as her blue eyes pinched shut in ecstasy. Her fingers clenched into the side of the tub when her body contorted with her climax, and the backs of her thighs were still quivering against me when I slid home one last time. 
 
    I groaned against her neck as I released a flood of cum into her womb. My climax rushed through me in hot waves, and I slowed down to lazy, languorous thrusts to match each one. 
 
    Ellie was dazed and mellow in my arms as I lifted her and sat her up on the bench, and her eyes were almost glazed with euphoria as she looked at me. 
 
    “Ellie?” I chuckled. “Are you still with us?” 
 
    “Mmmm,” my dainty warrior mumbled. “I was just imagining…” 
 
    She trailed off, and a pink blush bloomed on her cheeks. 
 
    “What?” I asked as I trailed one hand across the soft skin of her shoulder. 
 
    “N-nothing,” she said with a yawn. “I’m growing tired. And that felt so, so good…” 
 
    I sensed the truth in these last words, but I thought there might be more than that. The look on her face when she’d been staring off into space reminded me of the way she had looked when she was watching the elated kids in the minivan earlier. 
 
    I decided to let it drop for now, but a wave of warmth shot through me as I realized this fierce, stunning woman of mine might have the same feelings I did about children. 
 
    The aftermath of our time in the bathroom hung over us in a mellow haze, and I felt almost like I was swimming through it as I accompanied my two sated warriors to the master bedroom. 
 
    We slipped into bed with my other slumbering women, and as Ellie nestled against me, she grabbed my hands and brought them to rest over her belly. 
 
    The warm feeling flooded through me like a drug, and its potency stayed with me even as I drifted down into the darkness of sleep. 
 
    When I woke up, all four women were sprawled out around me, and the light of dawn through the skylight cast their perfect bodies into different shades of gold. 
 
    Then a glint of silver caught my eye, and I saw Artemn turning to give me a lazy smile. 
 
    Her once wild face was soft and mellow in the morning light, but a spark of excitement lit it as she sat up. She kept her wings tucked carefully as she eased out of the bed, and I did the same. Then I followed her out of the room. 
 
    “Want some decaf?” I asked as I led her to the kitchen. I knew regular coffee gave my winged warrior the shakes, so one of the first things I had done was invest in some quality decaf for her. 
 
    She nodded in response, and I selected the temperature and type of coffee I knew she liked on the digital screen of our coffee maker. 
 
    The thing had cost me a couple grand, but it felt worth every penny when I saw the look on Artemn’s face as she took a long, slow drink. 
 
    I set my own cup to brew, and then I leaned against the counter with my winged warrior. 
 
    “You know what?” Artemn asked quietly, and her voice was full of energy despite the fact that we had just woken up. 
 
    “What?” I asked. 
 
    “I honestly can’t wait to fight those necromancers,” she said with a note of eagerness in her voice. “The feeling I got during– and after– obliterating Zeratra’s Scazaths was absolutely incredible. I never imagined using my powers to do something like that. But I fucking loved it, John.” 
 
    “I loved it, too,” I said with a smile. “And honestly, I’m looking forward to this shit just as much. I mean, we’re going to have to prepare very carefully for it, but… Yeah. I feel supercharged about this shit.” 
 
    Either our energy was infectious, or my other warriors were already feeling the exact same thing as us, because there was a current of excitement in the air as we all gathered around the dining table that morning. 
 
    Artemn laid out a plate that was piled high with warm croissants for the other women. Between that, the coffee, and the topic we were about to dive into, any remains of sleepiness were chased from their eyes within minutes. 
 
    First, I took some time to fill Abbey in on how Artemn and Meikha used their powers in tandem when they fought, and the role my other warriors had played during our last battle. 
 
    She listened attentively, but when I was done talking, she hesitated for a moment with her blue eyes fixed on mine. 
 
    I took another moment to admire the little gold flecks in them, and then I gave my head a quick shake to bring me back to the topic at hand. 
 
    “What is it?” I asked. 
 
    “Well…” Abbey bit down on her lip for a moment. “There’s a topic we’ve kind of been skirting around: What my role in all this is going to be.” 
 
    “Yeah.” I rubbed my jaw as I thought through this again. “Well… How are you feeling about the whole thing? I mean, I remember you said you don’t feel comfortable with a sword. Artemn does a damn good job of shielding us as a group any time an attack comes our way, but I don’t want you to feel…” 
 
    I trailed off, and Abbey shook her head. 
 
    “The way I feel is completely clear,” she said. “I want to be at your side in battle. And… John, you know I’m not the type of person to lie, right?” 
 
    “Of course,” I chuckled. 
 
    “Okay,” she said with a little smile. But then her face got serious. “Then trust me when I say I’m damn good with a bow. Like… genuinely. I did archery club all through school, and I’ve been practicing ever since. Outside of my work, it’s one of my favorite things to do.” 
 
    I stopped to consider this for a moment. 
 
    In the past, I might’ve said a bow wasn’t very useful to have in this type of battle. 
 
    But at this point, there were a few occasions I had seen someone use a bow with such speed and accuracy that it had actually made for a practical weapon in these scenarios. 
 
    And between the warrior queens, a dragon, a gargoyle, a squadron of Spectrids, and my own warriors, I thought we would have plenty of room and use in our little group for an archer. 
 
    “Abbey can cover our backs,” Artemn jumped in. “Our fight is going to take place in the arena, right? So it’s possible that we’ll be approached from the back– whether we’re circled around by any of the necromancers, or when their reinforcements make it into the city. We don’t know what direction all of them will approach us from, and most of my attention will be on guarding our fronts from any direct attacks.” 
 
    “Or we could have her use the key to awaken the stone gargoyle,” Meikha suggested. “I think we are all confident that Abbey can be trusted with anything.” 
 
    “I suppose so,” Abbey said hesitantly. 
 
    “Yeeeah…” I murmured. Then I shook my head. “But Abbey, I think it’s better if you stick close to me. You’re new to the desert world, and the fights are incredibly brutal and chaotic. I just don’t feel great about having you so far from me. Plus, we know we can trust the gargoyles. I think having the lead gargoyle of the arena taking the key is the way to go here.” 
 
    Abbey sighed with relief. “I feel the same way. I mean, as ready as I feel for this, I don’t exactly want to end up being cast off on my own.” 
 
    “And we can have a signal for Abbey to call if there are high numbers of people approaching us from behind,” Ellie added. “Then Artemn and Meikha can sweep in with a full dome shield for all of us.” 
 
    Abbey’s face glowed with excitement. 
 
    “Alright,” I finally said with a smile. “But we should do some practicing beforehand. And I think we should do some basic drills with your sword, too. Just in case someone gets in close.” 
 
    “Deal!” The pink-haired woman smiled from ear to ear. “I promise you, John, I am all over this.” 
 
    I was distracted by a sudden barrage of vibrations from my phone. It buzzed across half the table as text after text came in, and the pew-pew-pew sound of lasers rang out from the speaker. 
 
    I chuckled and rolled my eyes as I recognized the ringtone I had set for my friend Nick. 
 
    Then I picked up the phone and swiped to open the texts. There were seven of them already: 
 
    Yoooo. 
 
    Are you heading down to P-Town today, Johnny Bossman? 
 
    Vero is coming back from the Bahamas tomorrow. 
 
    He’ll be here for a few days before he goes out to manage the other store again. 
 
    Sooo, if you want to swing by with the rest of your jewels before then, he can get them appraised and selling pretty quick. 
 
    Oh, make sure you bring those stunning lady friends of yours. 
 
    Yes, yes, I promise I’ll behave. 
 
    I snorted with laughter as I texted back. 
 
    Yeah, we’re actually heading down to Portland today anyway, I replied. So we’ll swing by this afternoon. 
 
    Sweet deal, my friend texted back. See you soon, Mr. Bossman. 
 
    I had just set my phone aside when it buzzed again, this time with a call. 
 
    “Mr. Popular,” Abbey said with her eyebrows raised. 
 
    I chuckled and shrugged. “I’ve got a lot of stuff going on.” 
 
    The call was from Gordon, so I stood and paced out onto the patio as I answered the phone. “Hello?” 
 
    “Hello, John,” the broker said with a smile in his voice. “I’ve got some updates for you on your LLC. Nothing huge, but still some important steps forward I thought you’d want to hear about.” 
 
    “Awesome,” I said. “Hit me with it.” 
 
    “We’re still looking for the right place to set up a company lot for you,” he explained, “but Doug has managed to get his hands on two trucks for your future fleet. Well, he hasn’t bought them yet, of course, but he says he can get a good deal on them, and he wanted to check in with you about it.” 
 
    “Perfect,” I said. “I trust Doug’s judgment when it comes to this stuff, so if he says they’re good, then go for it.” 
 
    “Will do,” Gordon replied. “In the meantime, we’ll continue looking for a good location for a company lot.” 
 
    “Sounds good,” I said. 
 
    We went over a few more details for building my fleet and finding some additional employees, and then Gordon promised to update me again soon. 
 
    I was a little surprised by how naturally this whole managing thing came to me. 
 
    But then again, at this point I wasn’t just a new business owner. I was a fucking king. 
 
    “Time to head down to Portland,” I announced as I strolled back into the lounge. “Abbey, do you want to come with us on our errands? We were going to stop by my friend’s pawnshop and stuff.” 
 
    “Sure,” Abbey said brightly. “I don’t have any commission work at the moment, so I should be good to go. Maybe I should grab some fresh clothes from home, though…” 
 
    “Alright,” I said with a nod. “And now that we’re on the topic, maybe we should buy some more clothes for you, too.” 
 
    “Buy more clothes?” Abbey looked slightly panicked. “Umm, money is–” 
 
    “Not an issue,” I said calmly. “I’m buying.” 
 
    “John,” Abbey protested. “I absolutely cannot let you–” 
 
    “C’mon,” I said with a smile. “I’m bringing you into a dangerous and mystical wasteland. The least I can do is outfit you with some more comfortable clothes to do it in. I had to do the same for myself at first– obviously our usual Pacific Northwest wardrobe doesn’t fare so well in the desert world…” 
 
    “Good point,” Abbey sighed. “Okay, but… I owe you one.” 
 
    “You’re going to be guarding my back in a necromancer battle,” I pointed out as I led her to a store I’d been to with my warriors before. “I think it’ll even things out. And speaking of battle, maybe you should grab your bow and arrows from home to do some target practice at my place.” 
 
    “Will do,” Abbey said with a nod. “I’ve also been thinking about what I’m going to do for my armor… I have several more panels of the carbon fiber mesh ready by now. I was saving them for if you or anyone else wanted more, for whatever reason. All I’d really need to do is sew them into the leather armor I already have made for myself.” 
 
    “Hmm,” I murmured. “Sounds like a good option. So, let’s definitely have you do that before the battle comes. But for now…” 
 
    “Home, stores, errands,” she said with a smile. “And then, Colbiri.” 
 
    Like before, the drive down to Portland was a breeze in my new car. The seat was like sitting on a goddamn cloud, and being so comfortable allowed my mind to wander more to my plans for the next few days. I went over them in my mind again while we waited for Abbey to run into her apartment and grab her stuff. 
 
    Tonight we would head back to Colbiri for a second time, but it wouldn’t only be about making an appearance, like we had originally planned– although that was certainly part of it. But we would also be telling the nine queens that the time might be coming up for them to fulfill their oath to fight at our sides. 
 
    Contemplating all this felt even more dizzying when I was doing it in between running everyday errands here on Earth, and I had to pause and shake myself back to the here and now as I strode into the pawnshop with the five women at my sides. 
 
    Inside, my eyes immediately found Nick’s untidy black mop of hair. It was side by side with Vero’s helmet-like bronze hairstyle, and both of them were crouched on the floor. They seemed to be in the process of arranging something that looked like the most bizarre mannequin I had ever seen. 
 
    It had the torso and head of a normal mannequin, but each one of its limbs was made of something different. One arm literally looked like a bionic arm in a way that seemed a little bit cyberpunk and a little bit like it belonged on a life-sized Power Ranger action figure. The other arm was silver and encrusted with jewels on every available surface. Down below, there was a leg that appeared to be made from white porcelain, with gleaming blue inlay running up and down it. The other leg was encased in a shell of gleaming chrome filigree. 
 
    The door’s bell tinkled when I opened it, and Nick’s head snapped around to see who it was. 
 
    “Johnny Bossman!” my friend hooted as he straightened up. 
 
    He came over to clap me on the shoulder, and I returned the gesture before I stood back to stare at his utterly confusing masterpiece again. 
 
    “What the hell are you up to now?” I asked with a chuckle. 
 
    Nick shrugged. “I’ve had several people come in looking for prosthetics lately– buying them new is insanely expensive– and in the process, I found out these things are valuable as hell. So I started putting feelers out, and I’ve had a decent amount of people come in and sell them.” 
 
    “Ahhhh,” I said with sudden understanding. When I looked more closely at the arms, I could see that they did appear to be prosthetics under all the bling and chrome. “So, you’ve switched from bedazzling old ladies’ dentures to, uh, bedazzling prosthetics?” 
 
    “Hey.” My friend grinned and spread his arms wide. “People with prosthetic limbs wanna look fly, too. So I buy the prosthetics, have Vero spiff them up, and then sell them for a higher price.” 
 
    “And that many people come buy them?” I asked. 
 
    “Once you find your target demographic, word gets around,” he said with a shrug. 
 
    “Never a dull moment with you,” I snorted with laughter. 
 
    Despite his usual slightly disheveled aura, my friend was looking spiffier than ever in a new diamond-buttoned suit vest and tapered slacks, and Vero was suited up to an even more immaculate degree than before. 
 
    “I’ll take that as a compliment,” my friend said crisply. “How are you and your lovely ladies doin– hey, wait a second. Do I know you?” 
 
    Nick directed his last words at Abbey, and his green eyes squinted in confusion. 
 
    Abbey stared back at him, and then she snapped her fingers with recognition. “Oh! Did you used to run a different shop, or something? Somewhere here in Portland?” 
 
    “A pawnshop and a taxidermy store,” he said with a nod. “Both locations moved here, so they’re right next to each other now.” 
 
    “Taxidermy!” Abbey said. “Of course. I bought some leather hides from you.” 
 
    “Small world,” Nick said. He stared between me and Abbey. “Wait, so, are you guys, like… together?” 
 
    There was a moment of silence, and a bright pink blush spread over Abbey’s cheeks. 
 
    Nick waggled his eyebrows at us, but then his face took on an expression of utmost innocence. 
 
    “Neeevermind,” he said slyly. “Anyway, John… You have some jewels you want us to look at, yes?” 
 
    Vero had still seemed entirely absorbed in finding the perfect pose for the prosthetic-limbed mannequin, but at the word “jewels,” his head perked up, and he caught sight of me. 
 
    “Ah,” he said as he straightened up. “Good to see you, John.” 
 
    “Shall we?” Nick asked, and he swept a hand toward the jewelry counter. 
 
    My warriors did their usual thing of drifting off into the shelves to explore the store. Indy’s hand shot out to reel Abbey in and pull her along with them, and I chuckled at the look of delight on the pink-haired woman’s face. 
 
    “So.” My friend lowered his voice as he took his place behind the jewelry counter. “Another–?” 
 
    “Nicholas,” I said in a brisk, businesslike voice. “Don’t make me punch you.” 
 
    A cheeky smile lingered on my friend’s face, but he held up his hands and took a step back. 
 
    “As you wish,” he said innocently. 
 
    His eyes widened a little at the sight of the jewels as I poured them out onto the mat, but he had experienced this enough times by now that he didn’t look like he was about to faint at the sight of them. 
 
    “Lovely, lovely,” Vero murmured as he turned a few gems over with light, practiced fingers. 
 
    He selected a few to look at under the microscope while I chatted with Nick. 
 
    “I take it business is booming for you, then?” I asked as I glanced back at the prosthetic-limbed dummy again. 
 
    “Hell yeah,” he said proudly. “And that’s actually something I wanted to talk to you about. Thanks to your jewels, I’ve started attracting a more wealthy clientele. Which seems like a weird niche for a pawnshop, but I’m not complaining. But anyway… With so many gems on our hands, I was actually thinking maybe we could branch out with what we’re doing with them.” 
 
    “Like supergluing them to prosthetic limbs, you mean?” I asked shrewdly. 
 
    Vero shot me a narrow-eyed look at this, and I chuckled. 
 
    “Definitely not just supergluing,” Nick said with a joking pat on the jeweler’s shoulder. “And hey, I just sold one of these babies for nine-k. Imagine how much one would sell for with higher quality gems on it.” 
 
    I tilted my head as I considered this. 
 
    “Well,” I finally said. “I guess the more ways we can find to sell jewels, the better.” 
 
    “Exactly what I was thinking,” my friend said with a nod. “It always looks less suspicious to be selling assorted items that have gems on them, rather than just a massive, never-ending treasure trove of gems. I’ve been spacing out the sales well enough, but this will be a good precaution.” 
 
    “Deal,” I agreed. I glanced at the blinged-out limbs again. “And to be honest, those are pretty fucking cool.” 
 
    “I think we’re really hitting our stride here,” my friend agreed with a proud smile. “In fact, we’re selling so much nice shit that I’ve been forced to abandon using leaf blowers indoors. Can’t afford to topple this masterpiece.” 
 
    I smirked, but then paused at the sound of voices behind me. I turned around and saw that Abbey and Ellie were emerging from one of the aisles. 
 
    There were no nerf guns, hats, or stacks of coats this time, but Abbey was now wearing different pants than she’d had on when she walked in. They were loose, silky, and dark green in color, and they gathered tightly around her ankles. They came all the way up to the top of her abdomen, but they narrowed from the hips upward to lace around her torso like a corset. 
 
    She spun in a neat circle as she caught my eye. 
 
    “Perfect for the desert cosplay, no?” she asked with a smile. 
 
    “Hell yeah,” I said with a chuckle. I turned back to Nick. “I didn’t know you sold this type of stuff.” 
 
    “Are you kidding me?” he snorted. “People can’t get enough of this shit. It goes off the shelves so fast I don’t even put that much trouble into arranging it.” 
 
    Then Indy, Artemn, and Meikha came out of the aisle, too, and I realized they were all sporting items they hadn’t been wearing when they walked in. Artemn was wearing a new white corset-shirt that laced up the sides and revealed an impressive amount of skin. Ellie was partially sheathed in a tight mesh and silk shirt that was shaped to look like overlapping green leaves, and it made her look like some sort of nymph who should be sitting next to a forest stream. Indy had traded the jacket she wore over her bralette for a cropped silk vest. It was cut into tassels at the bottom that swirled around her waist, and they were strung with gold rhinestones. 
 
    I turned back to Nick. 
 
    “Free of charge,” he announced before I could say anything. 
 
    “Thanks,” I chuckled. “You’re a gem.” 
 
    Abbey gave Nick a cheerful wave as we left, and this seemed to help the newest of my warriors overcome her lingering suspicion about my chaotic friend as she did the same. 
 
    I walked out of the store and along the road with the five women trailing behind me, and then I glanced at Abbey’s pants with approval. 
 
    “Those really will be perfect for the desert,” I said. “But I think this next stop will be super helpful as well.” 
 
    My pink-haired companion sent me a playfully suspicious look as we crossed the street, but then she got completely distracted as I gestured to the store up ahead. 
 
    “Oh, my gosh,” she breathed. “Luminos. I fucking love this place. I used to come in here all the time just to try things on, but it got depressing, because, like… priiicey.” 
 
    “Say no more,” I teased as I held the door open for her and my women. 
 
    “Come,” Indy commanded her fellow warriors. “Let us find clothing suitable for a woman as beautiful as Abbey.” 
 
    The leatherworker’s mouth dropped open as a fresh blush spread through her cheeks, and she drifted along like she was in a dream as my warrior women swept through the shelves and snatched up clothing and accessories for her. 
 
    I chuckled as I watched how bold they had become striding around in the Earthly stores here, and then I kicked back in a comfortable chair while my women marched Abbey into the changing rooms. 
 
    There were a few minutes of murmurs, giggles, and soft “ooohs,” and then my warriors marched Abbey out in her first outfit. 
 
    It was a silky blue tunic that clung tight to her breasts and upper abdomen, but then opened up and flared out loosely around her hips like a jacket. She wore it with sandals that laced up over the ankles of her new pants, and a slim leather choker necklace. 
 
    Abbey tried on a few more outfits until my warriors were satisfied with her desert world attire, and they tried on some clothes for themselves, too. 
 
    Then my women assisted me in getting Abbey through the checkout process without snatching up the clothes and putting them away. 
 
    “Do not worry, Abbey,” Indy said patiently. “John buys you such gifts because you are worthy of them.” 
 
    This didn’t seem to help that much, but then Artemn laid a soothing hand on Abbey’s arm. 
 
    “It’s only to help you blend in more,” she said reassuringly. “I mean, John is a king now, after all. There’s a standard that we’ll all be held to just because we’re in his presence.” 
 
    Artemn’s touch seemed to both thrill and awe Abbey, and it looked like her brain was buffering for several moments before she responded. 
 
    “I suppoooose,” she finally sighed. “Thank you, John. Like, so, so, so–” 
 
    “You’re welcome,” I cut in with a grin. 
 
    The woman behind the counter took about three times longer than was probably necessary to ring us up, but I couldn’t say I blamed her. The five women with me were more than easy on the eye. They were staggeringly beautiful. 
 
    “T-thanks,” the cashier finally said as she handed over the bags. “Come again soon, please– I mean, thanks.” 
 
    Indy tossed her hair as she strutted out the door, and then she turned to face us. 
 
    “I think we are more than ready for our trip tonight,” she purred. “We will thrill and awe the people of Colbiri even more than before.” 
 
    “I agree,” I said as I looked my women up and down. 
 
    They were all sporting some of the new clothes they’d gotten today. All in all, they were now wearing or carrying over a thousand dollars’ worth of new stuff, and I had zero regrets about it. Not only did I love spoiling my women, I also fucking loved seeing them prowl around looking like a million bucks in the desert world, where everyone practically viewed them as goddesses at this point. 
 
    And not in a creepy, half-dead type of way. My women were not only fierce and badass, but healthy and happy. 
 
    Maybe I couldn’t bring the same level of lifestyle to all the warriors of the desert world, but at this point, I felt entirely confident that I could use my power to at least improve things for plenty of them. 
 
    “I think it’s time for John to buy new clothes now,” Ellie announced. 
 
    Indy’s eyes widened, and she gave Ellie a sultry smile. “I like this new boldness in you, Ellie. It suits you.” 
 
    “It does,” I said with a chuckle. “But I don’t need–” 
 
    “Nonsense,” Indy proclaimed. 
 
    “She’s right,” Artemn said briskly. She braced her hands against my back and grunted with the effort of pushing me forward a few inches. “Let’s… go…” 
 
    I snorted with laughter as I allowed her to boost me along. 
 
    “You know what…” I sighed. “Why the hell not?” 
 
    I led the way to the shop where I had bought several suits now, and I strolled in the door like I owned the place. 
 
    The blond tailor was behind the register checking someone out when we walked in, but his eyes widened when he saw me. 
 
    “Have a nice day,” he barked at the man standing at the counter. 
 
    The man stopped mid-speech and shot him an affronted look, but accepted the receipt being shoved into his hand. 
 
    I smirked slightly to myself as the tailor rushed over to me. 
 
    “John,” he greeted me. “How can I help you?” 
 
    “Well,” I sighed. “I’ve got a, uhh, special occasion coming up. It’s in, umm, Arizona, so it’s gonna be hot and dry. So, I want something pretty lightweight. And I also want it to be snazzy, but not, like… cheesy.” 
 
    The tailor immediately went into overdrive, and I felt like I was watching a video on fast-forward as he zipped back and forth across the fabric-covered wall. 
 
    Soon, he came back with an armful of panels for me to pick from. 
 
    “If I may,” he said, “I would advise the silk-wool blend. It’s quite a light weave, but should lay smoothly…” 
 
    I picked the silk-wool blend in a dark emerald-green color that would normally be a bit out of character for me. But I was about to be walking back into the desert world, where things were about a million times flashier than here by default. This felt like a good pick for “still me, but will stand out in a sea of fantastical humanoids.” 
 
    I walked out of the store with my new suit and my warriors at my sides. 
 
    “You clean up nice, John,” Abbey teased. 
 
    “I do my best,” I chuckled. “I could say the same for you.” 
 
    Our banter continued as we hopped back in my SUV and drove north, and Artemn’s new favorite band played in the background. But despite all this, half my mind was still filled with the sounds of a dragon roaring, necromancers’ bodies hitting the ground, and warrior women screaming in triumph. 
 
    That wouldn’t come until later, though. For now, it would be time to do more planning and put on a show as we appeared in Colbiri with the queens. 
 
    We ate some lunch and then spent a few hours doing some light training with Abbey’s new blade, just in case we got into a situation where she had to use it. Then we propped up one of my women’s many soft grappling dummies to use for target practice. 
 
    I gave the bow a closer look as Abbey ran her hands over it again. I didn’t know that much about bows, but I knew enough to recognize this one as a recurve. Its shape was simple and sweeping, but something about it drew the eye. Its long, gently-arcing limbs were made out of some type of white wood that had streaks and bands of gold running through it. The center of the bow looked almost like it was made from some type of gemstone like amber, but it was perfectly carved with a grooved grip and something like an arrow rest. 
 
    As I watched Abbey’s twelfth arrow thunk into the center of the dummy’s chest, I felt way less worried about her being involved in the battle. She was quick and deft enough with the bow that I thought it would be a perfect option. 
 
    Then we all stood back while Indy practiced with her bottle of galaxy dust. 
 
    This was a fucking awe-inspiring sight, to say the least. We all watched with amazement as Indy clashed with an imaginary opponent with rose-gold stars and haze streaming all around her. It was a combination of deadliness, grace, and otherworldliness that almost took my breath away. 
 
    “Badass?” she asked in a modest voice as she scooped the last of the galaxy back into its bottle. 
 
    “Soooo badass,” Abbey whispered. 
 
    “Agreed,” I said. Then I glanced at my phone and saw that we were approaching midafternoon. “It’s about time for us to get rolling.” 
 
    “Rolling in John’s magnificent chariot,” Meikha sighed as she sprang to her feet. “Which is now getting the awe and adoration it deserves from the people of Earth.” 
 
    “It really is stunning,” Abbey agreed as we stepped outside. 
 
    Spitfire was all glossy and full of vibrant color as I drove her out of the garage, and my warriors let Abbey climb into the cab first before they made their own graceful and acrobatic ascents. 
 
    “One day, I’ll get the hang of this,” Abbey puffed as she swung into the passenger seat. 
 
    “You will,” I promised with a chuckle. “Trust me, I looked like a drunken monkey the first few times I had to get in this thing.” 
 
    “Drunken monkey,” she giggled. “Sounds like the name of a Portland store.” 
 
    “Yep.” I snorted with laughter as I thought of the odd variety of store names I had seen in the city, including Nick’s pawnshop, the Screaming Goose. “Sounds about right.” 
 
    “I love monkeys,” Ellie said in a dreamy voice. “We have watched video after video of them doing the silliest things.” 
 
    “Oh, man,” Abbey sighed. “Has John taken you to the zoo yet? Because if not…” 
 
    “Zoo?” Artemn frowned. 
 
    “It’s a place full of animals,” I explained. “Including monkeys. And now that you mention it, Abbey, I haven’t yet. But I think all six of us should definitely go.” 
 
    “It’s a date.” Abbey grinned. 
 
    I felt the same giddiness I heard in her voice as I smiled. 
 
    After a moment, the pink-haired woman spoke again. 
 
    “Do you ever get used to this?” she asked. 
 
    I didn’t have to guess what she meant. 
 
    It felt fucking crazy that we were not just on our way to the mystical desert world, but we were also planning a deadly necromancer battle involving a dragon and a sentient giant gargoyle there, while also making casual day plans here on Earth. 
 
    “Honestly?” I said with a half-shrug. “Sort of. I mean… There are parts of it that are still very new to me. Like, being a king and shit is pretty recent, and this is both the second and largest battle I’ve orchestrated.” 
 
    “Well, you seem to be picking it up fast,” Abbey pointed out with a smile. 
 
    “John learns on his feet,” Indy said proudly. “You must do so to survive in the desert lands.” 
 
    Artemn taught everyone the words to her new favorite song as we drove along, and soon my warriors were all belting out the lyrics in the slightly off-tune chant that I had come to know and love from them. 
 
    “Alright, Abbey,” I said as the foggy portal came into view ahead. “This one’s all you.” 
 
    “Ooooh!” The pink-haired woman rubbed her hands together like I had just set a delicious meal down in front of her. “Okay, here we go… He who flies through the luminous portal of fog, flies through the stuff of the gods. Its misty, glowing majesty is the only thing worthy of adorning the horizon between worlds, where we f-fly–” 
 
    The truck did a quick bounce and then shot off into the foggy expanse, and my cab was filled with delighted giggles as we hurtled breathlessly through the air. 
 
    Then we landed with what I could only describe as a skip and a hop, and we were safe and whole on the gleaming moonstone road of the desert. 
 
    “Magnificent, Abbey,” Indy declared. 
 
    “Oh, I can’t hold a candle to you, princess,” the pink-haired woman insisted. “You’re like a freakin’ poet.” 
 
    “Yes, I suppose so.” My princess tossed her hair. Then she tilted her head and frowned. “What is a poet?” 
 
    “A, uhhhh…” Abbey’s forehead scrunched up. “A bard?” 
 
    “Ahh.” Indy nodded. “Yes, perhaps in another life, I might have been a bard.” 
 
    “Mmmm,” I said doubtfully as I wheeled the truck in a wide arc. “My money’s on, like, some very prestigious form of assassin.” 
 
    “Very suitable,” Meikha agreed. 
 
    The setting sun was a bright companion at our side as we drove down the moonstone road. 
 
    As we got closer to Colbiri, we solidified our plans for that trip. We decided to tell the queens about the upcoming battle first, in the privacy of the pyramid. 
 
    “After that,” I said, “we can enjoy ourselves plenty, draw attention and get the people amped up for the big fight to come, but don’t let your guards down too much. Remember Volluz.” 
 
    “Always,” Indy said in a dark voice. 
 
    “Volluzzz,” Abbey said with a frown. “Is that one of the oases you went to?” 
 
    “Yep,” I said. “It was… chaotic, with a capital C.” 
 
    “And in bold, bold letters,” Indy added. 
 
    Soon, the misty, rose-gold light of Colbiri’s galaxy came into sight. I steered us off the road toward it and glanced over at Abbey. 
 
    “Alright,” I said briskly. “So, just in case you’ve forgotten, we’re about to encounter a massive, galaxy-breathing dragon. But she won’t harm us.” 
 
    “I remember,” Abbey said with a nod. “Her name is Eeee-thram-nuh, right?” 
 
    “Correct,” Indy said proudly. “And there she is now.” 
 
    Ethramne’s scales glistened with a dark iridescence like oil on water as she arched her neck up to tower over us. 
 
    I was used to feeling a bit like a giant on the road when I drove Spitfire, but just like the first time, this dragon suddenly made my baby seem small as hell. 
 
    “Hoooly shit,” Abbey breathed. “That’s legitimately a fucking dragon.” 
 
    “Princess,” I said with a quick glance at Indy. “Make sure you, uhhh…” 
 
    “Yes, John,” Indy said softly. 
 
    She spoke some quiet, soothing words I couldn’t quite hear, and Ethramne immediately sank back onto her haunches. Rose-gold sparkles flashed through her eyes, and then she dipped her scaly head down. 
 
    “Holy shit,” Abbey squeaked. “Utterly, magnificently badass…” 
 
    “Thank you.” Indy smirked. 
 
    The dragon relaxed onto the ground as we drove around her, and the only movement was from her red-gold eye watching us drive by, and the conspicuous, cat-like twitch of her huge, barbed tail. 
 
    I parked in the same place we had before, at the edge of the oasis near the massive, stepped pyramid. I could see distant figures moving around on one of the upper platforms, inside one of the lush gardens that adorned the pyramid. 
 
    Then we strode between the gemstone colors of the Queensyard’s peaked oval buildings, and I immediately noticed that things were somehow both emptier and livelier than they had been the first time we were here. There definitely seemed to be less people around this area, but they were way more boisterous than before. 
 
    I slowed our pace as a middle-aged elven woman came rushing out of the fenced-off patio of one of the buildings. 
 
    “Hurry up,” she called over her shoulder. “We don’t want to miss all the fun.” 
 
    There was a snort of laughter from another person who appeared on the road behind her. It was a tall elven man who walked with a cane, and he twirled it in a merry circle as he replied to the woman. 
 
    “The best fun won’t begin until the oasis’ most honored guests are–” He choked off as he caught sight of me and my warriors. Then he turned to his companion and offered her his arm. “Let’s get to the arena.” 
 
    The two elves had their eyes plastered to me and my women as they hurried along, and they even stared at us over their shoulders until they rounded the corner and disappeared. 
 
    Despite the pair’s otherworldly appearances, the elf’s cane-spinning, debonair attitude almost reminded me of an Earthly blast from the past, and I couldn’t hold back a chuckle as I watched the two walk off arm in arm. 
 
    “I can only assume the best fights of the evening are reserved for when we’re there to watch,” I said with my eyebrows raised. 
 
    “So that the people will continue to associate us with glory and bloodshed,” Ellie said with a lethal smile. 
 
    “I think they already do that,” Artemn pointed out. She shot Indy a glowing look. “Thanks to our princess.” 
 
    Our conversation trailed off as the big mosaic doors of the pyramid swung open, and the usual small squadron of guards marched out of it. 
 
    They immediately fanned out to the sides of the door and then dropped into kneeling positions with their heads bowed and their forearms pressed against their brows. 
 
    This was still new enough to me that it felt all kinds of awkward, but I managed to stay impassive as we strode through the two rows of guards and into the pyramid. 
 
    A servant in a white velvet robe was waiting for us inside. 
 
    “Your grace,” she said with a deep bow. “The queens hope you will have a drink with them up on the terrace before you attend the fights.” 
 
    I nodded as my warriors and I followed the servant up the stairs. 
 
    We emerged onto one of the upper platforms, and I immediately spotted the garden where we had seen people from down below. 
 
    The garden was even more beautiful up close. The slim wooden archways above it were connected with lattices that were draped with all kinds of glowing foliage and flowers. We wove our way through them on a ground that was covered with moss, ferns, and wildflowers of every color imaginable. Some flowers had soft white lights pulsing between their petals, and I spotted the forms of tiny hummingbirds zipping around between the blossoms. 
 
    The queens stood from their gilded chairs to greet us. 
 
    “Your grace,” Natiya said with a bow. Then she moved to embrace Indy. “Sister.” 
 
    The queens greeted my other warriors with equal warmth. Then they realized there was a sixth person in my group. 
 
    Abbey seemed awed into a stupefied silence as she stared at the queens, and her blue eyes darted from one to the next like she was worried they would disappear before she could really take them in. 
 
    “This is Abbey,” I said as I stepped forward to touch her arm. “Abbey, these are the queens of Colbiri, also known as the Light Bearers.” 
 
    “We are honored to meet any companion of King John,” Natiya said solemnly. Then she gestured to all of us. “Come. Sit. We have fresh druim nectar, and many other delicacies.” 
 
    As we sat, the queens seemed to sense that something was going on. 
 
    “Does something trouble you on this night?” the sweet-faced Sabree asked. 
 
    “Ahh…” I hesitated. “Sort of.” 
 
    The queens all looked at me expectantly, so I decided to just go ahead and say it. 
 
    “I think the time may be coming for you to fulfill your oath.”

  

 
   
    Chapter 12 
 
    Natiya was silent for a moment as she passed out small, thimble-sized cups to each of us. 
 
    “We will be honored to fulfill our oath,” she said as she raised her own cup to her lips. “What is it that you have found, your grace? Something in Deninde?” 
 
    “Yep,” I said grimly. 
 
    The nine queens listened closely as I went through everything we had seen and overheard in Deninde, followed by how I had awakened the stone gargoyle. 
 
    Then I went through our plans for the great day of fighting, and our future ambush of the necromancers and their reinforcements. 
 
    “The treacherous scum,” Akelda swore with soft, deadly disgust. Then her face warmed as she looked at me. “You set this up quite neatly, King John. The necromancers and their lackeys will walk right into your trap.” 
 
    “And we will be there to help finish them off,” Natiya added with a fierce smile. “I look forward to hearing their screams before they die.” 
 
    “Honestly…” I couldn’t believe I was about to agree with this savage sentiment, but then I shrugged my shoulders. “I feel the same. The backers we overheard were talking about two warriors they had managed to raise from the dead. By the sound of it, these women were in even worse shape than the ones we encountered in Zeratra, and the backers were treating them just as badly, if not worse.” 
 
    “Bastards,” Temerine growled. “Backers have no right to behave in such a way. The warrior women of our world have the love for battle running through their veins, and they thrive on the song of swords in the arena. But this filthy necromancy profanes that. It taints the proper role of a backer in every way.” 
 
    Diari nodded grimly. “A backer’s place is to manage the warriors’ affairs– to secure them worthy opponents, weapons, and arenas to fight in– while the warriors focus all their energy on improving and becoming the best version of themselves. Backers should respect and honor what their warriors do and help to lead them to glory, not enslave them for greed.” 
 
    “Completely agreed,” I murmured. 
 
    The queens’ sentiments echoed something I had heard traces from in the words of the gargoyles and my own women, about how warriors should be treated with more respect, given how fucking lethal and well-trained they were. Outside of Colbiri, though, it seemed like this was a path that many of the oases had strayed far away from. 
 
    But the energy and capability of these fierce warrior queens to enforce the idea gave me a new hope for this world. In Colbiri, violence was just as woven into the society in its own way, but at the same time, the warriors here were given the honor they deserved. I hadn’t seen or heard any signs of backers treating their warriors the way I had seen many backers do in other oases. My own women had almost died at the hands of their former backers, after all. But here, it was different. And if it could be different here, then why not everywhere else in this world? 
 
    I gave my head a quick shake and told myself to rein it in. This definitely seemed like a line of thought worth exploring later, but the necromancer battle was step one, so we had pressing matters to discuss. 
 
    We went over my plans to call on Ethramne before the battle took place, and the queens all nodded. 
 
    “We will circle high overhead,” Orika, the eldest of the queens, promised. “Near the edge of the oasis. Then, when you call us, Ethramne will bring us diving down from the sky.” 
 
    “And we will lay waste to the necromancers at your side,” Maisira finished in a matter-of-fact voice. 
 
    “In the meantime,” Natiya added, “with your permission, we will continue as planned with the tournament to find your new warrior. I assume the addition of this fair woman to your group does not mean you have changed your mind…” 
 
    The queens looked at Abbey, and I quickly replied to ease their worries. 
 
    “No, Abbey doesn’t fight in the arenas,” I explained. “She’s… my assistant of sorts. All of the intricate armor you see my women wearing is crafted by her alone.” 
 
    Abbey blushed as red as a tomato as the queens all sat up a little straighter and studied her. 
 
    “You created all of this finery?” Natiya asked. 
 
    “Uh… yeah,” Abbey half-laughed, half-squeaked. Then she cleared her throat. “It’s a passion of mine, and I’ve been honored to help John and his fighters make such a strong impression.” 
 
    “We are honored to meet such a fine craftswoman,” Natiya said with a slight bow of her head. 
 
    Abbey didn’t seem to know how to respond to a literal queen bowing to her, and she managed a slightly giggly bow in return while she clamped her hands together in her lap. 
 
    “So, let the tournaments proceed,” I chuckled. 
 
    “Very good,” Diari said as she twirled her long black braid. “We have already done much to stoke the people’s excitement, and we have informed them of your return to watch the fights tonight.” 
 
    “Shall we head down to the arenas?” Natiya asked with a smile. “Then we can come back here to lay out our battle plans in more detail, if you wish.” 
 
    I agreed, and I stood with my warrior women to follow the queens down to the bottom of the pyramid. 
 
    The few people who were left out on the patios of the Queensyard buildings all made a beeline for the path as soon as they saw us, but they waited for us to pass and kept a respectful distance from the queens and the few servants and guards who brought up the rear of our little party. 
 
    Like before, there were a few exceptions who stepped forward to kneel and offer gifts for the queens. 
 
    One of them unslung a canvas sack from over his shoulder, and he pulled out fourteen small skins of wine. 
 
    “For you to sip as you watch the fights tonight,” he offered with a humble bow of his head. 
 
    “Thank you, good man,” Sabree murmured. 
 
    She turned and snapped her fingers, and a brown-haired dwarven servant scurried forward. He quickly pulled a velvet pouch from his belt, and then dipped his hand into it to grab a handful of small, round objects that looked like pearls. 
 
    Then he deftly opened each wineskin and dropped one of the pearls inside. After that, he held each skin up next to his ear and listened closely for a few moments before he closed them again. 
 
    “They are untainted, my queens,” he announced as he handed the wineskins to a basket-holding servant. 
 
    I raised my eyebrows as I glanced over at Natiya. 
 
    “He was checking for poison,” she said quietly. “The pearls are small and harmless to swallow– they actually taste quite nice– but they’re enchanted to scream if there’s any poison in the drink.” 
 
    “We do not think any of our people would poison us, truly,” Diari added. “But it’s always wise to be safe.” 
 
    After all the shit I had seen in the desert world, I wholeheartedly agreed. And it was a refreshing change to see things tested for poison in a way that didn’t involve forcing a servant to down a drink that possibly contained it, like Krasur had back in Bayalon. 
 
    This time, the queens had decided we would make a brief circuit of the best arenas in the city, ending with the Transcendence Arena where they had fought the giantess Kehlire alongside Indy on our last visit. 
 
    First we headed to an arena called the Drenched Arena in the Pondbarrow district. It had similar sloped, stadium-style seating as many we’d seen, but the arena itself was a rectangular pool of water where water beings fought in their own style. 
 
    Just like in the Transcendence Arena, the queens had their own dais to watch from, and we joined them as the fighting unfolded below. 
 
    The deadly fights involved beings like mermaids facing off against other aquatic beings, but some of the lower-stakes fights had normally ground-striding elves and humans going up against the mermaids, which was a whole different kind of chaos. 
 
    We headed to a few other arenas after, like the Skeleton Arena in Rattlemere, and the Thorne Arena in the Ironwood Thicket. But like I had assumed earlier, the best and fiercest fights of the night seemed to be reserved for us to watch at the Transcendence Arena. 
 
    The place was packed to bursting when we arrived, and fingers pointed at us from every direction as we strode down to sit on the dais. 
 
    “So,” I said as I thought back to all the fights we had seen so far. “I take it this week of the tournament is specifically for one-on-one fights?” 
 
    “Exactly,” Natiya confirmed as we watched two warriors square off in the arena. “The winners from this week will go on to face greater challenges, like fighting alone against a group.” 
 
    “How common is magic in arena warriors here?” I asked curiously. 
 
    “Common enough,” Diari said with a shrug. “I would say maybe one-third of fighters possess magic, perhaps a bit more. That is taken into account when the fights are arranged, of course.” 
 
    The whoops and cheers that rang out in the audience at the beginning of the fight were good-natured, but they sounded more warlike than what I had heard in other oases. It was immediately obvious that these fights weren’t just about entertainment or being wowed with badassery, although those definitely seemed to factor in. But these people seemed more personally invested in the fights. 
 
    And oddly enough, they seemed personally invested in my warriors, too. 
 
    “Do you think Juhaina has a chance of passing on to the second week?” a keen but croaky voice inquired from behind us. 
 
    I didn’t turn my head, but I listened with interest as the conversation unfolded. 
 
    “Absolutely not,” a snobbish, aristocratic-sounding voice replied. “It’ll be Nemza, if anything.” 
 
    “Nemza is not worthy to join the warriors of King John,” a girlish voice argued. “Look at Vennaha. One glance shows you she is fit to fight for a king.” 
 
    Any reply was drowned out by the thunderous voice of the lead gargoyle as he announced the two fighters currently in the arena, Vennaha and Juhaina. 
 
    At first glance, I thought the girlish voice sort of had a point: The warrior named Vennaha was all sculpted muscle and lean lines. Her red hair was pulled into a tight knot at the back of her head, and her green eyes were full of focused intensity as she gazed at her opponent. 
 
    But looks weren’t everything, and the dark-haired Juhaina proved to be incredibly swift and ruthless despite her small, stocky stature. Her black blade was plain, while Vennaha’s was edged with some type of gemstone that brought it to a razor-sharp edge, but Vennaha was skilled enough with her weapon that she brought her opponent to heel with impressive speed. 
 
    When the next two warriors strode out onto the arena, the crowd broke out into mutters and whispers that spread through them like wildfire. 
 
    I looked at the queens in confusion, and Natiya leaned close to explain. 
 
    “You see that warrior with the morningstar?” she asked softly. “That is Reyhan. She is much anticipated for the tournament, even though this will be her first time in the arena. She was trained by three warriors known as the Trifecta, who were amongst the greatest fighters our oasis has ever seen.” 
 
    “I’m intrigued,” I murmured. 
 
    Reyhan had gleaming, strawberry-blonde hair that was braided down her back. She had her black metal morningstar in one hand. On her other arm, she had a bracer made of some metallic golden material that stood out as something almost one-of-a-kind in the desert world. 
 
    Her eyes were a shade of pale gold that reminded me a little of champagne and a little of the color that lights the sky just before sunrise during the summer. They were striking and almost haunting, even from a distance. 
 
    Her opponent was a tall, lean warrior whose dark brown hair was tied back under a big green leaf that she wore like a bandana. Her tunic was made from similar material, and she carried a long black metal spear. Its tip was barbed, and it had jagged protrusions along the lower half of the shaft that were barbed, too. 
 
    The gargoyle raised his booming voice to announce the warriors. 
 
    “Now we have Reyhan the Red Dawn against Tecre Shadowthorn,” he announced. 
 
    Both warriors’ names were cheered by the audience, but the two were so drawn into their focus that the sound didn’t seem to register with them. Reyhan’s mesmerizing, pale-gold eyes were fixed on her opponent’s with an intensity that seemed to make the brown-haired woman slightly uncomfortable. Still, Tecre set her jaw and returned the stare while she shifted her spear threateningly in her grip. 
 
    “Begin,” the gargoyle thundered. 
 
    The two opponents immediately started to circle each other. Tecre was the first to charge, and she used her reach to her advantage as she attempted to skewer Reyhan with her spear. But the strawberry-blonde warrior danced aside from several jabs. 
 
    I knew from my own warriors’ fighting master that the morningstar wasn’t great as a defensive weapon, or even good. But soon it became apparent that Reyhan had a way of defense that more than made up for this. 
 
    Tecre’s spear jabbed out again. This time Reyhan swung her bracer-clad forearm up to meet it. My warriors and I all winced collectively as we anticipated a strike, but then a shield of blood-red light arced out from Reyhan’s bracer. Tecre snarled as a quiver ran up her spear-arm. 
 
    Then Reyhan whipped around to the side, and her morningstar flared with red light as she arced it at her opponent’s head. 
 
    “One strike for Azahr,” the gargoyle boomed. 
 
    “The Red Dawn,” Indy murmured. 
 
    Tecre ducked and brought her spear whistling around to send its barbed sides at Reyhan’s shoulder. 
 
    As it flew through the air, I noticed the spear was now cloaked in a dark, swirling shroud that looked like shadow turned into fog. 
 
    “One strike for Iviar,” the gargoyle boomed. 
 
    The strawberry-blonde warrior jerked up her left forearm, and a blood-red shield flared between her and her opponent again. Then the dark smoke separated into small, wasp-like shards and fanned out to dart at her from every angle, but her red shield shot out and encircled her entire body. She let out a sharp hiss of effort as red rays burst outward, and the shards dispersed into puffs of smoke. 
 
    After a few more defensive moves, Reyhan launched into an onslaught of swings and strikes that had Tecre scrambling back step after step to block and evade her. 
 
    Then, in the beat between one of Reyhan’s morningstar strikes, the leaf-clad warrior lunged forward with her spear outstretched. 
 
    The crowd screeched in response. The screeches ramped up into a roar of approval as Reyhan snatched a hold of the spear with her bare hand. She gritted her teeth as her palm scraped over one of its barbed spikes, but she didn’t flinch away. She just slipped her hand past it, tightened her grip, and jerked the spear toward her. 
 
    Then she danced out of the way to send Tecre stumbling past her, and she brought her morningstar around in a blinding red arc. 
 
    A smoky shield coiled around Tecre’s skin just in time, but the morningstar’s spiked end punched through it in a way that looked effortless. It collided with the brown-haired warrior’s shoulder with a force that brought her to her knees. 
 
    “One blood for Azahr, one blood for Iviar,” the gargoyle boomed out like rapid-fire. 
 
    Blood drops scattered like rain as Reyhan shook the pain from her wounded hand. Then she pressed it against her pale pink tunic as she circled around her opponent again. 
 
    Tecre had regained control of her spear, but pinpoints of blood-red light sparkled throughout the oozing red wound in her shoulder. Her teeth gnashed in a feral hiss as the glow faded, but her shoulder stayed slumped with pain. 
 
    Reyhan came at her hard and fast again, and the brown-haired warrior was left unable to staunch the flow of blood as she was drawn into the deadly dance of battle. 
 
    Her pace slowed slightly, and Reyhan just seemed to feed off her loss of energy. The strawberry-blonde warrior’s steps got lighter and faster, and she drew the two last strikes needed to win the fight in a matter of minutes. 
 
    As the gargoyle announced her win, her pale-gold eyes roamed up to where I sat with the queens. 
 
    A small smile flitted across her face as she looked at me and my warriors, and then she did a deep bow to us and the queens. 
 
    We all joined the crowd in clapping. The people’s cheers escalated as they chanted Reyhan’s name, and the golden-eyed warrior strode off the arena with shrieks of adoration following her. 
 
    “She is quite fierce, no?” Sabree asked as we stood to leave. “I think she will make it to the final rounds, for a certainty.” 
 
    “She was damn good,” I agreed. “And you said this was her first arena fight?” 
 
    The queens nodded. 
 
    “What kind of magic does she have?” Artemn asked with interest. 
 
    “I do not know if it has a name,” Natiya said thoughtfully. “But her people are called the Aurorians, or the dawn folk. They live up among the Gilded Peaks in the Rose Arbor.” 
 
    I thought back to the sunlit mountaintops we had seen in passing and from up on top of the pyramid, and I wondered if the strawberry-blonde warrior had been among the tiny figures of people we had spotted from the distance. 
 
    Then I glanced at the queens. 
 
    “That’s some pretty cool magic,” I said casually. “I’d be interested to know if my warriors’ future opponent has anything like that.” 
 
    “If there was no magic involved, it would be quite boring, no?” Diari asked lightly. 
 
    Natiya gave her sister a sly smile. “King John wishes to know more about the delicious surprise we have planned for him.” 
 
    “Ahh.” Diari turned to me with a playfully chiding expression. “Even a king must have patience, your grace.” 
 
    I couldn’t help but chuckle at the antics of these warrior queens. Despite their playfulness, they seemed like they were genuinely excited as hell about this. 
 
    I decided to drop the matter for now as we returned to the pyramid. We headed up to the library where the queens had given Indy her dragongleam last time. 
 
    “Now,” Natiya said as we gathered around the table. “Let us make more plans for battle.” 
 
    I nodded. “So… When we call Ethramne, you’ll come and circle high over the city.” 
 
    The queens nodded. 
 
    “And how will we know when to strike?” the young Ilvi asked. 
 
    Artemn looked at me, and I nodded. 
 
    “I’ll give a signal,” she said. “A big flash of lightning and a clap of thunder.” 
 
    “Artemn is quite powerful,” Indy said with a proud little smile. 
 
    “True,” I chuckled. Then I turned to the queens. “I think you should land right in the middle of the arena. That’s where we’ll all be gathered. The backers all wear patterned cloaks, so they’ll be easy to make out as you’re coming down. And then…” 
 
    “Splat,” Indy whispered. 
 
    “Indeed,” Natiya chuckled. “So, the cloaks are how we will tell the foes from the friends– and from the innocents, of course.” 
 
    I nodded. “The common people of Deninde have no idea what’s coming, as far as I know. They have no part in what the backers are planning. So go for anyone in patterned robes, and anyone who is clearly part of the invading army.” 
 
    “Deninde has no army of its own,” Meikha added. “So that simplifies things, too.” 
 
    “Right,” I said. I looked at the queens and then thought of the massive, fiery-eyed dragon. “What can Ethramne do in a fight, exactly? I mean, I remember you said her tail is barbed…” 
 
    “Yes,” Orika confirmed. “Quite like the morningstar of Reyhan, in fact. Her scales are barbed, too, not quite as sharp but… well, you know, as we gave you one.” 
 
    “She will fight for us tooth, claw, and tail,” Natiya said. “And then there is her dragongleam to consider, of course.” 
 
    “Yeah.” I gave the queens a thoughtful look. “And you said that stuff is only harmful if you will it to be, right? So we have nothing to worry about from it?” 
 
    “Nothing,” Maisira confirmed. “It can impede movement quite well on its own, but we will be sure to keep it out of your way. And if we should fail– which is unlikely, of course– then Indy should be able to take care of that.” 
 
    “And we will train with you some more before you go, sister,” Natiya added warmly. 
 
    Indy bowed her head in thanks, and I had to smile at the dynamic between her and the queens. 
 
    Then I got more serious. 
 
    “Since the dragongleam can impede movement,” I said. “How about you have Ethramne breathe out a ton of it on one side of the arena? Then we can use it to trap any warriors who are attempting to fight against us. All we’ll have to do is push them into it, right?” 
 
    “Excellent idea,” Temerine said. “It shall be done. We’ll will for it to be extra, hmm, sticky, you might say.” 
 
    “Perfect.” I grinned and turned to my tawny-eyed warrior. “Meikha, I’m thinking you can play a vital role in the process of trapping the warriors.” 
 
    “I will sweep them right into the trap with my wind?” Meikha asked. 
 
    “Exactly,” I confirmed. Then I turned to Artemn. “Artemn, you’ll be our main shield, but Meikha can join in if she has the chance.” 
 
    “The stronger, the better,” Artemn agreed. “Not that my lightning shields have failed us yet.” 
 
    “Quite the opposite,” Ellie agreed. 
 
    We discussed our plans in more detail. Then Natiya sent an inquiring look between me and Abbey. 
 
    “Your grace,” she said. “What will the part of your lovely pink-haired companion be in all this? I know you are a fine craftswoman, Abbey, but no one as skilled and knowledgeable in the ways of armor can possibly get by without some knowledge of fighting as well. Even your fairness cannot fool me, looks can be deceiving. Look at Sabree. Not to mention your own Ellie.” 
 
    We glanced over at the shy, freckled queen and my own innocent-looking warrior. 
 
    “Yep,” I said. “But Abbey is actually pretty talented with a bow. Right, Abbey?” 
 
    The pink-haired woman nodded eagerly. “I can show you, if you want, my queens.” 
 
    “A bow?” Natiya’s eyebrows lifted. “That is fortunate. We happen to possess a bow of great magic.” 
 
    Abbey’s mouth dropped open.

  

 
   
    Chapter 13 
 
    “What kind of magic?” I asked cautiously. “I mean, in general I think the more magic we have on our side, the better, but only if it can be wielded safely… Abbey doesn’t have any powers. Unless, uhh, there’s something she’s hiding from me…” 
 
    Abbey giggled and shook her head. 
 
    “That’s quite alright,” Natiya assured us. “The magic is held within the bow itself. The wielder need not possess magic themselves. But that is why you must be very, very careful not to allow the bow to fall into the hands of an enemy, if you wish to use it, Abbey.” 
 
    My pink-haired companion nodded solemnly. 
 
    “Come,” Orika said as she got to her feet. “We will show you.” 
 
    She quickly passed through a door in the back of the room. After a minute, she came out with a slim bow that was carved from white wood and strung with a gleaming silver string. She had a quiver of arrows over her shoulder, too. Each of them was tipped with a jagged, barbed arrowhead that had the same dark iridescence as Ethramne’s scales. 
 
    “Let us go out onto one of the back platforms,” she suggested. “We have many targets for practicing out there.” 
 
    We followed the queens through the pyramid and out onto one of the platforms that was facing the edge of the oasis. 
 
    It was a wide-open space that was empty except for a few stuffed figures that vaguely resembled scarecrows. They were stuffed with downy white feathers instead of straw, though, and they were propped up on wooden stands like tripods. 
 
    Diari dragged one out to the center of the platform, and then she came to stand with us and guided Abbey to the front of our group. 
 
    “Watch,” Natiya instructed as she took the bow in her own hands. 
 
    She nocked an arrow, closed one eye, and slowly drew the string back as she aimed at the stuffed figure. 
 
    Then she loosed it. The string thrummed with an almost musical, harp-like sound, and the arrow hummed like a bee as it sailed into the dummy. 
 
    The whole dummy erupted into a cloud of glittering, rose-gold haze. 
 
    This haze wasn’t quite the same as the dragongleam that hung overhead. It was more like a fine, glimmering dust, and it immediately collapsed into a pile on the ground. 
 
    “That’s fucking awesome,” Abbey whispered. 
 
    “I must agree,” Natiya said with a smile. “But you must practice with it and be sure that your aim is true. If not…” 
 
    She trailed off, but no one needed her to finish the sentence. 
 
    I definitely didn’t want myself or any of my warriors to be turned into a pile of galaxy dust. 
 
    “I’ll be careful,” Abbey promised with an incredibly eager nod. 
 
    She was practically vibrating all over with excitement as she accepted the bow from Natiya as Orika dragged another dummy to the center of the platform, and she took up a sideways stance as she nocked an arrow. 
 
    I could tell she was trying so hard to keep her shit together, despite the whole “holy shit, I am holding a magical weapon” thing going on. The pink-haired woman took nearly five deep breaths before she was calm enough to focus on the task at hand. 
 
    She pulled the string back with exaggerated care, and then after a long moment, she loosed her arrow. 
 
    The string thrummed, and the arrow hummed. Its point pierced the dummy right in the center of its chest. 
 
    And then the only thing left of the figure was a shower of rose-gold dust slowly floating down to settle on the ground. 
 
    “Fuuuuuuck, yesssss,” I heard Abbey hiss in an almost imperceptible whisper. 
 
    “Very nice,” Natiya murmured. “Again.” 
 
    Abbey loosed arrow after arrow into more dummies, and each time her aim was perfect. She looked completely at home with it in her possession, almost like it was a part of her. 
 
    Then she gave her head a quick shake and hurried to hand the bow back over to Natiya. 
 
    But the queen smiled and shook her head. 
 
    “Take it home with you,” she urged. “We will send arrows that are shaped like these, but much less deadly. Then you can practice as much as you wish with no need to produce more and more targets.” 
 
    Abbey looked like she was trying not to combust, but she managed to seem sort of calm about this. 
 
    “Thank you,” Abbey said with an awed look. “I promise you, I’ll wield it well.” 
 
    “I believe you,” Natiya said. She smiled warmly at Abbey, and then she clapped her hands together and turned to my princess. “Now, Indy… Shall we practice with some more dragongleam?” 
 
    “Yes, please,” Indy said eagerly. “I am ready to learn.” 
 
    Orika ducked back into the pyramid, and soon she emerged with another massive jar of glowing, rose-gold galaxy. 
 
    She handed it to Indy, and my princess overturned the bottle to send the dust pouring out. 
 
    It hung in the air in a misty, rose-gold cloud, and Natiya faced my princess. 
 
    “Show us how well you command the dragongleam,” she requested. 
 
    Indy closed her eyes for a moment. When she opened them, rose-gold halos were spinning through them, but they slowed to a calm orbiting motion as she looked at me. Then she faced the dragongleam and slowly raised her palms. 
 
    The gleaming light followed suit, and it continued to go wherever Indy directed it as she swept her hands around with increasing speed. 
 
    “Stand back,” she commanded everyone. 
 
    She danced through the dragongleam with ease, and she used a sweep of her hands to drape it all around her like a starry shroud. 
 
    Then she gripped an imaginary blade and whipped into a frenzy of slashing, jabbing, feinting, and stabbing with the stars all trailing behind her. She threw in some sharp movements of her free hand to send the dragongleam wherever she wanted it to go. At one point she clenched her fist and used it like a gleaming whip that separated into seven tails and thrashed through the air so hard, I felt the wind against my face as it passed us. 
 
    After a minute, she turned to face the queens, and her face was glowing with pride. 
 
    “I will not say I am equal to the power of the queens,” she said, and she bowed her head with sudden humbleness. “But I feel as though I’m learning quite quickly, and I have rarely felt so alive as when I am using the dragongleam.” 
 
    Natiya smiled proudly. “It is in your blood, sister.” 
 
    The queens spent a while making sure Indy had her control of the dragongleam perfected for defensive purposes, and then they moved on to offensive strikes. 
 
    “The whip move you used is quite clever,” Natiya said. “And it seemed to come quite naturally to you. If you wish, you can cloak your blade in dragongleam, too, and imbue it with whichever qualities you want– stinging, scalding, freezing… I would suggest one of the first two, to better incapacitate your opponents.” 
 
    “That, and the heat seems to come more naturally to us,” Akelda added. 
 
    Indy’s eyes flared, and she smiled. “Of course.” 
 
    After some more practice, I looked around at the fourteen women on the balcony with me. As my eyes crossed over the piles of rose-gold dust on the ground, the bow in Abbey’s hand, and the dragongleam glittering around Indy, a solid feeling bolstered my chest. 
 
    “I feel good about this,” I said after a moment. “Or, as good as it’s possible to feel about battling a bunch of evil necromancers and their undead warrior women.” 
 
    “We will do everything possible to be ready,” Orika promised. “Including selecting the best warrior possible to fight at your side.” 
 
    “And I’ll be ready, too,” Abbey added as she accepted two quivers full of arrows from Natiya. 
 
    “We all will,” I said with a nod before I led the way back inside the pyramid and pulled my map of Deninde out of my pocket. “So, speaking tactically, I’m sure what will happen is that the necromancers and their warriors will all be inside the arena with us. Then the army will probably file in and surround the arena.” 
 
    “Shall we seal off the exits with dragongleam?” Indy asked with a red flare in her eyes. “So none of the necromancers can escape?” 
 
    “I think that’s a perfect plan,” I agreed and turned back to the queens. “And I was also wondering if it’s possible for the dragongleam to be used as a sort of shield. On a large scale, I mean.” 
 
    “It is very possible,” Ilvi said with a nod. “For whom, though?” 
 
    “The audience,” I said. “We know they’ll be there, after all. One of the main points of the necromancers staging this after the big fight is so that most of the oasis will be there to see everything. That way they’ll be able to awe the people into submission, basically.” 
 
    “Ahh,” Diari murmured. “Very wise of you to shield the audience, then. The filthy necromancers might think to attack them, you are thinking?” 
 
    “Exactly,” I said. “So, I was thinking a few of you could help evacuate the citizens under the shield, and then come back and join the fray.” 
 
    “Ilvi, Sabree, Maisira, and Diari will do this,” Orika decided. “They are fleet of foot, and the most innocent looking of us. The people will be more likely to trust their word from the start, and to flee quickly without fearing a trap.” 
 
    “And seeing the rest of us laying waste to the necromancers should help dispel any last doubts,” Karteny added with a smirk. 
 
    “Right,” I chuckled. “So. Shield around the crowd, evacuate people, then seal off the exits to trap the necromancers and army inside. Then Ethramne can shoot dragongleam onto one edge of the arena, and we’ll use that to trap warriors, like we discussed.” 
 
    “How vulnerable is Ethramne to strikes from weapons?” Indy asked the queens. “The scale you gave me feels quite impenetrable.” 
 
    “Her wings, eyes, and mouth are her only vulnerable parts, really,” Natiya said. “And a healthy coating of dragongleam around them should render them impenetrable, too.” 
 
    “Damn,” I murmured. 
 
    It felt incredibly good to have a dragon on our side. 
 
    So good that I might just let the queens have their little mystery with my warriors’ upcoming opponent. 
 
    After all, they were putting not only their dragon, but their nine deadly selves at our disposal. That was some serious shit. 
 
    “So,” Temerine said. “Because of this impenetrability, perhaps Ethramne should target the army specifically, your grace? Since they will be well armed and perhaps armored.” 
 
    “I was thinking the same thing,” I agreed. “And the giant stone gargoyle will likely do the same. That’ll leave us to handle the necromancers and their warriors.” 
 
    “Three dozen warriors is many,” Naitya said. “Especially if they cannot be killed, but…” 
 
    “I think we’ll be capable,” I said with certainty. 
 
    We finalized some more plans before I decided it was time for us to get going, and the sun was just peeking over the horizon by the time I was driving down the moonstone road with my warriors toward the foggy portal. 
 
    As we drove along, Abbey glanced back at the bow nestled behind her seat for about the hundredth time. 
 
    “This is incredible,” she murmured. “I’m going to be in a deadly battle with nine warrior queens on a dragon, plus a giant gargoyle, King John, and his four– no, five– lovely shieldmaidens. Oh, my god…” 
 
    “I think you’re fully capable of holding your own,” I said with a smile. 
 
    “We will train more fiercely than ever when we get back,” Ellie intoned from the doghouse area. “Both to be ready for our arena battles, and to be prepared for our fight against the filthy necromancers.” 
 
    We all fell silent as the foggy portal came into view, and then Abbey earned us another giddy ride through its misty expanse. 
 
    I took her home the next day, but throughout the week she spent about as much time with me and my warriors as she did down in Portland, especially once she had finished up with sewing the carbon fiber mesh into her own leather armor. 
 
    As the time neared for my warriors’ tournament in Colbiri, their martial arts training sessions took on a new sort of intensity. 
 
    One day, Abbey and I came to pick them up together. We walked into the imposing black stone building, and I stood with the pink-haired woman in the entryway of the room where my women did their practice. 
 
    Like I had instructed, they’d been fighting with a highly skilled student wielding a morningstar on their side, and they’d gone up against their trainer and other students who wielded a variety of different practice weapons. So far they had done swords, spears, and axes of every kind, including some rarer weapons like the falcata and the ranseur. Today, the student they sparred with was using a type of axe-polearm combo called a ko. 
 
    I had no idea exactly who the hell my women were going to face in the second of their upcoming arena fights, or what type of weapon that opponent would wield, but as always, I was determined for them to be as prepared as humanly possible. 
 
    I watched with silent approval as Ellie expertly goaded the student into a strike. Then my blue-haired fighter ducked and rolled as Artemn swept in with her practice spear. The winged warrior was under the student’s guard in a heartbeat, and he grunted slightly as the practice blade thwacked against his ribs. 
 
    “Sorry,” Artemn said hastily. 
 
    “That was perfect.” Benny stepped in with a careless wave at the student. “Let’s try again. Come on, Patrick, hurry up…” 
 
    This time the student named Patrick threw in a sharp feint. When Ellie ducked, he swung his axe around from the other side. 
 
    She dropped into a roll to avoid the blow. Then the student managed to block a strike from Artemn with his spear shaft, but he huffed in dismay when the point of Meikha’s practice rapier whistled in to jab him in the ribs. 
 
    “Poor Patrick,” I chuckled under my breath. 
 
    “Umm, no,” Abbey giggled softly. “More like, lucky dude, having the honor of going up against your shieldmaidens.” 
 
    I felt both pride and reassurance as I watched my warrior women wrap up their session. Since we didn’t know exactly who their apparently legendary opponent in Colbiri would be, we’d been alternating between different weapons that they fought against in their training.  
 
    I stepped all the way into the room now that their session was complete. 
 
    “I’ve gotta say…” Benny sighed. “Your fighters are looking better than ever. I pity whoever has to face them down, blunted weapons or no.” 
 
    I chuckled and shared a look with my women, and then I chatted a bit more with Benny while they gathered their things to leave. 
 
    I took Abbey home that night so she could make some final preparations, and I smiled as I drove away from her apartment with a pleasant sense of familiarity. Spending so much time with her lately, and having her really know the truth of what we did day in and day out, had been so incredible in unexpected ways. I never imagined I’d have a regular Earth woman to share all of the craziest and bloodiest parts of my life with, but falling into this routine of having Abbey play a role in our preparations left me with an almost permanent smile on my face whenever she was around. 
 
    So, we continued with this new normal as my women trained in the days between our return to Colbiri. 
 
    Then the night before our trip, I went to pick Abbey up again. 
 
    To my surprise, she was already wearing some of her desert clothes and leather armor as she hopped into my Bentley. On top, she was wearing a brown leather corset that cupped her breasts perfectly and came down to cover her abdomen. The armored corset matched the bracers she wore, and it peeked through the long silk vest she had on top of it. The vest was belted with a soft yellow sash, and its ends fluttered around her ankles with the bottoms of her loose desert pants. 
 
    “Uhh,” I chuckled as I took in her attire. “You know we’re not leaving ‘til tomorrow, right?” 
 
    “Yep,” Abbey said crisply. “But I decided to try everything on and make sure it fits, and, well… I just don’t want to take it off, honestly.” 
 
    “Understandable,” I murmured. “You look like a desert mirage.” 
 
    “I’ll take that as a compliment?” she giggled. 
 
    I nodded silently as I pulled away from the curb and turned us toward the highway. 
 
    Back at my place, Abbey practiced more with her bow and arrow while Indy did the same with her dragongleam. Then we drilled with Abbey’s sword, and did another quick run of some magic moves my warrior women had done before. After that, we wound down with some of Benny’s best meditation tips. 
 
    “Now we again unburden ourselves from the heavy weight of fear, doubt, and uncertainty,” Indy intoned. “We alone are in command of our bodies and minds. We must rest tonight, as all good warriors must before a great battle. We will awaken refreshed…” 
 
    When she was done, Abbey shook her head with admiration. “I still say she could be a bard.” 
 
    In bed that night, I went over our plans for the final tournament day in Colbiri before my warriors would take to the arena with the usual methodical precision that lulled me to sleep. 
 
    Our breakfast the next day was some banana and chocolate chip protein pancakes from my warriors’ meal prep kit, followed up with a small amount of eggs and bacon to fuel them for the day. 
 
    “Amazing,” Abbey sighed as she polished off her last pancake. 
 
    “What do you normally eat for breakfast?” I asked with a chuckle. 
 
    “Granola bars.” She shrugged. “I can craft leather like no other, but cooking defeats me.” 
 
    “John is an excellent cook,” Indy said proudly. “He showed us how to scramble the puny bird eggs of Earth. Lately we have been cooking more ourselves, though.” 
 
    “Induya Fire-Hands,” Artemn whispered slyly. 
 
    My princess tossed her hair. “Even the greatest of warriors have a weakness of some sort. Mine just happens to be Earth’s foolish cooking devices.” 
 
    We hit the road so I could fuel up again before heading into the desert world, and we headed for the foggy portal exit. When the portal itself came into sight, Abbey shook out her fingers and placed her hands in a praying position. 
 
    “Thou art fair, great, and dazzling, O fog,” she chanted. “High above the land, thy gleaming rays encompass all…” 
 
    My truck did a quick little shimmy and then took off at top speed. 
 
    Abbey’s chanting dissolved into giggles as we hurtled through the air, and then we landed with a light bounce on the moonstone road. 
 
    The sun was high in the sky as we drove south. Then the fiery ball peaked and started its slow descent as we neared Colbiri. 
 
    Ethramne the dragon cast a long, dark shadow in front of us as we approached, and my princess spoke some soothing words to make sure the dragon was calm while we passed around her. 
 
    I stopped my truck in the shadow of the stepped pyramid and approached with my warriors on foot. 
 
    This time we met the queens in the Transcendence Arena. 
 
    There was a one-on-four fight going on when we arrived, and I waited until it was over to make my descent to the dais, since I knew our arrival would probably cause a stir. Sure enough, there was a collective, echoing rustle as everybody in the arena turned to look at us. 
 
    I came to a halt as a tall man stepped in front of us on the stairs, and I hovered my hand cautiously near the grip of my pistol. But the man swiftly dropped into a kneeling position and raised his hands toward me. 
 
    The thing that stopped me in my tracks here was that he was holding a baby. 
 
    The child didn’t look quite newborn, but it seemed damn close to it, and I wondered what the hell this dude wanted from me as I stared at the baby’s groggy, half-closed eyes. 
 
    “Name my daughter, please, King John,” the man begged. “Name her, so that she can grow into a mighty warrior like your own…” 
 
    “Uhhhh,” I mumbled. Suddenly, every possible name in the universe seemed to escape me. “Ummm…” 
 
    Oh, shit. I needed to think of something to say fast, before this dude named his little girl Uhhh Umm or something. 
 
    “Anqet,” Abbey whispered out of the corner of her mouth. 
 
    I repeated the name more loudly to the man, and he rose with tears of gratitude on his face. 
 
    “Thank you,” he said, and he clutched the baby to his chest as he bowed. “Does this name hold some special meaning, your magnitude?” 
 
    Abbey stepped forward. “It is the name of a war goddess from distant lands. King John honors your child greatly with this name.” 
 
    The man bowed again and thanked us, and then he withdrew into the benches. 
 
    “You know…” I shot Abbey an impressed look. “I think you should be my spokesperson from now on.” 
 
    “It would be my honor,” Abbey said with a giggle. “I wasn’t lying about the name, you know. Anqet was an ancient Egyptian war goddess.” 
 
    “I’m sensing a theme here,” I laughed as I remembered the source of my pink-haired companion’s proclamation to the fog. 
 
    “It’s a niche interest,” she said with a shrug. “But now that I’m just… you know, wandering to mystical, deadly desert lands on the regular, I feel like it’s suddenly very useful.” 
 
    “Agreed,” I laughed. 
 
    The queens rose to greet us as we reached the dais, and we sat in the additional six chairs that had been added to it. 
 
    “The final fight of the night is about to begin,” Natiya shared as she passed out several small wineskins to us. “A one-on-one battle between two warriors who have faced down incredible odds and come out victorious.” 
 
    “The winner will join your own warriors tomorrow, your grace,” Maisira added. 
 
    “Whoa.” I glanced out into the arena, where some final preparations were being made. “Who are the warriors?” 
 
    “One of them you have seen,” Temerine said. “Her name is Reyhan.” 
 
    My warriors and I all shared a look as we recognized the name of the morningstar-wielding warrior. 
 
    “The other is named Eudora,” Karteny added. “A moon fairy, and a most skilled warrior of the Violet Veil.” 
 
    “There they are now!” Ilvi said. 
 
    Sure enough, the strawberry-blonde, golden-eyed Reyhan was now prowling out into the arena to the sound of deafening cheers. 
 
    The warrior she faced off with was short, spindly, and dark-haired, with dragonfly-like wings sprouting from her back. She wielded a black metal poleaxe that looked slightly unwieldy in her hands. 
 
    “That thing is too big for her,” a doubtful voice from the row behind us commented. 
 
    “Nonsense,” a man scoffed. “She’s stronger than she looks.” 
 
    Everyone abruptly fell silent as the fight began, and the gargoyle boomed out the signal to start. 
 
    At first, Reyhan was careful with her morningstar, and she alternated between dodging Eudora’s strikes and fending them off with her bracer and red shield. 
 
    “She is wise,” Indy said quietly. “The head of the poleaxe would be easy to tangle with the head of Reyhan’s weapon. She must use her strikes sparingly.” 
 
    The strawberry-blonde warrior’s red shield flared out again, and then she lunged into a quick feint that brought Eudora’s spear lashing out. 
 
    Reyhan jerked back, let the blow glance off her glowing bracer, and then swept her weapon at her opponent’s exposed ribs. 
 
    “Ooooh,” the crowd murmured collectively. 
 
    But at the last second, the spiked ball of the morningstar veered slightly to the side. 
 
    “What the…?” I muttered. 
 
    It didn’t veer far enough, though. There was a loud ripping sound as the fairy’s tunic tore open, and the breath hissed out of her as the ball’s spikes grazed across her skin. 
 
    “One blood for Azahr,” the gargoyle boomed. 
 
    “What kind of powers does Eudora have?” I asked the queens. 
 
    “She can control the, ahh, momentum of things, you might say,” Natiya explained. “It is not the quickest of powers, which is probably why she was unable to avoid the blow completely.” 
 
    “But it took some of the impact off,” Akelda reasoned. 
 
    “If it was a magic strike, it probably would’ve been harder for her to avert,” Diari added. “The magic adds some punch to things.” 
 
    It seemed like Reyhan had come to the same conclusion. The next time her opponent jabbed out high with her spear, she went low. Red light flared from her morningstar as she arced it at Eudora’s thigh, and the spikes bit cruelly into the fairy’s flesh. 
 
    The crowd howled their approval, and the gargoyle raised his voice to be heard over them. 
 
    “One strike, two blood for Azahr,” he boomed. 
 
    Eudora’s face twisted into a grimace as her leg crumpled, but she managed to lurch upright again. She clutched at her wounded thigh as she hobbled away backward and fended off another blow from Reyhan’s morningstar. 
 
    On the sidelines, the fairy’s backer scowled ferociously and raised his voice to a bellow. 
 
    “Attack, Eudora,” he commanded with a furious gesture. “Take what’s yours.” 
 
    The whites of Eudora’s eyes flared wider as she cringed away from her backer, despite him being all the way across the arena from her. 
 
    The movement almost cost her another wound, but she managed to sidestep it just in time. Then she launched into a furious attack. 
 
    Reyhan skipped back and shied away from a few blows, but one skimmed across her forearm, and a thin red line bloomed on her skin. 
 
    “One blood for Yuadis,” the gargoyle boomed. 
 
    Reyhan’s face contorted into a scowl as she blocked another blow with her bracer. When the next strike came, she jerked her weapon up to meet it. 
 
    The morningstar’s spiked ball whirled around the poleaxe’s shaft. The chain wrapped tight, and Reyhan smiled grimly as she yanked her opponent toward her. At the same time, she brought her free hand forward in a swift punch. 
 
    Gleaming red spikes flared out from her knuckles as she drove her fist up into her opponent’s armpit, and a shower of blood rained down when she pulled her hand free. 
 
    “Two strikes, three blood for Azahr,” the gargoyle boomed. 
 
    Eudora limped and staggered away from attacks with increasing difficulty, but another shout from her backer propelled her into a forward charge. 
 
    Her spear tangled with Reyhan’s weapon again, and the strawberry-blonde warrior’s smile faded as her weapon was jerked out of her grip completely. 
 
    Eudora snarled in triumph and went in for the kill. 
 
    On the sidelines, Reyhan’s backer was silent and tight-lipped as he watched, but his composure didn’t flicker, even with Eudora’s backer smirking smugly in his direction. 
 
    Then blood-red light flared brighter than ever in the arena. 
 
    The crowd broke into whoops and cheers of awe and appreciation as a brand-new morningstar appeared in Reyhan’s hand. This one was made completely of gleaming red light. 
 
    It was almost blinding to look at, like staring into the sun, and Reyhan took full advantage of this as she evaded her opponent’s spear. She swung the weapon over her head twice, and then she brought its ball around in a gleaming red streak toward the fairy’s shoulder. 
 
    The crowd trumpeted their approval as the light faded, and an oozing red gash appeared in Eudora’s arm. 
 
    “Three strikes, four blood for Azahr,” the gargoyle boomed. 
 
    “Only one wound left for Reyhan to win,” Natiya murmured. “But she has used up all her magic strikes, and now she is weaponless.” 
 
    The crowd howled and yammered with excitement as they belted out suggestions for exactly what Reyhan should do to win. 
 
    The warrior ignored their input as she spun and danced away from her opponent’s spear. Twice she tried to skirt around Eudora and reach her morningstar, but the fairy blocked her path every time. 
 
    Sweat beaded on Reyhan’s brow as she fell back to gain some distance from her opponent. Her head turned fractionally, and her haunting, pale-gold eyes flickered up toward me and my warriors. 
 
    The look only lasted for half a second, but renewed determination etched itself into Reyhan’s features, and she set her jaw grimly as she stared down her opponent. 
 
    She broke into a sprint for a third time and streaked toward her fallen weapon, and Eudora hurried to block her. At the last second, Reyhan twisted and whirled in the opposite direction. She drove her knee up into Eudora’s groin as she latched onto the poleaxe and wrenched it out of its owner’s grip. 
 
    Then she slashed the blade across her opponent’s wounded arm with swift precision. 
 
    “Five blood for Azahr,” the gargoyle thundered over the crowd’s screams. “Reyhan the Red Dawn is our winner.” 
 
    The crowd’s storm of raucous approval echoed around the arena as Eudora yowled with dismay and sank to her knees. 
 
    Reyhan glowed with pride as she sauntered over to retrieve her morningstar, and she turned to me and the queens and gave us a deep bow. 
 
    “Noooo,” Eudora’s backer snarled with rage, and he rushed out into the arena and barreled directly toward Reyhan with a naked blade in his hand. 
 
    All at once, every queen surrounding me seemed to stiffen, and their eyes flared identical shades of red. 
 
    The lead gargoyle let out a thunderous boom and leaped into the air with shocking speed. He came down like a thunderbolt and wrapped his stony arms around the backer, and they tumbled to the ground in a tangle of limbs. 
 
    A second later, the gargoyle had his arms looped around the backer’s elbows, and he hauled him roughly out of the arena. The crowd rained jeers, boos, and taunts down on the backer as he was dragged away. 
 
    “Holy shit,” I muttered. 
 
    “I will handle this,” Orika declared in a voice that was colder and harder than anything I’d heard from her before. 
 
    She swept down into the arena like a storm, but she paused to congratulate Reyhan with a hand on her shoulder. 
 
    Still, nothing could stop her as she strode in a warpath toward the now-contained backer. 
 
    I would’ve felt bad for the asshole, but it was honestly refreshing to see an abusive backer getting put in his place for once in this world. 
 
    Orika motioned for the gargoyles to haul the backer out of the arena, and I smirked as I imagined what fate they’d have in mind for him. Then Orika turned her back, calmed her features, and headed over to Reyhan and her backer.  
 
    Up on the dais with us, Natiya stood and raised her arms for silence. 
 
    The crowd’s hollers died down, and they let out a few whistles and shrieks of adoration for their queens before they fell into silence. 
 
    “Tonight, Reyhan the Red Dawn has triumphed in the final fight required for her to join King John’s warriors,” she cried. The crowd roared in approval, and she waited for it to die down before she went on. “Tomorrow, the five of them will face down a thus far unbeaten opponent in the arena. Blood and glory will reign, but at the same time, a new alliance shall be forged, and Reyhan will leave here as the warrior of a renowned king!” 
 
    The crowd bellowed wordlessly back at her as they raised their hands. 
 
    Then Orika led Reyhan and her backer Azahr onto the dais. 
 
    The backer stepped toward me and sank into a kneeling position. His face split into a smile, and his chest puffed out like this was the best day of his life. 
 
    “I just wanted to pay my respects, your grace,” he intoned. “Today, my warrior becomes yours, and I have never been more proud.” 
 
    I chuckled with just a smidge of awkwardness, because a backer kneeling and calling me “your grace” while a whole city looked on felt only somewhat foreign to me at this point. 
 
    But when Reyhan stepped forward to join my warriors, shit started to feel surreal again. 
 
    I now had a fifth warrior woman in my possession. 
 
    A warrior of incredible skill and ferocity, who possessed the powers of the dawn. 
 
    I wasn’t even sure exactly what those entailed other than the badass light weapon, strikes, and shield I’d seen her use in the arena, but it was undeniably awesome. And Reyhan looked just as thrilled and awed to join my women as I felt about the matter. 
 
    My own warriors were still glowing with pride, and they accepted Reyhan into their midst immediately. 
 
    Natiya’s next words to the crowd seemed to echo in my ears as I struggled to internalize things, but Abbey’s hand on my arm helped pull me back to the moment. 
 
    “Look!” she whispered. 
 
    Down in the arena, a dozen ballerina-like dancers were spinning into view. 
 
    I turned to the queens and raised my eyebrows. “Dancers?” 
 
    “Of course,” Natiya said with a smile. “A show for your grace to enjoy. If Eudora had won, then her people, the Moon Fairies, would be doing the show. But as Reyhan was the victor, the Dawn Folk will be dancing instead.” 
 
    As we watched, the dancers dressed in pale, gauzy robes fanned out into a graceful arc. They darted, dashed, ducked, and spun in a fluid dance with another dozen people who were all shrouded in black. 
 
    “A dance symbolizing the rising dawn,” Diari explained. “And the cycle of light and dark.” 
 
    Pale gold light flared from the Dawn Folk’s palms as they formed back into an arch, and the shadow dancers gave way before them as they spun lightly into the center of the arena. 
 
    “Very pretty,” Meikha murmured. 
 
    I knew my tawny-eyed warrior had a thing for learning about the desert world and all its peoples, and magic especially intrigued her. 
 
    I stared at the dance below, but I barely saw it. My head was full of the idea of the magical dawn warrior fighting at my women’s sides. 
 
    And most likely at my side, too, when we took on Deninde. 
 
    “Nope,” I said under my breath. “Still not entirely used to this.” 
 
    After the show was over, we retired to the pyramid with the queens and had dinner. The words “seared moonfish” had my guard up at first, and so did the absurd crescent shape of the fish they served us, but the smell was enough to make me reconsider. 
 
    The fish turned out to be fucking delicious, and so was the desert chicory mousse, although I had no idea what the hell a desert chicory was. 
 
    The queens finished off with sixteen tiny cups of the absinthe drink they’d given us before. 
 
    “A toast,” Natiya said with her glass raised. “To King John and his five fearsome warriors, who will awe the people of our oasis with their battle tomorrow.” 
 
    She gave me a coy look, and I could tell she was waiting to see if I would ask about my warriors’ upcoming opponent again. 
 
    But I could also tell that she was fucking loving keeping me guessing. 
 
    I smirked and raised my hands in mock surrender. 
 
    At my side, Reyhan looked dazzled to be included in the toast, and she shared a smile with my women that was somehow both shy and fierce. 
 
    “And a toast to King John’s companion, Abbey,” the queen named Sabree added. “Who even beyond her stunning craftsmanship, must be a lovely woman to keep such noble company.” 
 
    Abbey’s face looked like it might split open from smiling as we all drained our glasses. 
 
    “Now,” Orika said as she clasped her hands in front of her. “Tomorrow’s tournament will be at the Stormbrow Arena. And as always, the Life-Savers will be on hand tomorrow to tend to any wounds.” 
 
    I mirrored the queen’s smile as I thanked her, and I breathed a little easier with the added security. I didn’t want any of my warriors to be horribly injured for their upcoming fight in Deninde, much less the deadly necromancer battle following it. But I had seen the Life-Savers mend plenty of warriors in a heartbeat, including Meikha herself after my blonde warrior received a lightning-fueled stab from Artemn’s spear. I wasn’t sure exactly what magic the Life-Savers possessed with their odd, kelp-like hair bandages, but I had seen it work enough times for me to trust it. 
 
    After dinner and dessert, we retired to the top few levels of the pyramid. 
 
    There was a long silence as I led my warriors– holy shit, there were five of them now– and Abbey up to the summit of the pyramid. 
 
    When we got there, Reyhan looked down on the oasis below us with awe. 
 
    “This is even higher than the Gilded Peaks,” she murmured softly. Her eyes rested on the mountaintops that were visible under the rose-gold glow of the galaxy. “My old home.” 
 
    “Your old home,” I said cautiously. “And how are you feeling about, uhh, having a new home?” 
 
    Confusion filled her pale gold eyes as she turned to me. She shot a concerned look at my other warriors like she was checking to see if they were hearing this, too. 
 
    “John cares about his warriors deeply,” Indy stepped in. “Our well-being is his greatest concern, and he wants you to be happy.” 
 
    “Happy?” Reyhan looked flabbergasted. “That is…” 
 
    “Quite noble?” Indy suggested with a toss of her hair. 
 
    “Yes,” Reyhan murmured. She looked like she was at a loss for a long moment, but then she lifted her chin. “It is true that I don’t know where this new home might be, yet… But as long as it is with you, your grace, and your proud warriors, then I am honored to have it. And…” 
 
    She trailed off with a slightly shy look. 
 
    “Go ahead,” I said with a chuckle. 
 
    “A part of me always felt I was meant for something more,” she said softly. “Something I would never say out loud, of course. But I wonder if this is what was destined to be.” 
 
    Soon it would be time to tell the fierce, morningstar-wielding warrior that “something more” might be a hell of a lot more than she anticipated. 
 
    But for now, we needed to focus on their upcoming arena fight. 
 
    “Do you have any clue who this mysterious opponent is?” I asked. 
 
    A small crease appeared in Reyhan’s forehead, and she shook her head. 
 
    “The queens were quite elusive about it,” she sighed. “But whoever it is, I will be ready, I vow it.” 
 
    “As will we,” Indy said with a toss of her hair. 
 
    “Oh, I know,” I chuckled. Then I turned back to Reyhan. “Can you tell us more about your powers?” 
 
    “Yes, my king.” Reyhan nodded. “My people are the Dawn Folk. My powers contain only a tiny fragment of what you could call the power of the dawn, but for a person, that is quite a lot. When I strike with my powers, I can cause severe blistering. As you saw, I can also use a weapon made entirely of light, although I cannot sustain it indefinitely. And then… There is another power I have, one I am not allowed to use in the arena.” 
 
    “Oh?” I frowned slightly. “What is it?” 
 
    “The power of illusion,” she said. “When the sun rises, you see, it can create all sorts of illusions– mirages, some people call them.” 
 
    “And you can create those?” Meikha asked with an impressed look. 
 
    Reyhan nodded. “But as I said, they are not permitted within the arena…” 
 
    I reminded myself to come back to these powers after the fight was over, because they definitely could come in handy in other situations outside the arena. 
 
    For now, it was definitely time for us to turn in for the night. 
 
    “We’ve got a big day ahead of us tomorrow,” I said. “I want you to be well-rested.” 
 
    “I am glad to have you by our side, Reyhan,” Indy said softly. 
 
    “I am glad to be here,” the strawberry-blonde warrior said with a shy smile. “And… you may all call me Rey, if you like.” 
 
    “Rey,” Ellie said with a sweet smile. “Like a sunray.” 
 
    I immediately loved the dynamic that was developing here. It was crazy how having a fifth warrior seemed to come as naturally to me as it did to my women. 
 
    “Well, Rey, you can have a bed to yourself,” I offered. “We’ll take the other.” 
 
    “Thank you, my king,” Rey said with a slight bow. 
 
    “Uhhh…” I chuckled a little. “You definitely don’t have to bow to me. You’re a part of our group now. So please, call me John.” 
 
    Rey practically glowed like the sun as she nodded with obvious pride, and I sent her a small smile before we headed to bed. As promised, we gave Rey one bed to herself, and all of us packed into the other. 
 
    “You sure you don’t feel weird about this?” I asked Abbey as I sat down on the edge of the bed. “Because I can sleep on the floo–” 
 
    “No!” Abbey said hastily. “Not the floor. I feel totally comfortable with this, I promise.” 
 
    I chuckled as I watched Indy’s expression change from scandalized to sultry over Abbey’s shoulder. 
 
    “Alright,” I said with a muffled yawn. “Time to hit the hay, then.” 
 
    The bed here was even bigger than my king-size back home, and I was able to stretch out comfortably even with the five women at my side. 
 
    Sleep came to me surprisingly quickly that night. My dreams were full of red light flares and the clash of blades, and the room seemed oddly silent when I jerked back into awareness. 
 
    I blinked groggily and rolled over. 
 
    Then the bed disappeared from beneath me. 
 
    “Shit!” I growled as I hit the plush, carpeted floor. 
 
    “Mmmm?” a sleepy voice mumbled. 
 
    A pink-haired head appeared over the side of the bed. 
 
    “John!” Abbey’s hands clutched at me and reeled me back into bed. “I’m so sorry. Sometimes I go, like, spread-eagled when I sleep. I’m pretty sure I shoved you to the edge of the bed.” 
 
    “Mmmm…” I eyed her small frame doubtfully and chuckled. “I think I’m just not used to being in bed with five women, that’s all.” 
 
    “Me, neither,” she admitted. “Well, you know what I mean. I loved it, though.” 
 
    “Me, too.” I smiled as I slowly got to my feet. “Care to join me for some fresh morning air?” 
 
    Abbey’s smile was nearly as stunning as a sunrise. “Yes, please…” 
 
    I offered her my hand, and we headed out onto the patio to stare down at the oasis below.  
 
    “Are you ready for today?” she asked quietly. 
 
    I smiled wryly. “Well, I’m not exactly going to be the one down in the arena.” 
 
    “Maybe not physically,” Abbey countered. “But mentally, I know you’re going to be right in it with them.” 
 
    I smiled as I slipped an arm around the pink-haired woman, and I almost couldn’t believe how much she understood me. 
 
    “That’s completely true,” I admitted. “Half the time, I’m having fucking heart palpitations during their fights. I mean, I have the utmost faith in my shieldmaidens’ abilities, believe me, and I do love seeing them kick ass. But shit gets crazy in the arenas sometimes.” 
 
    “I can imagine,” Abbey said softly. She gave my arm a squeeze. “Well, today is only to ten blood, anyway. And it should be one hell of a fight. I’m glad I get to be here to see it… Thank you, John.” 
 
    I pulled her closer to me and traced a hand along her jaw. 
 
    Both of us jumped at the sound of footsteps padding out onto the balcony. 
 
    “Today is the day,” Indy chanted as she made an appearance. Then she froze and took in the sight of me and Abbey, and she didn’t break out of her chanting tone as she slowly backed into the doorway she’d just come out of. “I am sorry, John and Abbey. You are having your moment–” 
 
    “All moments are your moments,” Abbey argued, and she stepped over to snatch Indy’s golden arm and pull her back out. “I’m always happy to stand by your side, princess.” 
 
    Indy smiled, and a myriad of colors danced in her eyes as she slipped her hand into Abbey’s to hold it. 
 
    Soon, the queens’ servants brought us our breakfast, and we ate in near silence on the balcony as we watched the sun rise below. We spent the day meditating and then eating another light meal before we headed to the summit of the pyramid to meet with the queens. 
 
    “We should leave now,” Natiya declared as she swept her hair back and stabbed her tiny blade through it to hold it together. “The Stormbrow Arena is a bit further out. We can take a boat most of the way there.” 
 
    “A boat?” I asked with some surprise. 
 
    The queen nodded. “The river flows to the foot of the mountain– it’s called Stormbrow, of course– and the arena is hollowed into the mountain. It is near your opponent’s home, and it benefits all sides to keep her from wandering through the city proper to come to the more central arenas.” 
 
    I digested this in silence as I wondered what the hell type of opponent my women could possibly be facing. Anyone who was a menace to even the savage society of the desert world had to be fearsome as hell. 
 
    We followed the queens out of the pyramid and then off to the west of Queensyard and toward an area full of deep blue pools I had only glimpsed from the distance. 
 
    When we got closer, I saw there was a small stream that connected the pools. Further down it formed into a river. 
 
    There was a slender-prowed boat waiting in one of the pools with about a dozen rowers on each side of the craft. I climbed in with my warrior women and sat with the nine queens as we took off with increasing speed. 
 
    This was our first time seeing a greater portion of the oasis, and the queens named areas as we passed them by. 
 
    We passed through an unnervingly dark, narrow cleft in the land called Feygulf. Then the land opened up around us, and the river took a long, winding course through a forest. The trees around us reminded me of weeping willows, but their long, vine-like branches glowed with their own pale yellow light. It was both beautiful and eerie somehow, and so were the tiny, lantern-lit huts that dotted the nearby marshes. 
 
    Soon we came out of the woods, and I saw that we were at the foot of a looming, rounded mountain. 
 
    After a short climb there was a big arched entryway carved into it, and walking into it was like entering a cave. 
 
    We entered an arena that reminded me slightly of the cavernous Caldera Arena in Bayalon, but it was about ten times bigger, and it was made of pure gray stone instead of black volcanic rock. There was a raised stone dais in the stands just like there was at the other Colbiri arenas we had been to. 
 
    The fighting arena itself was different than the others I had seen in the desert world, too. The stone wasn’t flat everywhere. Toward one side of the arena, it rose up in a sharp slope with a steep drop on one edge. Nearby, the ground dipped into small hollows, and some of them were filled with water. There was even a small tree on one side of the arena. 
 
    At the edge of the arena, there were small clusters of people gathered around a few people pushing carts. They reminded me of a man I had seen in Bayalon once, who had been some sort of mobile vendor selling copies of my women’s weapons and armor. 
 
    After a moment, I realized these were actually something similar. 
 
    “Talismaaans!” one of the cart-pushing women screeched. “Get your talismans, totems, idols! Gold, silver, bronze, and brass, I have them!” 
 
    I glanced over and then did a double-take as I spotted tiny metallic figurines of my warrior women being hoisted into the air by the woman. 
 
    “The good woman is wise to have such faith in your warriors,” Natiya said with a slight smirk. “She would not think to sell such treasures as good luck charms before a fight if she was not certain that they would win.” 
 
    A hush fell over the whole crowd as they realized I had entered with the queens and my warrior women. The gargoyles immediately started shooing the vendors out of the arena area, and more people crammed their way into the stands. 
 
    It looked like every person in the oasis had somehow squeezed their way into this arena tonight. The benches were full to bursting, and even the stairs leading up to the high seats were stuffed with watchers who hadn’t been able to force their way into the stands. They immediately wormed out of the way to make room for us as we strode to the dais. 
 
    As we passed, the crowd was all staring at me and my women with worshipful expressions. The backers in the front rows were gazing at me with open envy mingled with reverence, and a sudden weight fell on my shoulders as I really processed the fact that this oasis had been awaiting this very moment for a whole month. 
 
    On the dais, all of us squeezed into the curtained area where I knew the queens would usually change into their battle garb if they fought here. 
 
    “Induya Fire-Heart,” Natiya said softly as she cupped Indy’s hands in hers. Red flared to meet red in their eyes as they looked at each other. “I know you will make them remember your name forever.” 
 
    “I will,” Indy whispered fiercely. 
 
    “I would wish you luck,” Natiya added, and a small, fierce smile curved her lips. “But you do not need it. You are royalty, Indy. Own this. Live it.” 
 
    My princess returned the queen’s nod with solemn intensity. 
 
    Rose-gold sparkles tumbled through her eyes as she turned to look at me. The sight was reflected in a shower of light from overhead as the oasis’ dragon let out a distant roar and belched out more stars to join the galaxy. 
 
    I felt like I was seeing stars myself as my five warriors strode out onto the arena, and I joined the queens and Abbey in sitting on the dais. 
 
    The queens seemed to be practically buzzing with excitement now. They kept sending eager looks in my direction, even as they tried to keep their usual regal air about them. 
 
    I smirked a little to see them trying to catch my reaction to their apparently legendary opponent. 
 
    Damn, I’d never had queens working their asses off to impress me before, and just knowing that whatever they’d come up with would make my warrior women look even more amazing to the onlooking crowd sent a wave of fresh excitement over me as well.  
 
    But then I glanced at Abbey and saw that my pink-haired companion’s face was suddenly pale as she stared out into the arena like she’d seen a ghost. 
 
    “Holy…” she croaked. 
 
    I turned and saw my warriors’ opponent emerging from the second tunnel-like entrance on the opposite side of the arena. 
 
    I knew it was their opponent because I had never seen anything like it before in my life, and I hoped I never would again. 
 
    “Whaaaat the ever-loving fuck…” I breathed as my legs went fully numb.

  

 
   
    Chapter 14 
 
    My women’s opponent was a person– if you could even call her that– like no one I had ever seen. 
 
    She had a human head, but it was enormous enough to go along with the rest of her body, which was utterly inhuman and entirely monsterish. She had the gray-furred body of a wolf, but it would’ve easily matched a buffalo in size. Unlike a buffalo, though, this wolf body wasn’t so hefty. It was long, lean, and mangy-looking, with hulking shoulders and spindly flanks. Wickedly curved claws clicked against the floor with every step. A long, scaly lizard’s tail dragged behind her with a rough rasping sound. Two sets of shell-like, gray-brown wings jutted back from her shoulder blades and came to rest above her matted haunches. 
 
    Her neck and head had pallid skin and angular, cat-like eyes that were emphasized by the purple-black hair braided back from her temples. Her green gaze flickered restlessly around as she walked into the arena, and her heart-shaped lips twitched into a snarl that revealed an impressive and terrifying set of fangs. A lumpy, black metal chain hung around her neck. The blood-red, glowing gem dangling from it was about the size of a large ostrich egg. 
 
    “Okaaay,” Abbey giggled nervously. “So, we’ve got a fearsome wolf-sphinx woman with cockroach wings and Khaleesi braids on our hands. But what I really wanna know is, what the fuck is her skincare routine?” 
 
    “Interesting point,” I muttered. Despite the wolf-woman’s mangy and neglected-looking coat of fur, the skin of her neck and head were absurdly smooth and almost baby-like. 
 
    “Her name is Veligula,” Natiya said with a proud little smile that told me the queen was incredibly pleased with her surprise. “Despite her fair and unmarred skin, she is the oldest inhabitant of our oasis. So far as we know, she is immortal, although her origins are uncertain. She was already here when our ancestors arrived, that much we know.” 
 
    “She attacked them right away, of course,” Akelda added. “They fought many bloody battles. Then she grew to like it so much that she made peace with them and started to enter the arenas. She has not entered the fights for many decades now, because people grew too afraid to fight her, but… well, this is a special occasion, and she has agreed to return for it, your grace. A great honor.” 
 
    “Ahh.” I stared at the wolfish sphinx woman feeling dazed as fuck. “We’re, uhh, very honored.” 
 
    Veligula’s vivid green eyes widened dramatically as her gaze found my warrior women. 
 
    “Bru ah gohb?” she demanded with clear delight. Her voice was feminine-sounding, but oddly rough and coarse, too. It seemed like she was speaking to no one in particular. 
 
    Her speech also sounded like utter nonsense to me, and I stared at her feeling slightly unnerved.  
 
    “Who is she talking to?” I basically croaked. 
 
    “Spirits, we think,” Natiya confided in a low voice. “She speaks the old tongue at times, which I recognize a bit of.” 
 
    “Do you know what she just said?” I asked. 
 
    “I believe she said, ‘Is this them?’” Natiya murmured. 
 
    “Okay,” Abbey muttered. “That’s a little creepy.” 
 
    Veligula’s heart-shaped lips curved into a sinister smile as she continued to stare at my women. She shuffled her paws impatiently, and her claws scraped harshly against the ground. 
 
    “Here is the interesting part, which the gargoyle is telling your warriors about now,” Natiya added. “That amulet on Veligula’s neck is what gives her her sphinx-like form. If the gem is cut off the necklace, then she is forced into a human body.” 
 
    “She is still awfully formidable, even then,” Sabree murmured. “She fights with a huxai.” 
 
    “Which is…?” I asked in confusion. 
 
    “A type of dagger axe,” Temerine explained. 
 
    I was happier than ever that I’d had my warriors train against a wider variety of weapons. 
 
    As the gargoyle boomed out the names of my warriors, the far-off dragon Ethramne let out a trilling sound that made goosebumps rise on my skin. I didn’t have a mystical connection to this creature like my princess did, but I could’ve sworn it sounded like the dragon was longing to be here fighting at her side. 
 
    And honestly, I sort of wished that she was, because this wolf-sphinx woman was utterly terrifying. 
 
    Then the lead gargoyle took up his position by the arena. Natiya got to her feet, and everything fell totally silent. 
 
    “Tonight, we are honored to be witness to the greatest fight our oasis will ever see,” Natiya shouted. Her voice echoed around the whole inside of the mountain as she swept her hands toward me, and then toward the warriors down in the arena. “The fearsome Veligula has agreed to return for this great privilege. It is the first time she has entered the arena in nearly fifty years. May the best warriors win!” 
 
    The crowd cheered uproariously, and the gargoyle boomed out, “Begin.” 
 
    Down in the arena, Veligula shifted her weight from one paw to another as she prowled toward my women. Then she kept her tail end up in the air while she bowed the front half of her body to the ground, like a dog who wants to play. 
 
    The movement brought her eyes level with my women’s. A forked tongue darted out to skim over her lips, and she gave them an evil, leering smile. 
 
    “You know,” she purred in a throaty, echoing voice. “I used to eat women like you for breakfast. Of course, I’m not permitted to do that in your case, but–” 
 
    Artemn darted forward with her spear held high. White light flared from the scar-like patterns in her skin. She raised her voice in a sharp shout, and it was underlaid by a crackling boom that made my hairs stand on end. 
 
    Veligula’s green eyes widened as if in glee, and a snarling smile spread her lips wide as she bounded forward to meet my winged warrior. 
 
    The crowd let out a piercing screech, and my gut clenched. But then Artemn skipped swiftly to the side and bolted away. 
 
    Before Veligula even had the chance to give chase, Rey streaked in from the left. A livid red glare bloomed from her morningstar as she swung it at the wolf-woman’s flank. 
 
    Veligula staggered, and a ragged growl burst from her lips as red light and red blood filtered through her matted gray fur. 
 
    “One strike, one blood for John,” the gargoyle boomed over the crowd’s riotous approval. 
 
    Normally, the mediators remained stubbornly impartial in arena fights, but I could’ve sworn I heard the slightest trace of triumph in his thunderous voice. I almost decided I had imagined it, but then Veligula threw him a furious look. 
 
    She lashed out hard with her claws. Rey spun away with her morningstar outstretched, and the wolf-woman was forced to withdraw her paw. 
 
    Then my women immediately darted to take the high ground up on the arena’s biggest hill. 
 
    Veligula just let out a throaty laugh. Her giant, roach-like wings buzzed revoltingly as they aided her in a flying leap, and she came down on my women in a streak of gray. 
 
    They immediately scattered.  
 
    Her paws thudded to the ground, and she snapped at my women as they retreated. 
 
    Then Indy darted back in almost quicker than I could blink. There was a sharp clink and scrape as her blade hacked at the single link that secured the blood-red pendant to Veligula’s necklace. 
 
    The pendant swung furiously, but the link didn’t break.  
 
    My princess rolled away from a furious snap of the wolf-woman’s curved teeth. She didn’t quite manage to evade the long, barbed tail that swung around and hit her right in the stomach. 
 
    I felt like I’d been hit too as my princess went flying through the air and landed on her side with a jarring thud. I spotted a bright red gash on her arm, and my stomach dropped. 
 
    “One blood for Veligula,” the gargoyle boomed. 
 
    “You thought it would be that easy?” the sphinx-woman chortled madly as she faced Indy. “You silly little girl.” 
 
    My hot-tempered princess’ eyes flared a baleful red as she scrambled back to her feet, and she rushed forward again. 
 
    “Oh, yes, yes,” the wolf-woman crooned. “Come to me, your majes– arrrgh!” 
 
    She flinched back slightly as Indy lashed out with the chain-whip that had been balled up and hidden in her hand. 
 
    Then Artemn’s spear blade came sweeping in out of nowhere, and the shout ramped up into a throaty scream of rage and pain. 
 
    The gleaming, white-hot blur of a blade hacked cleanly through the black chain link. It went on to bite into the bottom of Veligula’s smooth white throat, right above her gray-furred chest. 
 
    “Two strikes, two blood for John,” the gargoyle boomed. 
 
    “Treacherous fey,” the wolf-woman snarled through the crowd’s ear-splitting roar. “You–” 
 
    Her voice hitched and cut off before she could go on. Suddenly her form seemed to shrivel and shrink, like the way a flower’s petals curl up when it dies. Her hind legs lengthened and then snapped upright. Her front legs morphed into a pair of gaunt, folded arms. The fur fell away from her in clumps and revealed more baby-smooth skin as a human body formed. 
 
    The crowd was a tumult of noise and movement as everyone scrambled for a better view, and I realized this was a sight that genuinely hadn’t been seen in decades. 
 
    And now there was a sixth woman standing in the arena in place of the giant wolf-sphinx. 
 
    Like her new body, her head was now the size of an average human’s, but otherwise it was identical to its past appearance, with purple-black hair, vivid green eyes, and feminine, heart-shaped lips that curved up into a feral, fanged smile. She was dressed in something like a loincloth, along with a leather band that wrapped tightly around her chest in place of a shirt. Her form was lean and slightly gaunt, but it was corded with wiry muscle, too. 
 
    In her hand, she gripped a long polearm that had a straight blade like a spear at its end, along with a fearsome looking, dagger-shaped axe head. It was made of the usual black uclum metal of the desert world, but it seemed oddly mystical, too. Small particles floated around it that looked like a mixture of sparks and ashes. They swirled closely around the blades as the dagger-axe hurtled toward Indy’s head. 
 
    My princess yipped and ducked, but she quickly regained her composure as she spun away from Veligula. 
 
    The green-eyed woman burst into pursuit. On two feet, she still moved with a prowling, wolf-like lope. 
 
    Then a red gleam caught her eye from the side, and her bare feet skidded to a halt. 
 
    My stomach swooped with a combination of excitement and alarm as I spotted Ellie’s delicate fingers curled around the pendant of the necklace. 
 
    “Yes, yes, yes,” I chanted under my breath. “Get that thing far out of her reach.” 
 
    When it came down to it, I had no idea if Veligula would be able to resume her sphinx-like form if she got her hands on the pendant again, but I’d rather not find out. 
 
    My blue-haired warrior planted her feet and lobbed the pendant out of bounds. It clinked and clattered to the ground right near the bottom bench of the stands. The crowd there had overflowed onto the ground, but now the cross-legged sitters scattered away as if the pendant might attack them. 
 
    Veligula let out a livid growl as she sprinted toward Ellie, and her face was twisted with murderous rage. 
 
    My stomach fluttered at the sight of my dainty warrior with her short, t-shaped weapons going up against this rangy monstrosity of a woman with her long dagger-axe. 
 
    But Ellie immediately flipped one of her weapons and knocked the blow aside. Then she dove in under Veligula’s guard and punched forward with the stabbing blade of one tonfa. 
 
    The blade jabbed right into the bare flesh of Veligula’s bony hip. A hair-raising shriek burst from the green-eyed woman’s lips. The sound even pierced through the crowd’s deafening roar. 
 
    “Three blood for John,” the gargoyle bellowed over the chaos. 
 
    Veligula’s long, bony fingers shot up and curled into Ellie’s blue hair. Dread coiled in my gut as she wrenched my delicate warrior to the ground. 
 
    “Shhhit,” I growled against the heel of my hand. 
 
    The floor beneath my feet was practically rocked by a storm of screams, groans, and stamps from the crowd. One of Ellie’s tonfas skittered away across the floor. My blue-haired warrior managed to get her other weapon in between her and her opponent. Then she brought one knee slamming up into the small of Veligula’s back as they tumbled around on the ground. 
 
    The purple-haired woman convulsed with pain. Along with the riotous screeches of approval from the crowd, the move just seemed to fuel her into a fury. She hit Ellie with a savage elbow to the gut. 
 
    The air that wheezed out of Ellie felt like it was snatched out of my own chest. I sucked in a breath and hoped that her usual resourcefulness wouldn’t fail her now. 
 
    She didn’t disappoint me. With her free hand, Ellie snatched Veligula’s dagger-axe and wrenched it out of the green-eyed woman’s grip. As Veligula scrabbled onto her hands and knees, Ellie brought the blunt end of the weapon slamming down on her back like a sledgehammer. 
 
    A strangled howl burst from Veligula’s lips as she crumpled flat on the ground again. The crowd’s jeers and cheers were so explosive that I almost went cross-eyed as I struggled to focus. 
 
    Then Ellie cried out with sudden pain, too. The sound went right through me, and my fingers clenched into Abbey’s. 
 
    Sparks and ashes whirled around the shaft of Veligula’s weapon as it tumbled from Ellie’s grasp. My dainty warrior cradled her hand against her chest, and her face contorted with pain. She still managed to give the weapon a hearty kick to send it skidding in the opposite direction. 
 
    Veligula just smirked triumphantly and dove after her weapon. 
 
    Ellie took this moment to retrieve her fallen tonfa. The crowd urged her on with screams and sighs of relief, and then she fell back with her fellow warriors. 
 
    Now that the scuffle was over and they had a clear shot, they immediately moved to close in on Veligula. 
 
    The green-eyed woman massaged her lower back for a moment as she forced herself into an upright position with her weapon clutched in her grasp again. Despite her fully human form, the crazed growl that rumbled out of her sounded horribly wolf-like. The crowd was fully against her now, but it just seemed to infuriate her and steel her nerves even more. She cast a dark look around at everyone, and her jaw clenched. 
 
    Then she darted around the hill that jutted up in the arena and out of my warriors’ sight. 
 
    “Evil, scheming wolf-bitch,” Abbey hissed under her breath. 
 
    “It’s okay,” I breathed as I settled my hand over hers. “They’ve got this.” 
 
    My women split into three groups. Artemn and Ellie crept around one side of the hill, while Rey and Indy snuck around the other. 
 
    Meikha waited in front of it with an expression of grim focus. Wind swirled her hair as she gripped both her rapier and her shorter blade at the ready. 
 
    Then Indy let out a shout of warning, and I spotted Veligula sprinting up the other side of the short slope. 
 
    Meikha’s tawny eyes flared wide at the sight of the green-eyed woman looming overhead, but she was ready. She raised both blades in front of her as the sphinx-woman came hurtling down the short, cliff-like face of the hill toward her. Then she swept the blades apart. 
 
    The cavernous arena echoed with a low whooshing noise. Veligula let out a guttural yowl as the wind slammed her back against the cliffside. The shuddering sound blended with the crowd’s shrieking roar of appreciation. 
 
    Meikha’s shorter blade knocked aside a vicious spear jab from the green-eyed woman, and her rapier jabbed in lightning-fast. 
 
    But then sparks flared out from Veligula’s skin. They danced up from the tip of the weapon, and my blonde warrior twisted away with a hiss of pain. 
 
    “Curious,” Natiya murmured. “Veligula has never been able to form such shields before, to my knowledge.” 
 
    “Oh, excellent,” I muttered grimly. 
 
    “Isn’t it?” the queen said with almost child-like excitement. 
 
    I forced myself to smile for her sake. 
 
    On one hand, the fact that my women were facing something unprecedented scared the hell out of me. 
 
    But on the other hand, it also was part of what made them legends. 
 
    And the fact that they could spur this monstrous sphinx woman to such desperation that she was accessing a whole new level of magic might’ve been intimidating, but it was also a testament to how fucking badass they were. 
 
    I let out a slow, measured breath.  
 
    Down in the arena, the green-eyed woman regained herself. Renewed sparks and ashes swirled around her blade as she brought it slashing across Meikha’s shoulder. 
 
    My blonde warrior yelped and groaned as she spun away. 
 
    “Two blood for Veligula,” the gargoyle boomed. 
 
    The sphinx woman let out a breathless, deranged laugh as she flew into pursuit. My other warriors darted in, but then Meikha surprised us all. She danced away from one strike, but then leaned into another with her palm outstretched toward her opponent. 
 
    She twisted her hand and brought it around in a sharp slapping motion. 
 
    The sparks and ashes writhing around the dagger-axe followed along, and they went whizzing right into Veligula’s face. 
 
    Her green eyes pinched shut, and a gurgling choke burst out of her as she unwittingly sucked in a breath of hot sparks and ashes. 
 
    The wind shrieked and whipped at her hair, and then Meikha drove things home with an unexpected stab from her shorter blade. She winced at the jarring motion on her wounded shoulder, but she landed the wound with perfect precision. 
 
    “Three strikes, four blood for John,” the gargoyle boomed. 
 
    The sound was underlaid by Veligula’s furious hacking cough as she struggled to clear her airways. She viciously fended off several strikes from my women as they closed in around her, and it seemed like she was struggling to conjure more sparks and ashes. 
 
    Even without them, the sphinx woman was fierce. Despite her gaunt build, she fought like a fucking berserker with zero fear of death. 
 
    She managed to land a glancing blow on Artemn, and then one on Rey. 
 
    The golden-eyed warrior immediately made her pay with a gleaming red strike. The move brought the ball of her morningstar crunching right into Veligula’s jaw. 
 
    “Ouuuggh!” the green-eyed woman screamed as blood gushed out of her jaw. Red light rays lanced out with it, and her skin puckered into an angry red blister around the wound. 
 
    She clamped one hand against the wound and used her other to hack at Rey with her axe-like blade. A gleaming red shield repelled her, and she grunted as she dropped away. 
 
    “Four strikes, five blood for John,” the gargoyle boomed. 
 
    Then Veligula backed right into Artemn’s outstretched blade. Another scream was dragged out of her chest like she had backed into a white-hot poker. 
 
    “Five strikes, six blood for John,” the gargoyle boomed. 
 
    Artemn twisted her blade, and white sparks flew from Veligula’s wound. The green-eyed woman groaned and dropped to her knees. 
 
    She managed to roll away and get her weapon between herself and Artemn. A sudden shower of sparks and ash made my winged warrior dance away with her shields up. 
 
    Veligula managed a scornful laugh as she hobbled to her feet. With her mangled jaw it just came off as completely unhinged in a terrifying way. She seemed to be losing her shit entirely as her blade clanged and clashed with Indy’s and Ellie’s weapons.  
 
    My two warriors closed around her like a gorsican pincer. Ellie slammed the flat end of one tonfa into Veligula’s sternum with an audible crunch. The green-eyed woman’s muffled groan ended in a scream as Indy’s blade carved a bright red path down her shoulder. 
 
    “Seven blood for John,” the gargoyle boomed. 
 
    Now things picked up in a way that I hadn’t yet witnessed in the arena. Blades crashed, smashed, and pinged in sharp staccato bursts as the battle moved over the uneven ground of the arena. Veligula landed two more blows on my warriors in quick succession, but then Artemn brought her to her knees with a slamming blow from her spear shaft. 
 
    Veligula’s legs crumpled, and a hearty kick from Ellie sent her splashing down into one of the pools of water. 
 
    “Yessss!” Abbey howled along with the crowd. “Get that bitch!” 
 
    Meikha’s rapier whistled in and lacerated Veligula’s exposed thigh. 
 
    “Eight blood for John,” the gargoyle boomed. 
 
    Then, as the green-eyed woman stumbled back to her feet, ripples fanned out in the water next to her. 
 
    Her eyes widened, but before she could run, the water swept up into a swirling orb around her. 
 
    “Holy shit,” I breathed. 
 
    Meikha’s hand trembled as she held the water orb in place. Ripples ran through its surface from the wind that was holding it together, and she used it to sweep her opponent into the air. 
 
    “Now!” Artemn screamed. 
 
    Meikha unclenched her fist and jerked her hand down, and Veligula plummeted right onto Artemn’s spear. 
 
    My winged warrior moved with an intimidating mixture of control and fury. She slashed her spear right into the green-eyed woman’s shoulder rather than going for the jugular, which I was pretty sure she was longing to do. 
 
    “Six strikes, nine blood for John,” the gargoyle boomed. 
 
    Veligula’s face darkened with rage. Ashes burst from her palm like leaves whipped by the wind, and they surrounded Artemn in a choking, noxious cloud. 
 
    “Well, that’s gross as hell,” I muttered with a tinge of anxiety. 
 
    My winged warrior backed away as the ashes whipped around her. 
 
    Then there was a scream of effort from Meikha. My wind warrior did another slapping motion with her palm. The swirling ashes condensed and slammed into their own master in a wall of wind. 
 
    Sparks flew from Veligula’s fingertips, and they swirled dangerously around her dagger-axe as she staggered out of the ashes and arced the weapon at Meikha’s head. 
 
    My wind warrior parried, and suddenly the arena was filled with the clash and swing of their blades as they battled. Meikha was swift and precise with both her blows and her footwork as she danced through the dips and hollows of the arena.  
 
    Veligula was equally graceful, but in a more erratic and unpredictable way. She leaped from one little hill to another with unnerving ease, and she didn’t hesitate to kick water up toward Meikha’s eyes when they passed one of the pools. 
 
    My wind warrior swept the droplets aside with a contemptuous, wind-fueled smack of her hand. Then her weapon’s crossguard locked with Veligula’s dagger-axe blade. The tip of the dagger-axe skimmed across her wrist as they struggled, and she flinched slightly, but she only clenched her grip tighter. 
 
    “Eight blood for Veligula,” the gargoyle boomed. 
 
    Meikha’s tawny eyes narrowed, and she wrenched the weapon with all her strength. 
 
    “Noooo!” Veligula snarled as her blade went spinning down into the water. 
 
    “Yessss,” Abbey and I hissed in unison. 
 
    Veligula hastily whipped up a swirl of sparks and ashes to shroud herself in, but it bowed and crumpled under the hot red sweep of Rey’s morningstar as the strawberry-blonde warrior raced in for a strike. The glowing weapon just barely missed Veligula’s already-wounded shoulder, but the attempt did send the sphinx-woman stumbling to her knees in the water. 
 
    Then Indy barreled in, vaulted herself off one of the little hills, and came down on Veligula in a golden blur. Her blade bit into the smooth skin of her opponent’s abdomen, and blood rushed from the wound. 
 
    “Seven strikes, ten blood for John,” the gargoyle boomed. 
 
    “Yeahhhhh!” I screamed and shot to my feet. 
 
    The sentiment was echoed at full blast by every person in the audience. The crowd let out an almighty roar as they bellowed my warriors’ names, and mine. 
 
    The gargoyle boomed out my warriors’ win. His stony muscles bulged from the effort of roaring loud enough to be heard over the crowd, and I thought my chest would burst from pride. I swept Abbey into a giddy, spinning hug. 
 
    My women were quickly patched up under the touch of the Life-Savers. Veligula’s care was noisier as she yowled with pain at each brush of her wounds, and some of the crowd pointed and jeered at her. 
 
    “She is going to have to go into hiding for the next hundred years,” Sabree giggled with her hand over her mouth. 
 
    The other queens didn’t even bother fighting off their smiles, and my pride doubled as I realized my warriors had just made this vicious and legendary wolf-sphinx woman the fucking laughingstock of the whole oasis. 
 
    I felt a little bad for her, but at the same time, she was walking out of here alive. Sure, she’d gotten her ass handed to her, but she was being patched right up. 
 
    Maybe someday, in the distant future, she could begin to restore her honor. But right now, my women were trampling it as they rushed up onto the dais and threw themselves into my arms. 
 
    I pulled them into a rough group hug and laughed. 
 
    Abbey squealed as she did a war dance around all of us. 
 
    “Congratu-fucking-lations on being the most badass and beautiful of all warriors,” she said breathlessly as she came to a halt. “You made slaughter a thing of beauty and grace. Oh, and jaw-dropping magic displays, don’t forget.” 
 
    Indy tossed her hair and favored us with a fierce, glowing smile. The rose-gold sparkles that shot through her eyes were echoed by a shattering gleam from overhead, and Ethramne’s trill and roar joined the tumult from the crowd. 
 
    As I looked around, people were clinking their golden talismans of my women together the same way they might clink glasses if they were doing a toast. Others were acting out my warriors’ greatest moves. And even more were just staring at my women with complete and utter adoration while they screamed like fans at a concert. 
 
    “I think you’ve officially won the people over,” I said with a chuckle. 
 
    The worshipful attention of the crowd settled over us like a warm haze, and it seemed to drag on for nearly half an hour before we were able to shove our way back to the pyramid. We were met with a wave of fanfare and offerings being pelted at us the whole damn way, and we laughed harder than we ever had as the people of the oasis collectively lost their shit. 
 
    The queens seemed just as excited, too. They strutted ahead of us like proud cats with their chins in the air, and every time my warrior women were pelted with another offering, they chuckled heartily and waved their thanks to the passing crowd for us. 
 
    Back at the foot of the pyramid, the queens embraced my warriors like sisters despite the sticky, kelp-like bandages they wore. 
 
    “We know you will likely have much to discuss,” Natiya said with a significant look at my newest warrior. “And a victory to celebrate amongst yourselves, besides. We will leave you to it. I’ll have the servants send up a hot supper, and then we will convene again on the morrow to discuss your many winnings of this fight, if it pleases you?” 
 
    “Definitely,” I agreed. “I think we’ll eat up on the, uhh, summit.” 
 
    “It has a lovely view,” Natiya said agreeably. “I will tell the servants.” 
 
    “One more thing,” Akelda added. She stepped forward and offered something to me. “This may be of use to you in your discussions.” 
 
    I looked down at the object and realized it was the book she had read us the prophecy out of, the Musings of Molahe. 
 
    “I have marked the page,” she said softly. 
 
    “Thanks.” I grinned and tucked the book against my chest. 
 
    Up on the summit of the pyramid, my exhausted warriors all but collapsed into the plush cushions, but they looked determined to carry on with the evening, seemingly running on pure adrenaline and pride. 
 
    This seemed as good a time as any to formally bring our newest warrior into the fold, so to speak. 
 
    Hopefully, she wouldn’t completely freak out. 
 
    I turned to Rey. 
 
    “Last night, you said you’ve always felt like you were destined for ‘something more,’” I said. “And, uhh, with that in mind… I think there’s something you should know.”

  

 
   
    Chapter 15 
 
    I took a moment to decide where the hell I should start, and I was slightly grateful when the servants appeared with our dinner. 
 
    They supplied us with a literal feast heaped onto the dozens of trays they carried. 
 
    They laid it out carefully in front of us before they asked if there was anything else we wanted. 
 
    “Uhhhh.” I stared around at the heaps of steaming food and chilled drinks. “Thanks. I think we’ve got everything we could possibly need, and then some.” 
 
    The servants bowed and scurried away. 
 
    We paused our discussion while we started in on our dinner. Rey was an immediate help in identifying some of the odd, Colbiri-specific foods on the table. We helped ourselves to seared Nightmare Goat kebabs, which sounded dubious but tasted incredibly good. 
 
    As we ate, my warriors took the initiative to get the ball rolling again with our conversation. 
 
    They started with the prophecy. I almost objected to this because to me it was the biggest of the two bombshells, but then I realized that for this woman it might be the smallest. After all, we were in a world where prophecies were maybe not common, but at least they were a well-known occurrence. 
 
    “I am sure you have heard of the woman named Molahe?” Meikha began, and she slipped the book out of my hands to open it. 
 
    Rey nodded as she slowly chewed her way through a steamed dabberlock. “She was a woods witch. She told many prophecies in her long life, I have been told.” 
 
    “So you have heard of them,” Meikha said quietly. “Do you recall one involving a world walker?” 
 
    “That was one of her better-known prophecies,” Rey said. “And yet one of the most mysterious.” 
 
    She trailed off as her pale gold eyes came to rest on me, and a speculative look crossed her face. Something about it gave me a swooping feeling in my stomach, and I took a moment to look away and break off a hunk of warm, fluffy coconut bread before I replied. 
 
    “I’m the world walker in the prophecy,” I said bluntly. I paused and dipped the bread into the sweet cream and wine parfait we had been provided with. “And…” 
 
    I trailed off as I gestured at my warrior women. 
 
    Rey’s eyes widened, and I saw her running through the rest of the prophecy in her mind. 
 
    We had just started in on some type of sweet pudding that was baked into sheets of thin, flaky dough, but now Rey lowered hers as her eyes flickered between me and my warrior women. 
 
    “Does that mean…” She paused and swallowed. “I do not wish to sound too self-concerned, my ki– I mean, John… but does that mean I am in this prophecy?” 
 
    “That is what we believe,” Meikha confirmed. “The fifth warrior.” 
 
    Rey swayed slightly on her seat, and I automatically reached out to steady her. 
 
    “Sorry,” she gasped as she latched onto my arm. “I think… Perhaps I forgot to breathe for a moment.” 
 
    “Understandable,” I assured her. 
 
    Rey was staring out at the gilded peaks like she was hypnotized. I paused our discussion to stand and lead her over to the bench where we had sat recently with the queens. 
 
    She and I sat side by side on the bench, while my other warriors collapsed comfortably onto the ground in cross-legged positions, so we were arranged in a little circle. 
 
    I looked out over the oasis and decided to let Reyhan drive the tempo of the discussion for right now, because I had just given her one hell of a shock. 
 
    “If I’m not mistaken,” she finally said, “Molahe’s prophecy mentioned that these five warriors would rise to any challenge that was presented to them… or something along those lines?” 
 
    “And come out victorious,” Meikha said with a nod. 
 
    There was a moment of silence. 
 
    “We all saw you in the arena,” Artemn said in her soft, smoky voice. “We fought at your side. You’re clearly capable of thinking on your feet. But even then, what we’re about to tell you might come as a bit of a shock.” 
 
    “Tell me,” Rey said softly. “I am not so easily shocked.” 
 
    She listened in silence as me and my warriors joined together to tell her about Bayalon’s prophecy and what it involved. 
 
    This required some pausing to fill her in on the oases we had been to so far, and our adventures battling against the Scazaths of Zeratra. 
 
    Her haunting gold eyes stretched wide, and she gazed out at the Gilded Peaks like she was in a trance as she listened. 
 
    “… And now, we’ve found evidence of necromancy in Deninde,” I finished. “They’re planning on bringing a foreign army into the city, and then trying to force everyone to submit to their sick little plot. But we have other plans.” 
 
    “Other plans?” Reyhan asked in a dazed voice. But then her eyes flicked to me, and a spark of realization warmed her face. “This is one of the challenges you will rise to. You and your warrio– oh. That includes me, then.” 
 
    “Yeah,” I said quietly. I allowed her another few moments to process things before I spoke again. “And, listen. If you’re not up for this, I absolutely won’t force you into anything. You could even stay here in Colbiri, if you wanted to, until… until it’s done.” 
 
    “No!” Rey said quickly. “No. I wish to fight at your side. Please. Will you tell me more of your plans?” 
 
    My warriors and I laid out our plans in detail, and Rey listened intently. 
 
    When we finished, she nodded slowly, and she toyed with a strand of strawberry-blonde hair as she thought. 
 
    “I would be honored,” she said, “more than honored… to fight with you and the queens. This is a great challenge, but one I feel that I was almost made for. And perhaps that sounds a bit outlandish, or far-fetched…” 
 
    “Uhhh.” I chuckled and made a sweeping gesture to indicate the utter insanity of everything we had just told her. “It doesn’t sound far-fetched in the slightest. So… You’re sure you’re into this?” 
 
    “Into this?” she echoed with a puzzled frown. 
 
    Indy leaned forward. “John means, are you truly sure you wish to join us in this battle?” 
 
    “Oh.” Reyhan’s expression cleared up, and she nodded. “I am entirely sure. I am yours to command, your grace. I mean, John. This is a destiny every warrior dreams of– being tried in battle and proving ourselves through blood and glory.” 
 
    “Alright,” I said with a smile. 
 
    Reyhan seemed slightly unnerved by my easygoing demeanor, but at this point, I had seen four women reconcile themselves pretty quickly to the fact that my attitude wasn’t some prank I was pulling on them. So, I was feeling fairly confident that she would adjust, as long as we gave her the time and space to. 
 
    But for the moment, we had battle plans to discuss. 
 
    “Can you tell us more about the illusion powers you mentioned?” I asked. 
 
    Reyhan nodded. “They can be powerful, but they are not very precise. That is not in their nature, I think. When I was a child, I had no control over the powers, and so I would create illusions everywhere. It caused much havoc, although my parents were prepared for it.” 
 
    “What are these mirages of, exactly?” I asked with interest. “I mean, what do people see?” 
 
    “I can make people see many of the same thing,” she explained. “It was quite common for the nurses to be chasing five or six of me around when I got into one of my wild moods. Only one of them was real, of course. I can also make something real appear to change in size, shape, and even location, so it looks like it’s moving. I can refract the light for brief periods, to blind people. As I said, these are all forbidden in the arena, mostly because they cannot easily be observed or regulated by the gargoyles, and it would not be a fair fight.” 
 
    “That could be incredibly useful in a battle, though,” I murmured. “But you said you haven’t used these powers since you were a kid?” 
 
    I shared a glance with Artemn as I spoke. My winged warrior had spent half her life suppressing her powers, but she had been able to pick up on them in a matter of weeks with some practice. 
 
    Still, we were on a little tighter schedule here. 
 
    “I have used them on rare occasions,” Reyhan admitted after a brief hesitation. “My old backer before Azahr, he… he liked to drink quite a lot. Sometimes it would make him angry. So angry that he would think to strike me. But… It is not unusual for a drunken person to see things oddly. So, I would distort his vision with him being none the wiser. It kept me safe, but without making him get even angrier with me.” 
 
    “Very clever,” Indy murmured. 
 
    “Of course, once the queens were made aware of my backer’s transgressions, he was dragged off to the Ironwood Cells to rot,” Reyhan went on. A small, satisfied smile crossed her face. “And I was taken on by Azahr. Not the noblest of men, true… but like most backers, he feared and respected the queens– and thus me as a warrior– enough to refrain from harming me.” 
 
    But the smile faded from her face, and she got more serious as she looked at me. 
 
    “I would not use my powers to deceive you, though, my ki– I mean, John,” she said quickly. “Nor in any other manner, unless you command me to. I only did what I did with my old backer out of self-preservation. I swear–” 
 
    “I believe you,” I said with a smile. “And trust me, I’ll never, ever raise a hand to you like that. So I don’t think either of us has anything to worry about.” 
 
    I paused for a moment to gather my thoughts before I went on. 
 
    “How do you feel about using your illusion powers in battle?” I asked. “And does it drain you?” 
 
    “I…” she hesitated. “I feel open to it. And I do not get drained easily. My powers themselves fade slightly after something big, like using a light-blade for an extended time. But I do not grow weary myself. And my illusion powers take much concentration, but little effort.” 
 
    “Makes sense,” I said. “Well, maybe we can break the ‘no using them against me’ thing for tonight so you can show me what you can do. If you feel comfortable with that, I mean.” 
 
    Reyhan still seemed baffled by me checking in like this about what she felt comfortable with, but she recovered herself quickly. 
 
    “Very well,” she agreed with a little smile. “What shall I do? And shall I extend the illusion to all of you?” 
 
    “Definitely,” I said. “Will that be more effort for you, too?” 
 
    “Just more concentration,” she said. “So… I could not do it while I was fighting in earnest, for example. But if I were protected by others during the time I did my illusions…” 
 
    “Got it,” I said with a nod. “Alright. Well, let’s just sort of run through what you can do. You’re the one with the powers, so I think it’s best to let you drive it.” 
 
    Artemn nodded with approval, and her silver eyes sparked with warmth as she sent me a smile. 
 
    Rey quickly pulled her unruffled expression back into place and nodded. “I will start by making you all see many of me, if that is allowable to you?” 
 
    “Do it,” I said. 
 
    Her pale gold eyes fluttered shut for a few moments. When they opened, they were calm and focused. But somehow, it looked like she was looking both everywhere and nowhere at once. 
 
    Then all of a sudden, there were seven Reyhans all arranged in front of us in a fanned out formation. 
 
    “Woooow,” Indy whispered. She staggered slightly as she took a step forward and stretched out her hands toward one of the Reyhans. 
 
    I reached out an arm to steady her. All seven Reyhans let out a small giggle, but then six of them flickered out of existence, and the real Rey took on a somber expression. 
 
    “Sorry,” she said quickly. “I do not often get to show people my powers. And when I did, they would look at me with fear and suspicion, not fascination or excitement.” 
 
    “How silly of them,” Meikha murmured. “I am quite fascinated.” 
 
    “Me, too,” Ellie said in a dreamy-sounding voice. Then she tilted her head. “Reyhan, do you think you could make people see many versions of something other than yourself?” 
 
    “I am certain of it,” the strawberry-blonde warrior said. “May I?” 
 
    I nodded, and her pale gold eyes flitted around the platform we stood on. Then they took on their focused yet out-of-focus expression again. 
 
    At first, I looked around and wondered what exactly the illusion was supposed to be. 
 
    But when I looked, all I saw was a sandstone wall next to me. It was inches away from my face. 
 
    “Whoa!” I jumped slightly. I looked around to see I was completely boxed in by sandstone walls, even on top. “What–” 
 
    The walls flickered away, and suddenly the oasis was visible to me again, starry galaxy and all. 
 
    “I multiplied the floor we are standing on,” Reyhan explained hastily. “I did not mean to startle you.” 
 
    “It’s okay,” I chuckled. “In fact, I’m glad you did it. That could give us one hell of an advantage in a fight.” 
 
    Rey walked us through some more of her powers. The more she used them, the more energized she grew, and the better they seemed to get. Soon she was even able to flicker quickly between different images. 
 
    Then she made mysterious light formations appear from different directions. 
 
    “These could be used as decoys,” Artemn said as she whipped her head from side to side to follow them with her eyes. “To distract our enemies.” 
 
    “Hell yeah,” I said. “Rey, if it sounds good to you, I think we should lay out some strategic times for you to use your illusions. Then we can focus on guarding you while you use them, so you can have full concentration.” 
 
    “Excellent,” the strawberry-blonde fighter declared. She sat up a little straighter, and her pale gold eyes were filled with excitement and purpose. “When shall I use them?” 
 
    I paused to think this through. 
 
    We already had the element of surprise on our side to an impressive degree. There was no way in hell the necromancers would be expecting a fucking dragon to drop in on them, much less a giant gargoyle. But it would be even better if we could extend that surprise further, so they weren’t even aware of what was coming until the last second. 
 
    And now that I thought about it, tossing in an illusion to conceal the dragon and gargoyles’ arrival was even better than simply making them invisible or something. It would sow confusion and chaos for the necromancers to be not only seeing something that wasn’t there, but suddenly being confronted with the reality of what was. 
 
    “I think that thing you did with the walls– I mean, the floor– would be awesome,” I said. “If you were able to hold your concentration while the dragon and gargoyle are dive-bombing the necromancers for the first time, that would be incredible.” 
 
    I laid out my reasoning, and Rey nodded with enthusiasm. 
 
    “I can do that,” she said. “I’m certain of it.” 
 
    “Maybe we should do some quick practice of you using your illusions on some of us,” I said. “But not all of us. Like… try excluding Ellie and Indy for now.” 
 
    Rey nodded and squared her shoulders, and the empty-but-full look entered her eyes. 
 
    Suddenly I was alone and boxed in by sandstone walls again. 
 
    “I see it,” I said a little dizzily. “What about everyone else?” 
 
    “I see walls,” Artemn announced. 
 
    “Me, too,” Meikha said. 
 
    “I see nothing,” Indy reported. 
 
    “Nothing for me,” Ellie added. 
 
    “Awesome,” I said. “Let’s try a few variations of that…” 
 
    After about half an hour of trying out various different illusions, I felt both satisfied and energized. 
 
    We decided on having Rey use her illusions at the start of the battle, and then at strategic times throughout it. Then we picked a signal word to use if things seemed to be going south for us or our allies, or if a perfect opportunity cropped up. 
 
    “How do you feel?” I asked Reyhan when we were done. 
 
    “Excellent,” she said eagerly. “And excited. I have never been to Deninde, it is true, but what you told me is being done to the warriors… that is unforgivable. I will be glad to see these necromancers dead.” 
 
    “I feel the same,” I said with a smile. 
 
    My other warriors echoed the sentiment. 
 
    We finalized a few more of our plans, and then decided on sharing this all with the queens the next day. 
 
    Then we headed down to the top level of the pyramid and climbed into our two beds. 
 
    Abbey and I woke up first the next morning, and I smiled as I met her blue, gold-flecked eyes on the pillow next to me. 
 
    Both of us paused as our attention was snatched by a furious twitching next to us. 
 
    Artemn was curled up on her side as usual, and her eyes were closed, but she didn’t appear to be having the most peaceful slumber. Instead, her hands were half-clenched into fists, and her fingers were twitching rapidly. Her eyebrows knitted together into a ferocious scowl, but at the same time, her full lips curved up into a fierce smile. 
 
    Then she shot up into a seated position and hissed, “Die!” 
 
    Abbey collapsed against my shoulder in a fit of giggles. 
 
    Artemn’s silver eyes snapped open wide, and she stared at us in confusion. 
 
    “Sweet dreams?” I chuckled. 
 
    She gave her head a quick shake, and then the smile reappeared on her face, this time with her eyes fully open. 
 
    “Yes, actually,” she admitted. “In fact, I was just going to give the necromancers what was coming to them.” 
 
    “Not so fast, Artemn Stormstrike,” Indy’s voice said. 
 
    I leaned over to look past Artemn. My princess was lying on her stomach with her chin propped on her palms, and she was staring up at my winged warrior. Her glossy black hair was tousled from sleep, but her red-gold eyes looked wide awake. 
 
    But then again, Indy always woke up all at once, like a cat. It had been a weird talent of hers for as long as I’d known her. 
 
    “We must have our fight in Deninde first,” she went on in a purr. “And earn many riches and much glory for John.” 
 
    “And then we shall serve the necromancers the bitter draught of death,” a sweet, mellow voice said from nearby. 
 
    I turned and saw Rey emerging from the nearby bed. She yawned, stretched, and cracked her knuckles as she approached. 
 
    A similar motion was echoed by Ellie as she sat up and raised her arms over her head with her fingers laced together. My petite warrior’s doll-like face was already lit up with a characteristic bloodthirsty smile. 
 
    “I think you’re going to fit right in here,” I chuckled to Rey as I gestured at my other warrior women. 
 
    “I like it already,” the strawberry-blonde warrior reflected. “Shall we pay the queens a visit?” 
 
    “Definitely,” I said as I got to my feet. “They need to know our plans.” 
 
    We joined the queens for breakfast on the summit of the pyramid, under the gazebo, with wildflowers all around us. The servants gave us soft-boiled eggs, some hot flaky sweetbread with honey, and a chilled nectar drink. 
 
    “Iakoh,” Natiya called out to the cluster of servants. “You have the king’s winnings?” 
 
    An elven man scurried forward. He was carrying a bulging velvet sack the size of a large pillowcase, and he eased it carefully onto the table between us. 
 
    The queens hurried to steady the nearest platter of food and scooted it aside to make room for the sack. 
 
    Natiya reached into it and pulled out several bowling ball-sized pouches of different colors. 
 
    “I had the servants sort the jewels by size and color,” she said as she handed a blue pouch to me. “If you would like to take a look…” 
 
    I gently tugged the drawstring on the pouch. 
 
    The light winked off a pool of gleaming gems that were every shade of blue imaginable. I felt like I was staring at a tropical waterfall through a kaleidoscope, and I blinked quickly to avoid being hypnotized by this absolutely astounding amount of jewels. 
 
    And this was just one of ten similarly-sized pouches. 
 
    “Holy shit,” I said in a dazed voice. 
 
    The queens smiled as they shared the other pouches with me, and my eyes almost glazed over as I took it all in. 
 
    “I can see that you were already a rich man, of course,” Karteny said as she looked me and my women up and down. “But I am happy that you will be leaving Colbiri very much richer.” 
 
    I almost felt numb as I thanked the queens. I couldn’t even contemplate how many thousands– or even millions– of dollars these gems were going to put in my bank account back home. 
 
    “No need to thank us,” Orika purred. “Your warriors won these gems through their own boldness and bravery. A feat that you had no small hand in accomplishing, I am sure.” 
 
    “John equips us with the finest weapons and training that can be had,” Indy boasted with a toss of her hair. “But even so, we thank you greatly for helping to organize this tournament, my queens. We could not have done so without you.” 
 
    The queens all inclined their heads graciously, and I carefully stowed the gems away before we got back to our breakfast. 
 
    While we ate, I filled in the queens on everything we had discussed last night. 
 
    Afterward, we cleared a space on the summit, and Rey demonstrated her illusions for the queens, so they would know what our enemy was experiencing when it happened. 
 
    “This is astounding,” Natiya breathed as she stared around at something I couldn’t see. “I had no idea the Dawn Folk had such powers.” 
 
    “We are not encouraged to use them,” Rey admitted. “As children it’s different, because we are not fully in control. But after that, we are required to keep them to ourselves.” 
 
    “A marvelous tool,” Karteny declared. “We are excited to have you on our side, Reyhan.” 
 
    The other queens all murmured their agreement. 
 
    Then Natiya clapped her hands together. 
 
    “Indy,” she said as she came to stand at my princess’ side. “I think we should have you greet Ethramne again, and have her breathe some fresh dragongleam. That way you can all see what it is like up close. And fresh dragongleam tends to be more, ahh, potent. It should not affect your control whatsoever– in fact, it may enhance it– but it is wise for you to at least know what it will feel like.” 
 
    “Yes, my queen,” Indy agreed. 
 
    “I will have a cart sent down with your winnings,” the queen added. “And some other gifts we have gotten together for you.” 
 
    We all headed down to the bottom of the pyramid. At this hour, Queensyard was mostly deserted, and Natiya waved away the basket-carrying servants who attempted to follow us. She allowed a few guards to come along, though, and they trailed behind us at a respectful distance. 
 
    When we reached the edge of the oasis, the gleaming black dragon slowly raised her head. Her long, snakelike neck arced around and brought it closer to us, and her red-gold eyes blinked calmly down at us.  
 
    Rey hung back and stared at her with a mixture of awe and deference, but she came along with me when I pulled her gently by the elbow and spoke softly. 
 
    Indy approached slowly, and the lights swimming through Ethramne’s eyes mimicked hers as she raised her hand. 
 
    Up close and in the daylight, I could see that the dragon’s snout had a flat, tapered sort of shape that reminded me of a gecko– well, except for the part where it was about the size of a small ship. But her jaws were ridged and pointed at the edges, and her darkly iridescent scales had the flared shape to them that I was familiar with from the one Indy possessed. 
 
    The scales above her eyes and along the back of her neck were different, though. They flared up even higher, and they came up into cruel, jagged points that added to her fierceness. 
 
    Meanwhile, her claws were like long black sickles, and her fangs were like sabers. The rest of her teeth were a forest of razor-sharp points like ice picks. 
 
    The idea of those teeth closing around me almost made me shiver slightly. I was glad as hell that this dragon was on our side instead of against us. 
 
    Her attitude toward me and my warriors was slightly aloof, but also calm. A shower of rose-gold sparks ran through her eyes when she looked at Indy, though. 
 
    “You may command her to breathe her dragongleam,” Natiya said to my princess. “We use the word ‘vent,’ partly to avoid confusion on our parts, and partly as a descriptor. So, if you wish her to spit her gleam forward, you could tell her ‘vent forth.’ And so on with every direction– left, right, up, down, back…” 
 
    “I see,” Indy murmured. She took another step toward Ethramne, but then she paused. “Since we are not facing the same direction, should I refer to the direction that is her left, not my own?” 
 
    Karteny shook her head. “Always your own left. Or your own right, and so on.” 
 
    I raised my eyebrows. “Really?” 
 
    “Yes.” Karteny nodded. “It may seem strange, but a part of Ethramne lives in all of us. When we command her, that part is fully awakened. She will know exactly what you mean. But if it helps you feel more assured of yourself, you may also point in the direction you wish her to vent in.” 
 
    “Alll-right,” Indy murmured. She raised her hand and stabbed her finger straight up. “Ethramne, vent up!” 
 
    The dragon immediately raised her head skyward. Then she yawned her dark jaws wide and spewed out a stream of gleaming, rose-gold galaxy matter. 
 
    “Whooooa,” I muttered. 
 
    Seeing this shit up close was staggering. The stars all burned and flared like balls of rose-gold flame, and the galaxy dust spinning through them was so dazzling I felt like I could get lost in it. 
 
    “Does she run out of dragongleam?” I asked Karteny, who was closest to me. 
 
    “Never,” the queen said. “She produces it constantly. It builds up so much that if she doesn’t use it regularly, she must vent it somewhere– which is part of why there is the galaxy over our oasis. But her supply is inexhaustible, so far as we have tested it.” 
 
    Indy raised a hand and trailed her fingers around in the air, and the dragongleam followed its movements. 
 
    “It feels so bright and warm,” she said with fascination. “In my mind, I mean.” 
 
    “Fresh dragongleam is the most potent,” Natiya agreed. “It is very much connected with us, especially at such a close distance.” 
 
    The sun continued to rise, and we had Indy practice more with the fresh dragongleam. It seemed to come naturally to her as she spun and danced gracefully with her blade. 
 
    By the time we finished, there was a small crowd gathered near the edge of the oasis. Their eyes were stretched wide with awe, and they all dropped into kneeling positions as soon as Indy and the queens looked their way. 
 
    Temerine chuckled. “They adore you greatly, Indy.” 
 
    My princess smiled modestly and tossed her hair. 
 
    Ethramne let out a soft trill as she lowered her head. Indy carefully reached up and traced her hand along the dragon’s jaw, where the scales were smooth and flat. 
 
    Then she extended one long finger and tapped it against the scales in a way that was both familiar and endearing as hell to me. 
 
    The dragon trilled again, and tendrils of galaxy dust wafted out of her nose as she let out a sound almost like a purr. 
 
    “This is somehow both awe-inspiring and fucking adorable,” Abbey whispered to me. 
 
    I chuckled. “Completely agreed.” 
 
    We were interrupted by the arrival of the caravan the queen had promised. It was a gilded wooden wagon with a colorful tapestry that arched over it like a canvas, and it was being pulled by four long-legged, ostrich-like birds with glossy black feathers. 
 
    The driver pulled them to a stop next to my truck. When I walked around the back of the wagon, my jaw dropped. 
 
    I could see the pillowcase-sized velvet bag that contained my winnings nestled in the back, but the wagon was brimming with other goods, too. There were baskets and clay pots full of countless things, from golden bracelets and anklets to plant bulbs to what looked like polished tiger fangs. Bolts of rich cloth and silk sashes were wedged together between oiled wooden chests and jars filled with gold coins, jeweled amulets, charms, glass beads, rings, and seeds. I even spotted a burnished gold shield, several leather-bound books, and a globe that somehow appeared to be made completely crafted from gemstones. 
 
    “You didn’t have to do this,” I said to the queens. “You’ve already given us so much–” 
 
    “No amount of gifts is too much for a king,” Natiya declared. “Come. The guards will load things into your chariot.” 
 
    I opened Spitfire’s trailer and watched with something like disbelief as stacks and stacks of fine goods were loaded into it by the guards. 
 
    When they had finished, there was still plenty of room left in my truck’s trailer. 
 
    “It is quite roomy in here,” Karteny said. Her voice echoed hollowly around the inside of the trailer as she craned her neck to see. “A mighty chariot.” 
 
    “For a mighty man,” Indy added proudly. 
 
    Soon the sun was climbing higher in the sky. I knew the air inside the oases tended to turn balmy and fairly pleasant during these times, but out here in the desert, even just outside the oasis, it got hot as hell around midday, and not in a good way. 
 
     I turned to the queens. 
 
    “We should get going,” I said. “Thank you for… well, everything.” 
 
    I gestured toward Indy and Ethramne, and Natiya’s eyes softened as she looked between Indy and me. 
 
    “I am glad Indy has you, your grace,” she said softly. “She deserves this very much.” 
 
    My princess was radiant as she turned to me, and it seemed infectious somehow. All my warriors were glowing with excitement and life at the moment. 
 
    “You’ll be ready?” I asked the queens. 
 
    They all nodded solemnly and pressed their palms over their hearts. 
 
    “We will come when called,” Natiya vowed. “And then, the necromancers’ blood will rain.”

  

 
   
    Chapter 16 
 
    We approached my truck with the same careful slowness we always used when acclimating a new warrior. 
 
    Rey looked Spitfire up and down the same way she had looked at Ethramne when we got up close to the dragon. But then her pale gold eyes fastened on my other warriors, who seemed entirely at ease. She mirrored their movements closely as they approached the truck. 
 
    Once Indy and Ellie had made their graceful ascent into the cab, Rey got a running start and did the same, followed by Artemn and Meikha. Meanwhile, I swung into the driver’s seat with the ease of practice, although maybe a little less grace. 
 
    “This is going to be loud,” I warned as I raised the key to the ignition. 
 
    Rey watched from the passenger seat with fascination. 
 
    When the engine rumbled to life, she jolted like an electric shock had run through her. 
 
    “What magic is this, your g– I mean, John?” she asked warily. “Is it… safely contained?” 
 
    “Definitely,” I said with a chuckle. “Totally harmless.” 
 
    I patted Spitfire’s dashboard with appreciation, and her eyes followed my every move. 
 
    Then she slowly reached out to mimic my movement. 
 
    I decided we were already off to a good start. 
 
    As the dragon slowly shrank in our rearview mirror, the cab was silent, but charged with excitement. 
 
    “There’s something I’ve been meaning to ask,” Rey said cautiously. “Will I be fighting with your warriors in Deninde tonight? In their arena fight, I mean.” 
 
    I hesitated. “I think it would be best if you didn’t. I mean, you’re incredibly badass, so it’s not anything to do with your skill level, trust me. But this is a fight to the death, and the five of you have only fought together once. I want everything to unfold perfectly, and I sure as hell don’t want to lose any of my warriors, you know?” 
 
    “I understand,” the strawberry-blonde warrior said with a little smile. “That is very noble of you, John.” 
 
    “Quite,” Indy agreed with a toss of her hair. 
 
    “We look forward very much to fighting with you in the arena, Rey,” Ellie added shyly. “If our fight in Colbiri is anything to go by, we’re going to make an excellent team when the time comes.” 
 
    I had to smile at the dynamic between my five warriors. 
 
    “So,” I said. “Today in Deninde, we’ll sit with the council and discuss the potions the backers use on their warriors, so we know more about what you’ll be facing in the arena. Then we’ll convene with the giant gargoyle and tell him about our plans.” 
 
    “Regardless of who we face, we will be victorious,” Meikha said softly. 
 
    “I know you will.” I shot my blonde warrior a smile and then shifted back to our plan. “We’ll also want to check in with the Spectrids and give them orders for the battle. The council said they’ll fight with us, and I think it would be good to have them on our side if they’re willing.” 
 
    “They seem quite loyal,” Ellie agreed. “With the exception of that Grephian, of course.” 
 
    “Yeah, he was a rat,” I muttered. “I guess we’ll also be seeing if he had any intel to give the council, willing or unwilling– assuming he was captured as planned.” 
 
    “Perhaps if he is not willing, then we can convince him,” Indy said with an evil smile. 
 
    “Maybe,” I chuckled. 
 
    Soon the giant, looming ring of gargoyles came into sight, and I directed Spitfire toward it. 
 
    We pulled up to the same area we had entered from before, and the gargoyle’s eyes flashed blue. It raised its arm, crooked its finger mechanically, and then slowly swiveled to the side. 
 
    “Wow,” Rey whispered softly. “Is it…?” 
 
    “This one isn’t alive,” I said as I drove the truck into the gap between gargoyles. “But my truck– err, chariot– key has the power to bring them to life.” 
 
    Saying this out loud still felt absolutely insane, and I shook my head as I wondered again about the origins of my truck. 
 
    But I had no way of finding out why the hell any of this was happening. After all, the only knowledge I had about all of this was mentioned in prophecies given by people who were now dead. 
 
    And when it came down to it, the “why” of it all didn’t really matter to me anymore. I knew what needed to be done, and I knew that I was fully invested in it. That was what was important. 
 
    I parked my truck on the road just inside the oasis as the giant gargoyle swiveled back into place behind us. 
 
    “Ready?” I asked the six women. 
 
    “Ready,” they said in unison. 
 
    We leaped down to the rainbow-colored marble cobblestones and looked around. 
 
    “How interesting,” Rey murmured. 
 
    She was staring at the point where the green ring of wilderness that made up the outer oasis cut off and turned into sandstone buildings. Then her eyes traveled further down, to where the circular formations continued until they reached the distant center of the city. 
 
    “I’ve never seen an oasis quite like this one,” I agreed. 
 
    The guards approached us with a wave of welcome. 
 
    “King John,” their leader puffed as he skidded to a halt in front of us. “The council eagerly awaits your arrival. As does the entire city.” 
 
    The familiar troll named Rorn was waiting for us, but this time he wasn’t pushing a wheelbarrow. Instead, he was riding something that looked vaguely like a medieval take on a bicycle. It didn’t have any pedals, but it had two little shelves for the troll to prop his feet on, presumably once he had gotten us up to a fast enough pace to coast along. 
 
    The carriage part attached to the back of the bicycle was a serious upgrade from the red-painted one we’d ridden in before. The thing looked like it was made from pure gold. It was perfectly round, and its gold frame came up in slender columns to form several open windows. Above, the spear-shaped columns came together to form a solid gold roof. The roof looked like it belonged on a damn palace, with its gleaming dome shape and a diamond-topped spire in the center. 
 
    Rorn propped his bicycle up and bowed as he opened the carriage door for us. 
 
    I waved my warriors in before me and then climbed up into the velvet-lined seats and mounds of plush, colorful cushions. 
 
    Even after seeing the luxurious quarters the queens had put at our disposal back in Colbiri, this casual display of opulence seemed to stun Rey. She settled onto the velvet cushions and stroked her fingers gently along their soft surface. 
 
    Man, I couldn’t wait to get this woman back home to my cabin. It may not have been adorned with overdone velvet and gold spires, but I was pretty sure the level of comfort there was going to blow her mind. 
 
    “I have never seen such a troll before,” she said as she watched Rorn’s leafy hair flutter with the increasing speed of our ride. “He is like a giant. And so leafy.” 
 
    Fortunately, the looming Rorn was surprisingly coordinated considering the lumbering gait he walked with. His footsteps practically made the ground shake, but the bicycle-like contraption he operated stayed easily upright as we barreled down the road at top speed. 
 
    This time, either we were going fast enough to stun the passersby into silence, or they had been prepared for our arrival. Since we didn’t mow down any civilians in our path, I figured it was the latter. 
 
    The sight of people crowding onto rooftops to watch us pass just confirmed this, and I tried not to look too pleased with myself as I surveyed the city in passing. 
 
    Rorn had the foresight to put the brakes on early. But in this scenario, “the brakes” were the troll’s two sturdy bare feet being planted into the ground and used to slow us to an eventual grinding halt. 
 
    Abbey’s signature deranged giggles added an undeniably hilarious element to things as the troll slipped into a sideways slide to help slow us down. Several of the watchers in the street threw themselves into an open doorway just in time. I fought off a laugh of my own as I kept in mind the uncontrollable laughing fits I had gone into with my women in the past. I had a feeling Abbey would just supercharge that shit in the most adorable way imaginable. 
 
    But right now, we had business to attend to. 
 
    Thankfully, we had stopped well short of the big round lake that occupied the center of the city, so that business didn’t involve a risky swim with the man-eating mermaids we had glimpsed on our last visit. 
 
    “Yeeeeah,” I sighed as I watched a distant figure topple into the deceptively-calm azure waters of the lake. “I’m glad we just decided on coming back here the one time.” 
 
    The sight of several tiny, baby-sized mermaids barreling down from one of the waterfalls that fed into the lake made me pause, but I quickly shook myself out of my daze. 
 
    Once we had briefed Rey on not staring at the mermaids– and being careful around bodies of water in general– we started off down the slender bridge that took us to the main castle-like tower of the elders. The pale green, diamond-flecked stone glittered in the sunlight as we approached. 
 
    Rey gazed up at the giant stone gargoyle that crowned the building, and her golden eyes were wide with awe. 
 
    I glanced at one of the open-topped domes that I knew by now were arenas just as an ear-splitting chorus of cheers came ringing out of it. 
 
    Then my attention was drawn back to the tower in front of us as the doors swung outward at the touch of two tall, leafy-haired trolls. 
 
    “Welcome back, y’highness,” one of them grunted. “We are most honored by your return. Right this way.” 
 
    My women and I followed the trolls’ lumbering gait into the castle, and then we followed the narrow path that led to the center of the wildflower garden inside. 
 
    The collection of humans, elves, goblins, and fairies that made up the council were all waiting for us in the center of the garden. Their previous flowing, colorful silk robes had been upgraded to cloth of gold and silver brocade. The goblins all had white silk ruffles coming from their collars, while the elves seemed to favor wearing enough jewels and gold to sink a small boat. The humans had ornate medallions looped around their necks, and the fairies were draped in garlands of real but mystical-looking flowers that outshone even the most vibrant ones in the garden around us. 
 
    The men of the group all bowed their bald heads and knelt, while the women sank into deep curtsies and then did the same. 
 
    I bit back a sigh and shuffled my feet with only a slight awkwardness. “You guys can, uhh, stand now.” 
 
    “My king,” Braman the goblin said as he rose to his feet. “We’re honored at your return. Our plans are well underway, and the day should unfold as planned. Would you like to convene upstairs?” 
 
    “Definitely,” I said with a nod. “And we’ll want to call your Spectrids in, too.” 
 
    Braman barked a command as we ascended the stairs. When we got up into the tower room, I glanced out the window and saw a Spectrid taking flight toward one of the nearby towers. 
 
    “He’s gathering the others,” the red-haired elven woman named Nyave explained. 
 
    I nodded. “And I’m assuming ‘the others’ doesn’t include Grephian at this point, correct?” 
 
    “Certainly not,” a white-haired fairy woman assured me. Her face creased into a satisfied smile. “He’s rotting away in the deepest level of the dungeons at present.” 
 
    “The second deepest, Edana,” Braman corrected. “He was moved up after he confessed that the backers are engaging in necromancy.” 
 
    “Good,” I said darkly. “Have you learned anything else from him?” 
 
    “No, but we thought you might want to speak to him yourself,” the white-haired fairy Edana said. “I can send another few Spectrids to carry him up here when they arrive. Between being allowed to leave the dungeons and the intimidating presence of you yourself, he may just provide us with some new insight.” 
 
    I couldn’t help but smile. “Good thinking. But for the time being… How are things coming along?” 
 
    “All is going as planned,” Braman reported as he strode around to close the rest of the shutters. “The earliest fights and follies of the day have started. We’ve spent the month galvanizing both the common folk and the backers for your arrival.” 
 
    “Our Spectrids report that a few of the warriors were behaving oddly around the arenas,” Nyave added. “We’ve written down the names and the names of their backers, as well as what time they’re scheduled to fight tonight. We were thinking if you got a glimpse of them, you might know if they’ve been…” 
 
    She trailed off with an uneasy look on her face, and I nodded. 
 
    “Granted, I only have one case of experience with this stuff,” I said. “But from what I know, there are some telltale signs. The raised women in Zeratra tended to limp a bit, and when they weren’t focused in the arena, they were sort of, uhh, twitchy.” 
 
    “And then there was the matter of their spirit stones,” Ellie pointed out. 
 
    “Yeah,” I said with a frown. I turned to the council. “They had these soul gems that the backers used to trap and manipulate them. Of course, we don’t know if that’s really the case here– I mean, given that the backers already use potions and shit on their women, maybe they chose a different method of controlling them. We’ll find that out from the warriors themselves after we slay the backers.” 
 
    Then there was a knock on the door. 
 
    Braman opened it, and then hastily dodged out of the way as a silver-scaled Spectrid came staggering into the room. 
 
    He was followed by a golden-scaled Spectrid who had clearly shoved him inside, plus another few dozen of the small wyvern-like creatures. 
 
    As they all crowded around the edge of the room, I realized the silver-scaled Grephian was wearing manacles. 
 
    He cowered in the center of the room and sent a nervous look around. 
 
    “What is this?” he demanded weakly. His normally smooth and reedy voice was almost a croak. “Am I to be executed here?” 
 
    “No,” I said calmly. Then I shrugged. “Well, not yet, anyway. Can someone get him a drink?” 
 
    “A drink?” Grephian looked flabbergasted. 
 
    But the other Spectrids hurried to obey, and soon one of them was tilting a wineskin back to trickle the drink into his throat. He gulped noisily and sighed with a suddenly blissful expression. 
 
    “Thank you,” he murmured. “My… my king. I ask humbly… why have you brought me here, if not to see me dead?” 
 
    “I want information,” I said bluntly. “And if you tell me what I need to know, then I’ll have you kept in better conditions than you were before. But if you lie to me… I hear the council has an even deeper level to their dungeons that they’ve never told anyone about.” 
 
    This last bit was an outright lie on my part, but the Spectrid’s dark eyes widened, and he shook his head frantically. 
 
    “I will tell the truth,” he insisted. “I swear.” 
 
    “Don’t trust him,” the golden-scaled Spectrid growled. He shot Grephian a dark look, and his lip curled. “He’s a double-crossing traitor.” 
 
    “I’ll be sure to keep that in mind,” I said agreeably. “Still, I’d like to see what he has to say.” 
 
    “Anything,” Grephian moaned. 
 
    “Alright,” I said coolly. “So, you’ve already admitted that the backers are up to their ears in necromancy, yes?” 
 
    The silver-scaled Spectrid hung his head. “Yes. And… I am ashamed to say, I helped them. Not with the raising of the warriors, but I helped fool the council into thinking nothing was happening. It’s true… I am a traitor. At first, they told me that their plan was for the good of the warriors, and the good of the world. And I believed them. But later on, I knew it was evil. But I was in too deep.” 
 
    Scorn and pity warred in me for a brief moment, and then I pushed them both to the side in favor of a practical approach. 
 
    “We’re going to start by going over the different palates of warriors,” I decided. “Whatever knowledge you have about them, you’ll be forthcoming with it. I need to know everything possible about these warriors. Understood?” 
 
    “Yes, my king,” the Spectrid assured me. 
 
    “And speaking of the palates…” Meikha said in a leading voice. “May we first know more about what we’ll be going up against in the arena, perhaps?” 
 
    “Ah, yes,” Nyave said. “You have the scroll we gave you?” 
 
    I nodded, pulled it out, and unrolled it to lay flat on the table. 
 
    Nyave’s finger tapped against the list that was written out. 
 
    “These are the six main palates,” she explained. She read down the list. “The Blue Brows, the Laughing Ethereals, the Armored Howlers, the Livid Dreamers, the Primal Forms, and the Trifectians. These names are only used in secret– or the backers think it is in secret, rather– because they give away things about the warriors’ characteristics.” 
 
    “The warriors your own women will face in their arena fight are from the Livid Dreamers,” Braman said. “They are the warriors of a man known as Jerrak.” 
 
    I glanced at Grephian. “I thought Arughai planned on his warriors going against mine.” 
 
    Not that it made much of a difference to me. Still, the men I had listened in on had seemed pretty confident about the backer named Arughai being able to pit his warriors against mine. 
 
    Grephian looked shocked for a brief moment, and I could see him suppress the urge to ask me how the hell I knew this. 
 
    Then he deflated slightly, and he shrugged. 
 
    “That was what Arughai hoped for,” he admitted. “And Arughai’s warriors are fine fighters, to be sure. But there are many such among the palates, and the backers were almost at each other’s throats trying to choose whose women would go against yours.” 
 
    I nodded as I absorbed all this, and then I got down to business again. 
 
    “Tell me about these Livid Dreamers,” I said. 
 
    “The potions they take allow them to anticipate their opponents’ strikes before they come,” Grephian said, “and to react accordingly. Speed is their secondary trait.” 
 
    “Wonderful,” I said wryly. “So, they’re super fast and can see the future, basically. Any weaknesses?” 
 
    “Magic tends to confuse them,” Grephian reported immediately. “The type of magic that a being is born with, specifically– powers that are, err, given by the gods, rather than endowed by potions. Such powers are a rarity here in Deninde.” 
 
    “A definite advantage for us,” I said with a glance at my three magical warriors. “Any other weaknesses?” 
 
    “Improvisation,” one of the other Spectrids said. He turned and waited for Grephian’s nod before he went on. “Purposeful feints do not typically fool them. But if a warrior turns a planned strike into a sudden feint, for example, the Dreamers are more likely to be caught off guard.” 
 
    “Got it,” I said with a nod. 
 
    I was glad my warriors had proven themselves to be incredible improvisers already. Considering all their strengths, I thought women who could predict future strikes this way weren’t quite so intimidating. 
 
    “How many Livid Dreamers are there in total?” I asked. 
 
    “Only four,” Braman said. “They’re the least common palate. And they are all on one team. Therefore, after your warriors’ battle…” 
 
    He trailed off, but I knew what he meant: After my warriors’ battle there wouldn’t be any Livid Dreamers left for my warriors to worry about. 
 
    I left this unsaid, though, because I still thought it was best to keep Grephian out of our plans as much as possible. I planned on him staying imprisoned and under guard, but still, if he were to escape, he had already proven himself a traitor once. I didn’t want to bet the fate of our battle on his newfound loyalty. 
 
    So I just nodded at Braman and took a deep breath. 
 
    “So, now we know about these Livid Dreamer warriors,” I said calmly. “What about the others?” 
 
    “The Blue Brows are the easiest to counteract,” Grephian supplied. “They have heightened senses due to the potions they take, but that can potentially work against them.” 
 
    I thought this would be especially true in a large-scale battle. Things would be booming and crashing everywhere, and these warriors would be surrounded by voices screaming, blades clashing, and commands being shouted. 
 
    “But there’s something else about the Blue Brows,” he added, and now his voice had a hesitant tone to it. “Something I wouldn’t believe if I hadn’t glimpsed it for myself.” 
 
    “What is it?” I asked. 
 
    “They can produce some type of noxious blue fog,” he said with a frown. “It’s never been done in the arena– and I’m quite certain it wouldn’t be permitted, all things considered. I’m not sure why the backers bothered with it. I even saw them practicing, for some odd reason. I figured maybe they were planning on raising the subject with the gargoyles eventually.” 
 
    He shrugged and trailed off. 
 
    I shared a glance with my warriors and the Spectrids. Noxious blue fog could definitely be an issue in a battle. 
 
    But then again, I had a wind warrior who most likely had the power to sweep the whole cloud of it away. 
 
    “Do you know anything else about this fog?” I asked. “When you say ‘noxious…’ is it like, poisonous, or something?” 
 
    “I think not,” the Spectrid admitted. “It just smells foul, and it’s nearly impossible to see through.” 
 
    “Right,” I murmured. “Okay… Who’s next on the list?” 
 
    “The Laughing Ethereals are named for two things,” Braman said as he moved down the list. “Laughter is an unwanted effect of their potions that their backers haven’t learned how to counteract. Right, Grephian?” 
 
    “Correct,” the silver-scaled Spectrid said. “But it adds to their fearsome aspect if they’re cackling madly during deadly arena fights, so the backers accept it to some degree. The backers refer to them as ‘ethereals’ only because they have some odd belief that taking the potions endows them with the strength and grace of the gods.” 
 
    I raised my eyebrows. 
 
    Six months ago, the idea of a warrior being endowed with the traits of the gods might’ve been something I laughed openly at. But now it seemed worth asking more about this. 
 
    “And how much of this do you believe?” I asked the room at large. 
 
    “Little and less,” Grephian said with a shrug that made his manacles clink. “Don’t get me wrong, they certainly do have increased strength and coordination. Quite formidable, to say the least. But there appears to be nothing, ermm, godly about them, in truth. They also are known for fighting dirty, and always having an extra knife up their sleeve.” 
 
    “Good to know,” I said. “Right, so, the Laughing Ethereals have speed and strength, and they laugh madly. Do they have any specific weaknesses?” 
 
    “Oh, yes,” one of the Spectrids said. “Their laughing, for one. Despite the front the backers put on, they have a secret: it can get out of control. I mean, truly, truly out of control. It’s like a sickness in them, almost.” 
 
    I glanced over at Grephian and saw that the silver Spectrid was nodding. 
 
    “The backers do their best to counteract this,” he elaborated. “Mostly by being extremely stern with their warriors and depriving them of food when they’re not about to fight in the arena. But still, once a warrior begins to laugh too hard, it would only take some gentle encouragement to tip them over the edge.” 
 
    “Why don’t people do this in the arena?” I pointed out. 
 
    Grephian shuffled his feet. “The backers keep this knowledge quite secret from one another. They think they’re clever. And I suppose they’re clever enough to fool each other, at least, but…” 
 
    He trailed off, and I couldn’t help but smirk. 
 
    “Anyway,” Grephian went on. “Once a warrior starts laughing, it can easily spread to the rest of their group. It also makes them far more reckless.” 
 
    “So, what makes them laugh?” I asked with a slight frown. 
 
    “The competition is fierce between the different palates,” the Spectrid said. “And seeing their opponents go down seems to really tickle the Laughing Ethereals. Especially because the other palates look down on them so much for being, umm, a bit out of touch. I think seeing the other palates at the mercy of an enemy will be enough to get them going.” 
 
    “That sounds… dubiously promising,” I said cautiously. 
 
    Then we continued down the list. 
 
    “The Armored Howlers have armored skin,” Edana, the white-haired fairy, continued. “Endowed by their potions, of course. They have a fearsome, howling battle cry, too, hence the second part of their name.” 
 
    “Weaknesses?” I asked. 
 
    “They lack speed and agility,” Grephian reported. “Vulnerable spots are similar to someone wearing plate armor. Best to aim for the joints and the eyes if you’re looking to strike them. If you’re intending to sweep them up in some sort of magic, account for how heavy they are.” 
 
    I glanced over at my blonde warrior and saw that she was listening closely. 
 
    “The Primal Forms are the next palate on the list,” Braman said. “Unlike the other palates, they’re strictly a family line.” 
 
    “That’s correct,” Grephian added. “Their potions are largely derived from the, err, mortal remains of their ancestors.” 
 
    “Gross,” I muttered. 
 
    “Indeed,” the Spectrid shuddered. “But it endows them with great speed and agility. They also are the only palate that possesses magic that they can use at will. Oh, and they can spit venom from quite a distance.” 
 
    “What sort of magic are we talking about here?” I asked. 
 
    “They sing,” he explained. “In harmony. Alone, their voices have little power, but together, they’re able to have a mesmerizing effect on their enemies. All the better to spit their venom on them.” 
 
    “Charming,” I sighed. “What are their weaknesses?” 
 
    “They tend to have visions of their ancestors,” Grephian replied. “Hallucinations, you might say, almost like waking dreams. They’re trained to ignore them, because it can be distracting in battle. But it’s difficult, because they revere their ancestors greatly. They believe that if they start to have visions, it’s a sign that the battle is going against them.” 
 
    “Hmmm.” I sent a thoughtful look over at my newest warrior. “So, any type of illusion might really throw them off. Like, if they were to see something really bizarre and seemingly impossible.” 
 
    The Spectrids all murmured their agreement. 
 
    Rey’s face immediately perked up, and she gave me a determined nod. 
 
    “The last palate is the oddest,” Nyave said. “The Trifectians. They’re obsessed with the number three, and no wonder. They have three faces, three arms, and three legs. All endowed by their potions.” 
 
    “The potions make them sprout extra limbs?” I asked with morbid curiosity. 
 
    “Very much so,” Grephian confirmed. “The backers pay handsomely to take the most promising young children, and they start them on the potions almost right away. Unfortunately, the success rate of children surviving the potions is abysmally low. The ones who do survive, however, are quite resilient, and they have excellent coordination considering the unnatural state of their bodies.” 
 
    “Strengths and weaknesses?” I asked. 
 
    “Strengths are that they have an incredible range of vision and reach,” the Spectrid said. “Weaknesses are that they can get overwhelmed if they’re forced to fight too many opponents. Of course, that doesn’t happen much in the arenas– the extra faces and eyes are mostly used in short bursts.” 
 
    “Understood,” I said with a nod. 
 
    In an extended battle, when these warriors would be boxed in on all sides by foes, things would probably be pretty different. 
 
    “And what kind of weapons do the backers have?” I asked. “Anything, uhh, enchanted?” 
 
    In Zeratra, the backers had been armed with magic weapons that derived from the powers of the undead Exalted warriors they possessed. But this place seemed to have a different setup entirely, where potions dominated more than magic. I had no idea what the hell type of weapons these backers might have. 
 
    “The backers of the Laughing Ethereals have venom-coated blades,” the Spectrid reported. “And while the Ethereals are singing, the blades wax more powerful.” 
 
    I glanced at my warrior women to make sure they were getting all this. 
 
    They all nodded solemnly at me, and then I turned back to Grephian and gestured for him to continue. 
 
    “The Trifectians’ backers wield tridents,” he continued. “No surprise there… They’re deadly sharp, but no magic to speak of, as far as I’m aware. The Armored Howlers’ backers possess a chilling warhorn that supposedly has the power to strike terror into the hearts of anyone who hears it.” 
 
    I snorted with laughter. We’d see who was terrified when these bastards heard the trumpeting call of a dragon. 
 
    Then I pulled myself back to business. “What else?” 
 
    “The Blue Brows’ backers have weapons that are coated in… whatever the hell substance it is that turns their warriors blue.” Grephian’s voice took on a hint of irritation as he scoffed. “They make all sorts of claims about it. Quite tiresome, if truth be told. But supposedly, when it’s undiluted, the substance can do all sorts of horrible things to a person. Once it gets into their bloodstream, at least.” 
 
    “Gotcha.” I glanced at my women and the Spectrids again to make sure they had taken this all in. 
 
    Once we had covered the weapons of the backers, I had the Spectrids take Grephian from the room. 
 
    “Put him in one of the, uhh, not-so-terrible cells for the time being,” I suggested. 
 
    “Thank you, your grace,” Grephian sighed raggedly. 
 
    Once he was gone, we moved on to how the battle would be carried out. 
 
    “So, Meikha,” I said. “When you’re trying to trap the warriors, you’ll want to aim for the Laughing Ethereals first, probably. Sweep them right into the dragongleam if you can while things are most chaotic. We’ll give you as much help as we can, obviously.” 
 
    “Yes, my king,” Meikha said softly. 
 
    I glanced at Rey, and then looked around at the Spectrids as I moved on. “One of my warriors here just so happens to have the power of illusion. She can multiply the appearance of things, or make them shift around. She can also do some pretty cool light distortions. Do you think that might be enough to convince the Primal Forms that they’re going into one of their visions?” 
 
    “I think there’s a strong chance,” the golden-scaled Spectrid said. He looked both fascinated and intimidated as he glanced at Rey. “Will these illusions be seen by us, as well?” 
 
    “They shouldn’t be,” I said. “We’ve gotten some good practice in with just applying it to certain people. So Rey, if an opportunity comes up to hit these Primal Forms with your illusions… You know what to do.” 
 
    My newest warrior nodded, and a fierce smile etched itself into her face. 
 
    “We’re planning for the dragon to attack first,” I said to the Spectrids. “Then the giant gargoyle soon after, to sow maximum chaos among our enemies. We want to hit them hard and fast, and we don’t want them to see it coming. So with that in mind, we’re going to have my warrior Rey extend an illusion to all our foes just before the dragon’s strike takes place.” 
 
    “Very well,” the golden-scaled Spectrid said with an interested look. “What sort of illusion will this be, if I may ask, my king?” 
 
    I explained Rey’s ability to make it look like we were boxed in by walls on all sides, and the whole room looked at my warrior with new trepidation. 
 
    I bit back a chuckle and then went into our plan for Ethramne to breathe her dragongleam on one side of the arena. 
 
    “Try to avoid getting caught up in that,” I instructed the Spectrids. “It won’t harm you, but it restricts movement. It’s going to be a trap for the undead warriors we fight against, so we’ll have them safely out of the way. If anyone gets caught in it we’ll do our best to free you as soon as possible, but things will be so chaotic, it’ll be best for us not to have to worry about it.” 
 
    The Spectrids nodded in agreement. 
 
    “I think we should have you all strike right after the action starts,” I went on. “Once you hear the sound of a dragon roaring, then come in.” 
 
    The Spectrids all shuffled their feet and sent an awed look at my winged warrior as they nodded. 
 
    “Shall we attack the backers, or the army?” the golden-scaled creature inquired. 
 
    “Start with the backers, if possible,” I said. “We’ll have Ethramne and the giant gargoyle to take down the army. And if you’re attacked by any of the undead warrior women from here, do your best to drag them to the dragongleam and shove them in.” 
 
    We went over the rest of our battle plans, and then I clapped my hands together. 
 
    “I’m glad we’re all able to join together for this,” I said as I sent a look around the room. “If everything goes well, there won’t be a single necromancer left alive by the time we’re done.” 
 
    “Yes, your grace,” the Spectrids intoned. 
 
    They joined the council in sinking into a kneeling position. 
 
    “Right,” I said briskly. Between my warriors’ upcoming arena fight and the approaching battle, I was feeling a strong buzz of energy at the moment, but I quickly toned it down so I could focus. “My warriors and I will go let the big guy know what’s going on. Then we’ll head down to the arena so we can hopefully get a glimpse of some of these women fighting. Council members, when you see the lead gargoyle fly up with my key and awaken the big dude again, then you’ll know the battle is going on.” 
 
    “Yes, my king,” Braman said with a tense expression. “Are you sure there’s no part we can play?” 
 
    “Not in the battle,” I said firmly. “Keep your doors locked tight and barricade yourself in this castle. Remember, you’ll be ruling over a city of probably terrified people after this is over. Part of restoring order will be assuring everyone that they’ll be safe from necromancers forever… and then following through to ensure that’s the case.” 
 
    “Yes, your grace,” the council said. 
 
    They looked slightly nervous, but determined, too, and I realized again that these people were genuinely invested in making sure that this shit was put to rights. 
 
    Braman led us up to the top of the castle, and then he bowed. “I will leave you to your discussion, my king.” 
 
    I nodded and joined my women in stepping onto the marble platform. 
 
    Rey cast a silent and awed look up at the giant gargoyle. 
 
    I inserted my truck key into the lock and then paused to look up at her. 
 
    “Hold on to your hair, Rey,” Ellie declared. 
 
    “That means to hold on tight,” Indy shared with the baffled-looking warrior. “This platform is going to carry us high into the air.” 
 
    I snorted with laughter at my warriors’ flawed but endearing adaptation of my slang, and then I turned the key. 
 
    There was a familiar low, stony crack, and then a shudder ran through the platform below us. It rose slowly upward with a low grinding sound. 
 
    Rey stared at the gargoyle’s blunt-featured face and gleaming blue eyes with awe. 
 
    His face immediately became attentive as he looked at me. 
 
    “What orders do you have for me?” he rumbled. 
 
    “I’m here to let you know what’s going on,” I said. “The attack is going to take place this evening.” 
 
    The gargoyle listened closely as I laid out our plans, and how I wanted him to attack the army first. 
 
    “A well-calculated plan,” he boomed. “How will I know when to attack?” 
 
    “I’m going to send the lead gargoyle of the arena up to reawaken you first,” I explained. “Will he be able to do that without me there?” 
 
    The guardian nodded. “So long as you give the key to him willingly.” 
 
    “I’ll make sure I do that,” I said. “As soon as you’re awakened, he’ll let you know the battle has started. And then I need you to come straight to the arena and rain chaos down on those bastards with us.” 
 
    “I shall,” the gargoyle vowed. “And I will not rest until this threat is vanquished.” 
 
    We went over some more plans, and then I used the key to turn the gargoyle back into a stone statue. 
 
    “Amazing,” Rey whispered as the marble platform slowly sank down to its former height. She looked the massive gargoyle up and down again. “I am glad he’s on our side.” 
 
    “I am, too,” I agreed. “He’s definitely going to play a key part in all this.” 
 
    Abbey let out a choked giggle, and I chuckled briefly at my own pun before I went on. 
 
    “Now let’s head down to the arena,” I said. “Remember, every eye and ear will be on us. I’m going to make sure we have some more space around us, though. Between my bracelets and the fact that just about everyone here has been told who I am, I don’t think that should be too hard to accomplish.” 
 
    My warriors murmured their agreement as they followed me down the stairs. 
 
    As we headed toward the arena called the Salvation Stadium, there was only a small trickle of people on the slender bridges that wound between the stony islands in the massive lake. Without exception, these people were all headed in the direction of the arena. 
 
    The floor of this arena was made from some shiny stone like obsidian, but with a rougher texture to it. There were nine ivory pillars around the arena with matching gargoyles, and the benches that made up the surrounding stadium alternated between black and white like piano keys. 
 
    Starting at the top of the stands, an ivory, open-topped dome arched over the stadium. Nets of gleaming lights were strung across the opening, and they were bright enough to compete with the light of the sun that glared down through them. 
 
    Like many I had been to, this arena had two backers’ lounges hollowed out of the bottom parts of the sloped seats. A roof of alternating ivory and obsidian panels stretched over each one, and the insides were lined with plush carpets, curtains, and rich furniture. 
 
    It seemed like every single one of the city’s inhabitants had put on their Sunday best and made their way to the arena. Even the most raggedly dressed people had managed to spiff themselves up with a gleaming pair of leather shoes or a decorative scarf. The wealthy were all flaunting their wealth to the maximum extent. I spotted people wearing rich-looking fabrics of silk and velvet. 
 
    When I entered the arena, I was immediately approached by three of the snake-bodied bookies. 
 
    I was expecting this enough not to reach for my pistol this time, and I smiled as I recognized the same snake-woman I had seen at the Solstice Arena last time we came to Deninde. 
 
    “Your grace,” she greeted me with just a trace of an excited hiss in her voice. “We’re honored to have you here. We’ve sectioned off one of the backers’ lounges so the other backers for each fight can share it, and that way you can have a whole lounge to yourself until it’s time for your warriors to fight.” 
 
    “We thought it was prudent,” another snake-like bookie put in. “Given the, err, excitement of the crowd.” 
 
    I glanced over at the nearby rows of people, who were practically salivating as they scoured their eyes over me and my women. 
 
    “Yeah, alright,” I chuckled. “Thanks.” 
 
    Even without the bookies’ input, I would’ve known which lounge was meant for us. It had a gleaming, throne-like chair in front of it, along with a plush cushioned bench that was big enough to seat several trolls comfortably. The floor was strewn with thick violet rugs and scented rushes at the edges, and there were obsidian and ivory statuettes of fierce warriors dotting the room. 
 
    The statue next to the bench had a glass tabletop poised on it, and I laid out my warriors’ thermoses, protein bars, and caffeine pills on it for the time being. 
 
    As we passed one of the thermoses around our little group, I looked out at the audience. 
 
    Even with how richly some of the people were dressed, I could immediately spot the backers like Froot Loops in a bowl of Cheerios. Their clothes were made from colorful panels of silk draped around them in various places, so each backer was wearing about a dozen visible shades. They were also covered in gold, gems, and pearls of every color imaginable. 
 
    I raked my eyes over the backers and their warriors, and I spotted the telltale jerking and twitching motions I knew to look for among many of them. The undead women’s attire had some similarities to the backers’– the garments were all made up of different-colored silk panels that were wrapped and tied around their bodies. But the women’s garments were shorter, tighter, and thinner to allow them to move better on the arena, and all of them were wearing dark, black metal collars around their necks. 
 
    The sight of these backers all dressed up like peacocks while their undead warriors wore collars made my eyes narrow, and I had to force myself not to look daggers at the backers when our eyes met. 
 
    Instead, I managed to turn away with an expression of calm disinterest. 
 
    Indy didn’t bother hiding her disgust. The backers were halfway across the arena and considerably higher up than her, but my princess still managed to look down her nose at them like they were ants she was longing to crush under her sandaled feet. 
 
    She turned back to me and smiled. “Sitting targets.” 
 
    “Armed targets,” Ellie pointed out. Her voice was hushed, but it was as casual as if she was pointing out the men’s shoe colors. “I hope they put up an interesting fight.” 
 
    I glanced at the array of sabers, daggers, and other blades that the men had belted across their bodies. Half of them had their more fearsome-looking weapons slung across their back, presumably to avoid distracting from their overdone wardrobe in the front. 
 
    I glanced over and saw that Meikha’s sharp, tawny eyes seemed to be registering the same fact. 
 
    “Fools,” she murmured. “We will be on them in the blink of an eye, and they won’t even have a chance to draw their weapons.” 
 
    “Maybe not,” I chuckled. “But we need to anticipate them at least having something up their sleeves. Let’s not get too complacent.” 
 
    “Never,” Meikha promised. 
 
    Rey was mostly silent as she took in the backers, their undead warriors, and the whole scene around us. But then again, this was her first time seeing an oasis outside of her own. 
 
    Then our attention was drawn by two backers striding into the lounge opposite from us. 
 
    There was a curtain dividing the lounge in half, but the men still looked sulky at having to share the same space to even this degree. 
 
    One of the backers was dressed all in red. Panels of burgundy and coral silk crossed over his chest, and shades of crimson and cranberry hung down from his belt. Blood-red rubies and garnets winked on his fingers, ears, and neck. 
 
    The other man was dressed similarly, but in an oddly colorless way. His clothes were all in hues of gray, and his gems were made up of white, black, and silver-colored diamonds. 
 
    Their warriors were dressed in similar colors, and I eyed them closely as they all filed into the lounge. 
 
    One of the undead women walked with a more noticeable limp than any of the others I’d seen. As I watched, her bad leg twitched and forced her whole body into a rocking motion. 
 
    Her backer snapped out a retort and slapped her on the wrist. A diamond glinted in his pearly-white teeth as he growled at her. 
 
    “Jackass,” I muttered as I turned back to my women. 
 
    I blew out a sigh, but I guessed this wasn’t anything too surprising to see. It was just another sign of what we already knew. Still, the sight of it pissed me off, and I was already longing to cave that bastard’s bedazzled teeth in. 
 
    “All in good time,” Abbey murmured. 
 
    I shot the pink-haired woman a startled look, and I couldn’t help but crack a smile. 
 
    “Are you sure you don’t have some secret powers you haven’t told me about?” I teased. “Mind reading, or something?” 
 
    “Definitely not,” Abbey giggled. “If I could read minds, then I’d know exactly what you– umm… I mean… hey look, bookies!” 
 
    I raised my eyebrows slightly at the pink blush that was spreading through Abbey’s cheeks, but we were indeed being approached by several snakelike bookies. 
 
    They were all now wearing some type of sling around their scaly chests that looped around to hook onto their back spikes. The one in front had several bottles clustered in it, and the snake-woman did an undulating motion of her body as if to gesture at them. 
 
    “Refreshmentssss, your grace?” she asked with a fanged smile. She fluttered her eyelashes and winked. “I heard the vendors out front were selling star korlan juice. A great rarity, and a drink fit for a king. All I had to do was mention who it was for, and he gave me a whole barrel! The other bookies are wheeling it over now, but I nabbed you these bottles for the time being. Much easier to drink from.” 
 
    “Thanks,” I chuckled as I accepted the bottles. 
 
    When the bookie vanished, I gave the bottles a thoughtful look. On the one hand, I highly doubted anyone here would poison us. But on the other hand, we didn’t know exactly where this drink had come from. 
 
    Indy slipped a small pouch out of her pocket, reached inside, and pulled out several small pearls. Then she reached out, grasped one of the bottles, and uncorked it. 
 
    “A gift from the queens,” she announced as she dropped a pearl inside. “It will scream if the drink contains any harmful substances.” 
 
    The pearl remained silent, and my princess repeated the process on the other bottles before I handed them out to my women. 
 
    The drink was sweet like lychees, with just a hint of tartness that made it refreshing as hell to drink while we watched the fights throughout the warm, balmy heat of the desert day. 
 
    The afternoon’s fights were an impressive display of skill, and I watched closely with my women as we saw warriors from several of the palates. Like with the Exalted women in Zeratra, the odd and unnatural movements of their bodies tended to fade when they were in the arena. 
 
    “So.” Artemn leaned in close, and my warriors all scooted closer together to listen. “What will our strategy be in our arena fight?” 
 
    “Well,” Meikha said thoughtfully. “We know that our opponents have great speed, along with the ability to predict our moves, at least, to some degree.” 
 
    “So, many of our team moves may not be as promising tonight,” Indy reflected. “They require more foresight to coordinate, after all.” 
 
    “Unless those moves involve magic, perhaps,” Ellie pointed out. “The sneaky Spectrid said that magic tends to confuse these warriors.” 
 
    “Along with that…” I said thoughtfully. “Your last fight involved you and Indy setting up the others for their magic strikes. Maybe this fight should involve some of the opposite. Like, Artemn and Meikha use their magic to throw off your opponents– maybe get in a strike in the process, if possible. And then that’s when you two will take your shots, Indy and Ellie.” 
 
    “Magnificent thinking,” Indy declared. 
 
    “We must also remember our zui quan training from our fighting master,” Ellie added. “We must be swift and fluid in motion. Seize every opportunity. Take advantage of every gap.” 
 
    “Remember to make this one quick,” I reminded my warriors. “Conserve your energy as much as possible. This fight is important, but we still have the battle afterward. Do everything possible to ensure your win, but… don’t overdo the flashy stuff, yeah?” 
 
    My warriors all nodded solemnly. 
 
    Then we were interrupted by the thud of ivory feet striding into the lounge. 
 
    I turned to face the lead mediator as he approached. 
 
    “The council’s Spectrids told me,” he confided in a softer version of the gargoyles’ usual boom. “You have something for me?” 
 
    “Yeah.” I slipped my lanyard out of my pocket and made sure the only key on it was my truck key, and then handed it over. “They told you what to do?” 
 
    He nodded. “Insert the key into the lock and turn. Tell the guardian that the battle has commenced. Then he will join you.” 
 
    “Right.” I gave him a close look. “You’re sure this is within your laws?” 
 
    “Our highest duty is to the well-being of our city,” he grunted. “I’d say this lies within its best interests, easily.” 
 
    “Good.” I nodded as I released my grip on the key, and it dropped into his ivory hands. 
 
    Then he stomped off. My women and I joined into a small huddle as Indy went into one of her pep talks. 
 
    “Tonight, the former champions of this city will be vanquished,” she said in a hushed voice. “Tonight, as of right now, this backer matters. Because tonight, he is honored to be able to send his women against us. But after tonight–” 
 
    “He shall be dead,” Ellie hissed with glee. 
 
    “Yes, Little Cobra,” Indy said solemnly. “Not only dead, but disgraced in the eyes of all the city and the gods. Even if he were to live, he would spend the rest of his days riding on the coattails of this opportunity. It’s the time he got to send his warriors up against King John’s.” 
 
    I couldn’t help but smirk as I realized this was probably one hundred percent true. 
 
    “As it is,” Indy went on, “his warriors will be given the mercy and glory of a death at our hands, in the heat and honor of battle, as it should be. Soon, their blood will drip from our blades. It will adorn the floor of this arena. But as for their backer… Tonight will be his end. No singers will sing of him. No one shall ever speak his name again, except, perhaps, to curse him. His legacy will end in dust and ashes, tonight.” 
 
    “As it should,” Rey finished. 
 
    Indy’s eyes flared red as she looked around at us, and her gaze lingered on me. 
 
    “What say you, King John?” she purred. 
 
    “I say, if you weren’t one of the five most badass and unstoppable warriors of all time, you would have a strong future as a screenwriter,” I said with a shake of my head. 
 
    “Holy shit,” Abbey whispered. “I wholeheartedly agree.” 
 
    I pulled my AR out of my tactical bag, shook off my jacket, and slipped it on with its sling. Then I shrugged my jacket back on and pulled it shut. 
 
    It stuck out of my jacket slightly with the suppressor attached and was visibly bulky, but there was no one close enough to notice or question it. 
 
    Then it was time. 
 
    The bookies slithered up to ask what my warriors wanted to be announced by. After we had told them, we retreated to the back of the lounge for a moment. I carefully pulled Ethramne’s dragon scale from my backpack. My princess faced the back of the lounge, and her fiery eyes fluttered shut as she clutched the scale over her heart. 
 
    “Ethramne,” she whispered. “To me.”

  

 
   
    Chapter 17 
 
    Before I knew it, four of my warriors were striding out into the arena. 
 
    The mediators here were made out of the same ivory that formed the arena’s columns. Their leader had a towering, bell-shaped hat on his head. 
 
    “Tonight, we are honored by the presence of a king and his warriors,” he boomed. “Induya Fire-Heart, Elsodie the Wolfling, Artemn Stormstrike, and Meikha Swiftrage.” 
 
    He paused to allow for the wordless, bellowing roar of the crowd, and then he went on. 
 
    “They will face the renowned warriors Rykera Ragefist, Preda the Pensive, Breakneck Brida, and Vennaha the Vengeful,” he thundered. 
 
    The crowd went fucking wild for my warriors. There were still some scattered but hearty cheers for their opponents, and I gathered that they had been popular favorites in this oasis. 
 
    Well, until tonight, anyway. 
 
    Like their backer, the four opponents all wore shades of blue, except for the black metal collars around their necks. Rykera Ragefist was an axe-wielding warrior who had shoulder-length brown hair and a gaunt, wild face with black eyes. Preda the Pensive’s most prominent feature was a thin white scar that ran from her cheekbone all the way across her thin-lipped mouth. Breakneck Brida was a tall, brawny woman with braided black hair and a fearsome-looking warhammer. Vennaha the Vengeful had a pale, sculpted face, stark white hair, and watery eyes with shocking pink irises. 
 
    The gargoyles all settled into their spots on the ivory pillars, and the leader removed his oddly-shaped hat. 
 
    As he raised it by its top, I realized it actually was a bell. 
 
    He swung it, and a surprisingly deep boom reverberated through the whole arena. 
 
    “Begin.” 
 
    Artemn immediately barreled toward the brown-haired Rykera. Light flared brightly from the scar-like patterns on her skin, and the battle cry she screamed was laced with the faint crackle of lightning. 
 
    The crowd was immediately on their feet. Their screams urged my white-hot warrior on as she rushed toward Rykera. 
 
    The black-eyed warrior ducked and darted aside with neat precision, but Artemn spun her spear and smashed its shaft into her opponent’s elbow. Rykera recoiled with a hiss. Then Artemn’s spear blade flared white as she turned her feint into a full-on lunge. 
 
    At the last second, Rykera managed to jerk to the side. Artemn’s spear blade skimmed across her ribs. The fabric of Rykera’s tunic tore, and she let out a hiss of pain as the blade crackled and bit into her flesh. 
 
    “One strike for John,” the lead mediator boomed. 
 
    Since this fight was to the death, there was no need for him to announce the deep gash Artemn had just carved in her opponent’s ribs. 
 
    As the fight unfolded, I forced myself not to glance upward too often to see if the dragon was circling high over our heads yet. I didn’t want anyone else looking in that direction if I could help it. 
 
    Not that there was much danger of that. Every eye in the arena was focused on my warrior women’s fight. 
 
    In the center of the arena, Meikha knocked the other three warriors over like bowling pins with a blast of wind from her palms. Vennaha and Brida staggered, while Preda dropped into a quick roll that took her closer to Ellie. 
 
    Her eyes narrowed as she zeroed in on my blue-haired warrior, and a sneer spread across her face. She spat some comment I couldn’t quite hear, and I caught the slightest flicker of rage in my warrior’s big blue eyes. But then it was gone, and her usual mask of focused intensity was back in place. 
 
    Ellie was as graceful as a dancer as she blocked several strikes and ducked aside from a third. I could see her both conserving her energy and calculating the best way to take this bitch down. 
 
    She dropped down and aimed a testing strike at Preda’s thigh. The scarred warrior’s body stayed in place as she danced over the blade with her legs. Her own blade leaped up to match Ellie strike for strike, and she danced aside from another few blows. 
 
    Her counterstrike came so quickly that I almost missed it. Her blade was a hard black blur as it arced at Ellie’s shoulder. 
 
    Ellie kept her movements swift and liquid as she swayed aside. She allowed the motion to carry her into a sideways swing at Preda, and her blade bit into the scarred woman’s ribs. 
 
    “Oooooh,” the crowd groaned as Preda staggered. 
 
    Meanwhile, Meikha and Indy were practically doing figure eights between each other as they traded blows with Brida and Vennaha. 
 
    Indy muttered something to Meikha, and then my princess leaped into a sideways spin. A blast of wind from Meikha sent her rocketing into Brida, blade-first. 
 
    The whole arena rocked with the crowd’s roar of astonishment as Indy’s blade rammed through Brida’s throat. 
 
    “Hell yeah,” Abbey hissed next to me. 
 
    I took the time to risk a glance up and saw a dark, distant form wheeling high above us like a bird of prey. A small thrill went through me at the sight. 
 
    Down on the ground, only a choked gurgle could be heard from the warrior who had been known as Breakneck Brida as her last breath left her lips. Then Indy landed and yanked her blade free. The dead warrior’s neck bowed and flopped grotesquely in a shower of blood and gore. 
 
    Vennaha’s pink eyes widened as she took in the sight of her dead teammate. A look of genuine fear twisted her sculpted face. Then it morphed into fury, and she threw herself at Indy with an enraged scream. 
 
    My princess spun aside and lashed her chain-whip across the woman’s cheekbone. 
 
    Then, from the other side, Meikha’s blade punched through Vennaha’s chest. 
 
    The crowd was in an uproar as Meikha twisted her blade and wrenched, and I got the impression they had never seen a kill accomplished so quickly, much less two. 
 
    Even I had never seen my women like this before. I felt like I was watching a pack of wolves take down four deer. My pulse picked up as I watched them zero in on Rykera and Preda. 
 
    The scarred Preda was admittedly formidable as hell. Her thin lips clamped together as her eyes darted between my warriors. They fell on her with swift precision, but she slipped away each time, and then she landed a fierce counter-strike on Ellie’s shoulder. 
 
    Artemn’s spear flared again as she spun her weapon. She grasped it with both hands and threw her whole body into a sudden, arcing blow. 
 
    The white-hot blade hacked cleanly through Preda’s neck. 
 
    “Holy fucking shit,” Abbey breathed. 
 
    Artemn didn’t even hesitate. Before the head could even fall, she snatched it by its hair. Then she took two sharp steps forward and lobbed it at Rykera. 
 
    The head squelched again as it rebounded off the warrior’s axe mid-swing. She cringed back when she realized what it was, and she backed hurriedly away. The crowd switched from floor-shaking roars to boos and jeers. 
 
    Rykera’s eyes flashed around between my warriors, and grim resolve settled over her face. 
 
    Then she cast a dark look over at her backer and shook her head. It happened so fast I almost missed it, but then his hands balled into fists. 
 
    “What the hell was that about?” Abbey muttered. 
 
    “I think I know,” I said grimly. A combination of instinct and experience rang out in me at the sight of the warrior. “She wants to die in such a gruesome way that her backer won’t be able to bring her back.” 
 
    But if all went as planned, the scumbag wouldn’t have a chance to. 
 
    Rykera was a whirlwind as she came at my warriors. She danced between them like this was something she’d already done, and her axe smashed aside a lightning-fueled blow from Artemn. 
 
    Her whole arm jarred and sparks flew in every direction, but she grunted through clenched teeth and clung to her weapon as she spun to the side. The motion brought her axe head right into a sword strike from Indy. My princess skimmed hurriedly to the side before the axe could loop around her blade. 
 
    Rykera let out a short scream just as Ellie’s tomahawk-like blade punched into her jaw. 
 
    She staggered and tried to get her axe back up, but Ellie was already under her guard. My petite warrior slammed the long blade of her other tonfa up into Rykera’s armpit. 
 
    Blood gushed from the black-eyed warrior’s mouth. Then more rained from under her arm as Ellie ripped her blade free. 
 
    Rykera slumped lifelessly to the ground as the blood pulsed out of her. The crowd shook the whole stadium with a throaty roar. 
 
    Through the chaotic noise and the heady rush of my women’s victory, my brain registered the sound of footsteps pounding in a steady rhythm. 
 
    Hundreds of footsteps. 
 
    The backers in the audience were all openly wearing their smug expressions now. I kept my own face cool and blank, even though it suddenly felt like every one of my nerve endings had been activated. 
 
    Artemn’s head whipped around, and she looked at me with her silver eyes wide and a question on her face. 
 
    I shook my head fractionally and half-raised my hand. 
 
    “Wait,” I mouthed. 
 
    Black helms appeared in the arched entryway of the arena, and soldiers filed steadily inside. 
 
    Screams rang out through the crowd at the sight of men bearing naked blades. 
 
    The backers all flowed to their feet. They raised their arms with phony, benevolent smiles on their faces as they swept down into the center of the arena. Several of them flitted over to the fallen warriors. 
 
    When I saw them slipping golden gloves onto their hands, my whole world turned red for a moment, but I forced myself into calmness. These bastards weren’t going to have time to complete their evil, twisted plan. I would see to that. 
 
    All I needed was for the rest of the soldiers to enter the arena. 
 
    They all moved to circle the area, and then they came to a halt. 
 
    “Commander,” one of the backers called with the ring of authority in his voice. “Stand down.” 
 
    The black-helmed commander turned his head and barked orders to his soldiers. 
 
    They all lowered their blades. Then they stood with the weapons’ points resting against the floor. They clasped their hands together over the hilts and waited. 
 
    “Good people,” the backer called to the crowd as he strode into the center of the arena. “We mean you no harm. Our friends are merely here to help oversee a smooth transition–” 
 
    “Transition to what?” a burly orc snarled from the front row. 
 
    “A new and thrilling order,” the backer informed him. His pearly teeth bared in an unconvincing smile. “A bright new dawn. Sit back and watch, good people. You’re about to see something incredible.” 
 
    He turned to the golden-gloved men. “Are you ready?” 
 
    “Artemn,” I yelled. “Now!” 
 
    I didn’t have to wait. A searing white light filled the whole arena. Goosebumps rose on my skin as thunder resounded through the whole dome. 
 
    Through the blinding glare, I faintly caught sight of the lead gargoyle. He was flapping away high above us with my lanyard swinging around his neck. A bolstered feeling spread through my chest at the thought of the giant stone guardian joining us soon. 
 
    Down in the stadium, the crowd erupted into screams. The backers were in chaos down in the center of the arena. Their arms windmilled as they attempted to gain space and draw their weapons. 
 
    “Now, Rey,” I said sharply. 
 
    The strawberry-blonde warrior nodded. She stuck close to my side as her eyes glazed over. 
 
    There was no need to ask if she was creating her illusion. The backers all skidded to a halt, and they shouted at each other to calm down as they tried to figure out what the hell was going on. 
 
    “Warriors!” one of them cried to their undead warrior women. “Defend us!” 
 
    But the warriors stumbled in confusion, too. 
 
    Then a high, skittering trill danced through the air. A deep, throaty roar followed it. A dark shadow fell over us, and a grim smile spread across my face. 
 
    Ethramne landed with a shuddering boom that rocked the whole stadium. Cracks spread through the rock below us like ice, and I clung to Abbey and Rey to keep them steady. 
 
    The backers screamed and thrashed amidst their illusion, and I saw Rey’s forehead crease as she struggled to keep it in place. 
 
    “You’re good, Rey,” I said quickly. “You did awesome.” 
 
    And now a thrill went through me, because we were no longer in need of illusions for the moment. 
 
    The backers’ screams died in their throats as they became aware of the fact that a fucking dragon was looming over them. 
 
    The light rippled off Ethramne’s barbed scales with a dark iridescence. Her eyes flared a pure, livid scarlet as her head turned from side to side to survey the scene. The fiery colors were visibly echoed in the eyes of the nine queens who were strapped onto her saddled back. 
 
    Their hands flew at the straps as they unbuckled themselves, and one of them shouted a command. 
 
    Rose-gold light swirled in Ethramne’s maw. She arched her long neck around, and a swirling galaxy spilled out of her mouth in a fast, streaming jet. It tumbled across the arena and came to rest at its end, just like we had planned. 
 
    Eight queens jumped to the floor. The oldest, Orika, stayed on dragonback and called commands to Ethramne as the dragon swept across the arena. 
 
    Her tail bulldozed through a whole line of soldiers. Its barbed end swung like a wrecking ball and thudded into a man’s chest. His scream choked off, and he flew into an ivory pillar like a rag doll. 
 
    One of the backers cried out and tossed a long, curved warhorn into the hands of the army’s commander. The armored man caught it deftly, raised it to his lips, and released a deep, quivering blast of sound. His soldiers all rallied bravely, raised their swords, and let out a collective battle cry. 
 
    A slow, cold smile spread across Orika’s face. She murmured a word, and Ethramne lowered her head. 
 
    To his credit, the commander stood his ground even when the dragon got right up in his face. 
 
    Then her teeth bared to release a snarl so low in pitch that it made the air around us vibrate ominously. The pulsating rumble came from deep in her throat, along with a series of low clicks like the sound of a clock being wound up. 
 
    The noise she spat out next was like nothing I had ever heard. It was earsplitting and two-toned, with a low, shuddering roar and a high, screeching trill paired together. It was a sound of pure, unmitigated rage, and it was followed by a tidal wave of gleaming, tumbling galaxy dust. 
 
    The army erupted into screams like they had been lit on fire. They staggered in every direction, and they dropped like flies as Ethramne bounded forward into their midst with her teeth and claws out. 
 
    Then the dragon turned and breathed a third long stream of dragongleam to form a barrier between the arena and the audience. The crowd shrieked and covered their faces as they cowered in their seats, but then they realized they were unharmed. Their heads turned frantically as they searched for a way out. 
 
    I caught sight of a few queens sprinting into their midst and shouting commands. People immediately leaped into action, and they hurried toward the exits with the younger queens urging them along. I nodded with grim approval. 
 
    Now my women took their places at my side. 
 
    The backers cowered close together as they shouted commands to their own women. The warriors cast terrified looks over at Ethramne, but when they saw that the dragon was invested in attacking the soldiers, they lifted their chins bravely. 
 
    Six tall, rangy women immediately started toward us, and they all moved with a limp or twitch that was impossible not to notice. The others hung back, and the six undead women slowed their pace as they raised their voices in an eerie, haunting tune. 
 
    It was a lilting, rolling melody that immediately made me feel lightheaded and sick to my stomach. The six voices in harmony seemed to split into sixty, and I swayed on my feet. These must be the Primal Forms. 
 
    “Meikha,” I commanded through numb lips. 
 
    But my blonde warrior was trembling as she struggled to raise her hands. 
 
    Rey staggered forward. I reached out to steady her, and she gripped me gratefully as her brows pulled together with concentration. 
 
    Suddenly, the Primals’ melody stabbed up into shrieks of fear, and they clutched at each other as they stumbled away. 
 
    In the absence of their song, Meikha gave her head a quick, hard shake. She raised her hands again, this time with more purpose. 
 
    “Wait,” Indy hissed. 
 
    My princess took three sharp steps forward, and her eyes flared red as she reached her hands toward the closest cloud of dragongleam. 
 
    The glittering rose-gold galaxy matter followed her motions. Before the Primal women could react, six streams of dragongleam flew in their faces. 
 
    They screamed and coughed and clawed at their mouths, and for a moment I wondered if Indy had gone too far. 
 
    But then my princess made several neat motions with her hands. The rose-gold light condensed itself into six gleaming ribbons, and each one tied itself around the mouth of the Primal women like a gag. 
 
    The backers screamed commands, and the other warriors cast fearful looks at Indy even as they started forward to help the Primals. 
 
    But they were too late. Meikha danced ahead and swept her palms sideways. All six Primal Forms went hurtling through the air like leaves on the wind. 
 
    I watched with awe as they went spinning into the big cloud of dragongleam and hung there suspended. Their limbs moved with slow, shuddering motions as they attempted to struggle. The rose-gold glow illuminated the sweat that immediately broke out on their brows from the effort. 
 
    “Good,” I said with relief. “Alright–” 
 
    My next words were cut off by fresh screams from the backers as a cloud of Spectrids descended on them. 
 
    I saw a pair of golden-scaled jaws close around the neck of a backer and twist, and I smiled. 
 
    Then my vision narrowed as eight more undead warrior women sprinted toward us. 
 
    By the mad cackles that they were already breaking into, I knew these must be the Laughing Ethereals. They were accompanied by several women whose skin was a pale, bleached color like all the life had been sapped out of it. These warriors were covered in hard-looking ridges with a metallic silver tint to them. 
 
    “Armored Howlers,” Artemn said grimly. 
 
    As if on cue, the pale-skinned women threw their heads back and let out several chilling howls. 
 
    At the same time, eight throwing stars whizzed toward us from the hands of the Ethereals. 
 
    “Shields,” I yelled. 
 
    Crackling white light arced out, and the blades rebounded with a shuddering buzz. A blast of wind sent them barreling back over the heads of their owners. 
 
    Three backers dropped with throwing stars buried in their chests, and I couldn’t help but let out a laugh of my own. 
 
    It was nothing compared to the crazy witch cackles coming from the undead women who were facing us now, though. 
 
    The renewed sound of blades clashing jerked my attention back to the center of the arena, and I saw Natiya and Karteny crossing blades with the silk-clad backers. Natiya gutted two at once with twin blades. Karteny whirled a slender spear over her head and sent it lancing into the chest of another. The queens were full of savage grace as they killed like this was what they were born to do. Dragongleam flowed from their backs like starry capes and gathered around their forearms like bracers, and they used it to block blows with ease. 
 
    They were doing incredibly well, but there were about forty backers in total. And Ethramne was occupied with throttling the army. 
 
    This was a perfect opportunity for me to jump into the fray. Between the swirling dragongleam and the battling dragon, these fuckers were completely hemmed in. 
 
    “You know what to do,” I commanded my women. Then I turned to Abbey. “C’mon.” 
 
    The pink-haired woman kept an arrow nocked and her bow raised as she darted along at my side. I hefted my gun and took quick, light steps to skirt around the undead warriors. 
 
    Four of them immediately sprinted toward me. A white-hot wall flared between us. They screamed and staggered back, and I continued past them unimpeded. 
 
    A deep, baritone shout attracted my attention, and then a stray soldier barreled out of the chaos toward me. 
 
    “Die,” he screamed. 
 
    His voice jolted from the effort of running in his black metal plate mail. The black visor on his helm slammed shut from the motion, and he hurriedly swiped it back open. 
 
    He opened his mouth again, and I turned my gun toward him. 
 
    But then an arrow sprouted between his eyes, and he collapsed into a shivering cloud of rose-gold dust. 
 
    I sent Abbey an impressed look. “Thanks.” 
 
    “I’ll cover you,” she assured me as we picked up our pace again. 
 
    Now I had the backers right in my sights. I gritted my teeth as I leveled my gun at them. 
 
    I felled three men with a targeted spray of bullets. Two more tried to run, but I shot them down with soft cracks that were swallowed up by the sound of Ethramne’s roars. 
 
    The chaos waxed higher around us, and I glanced over to make sure my women were safe. 
 
    I immediately caught sight of twelve undead warriors sailing through the air at Meikha’s hands. They sank right into the dragongleam trap, and the frantic wheeling of their arms slowed. Indy’s own personal dragongleam swirled dangerously around her, and its bright stars danced like gleaming bubbles in a pot of boiling water. It repelled two sword-strikes, and then my princess sent a stream of it into another enemy’s face. The undead woman staggered and coughed, and then screamed as she was swept into the trap next. I nodded with grim satisfaction and went back to mowing down backers. 
 
    Abbey guarded my back closely, and several more soldiers dropped into dust in my peripheral vision as I made three more backers drop. 
 
    I wondered where the hell the giant stone guardian was. He had assured me that the gargoyle of this arena would be able to awaken him and send him down to the battle. But as I scoured the sky with my eyes, he was nowhere to be found. Had something gone wrong? 
 
    Then I heard a sound that was like a knife through my gut. It was a high, piercing scream that I immediately recognized as Indy’s, even though I had never heard my princess scream like this before. 
 
    I wheeled around with my gun at the ready, and my vision turned red.

  

 
   
    Chapter 18 
 
    It only took me a moment to spot Indy. 
 
    She was clutched tightly in the grip of a necromancer. And she wasn’t alone. The son of a bitch backer next to them had an iron grip on Ilvi, the youngest queen. 
 
    Two more backers stood with their blades held to the two women’s throats. 
 
    The sudden absence of Ethramne’s roar seemed incredibly loud, and now every living eye left in the arena turned toward the two trapped warriors. 
 
    One of the backers sneered as he saw he had caught my attention. 
 
    “I must admit,” he called in a steady voice that didn’t quite betray the trembling of his blade. “This is quite an attack. A dragon that breathes galaxies as if it were flame… I never imagined such a thing could exist.” 
 
    My finger twitched toward the trigger of my gun, but I didn’t have a clear shot. And there were two backers, two blades, two women. Choosing one to save would doom the other one to death. And it would possibly even doom the one I chose, if I weren’t able to hit my target perfectly. 
 
    “What do you want?” I asked in my coldest voice. 
 
    “We want you gone,” the backer threw back. “You and your dragon and your warrior queens. Leave Deninde to sort out its own issues.” 
 
    “Its own issues?” I couldn’t keep the contempt out of my voice as I laughed. “Necromancy is already fucking intolerable. But wanting to extend your sick little plot to the rest of the world? That doesn’t really strike me as a Deninde-only issue.” 
 
    The backer’s eyes narrowed. Ilvi squirmed as the blade pressed tighter against her throat. 
 
    “Hurt me instead,” Indy urged him. “She is an innocent.” 
 
    “I don’t know about that,” one of the backers said in a surly voice. His hand was clamped over his ear, and he spoke in a growl through gritted teeth. “She cut off my fucking ear. I say we take off her head. Her, and the other red-eyed bitch, too.” 
 
    Anger burned through my whole body in a hot rush. 
 
    But before I could react, the dark shadow of the massive stone guardian fell over the huddle of necromancers. 
 
    Indy ripped free of the necromancer holding her. The backer next to her cried out in a quavering voice as she snatched his wrist and twisted. Within half a second, his knife was in her hand. Then, before I could blink, it was buried in the throat of the backer holding Ilvi hostage. 
 
    My princess grabbed the young queen’s wrist to pull her along. A sudden blast of wind snatched them into the air and jerked them away just in time. They both sailed to Meikha’s side as the giant stone gargoyle landed where they’d been standing with a sharp, deafening crack. 
 
    Pandemonium broke out in earnest again. The giant gargoyle added his own booming bellows to the tumult as he swung his stony fist into the backers, and then the army. Men went hurtling, staggering, and screaming away from his fists and feet. His wings snapped out and sent a dozen more flying. His hands closed around one soldier and squeezed. The man’s black armor cracked and buckled like an aluminum can, and then the gargoyle tossed the lifeless corpse aside with reckless rage. 
 
    Backers’ and soldiers’ necks snapped under the giant gargoyle’s feet. Shrieks and gurgles burst from two as their chests were crushed between his fingers. He threw their corpses into the remaining crowd of men, and they staggered. 
 
    A few backers broke away and ran, and I shot them down with swift precision.  
 
    A third skidded to a stop and raised his hands pleadingly. His mouth opened in a soundless scream just as my bullet took him in the chest. 
 
    To my side, three soldiers collapsed into dust in quick succession. 
 
    A surge of adrenaline blasted through me as I realized we were being rushed by soldiers. I hurriedly reloaded my gun and turned to face them. 
 
    Abbey’s hands were moving so fast they were a blur. Before I could so much as fire, she had taken down five men with her bow. 
 
    I added a sixth, a seventh, and an eighth to the tally. 
 
    The remaining few men turned tail and ran for their lives. 
 
    Before I could shoot, they went staggering erratically in every direction. They swung their swords at thin air like they were being attacked, but there was nothing there. I stared at them with bafflement. 
 
    Then a gleaming red bolt took one of them in the chest. 
 
    “Holy shit,” Abbey whispered. “Where the hell did that come from–” 
 
    Another bolt javelined into the next backer, and he died screaming as a sizzling red hole was punched through his ribs. 
 
    Then Ethramne’s neck snaked around, and her black jaws snapped shut around the third man. He screamed as he was crushed between her saber-like teeth, and then his wail choked off into a squelchy crunch. 
 
    I reeled around and saw Rey with a third glowing red bolt clutched in her hand. Her face morphed from elated to crestfallen as she saw the backer being crushed. She lowered her hand, and the bolt flickered out of existence. 
 
    I clearly heard the sigh of disappointment that whooshed out of her. Then I realized that things were empty and silent all around us. 
 
    The arena was littered with the corpses of backers in its center. Dead soldiers were heaped on the fringes. A few remaining soldiers struggled in midair where they had attempted to barrel through the hovering dragongleam. Nearby, several dozen undead warrior women were doing the same thing. 
 
    I lowered my gun, flipped the safety on, and approached Rey. 
 
    “John.” She sighed again and dusted her hands off and glanced at Ethramne’s prey with a rueful expression. “I almost had him.” 
 
    I raised my eyebrows. “Uhhh, I’d say Zeus-ing two backers down with red bolts is plenty of achievement. That was fucking incredible.” 
 
    “I killed many with my morningstar, too,” she shared with a pleased smile. 
 
    “Like an utter badass,” Artemn added as she joined us. “I feel so inspired right now. I wonder if I can do that with my lightning… It never even occurred to me.” 
 
    “I shall teach you,” Rey promised. “It will come quite naturally to you, I am sure.” 
 
    My chuckle turned into a full-on laugh as I realized that the battle was genuinely done. My women were all covered in blood, but most of it was the blood of necromancers. They looked at me with exhilarated expressions and let out giddy laughs of their own. 
 
    The nine queens were now approaching us. They were panting and smeared with blood, too, but their cat-that-ate-the-canary expressions just strengthened as they stooped to wipe their blades on the robes of the dead backers. 
 
    Natiya spat on one of their corpses and tucked her blades neatly away. 
 
    The floor rattled below us as the giant stone guardian stomped over to join. Ethramne’s red-gold eyes watched us from nearby, and her scaly tail twitched ever so slightly as she yawned. 
 
    The Spectrids all gave her awed and intimidated looks as they sailed past to land next to us. 
 
    “You did well,” the giant gargoyle rumbled. He extended his gleaming blue gaze to everyone as his head turned from side to side with a low grinding sound. “All of you. Together, we extinguished a great threat to our world.” 
 
    My own women looked bloodstained but entirely pleased, and a rush of pride and power surged through my chest. 
 
    I moved my gaze over to the undead warrior women who were still squirming in an attempt to free themselves from the dragongleam. Then I shot Natiya a look. 
 
    She nodded and stepped forward, but Indy beat her to it. My princess raised her hands in a prayer-like position and then smoothly spread them apart. 
 
    The dragongleam parted in two, and the undead warriors inside went sliding down into the gap. They thudded to the ground and hastily scrambled to their feet. They rocked slightly on their feet, and their gazes roamed over the post-battle scene like they couldn’t believe their eyes. 
 
    Before I could even say anything, my attention was caught by a choked grunting sound. 
 
    I whipped around and saw there was one backer left alive. He had just managed to worm his way free from the dragongleam blocking the exit, which he must’ve tried to barrel through during the fight. The orange silk trailing from his sleeves swayed as he raised trembling hands. 
 
    Rage flared in my chest as I realized he was the piece of shit who had held a knife to Indy earlier. His wrist was still bent oddly, and there was blood trickling from the corner of his mouth. 
 
    “Please,” he croaked. “Please, my king… Mercy…” 
 
    I glanced over at the group of freed, undead warrior women. They were all staring at the man with hard eyes. Then their gaze darted collectively over to me. 
 
    I realized one of them was crying. But she didn’t look sad. These were tears of rage. Another one slipped down her cheek as she shook her head at me. 
 
    I turned back to the backer. 
 
    This bastard was a necromancer. He had not only made life hell for these women, but he had also threatened my own warrior. He could’ve killed her easily– and he probably would’ve, if we hadn’t stopped him. 
 
    “I might be a king,” I said calmly. “But I’m sure as hell not yours.” 
 
    I raised my gun, but then a voice from behind me spoke up. 
 
    “Let me handle this.” 
 
    It was Abbey. 
 
    The pink-haired warrior’s face was cold and angry as she stepped up next to me and nocked an arrow. Her jaw was clenched with rage, but her hands stayed calm and steady as she drew, aimed, and loosed her arrow. 
 
    It took the man right in the heart. 
 
    His whole body shivered for a moment. And then he was gone. All that was left of him was a pile of glittering, rose-gold dust. 
 
    The undead warrior women were all staring at Abbey with wide eyes. 
 
    Then their gaze shifted to the gun I was lowering as I flipped the safety back on. The queens looked incredibly impressed as they eyed my weapon, too, and their red-gold eyes were brimming with curiosity. Even the giant, stony gargoyle looked slightly interested. 
 
    I dusted my hands off and turned back to the warriors. 
 
    “John,” Indy said softly. When I glanced at her, she pointed over to the two arched entryways that were blocked by dragongleam. “May I let them in?” 
 
    “What?” I frowned as I squinted through the dragongleam. “Who?” 
 
    Then I realized that the council members were all standing on the other side of one archway, staring into the stadium through the dragongleam. The people outside the other archway appeared to be people from the city in general. They sure as hell weren’t backers, and they weren’t wearing armor or carrying weapons. They looked disheveled from their earlier flight from the stadium, but overall they appeared unharmed. 
 
    “Yeah,” I told Indy. “Let them in.” 
 
    My princess swept the dragongleam away from both entrances in one smooth motion of her hands. 
 
    People immediately poured into the arena. Most of them stopped in their tracks once they clearly saw the dragon, the giant gargoyle, and the dead bodies that littered the arena. But the ones behind them grumbled and shouted, so they hastily continued on and started tiptoeing their way through the bodies of dead soldiers. 
 
    Natiya’s face perked up, and she shared a quick, murmured comment with her fellow queens. Then they approached the people who were now streaming in from both entrances. 
 
    First, they spoke to the council members and pointed toward me. 
 
    The council sent them intimidated looks and immediately scurried to obey, and I bit back a chuckle. 
 
    Then the queens went to work directing the people into the stands of the stadium. 
 
    I smiled and shook my head as I watched the nine women go into full command mode on my behalf. The people leaped to obey, despite the fact that many of them were walking past a fucking dragon, hundreds of corpses, and a giant gargoyle. 
 
    Ethramne seemed to be on her best behavior. A small, purr-like trill escaped her, but she remained entirely still, crouched in the arena while her dark eyelids even flickered shut for a while. 
 
    Soon, the whole stadium was once again packed with people. 
 
    “Holy shit,” I muttered to my women. “Were they just waiting outside the whole damn time, or what?” 
 
    “They probably came back to see what was happening to their city,” Ellie said softly. “Even if it was all playing out in the arena.” 
 
    There was an echoing rustle of motion as everyone in the stands sank to their knees. The motion passed through the whole crowd like a wave. Then the council members followed suit, along with the queens, and the dozens of warrior women. 
 
    Power and adrenaline surged through me like a tidal wave, and suddenly I felt slightly dazed. Sure, something like this had happened to me once before. But once wasn’t enough for it to not feel absolutely staggering the next time around, and this was on an even grander scale. This was something I never would have even imagined. 
 
    The giant stone gargoyle joined the kneelers with a heavy thud and bowed his head. Even Ethramne sank down and pressed her giant maw against the floor. 
 
    “Jesus,” I breathed. 
 
    This was the icing on the cake of all the absolutely ludicrous shit that had happened in the desert world. 
 
    My throat was incredibly dry, and I took a moment to clear it before I raised my voice. 
 
    “You can all stand now,” I called. “Or, uhh, sit.” 
 
    I was thankful for how much of an echo chamber this domed arena was so I didn’t have to scream myself hoarse addressing all these people. 
 
    The people in the stands all seated themselves, while the Spectrids, queens, undead warrior women, and gargoyle got to their feet. They waited patiently, and I quickly searched my head for the right words. 
 
    This still felt absolutely insane, but the fact that I had done something similar once before helped me get my bearings. 
 
    “In case anyone missed it,” I said casually, “I’m King John.” 
 
    Startled laughs rippled through the audience, and Abbey let out a muffled giggle from behind me. 
 
    “I might be a king,” I went on. “But I haven’t come here to rule. I originally brought my warriors here to fight. Then I discovered something heinously evil was going on.” 
 
    I prepared to launch into an explanation of the necromancy, but then something else occurred to me. Something that would hold a lot more power than an outsider– even a shockingly powerful, royal outsider– walking into these people’s city and telling them what had been going on there. 
 
    I turned to the few dozen undead warrior women who were staring at me with deferential gazes. 
 
    “How would you feel about telling the people what was happening?” I asked in a quieter voice. 
 
    The women looked staggered that I would even ask them how they felt about anything. But one of them was quick to find her voice. It was the woman who had shaken her head when the last necromancer pleaded for mercy. Twitches and jolts ran through her body intermittently, but her eyes were bright and steady as she raised her hand. 
 
    “I will speak, my king,” she offered. “If it pleases you.” 
 
    “Go ahead,” I said with a smile. 
 
    The woman shook out her shoulders and came to stand near me, although she seemed hesitant to get too close. Then she raised her voice to address the people crammed into the stands. 
 
    “I do not think anyone will disagree,” she began, “when I say that it is a warrior’s place to be afforded a sense of honor, above all. We bring great glory to our city with our actions in the arena.” 
 
    The crowd raised their voices in shrieks and whoops of agreement, but then their faces got solemn again. 
 
    “Our backers were doing just the opposite,” she said as she gestured at herself and the other few dozen women around her. “It was not enough for them to alter us with their potions. They sought to bring us back to life after our deaths.” 
 
    The crowd was totally silent, and they gaped at the undead warrior woman with expressions of shock and horror. 
 
    Another warrior stepped up. “Dying in the arena is a great honor, to be sure. But to be brought back and forced to live when your spirit longs to break free… that is a true torment.” 
 
    “Here, you see the fruits of the filthy necromancers’ efforts,” another warrior called. 
 
    She hobbled forward, and it was impossible not to notice the twitching gait that racked her entire body. 
 
    She lifted her chin to reveal the angry, puckered red scar that ran across her neck. All things considered, I thought it was a miracle this woman could even talk. 
 
    “This is not a wound that it is possible to heal from,” she went on. “It killed me. And that should have been the end of things. I should have been laid to rest with honor and respect. But instead, the backers used spells and potions to rouse me. They whipped me bloody to make me feel again. They forced food down my throat, and did all manner of cruel things to bind me back to the mortal plane. And it was not just me.” 
 
    Disturbed and astonished murmurs ran through the crowd. They doubled in volume as several dozen more undead warriors walked forward to stand side by side. The women all raised their limbs or pushed aside their tunics to reveal the wounds that had killed them. Their eyes looked almost nightmarish, and their bodies were never still. Twitches, jerks, and spasms ran through them constantly. 
 
    “You saw many of us die in the arena,” another undead warrior said as she gestured at the women who had come forward. “Others were murdered in cold blood and raised in secret. Truth be told, I’m not sure which one is worse.” 
 
    “And now, our tormentors have been eliminated,” another picked up. “By this kingly man, and… and…” 
 
    She trailed off as she gestured at the giant stone guardian, the warrior queens, and Ethramne. 
 
    I stepped forward and gestured at the nine queens. 
 
    “These are the queens of Colbiri,” I said, and I gave the queens a deep bow, because they fucking deserved it. “And their dragon, Ethramne. I told them about the necromancy I had discovered here in Deninde, and they offered to come and help end it. They risked their lives, and the life of their dragon, to help save this city.” 
 
    The crowd broke into wild cheers and applause. Their calls hitched and died when Ethramne raised her snout. Her dark jaws parted as she raised her head skyward, and then she belched out a stream of tumbling, rose-gold galaxy matter. 
 
    Natiya stepped forward. 
 
    “Ethramne has given your city a gift,” she called. “A light to illuminate your arena battles, and a reminder of the day King John saved your oasis. We played a part, it is true, but none of this would have happened if not for him. It is his will that we carry out. He organized the efforts and led us unflinchingly into battle. He awoke your own giant stone guardian to aid in his efforts.” 
 
    “And,” Braman the goblin said as he stepped forward. “He not only alerted us of this threat, he helped to galvanize us from a state of hopelessness and despair. Even had we known of this necromancy abomination, we would have been lost without King John’s succor. We owe our lives and our city to him.” 
 
    The crowd broke into a thunderous roar of agreement, and they rained praise down on me and my warrior women with riotous appreciation. 
 
    When they started to chant King John, it took an effort to stop the world from spinning around me. 
 
    “King John should be the monarch of our own city,” a burly orc bellowed. I recognized him as the one who had raised his voice against the necromancers earlier. 
 
    “Not only that,” one of the undead warrior women put in. “Our winnings should go to him.” 
 
    I smiled and raised my hands, and the crowd quieted. 
 
    “I’m not here to stay,” I said. “My place is in my own homeland, with my warriors. But I do have some commands for you.” 
 
    The crowd thrummed with silent energy as everyone waited, and the feeling of power settled solidly in my chest. 
 
    “No more necromancy,” I said in a firm, hard voice. “Ever. And I want these warriors’ fates to be in their own hands.” 
 
    A billowing silence spread over the arena. 
 
    “We’ll decide the details of that in private,” I said. “But whatever their choice is, I fully plan to see that it’s honored. For any warriors who want to keep fighting, though, new backers will be put in place. Good men who will treat these women with the respect they deserve, and do their job as backers. The council and the mediators will work together to make this happen, and I’ll lend a hand. After that, the mediators will be checking up on the backers regularly to make sure they’re staying in line.” 
 
    There was another brief silence, and then a raucous applause hammered at my ears again. The undead warrior women all joined in, and smiles spread across their faces as they looked at me. 
 
    As I looked back from the women to the uproarious crowd, I couldn’t help but smile at these people’s enthusiasm. When they were given a chance, the vast majority of them really did want to see the warrior women treated right. 
 
    And the fact that I was here to make that happen was fucking exhilarating. 
 
    The orc spoke up again. “I still say we need a strong hand to keep watch over this city and ensure that King John’s commands are upheld. The council was not enough to protect us from this threat.” 
 
    The council all hung their heads, and Braman the goblin stepped forward. 
 
    “This is true,” he said, and I was startled to see tears glazing his dark eyes. “We are happy to continue serving this city as well as we can, but I cannot deny that we have failed you. We would benefit greatly from a strong hand to oversee things and enact King John’s rule. He is the true king of this oasis–” 
 
    Braman cut off as a roar of approval swept through the whole crowd. I almost staggered at the overwhelming desire of this city for me to rule over them. When the crowd spotted me staring back at them, they just erupted into even louder cheers and whistles. 
 
    I smiled, but I gestured for Braman to go on, and the people immediately fell back into a hush. 
 
    “Tonight has proven that beyond a doubt,” he said. “But at the same time… It would not be fair to expect King John to make his home here.” 
 
    There was a long silence as I nodded along, and my brain immediately leaped into action trying to find a solution to this. 
 
    Then something occurred to me. 
 
    I glanced over at the nine queens. They met my gaze steadily, and then their eyes all widened at once. 
 
    The queen named Karteny shot me a questioning look. 
 
    Maybe it was because of her connection to my princess, or maybe it was something else. Whatever the reason, I could tell that the queen knew exactly what I was thinking. 
 
    I gave her a firm nod. 
 
    She stepped forward with her red-gold eyes gleaming. 
 
    “People of Deninde,” she called. “I am Queen Karteny of Colbiri. I cannot claim to be the equal of King John, but I do not boast when I say that I am a strong woman. Strong enough to ensure that his wise decrees are held out in his absence. I am a queen, an arena warrior, and now the veteran of a glorious battle to save your city. I have the experience to fill this role under King John’s command, and my blood is filled with the fire of the Light-Bearers. Long have we meted out justice in Colbiri.” 
 
    There was a brief silence as Karteny looked at her eight sisters. Their eyes shone with unshed tears, but they all gave her a firm nod. 
 
    Karteny turned back to the people. 
 
    “But there are nine queens in Colbiri,” she said steadily. “If it suits your wishes, I think my city can afford to part with one queen– me– to be stationed here and ensure that King John’s orders are carried out without question. To ensure that your warriors, and you yourselves, are treated with respect and kept safe from evils such as necromancy. This I vow to you. If you will have me, I am yours.” 
 
    The crowd’s eyes all moved to me, and I echoed the nod of the warrior queens with total certainty. 
 
    After a moment of silence, the people burst into a deafening, shrieking clamor of approval.  
 
    I stepped closer to Karteny and lowered my voice. “Are you sure about this? Because if you’re not… I can make something else work. I’m serious.” 
 
    “I wish to serve you in this way,” she said softly. “Colbiri has more than enough queens to look after it. And as much as it pains me to leave my sisters… This feels right to me. I will work untiringly to ensure that your wishes are carried out.” 
 
    “I completely agree,” I said quietly. “Thank you, Karteny.” 
 
    The warrior queen smiled fiercely and clasped my hand. 
 
    Then she turned into her sisters’ embrace. 
 
    I spoke a few more words to the city, and then I decided to convene with the council back in their chambers. 
 
    “What should we do with the necromancers?” the burly orc asked. He stared at the men’s bodies with disgust. “And the soldiers.” 
 
    The golden-scaled Spectrid stepped forward. 
 
    “We should burn them,” he said. “If you find it agreeable, my king, we Spectrids can see that it’s done.” 
 
    “And we will help,” the orc man said as he got to his feet. 
 
    Several dozen people echoed their agreement as they did the same. 
 
    I nodded. 
 
    “Thanks,” I said as I stepped up to shake the orc’s hand. Then I looked at the Spectrids. “If you get a chance, maybe you can put out an announcement for anyone who wants to put their name forward to become a backer. They’ll have to do an interview with Queen Karteny, a mediator, and the warriors in question, to determine if they’re fit for the job.” 
 
    “It shall be done, my king,” the golden-scaled Spectrid promised. “And we shall regather the bookies to sort out your winnings, as well.” 
 
    The queens pulled closer to Karteny. 
 
    “We will think of you every day,” Natiya whispered fiercely to her sister. “Your place among us will never be forgotten. And… perhaps we can even visit. Now that we know for certain how well Ethramne’s scales work to call her here…” 
 
    “I wholeheartedly approve,” I said with a smile. 
 
    “This is a noble destiny,” Karteny declared. “And I embrace it fully. To serve as King John’s wrath, word, and might, and to restore justice across this world.” 
 
    “My king,” Maisira said to me with a dip of her head. “You have Ethramne’s scale still, and it will work any time you must use it again. Any time you need us, we will fight at your side to ensure that your legacy is fulfilled and carried forward.” 
 
    I felt like I went partially numb from amazement partway through this statement. But at the end, I was pulled right out of it, and the pride and power rushed back into my chest as I thanked the queens. These fierce warrior queens were genuinely putting themselves at my disposal in the long term, not just for one momentous fight. That was not only fucking insane, but it could prove incredibly valuable in the long term. 
 
    The queens embraced their sister again, and then did the same to me. 
 
    “You proved yourself a true king today more than ever,” Natiya said softly. “A thousand times over, you proved it. And your warriors proved themselves the stuff of legends.” 
 
    “And you as well,” Orika said to Abbey. Her red-gold eyes lingered on the bow in Abbey’s hands, and she shook her head with open admiration. “You were marvelous with our bow.” 
 
    “Oh, right,” Abbey said hastily. She offered the bow to Orika. “That reminds me…” 
 
    But the queen shook her head and pressed the bow back into Abbey’s hands. “It should be yours.” 
 
    “I… Are you sure?” the pink-haired woman blurted. “I mean… this is, like, a super crazy magical weapon. It’s one of a kind. It’s yours.” 
 
    “And now it is yours,” Natiya said firmly. “You have proven yourself worthy of it. And so has John, for that matter.” 
 
    “Alright,” I said, and I grasped her arm in thanks. Then I looked around. “But, uhh, speaking of this thing, we should definitely go collect the arrows. Don’t want those falling into the wrong hands.” 
 
    I went and told the Spectrids to search for the arrows when they sorted through the bodies, and to be extremely careful with them. 
 
    Then the queens hugged Indy next, and rose-gold sparkles tumbled through my princess’ eyes. 
 
    She laid a hand on Ethramne’s snout next, and the dragon trilled softly. 
 
    “I will miss you, great heart,” she said softly. 
 
    “This isn’t the last time you’ll see each other,” I said quietly. “I promise.” 
 
    Indy smiled as she pressed herself into my arms. 
 
    Then eight queens mounted the dragon’s back. Ethramne turned her scaly head toward me, and a familiar cascade of rose-gold tumbled through her angular eyes as they came to rest on me. She dipped her snout, and I reached out to pat it carefully. She let out a small snort that reminded me of a horse, and made another soft trilling sound. 
 
    Then we all stood back, and she launched herself into the sky with three hard flaps of her wings. 
 
    As the shape of her grew smaller and smaller overhead, I turned to Karteny. 
 
    “Shall we?” I asked. 
 
    The council, Queen Karteny, my women, the stone guardian, and myself all returned to the castle together. 
 
    We convened up on top of the castle first, and the stone guardian resumed his place by the marble platform. 
 
    “I’ll be coming back here on occasion to make sure things are going smoothly,” I said as I gripped my truck key. “And if they’re not…” 
 
    “You may call on me again,” he boomed. “I will rise to the defense of this city any time I am needed, your grace.” 
 
    I nodded, and the gargoyle settled back into his position as I moved the key to the lock. 
 
    When the blue gleam from his eyes had faded, we returned to the top room of the tower. 
 
    I still felt like I was in a dream as I went over the plans I had announced in more detail. But at the same time, the ideas and commands came naturally to me. And accepting them seemed to come just as naturally to these people. 
 
    “I will see your commands are done,” Karteny vowed when I was finished. 
 
    “As will we,” Braman intoned. The council all knelt again. “Thank you, King John.” 
 
    “One more thing,” the white-haired fairy named Edana said. 
 
    She hurried over to the shelves on the wall and slipped a small chest off of it. Then she carried it over to the table, where she unlocked it. 
 
    When it opened, I saw that the little trunk was full of jeweled royal bracelets like the ones I wore, along with several crowns. 
 
    “These are from the days when kings and queens ruled over us,” she said as she passed one of the bangles to me. “It seems right for this to be yours.” 
 
    I accepted the bracelet with an odd feeling of formality and placed it on my wrist with the two from Bayalon and Zeratra. 
 
    “Since you have more than one,” I said, “Karteny should definitely wear one, too. So the people don’t forget they have a queen ruling over them in my stead.” 
 
    “As if I would let them forget,” the queen scoffed playfully. But she accepted the bracelet, slipped it on her wrist, and held it up to admire it. 
 
    “Oh, I know you won’t,” I chuckled. Then I dusted off my hands. “Well… I think we covered everything. I trust you to see that these warriors’ wishes are carried out. I know you’ll enact my rule over these people with honor.” 
 
    “I shall,” she vowed. Then she hesitated. “But… you will be back, yes?” 
 
    “Absolutely,” I assured her. “We’ll come back regularly to check on things.” 
 
    The queen embraced me again, and then did the same with my warriors and Abbey. 
 
    Her touch lingered on Indy. 
 
    “Sister,” she said softly. “I am so very proud of you.” 
 
    “And I of you,” my princess whispered. “You brought great honor to all the city today. And you will continue to do so, I am sure.” 
 
    Karteny nodded firmly. “And… we can speak more of this later, on your next return… but as the warriors mentioned, I think it is right for a portion of their winnings to go to King John. I shall discuss it with them.” 
 
    I opened my mouth to protest, but then I closed it. 
 
    “Alright,” I said with a smile. 
 
    If that was really what these women wanted, then who was I to deny it to them? 
 
    The amount of jewels that were brought in by the golden-scaled Spectrid were already enough to have my head spinning. 
 
    “I sorted things out with the bookies,” he said as he passed over two bulging red pouches. Each one was as big as a watermelon, and jewels clinked promisingly inside as the Spectrid gave me a pleased smile. “We took every jewel the necromancers had in their possession along with your usual winnings. It only seemed fair.” 
 
    “I can’t disagree with that,” I chuckled as I accepted the pouches. 
 
    The moon was rising when I left Deninde with my warriors. It hung fat and heavy over our heads as we left the galaxy-lit arena, and then the city itself, behind us. 
 
    “Holy shit,” Abbey whispered, and her eyes rested on the magic bow that was tucked by the passenger seat. “Tonight was like something from a fantasy novel. I never, ever imagined I would be involved in anything like this.” 
 
    “Well, you did a magnificent job,” Ellie pointed out with a smile. 
 
    “We all saw,” Indy said with solemn agreement. “Your arrows flew like a fierce and jagged rain. And then… poof!” 
 
    Abbey blushed and waved a hand bashfully. 
 
    She led the praise of the fog as we rolled into its glowing depths. Our flight was smooth, light, and swift, almost like the fog knew that we had just fought our asses off and wanted to get home. 
 
    “Amazing,” Abbey whispered as we rolled back into our own world. 
 
    Exhaustion and adrenaline vied in me as I drove us home, but adrenaline won out. I felt like I would be riding the high of this night forever. 
 
    Abbey was in on everything now, and I was incredibly glad for the addition to my group. And even more shockingly, there was now a fifth warrior woman in the cab with me. 
 
    “We’re definitely gonna have to work on this seating situation,” I reflected as I glanced at the women. Abbey and Ellie were double-buckled in the passenger seat, while the other warriors were clustered into the doghouse area. 
 
    “It’s cozy,” Artemn said stoutly. 
 
    “I agree,” Rey said, and she reached out to pat the wall of my cab gently. “Very nice.” 
 
    I couldn’t help but chuckle. This woman really was the perfect addition to my group. 
 
    When we got back to the cabin, my other warriors immediately went about making her feel at home. It was almost like a routine to them now, and I could tell they were enjoying every second of it as they showed Rey around. 
 
    “And now, the bath,” Indy announced. She gripped Rey by the arms and marched her toward the bathroom. “You will be most astonished, Rey.” 
 
    I smiled and shook my head as I watched the five warriors disappear. 
 
    Then I turned to Abbey, and we strolled into the lounge. 
 
    “Well,” I said lightly. “How’d you like your second trip into the desert world?” 
 
    “I loved it,” she gushed, and she did a small twirl before she rushed into my arms. “It was amazing. I’m still on an adrenaline high, and I feel like I will be, like, forever.” 
 
    “Me, too,” I admitted with a small smile. 
 
    “We should celebrate,” she said suddenly. 
 
    I raised my eyebrows. “What did you have in mind?” 
 
    Abbey didn’t say anything. She just gestured at the giant wall of alcohol behind me. 
 
    “Alright,” I chuckled as I strolled behind the bar. “Pick your poison.” 
 
    “Well…” Abbey giggled and blushed, but she didn’t look away. “Actually, there is something I’ve always wanted to try.” 
 
    “You have my attention.” 
 
    “Hmm…” Abbey strolled behind the bar and scanned the wall of bottles. Then she stood on her tiptoes to reach one. 
 
    “Tequila?” I asked with a chuckle. 
 
    “Have you ever done a body shot?” she asked, and her face reached a new level of pink as she locked eyes with me again. 
 
    “I can’t say I have,” I admitted. “But I won’t say I’m opposed to the idea, with you.” 
 
    I had never really been into the idea of sipping liquid off someone else’s body before– honestly, it had never really occurred to me. But now that it was brought up, I realized I had zero objections to Abbey offering herself to be my own personal shot glass. 
 
    “Let’s do it,” Abbey said breathlessly. 
 
    Before I could say another word, she had stripped off her shirt. 
 
    The look in my pink-haired companion’s eyes told me that this was only the beginning of what she had in mind. 
 
    Abbey pressed the tequila into my hands, boosted herself up onto the bar, and stretched out on her back. Then she propped herself up on her elbows and looked at me. 
 
    “Do you have any limes?” she asked. 
 
    “You know what?” I said as I strode to the mini fridge behind the bar. “I think I do.” 
 
    Ellie had recently discovered the existence of margaritas, and they had quickly become a favorite among my women, so I was well stocked on the supplies for them. 
 
    I decided to skip the salt as I sliced a lime into pieces and brought one over to Abbey. 
 
    “Okay,” she giggled as she accepted the slice. “So, I think how this works is… you take the shot off me... and then you take the lime out of my mouth with yours. Unless you’re opposed to that?” 
 
    “Not in this world or the next,” I chuckled. 
 
    Abbey gave me an unusually saucy smile, grasped the lime between her teeth, and laid back on the bar.

  

 
   
    Chapter 19 
 
    I filled a shot glass with tequila, and then I carefully poured it over Abbey’s abdomen. 
 
    “Hurry,” she giggled with a small shiver. “It kinda tickles.” 
 
    I finished pouring and then bent to graze my lips over her abdomen. 
 
    In the past, I probably would’ve considered this an awkward thing to do. But with Abbey it felt not only natural but incredibly sensual. 
 
    I was acutely aware of her body’s warmth and the small trembles that ran through her as I lapped the tequila off of her. 
 
    When I was done, she sat up and slid forward to sit on the edge of the bar. I came to stand in front of her as she leaned forward, and I took the lime out of her mouth with mine. The tart taste flooded my mouth and chased away the burning remnants of the tequila. But at the feeling of our lips brushing together, suddenly limes were the furthest thing from my mind. 
 
    I let the fruit drop to the ground as I pulled her closer to me across the counter and kissed her deeply. Her lips were soft but filled with urgency as she kissed me back. Her legs wrapped around my waist, and she pressed every available inch of her body against mine. 
 
    Then she slipped a hand between us and reached down to trace her fingers over the bulge in my pants. 
 
    My breath hitched, and I was caught between arousal and surprise at this unusually bold move. 
 
    Abbey seemed to read this on my face, and she giggled. 
 
    “I can be adventurous sometimes, you know,” she teased. 
 
    “IIII…” I trailed off as she promptly did away with my pants, and I allowed them to fall to the floor. “I, uhh…” 
 
    Abbey shed her own pants next. She got more impatient with her motions as her hands moved to the clasp of her bra, and she yanked it off with breathless impatience. 
 
    I felt frozen for a moment as her ample breasts burst free. But when she brought her lips back to mine, my self-control fractured. 
 
    I kissed her without holding back. My hands skimming over her breasts drew out a breathless whimper that immediately made me hungry for more. 
 
    I explored every dip and curve of her body with my hands as I moved my lips to her neck. She gasped and sighed when I pushed her back against the bar, and then I boosted myself up and climbed on top of her. 
 
    In the past, I never would’ve imagined myself pinning a stunning, pink-haired leatherworker down against the home bar in my luxurious Washington cabin, but here we were. 
 
    The quivering energy between us was enough to make my heart pound. Abbey arched into my grip, and she spread her legs hungrily when I slipped a finger between them. 
 
    I almost couldn’t believe the desire I had awakened in this shy pink-haired woman, but it felt both natural and all-consuming as I teased more whines from her lips with my hands. 
 
    “I need you inside me,” she whispered. “Like, now.” 
 
    I inhaled deeply against her neck. 
 
    “Now?” I teased as I probed my fingers back inside her. “Are you sure? You don’t want to do this, like, later?” 
 
    “H-hurry,” she whined. 
 
    The last fragment of my restraint vanished. I parted her legs and then pushed them up around my shoulders, and I kissed her deeply again as I paused with my cock poised outside her entrance. 
 
    She gasped and arched harder against me when I brushed her entrance. But I moved my hands to the backs of her thighs and pressed down. 
 
    She wriggled helplessly as she absorbed the weight of me on top of her. I slid one hand between us again to toy with her nipple while I claimed her lips with mine and swallowed her soft whines. 
 
    “John,” she hissed against my lips. “Which part… of hurry… did you not unders-st-stand?” 
 
    Her plea hitched into a soft gasp as I finally pushed my hips down to breach her entrance. 
 
    The last of her inhibitions dissolved under my hands, and moan after moan spilled out of her lips as I deepened my thrust. 
 
    Each heartbeat seemed to throb through my whole body as I stretched the tightness of her passage. The sight and sound of her squirming eagerly below me wreaked all kinds of havoc on my self-restraint, and I used the weight of my body to anchor her against the bar as I buried my cock in the soft, wet heat of her pussy. 
 
    Her arms snaked around me, and she clutched my shoulders and quaked against me with each movement. The thrusts of my hips deepened into lunges as I satisfied my need to make her moans echo around the lounge. 
 
    Her legs splayed wide, and they bounced loosely around my shoulders. Then they tensed and shuddered against me as Abbey began to spasm around me. 
 
    “Oh, John…” she gasped and shivered against me. “King John.” 
 
    She practically collapsed down against the bar, and I thought the pink-haired woman was completely spent. 
 
    Then she surprised me by squirming out from underneath me, and she pushed me flat against the bar to straddle me. 
 
    “What–” I began. 
 
    But words suddenly escaped me as Abbey bent and wrapped her lips around my cock. 
 
    When she had licked me clean, she raised herself up on her knees. She tucked her bright pink hair behind her ears and traced her hands down her neck. Her fingers spiraled lightly around her nipples, and then skimmed down her abdomen. She undulated her hips in figure eight motions as her hand dipped down between her legs. 
 
    I felt myself starting to grow even harder as Abbey moved into giving me a full-on lap dance on the bar. She bent her body back while she continued gyrating her hips. 
 
    The sight of her exposed body putting on a show for me was hypnotizing. From the gentle sway of her breasts to the rolling motion of her hips, I couldn’t get enough of the sight of the normally-shy woman putting herself on display for me personally. 
 
    When she felt the twitching of my cock, a wicked smile spread over her face. My hands immediately jumped up to her hips. 
 
    She slowly sank down onto my cock with a fluttering sigh. Then she started rolling her hips again. 
 
    I reclined on the bar as pleasure overcame me, and Abbey folded her legs flat beneath her as she allowed me to squeeze every inch of my length inside her. 
 
    Her breasts bounced tantalizingly, and she quickened her pace. Soon her come-hither grin had my hips bucking up to meet her movements. Her hands clutched at my chest as I gripped her ass possessively. I went into an onslaught of upward thrusts, and she slumped forward against me and moaned. 
 
    “John,” she breathed against my chest. “My… king.” 
 
    Soon her body clenched tightly around me. Quivers ran through her, and she cried out again as her hips writhed and jumped against mine with her climax. 
 
    The fervor of her response just spurred me on. She gasped and surrendered to me completely as I reversed our positions again. She tossed her tousled pink hair out of her face. Her eyes narrowed to half-mast, and she tilted her head back and moaned. 
 
    I pressed her down and rode out the rhythm of my need. Her hands clenched around my shoulders as she spasmed for a third time. 
 
    “Abbey.” I managed a few ragged words. “Should I pull–” 
 
    “No,” she gasped insistently. Her fingers dug into my shoulders as she pulled me tighter against her with every thrust. “Fill me… Please, John… Claim me… Make me yours.” 
 
    I quickened my pace to match my racing pulse as I crushed her plush lips under mine. I needed to fill her, to make her mine and no one else’s. 
 
    I couldn’t hold out for another moment. I sheathed my cock in her pussy in one last tight, squeezing thrust. The cum she had begged me for shot out of me in hot waves, and the fierce sense of possession surged through me again as I sent my seed surging into her womb. 
 
    Tremors ran through her with each aftershock. Her blue eyes fluttered open, and they searched my face for a long, wordless moment. 
 
    She must’ve liked whatever she saw there, because she tilted her head back and let her eyes flutter shut again as she continued to cling to my shoulders. 
 
    My own climax was still tingling through my whole body. I dwelled in the soaking, tight depths of her pussy for several long moments, and I teased a final few shivers and gasps from her as I rocked my hips and bit her neck. 
 
    She sighed when I pulled out of her, but I immediately scooped her into my arms and carried her over to the lounge. 
 
    I sank onto the cushions and settled her into my lap, and she collapsed against me while I ran my fingers through her tousled pink hair. 
 
    “That was everything I imagined and so much more,” she murmured against my chest. 
 
    “I feel the same,” I said, and my voice was still slightly hoarse from the heat of our moments on the bar. Then I tilted my head and looked down at her. “Where’d you learn to move your hips like that?” 
 
    “Belly dancing classes,” she giggled. “A short-lived endeavor of mine. I got bored with it. But tonight… Having a reason to want to shake my hips really made me love it.” 
 
    “I loved it, too,” I admitted as I traced my fingers across her jaw. “Unexpected, but hot as hell.” 
 
    “Almost as hot as being claimed by King John,” she sighed as she boosted herself up onto her knees. She swayed her body provocatively as she stood and paced over to pick up her discarded clothes. “You were fucking incredible out there tonight, I hope you know that. Fancy taking a look at your jewels?” 
 
    I was already flooded with a sense of power from everything that had taken place that night. Between that and the sight of Abbey giving me another little show, I felt wide awake. 
 
    Once she had squirmed back into her clothes she was back to her usual slightly shy demeanor, but there was a new closeness between us that I couldn’t get enough of. 
 
    I put my own clothes back on. As I smoothed her hair back and traced my hands across her now-clothed breasts, I wouldn’t have been surprised to see sparks fly between us. I kissed her again, and she inhaled deeply as she leaned into my arms. 
 
    Her lips jumped against mine at the sound of footsteps, but she only pulled back enough to peek around my shoulder and see who was coming. 
 
    I turned to do the same. It was Indy, Ellie, Artemn, and Meikha. 
 
    “Good evening,” Indy said with a coy, red-gold glance. “May we join the celebrations?” 
 
    “Hell yeah.” I poured a drink for all five women and one for myself. “Is Rey all settled in?” 
 
    “She’s over the moon about how soft the bed is,” Artemn confirmed with a smile. “And Kep is all cuddled in next to her. He took a liking to her right away.” 
 
    “As did we,” Ellie said sweetly. “She is lovely, John. The perfect addition to our group.” 
 
    “I completely agree,” I murmured. 
 
    Abbey grunted slightly as she hefted the two bags full of jewels and carried them over to the dining room table. 
 
    I joined my warriors in following her with the several bowling ball-sized pouches of winnings from Colbiri in our hands. 
 
    I used the table leaf to give us the maximum amount of surface room to spread my jewels out on. Even then, it was a tight squeeze, and we had to heap some of them together to keep them from falling off the edge of the table. 
 
    The gems from Colbiri had all been sorted by color, so each bag’s contents made a gleaming section of color on the table. There was a sea of glittering blue, eye-catching pools of red rubies and fire opals and garnets, mounds of emeralds like small green hills, and stretches of every other color. The jewels from Deninde took up their own big portion of the table’s real estate, and every color imaginable was reflected in their glittering depths. There were plenty of fat, colorful pearls and fire opals scattered in, too, and I knew from experience now that those held their own hefty value. 
 
    We all stared at the gleaming gems for a long moment. 
 
    “This,” Indy said in a grave voice, “is enough to buy us a thousand-thousand donkeys.” 
 
    Abbey giggled. “You know, we might not have the yard space for quite that many. Oops! I mean… You might not have the space. Not me. Sorry. I–” 
 
    “It’s fine,” I chuckled as I grabbed her hand and stroked it. “But now that you mention it… how would you feel about maybe moving in with us?” 
 
    Her face went from red to white, and I hurried on. 
 
    “I know we only just started, uhh, being… well… together,” I said quickly. “And if this isn’t something you’re into, that’s totally fi–” 
 
    “No ifs,” she interrupted breathlessly. “I… I feel insanely close to you after the whole, slaying a bunch of deadly necromancers together and then making sweet love on your bar. I can’t see my life without you and your shieldmaidens, honestly, and I would completely, one thousand percent love to move in. I would just have to figure out what to do with my shop. But, I’m sure I can come to some sort of arrangement– maybe even moving my store. But… I just… Are you sure that you, um, want me here?” 
 
    “Are you kidding me?” I pulled her against me in a rough hug and echoed her own words. “I one thousand percent want you.” 
 
    “Okay,” she whispered giddily against my chest. 
 
    My four warriors had all shared a coy glance at Abbey’s announcement of us making sweet love, but now they all crooned with one collective “Awwww.” 
 
    I shot them a look, but I couldn’t keep the smile off my face as I looked at Abbey. 
 
    And I felt the same exact way when I looked at every single one of my women. Never in a million years would I have imagined my life turning out the way it was now, but I fucking loved it. 
 
    I was king of three otherworldly desert oases. I had lived out two prophecies in said other world. I had spearheaded two deadly battles to slay some evil necromancer bastards and came out victorious both times. I had five warrior women in my possession, a stunning pink-haired lover, and enough gems in total to sink a small boat. 
 
    Which translated into millions of dollars in total. 
 
    “Fucking mind-boggling,” I muttered. 
 
    “Agreed,” Abbey said with a cheeky smile. “But then again, everything about you and your shieldmaidens is enough to befuddle just about anyone.” 
 
    “Beee-fuddle?” Indy repeated with a flabbergasted look. 
 
    “Confound,” Abbey explained. “Stun. Stupefy.” 
 
    As my warriors repeated the new word in a chant, I had to chuckle. The pink-haired woman was not only incredible with leatherworking and shooting a bow. She also gave one hell of a lap dance, not to mention the fact that she was a fucking repository of weird words and obscure but fascinating facts. I loved every single one of her quirks, and I knew my warrior women did, too. 
 
    My phone’s buzzing pulled me out of my reflections, and I realized I was getting a text from Gordon. I swiped to open it right away. 
 
    Whenever you’re awake… I have some delicious news to share with you. 
 
    This was immediately enough to have me intrigued, and I texted back that I was available to do a call now. 
 
    Soon, my phone rang. 
 
    “Yello,” I answered with as much energy as if I hadn’t been up all night battling evil necromancers and making my latest lover moan. 
 
    “John,” Gordon said. His voice was as smooth and businesslike as ever, except for the fact that it was quivering slightly with suppressed glee. “You might want to sit down for this.” 
 
    “Tell me,” I said immediately. 
 
    I was standing, but considering everything I had just been through, I couldn’t think of anything that could floor me enough to sweep my feet out from under me. 
 
    “We found the perfect place to set up a company lot for you,” the broker said in a leading voice. “Guess where it is?” 
 
    “Where?” I asked. 
 
    Gordon read off an address, and I paused for a long moment as bells rang in my head. 
 
    “Wait a second,” I said slowly. “Am I going crazy, or is that the address of–” 
 
    “Marsh’s company lot,” the broker said. His voice was brimming with a smugness that was immediately infectious to me. “His business is now struggling so badly that he’s desperate. He’s consented to selling it to us, and trust me when I say that it’s an absolute steal.” 
 
    “Holy shit,” I laughed giddily. “That couldn’t have been easy for him, the prickly old bastard.” 
 
    “It sounded like he was trying to pass a kidney stone during our whole conversation,” Gordon shared with a slightly maniacal chuckle. “I almost felt a little sorry for him. Or I would have, if I didn’t know him at all, and had never spoken to him before in my life.” 
 
    I snorted. “Sounds about right.” 
 
    Then I braced myself against the railing of my patio as I took this all in. 
 
    Marsh’s company lot– no, now my company lot– was in a prime location. The fact that my old boss was now floundering so badly he was forced to sell it to anyone, much less me, was fucking laughable in the best way possible. 
 
    “I’m on board,” I told Gordon. “Are you sure that sneaky asshole doesn’t have something up his sleeve, though? I mean…” 
 
    “He’s a crook, yes,” Gordon agreed. “I’ve done some investigating, and I’m confident that this is a move of pure desperation for him. In fact, it’s looking like he might file for bankruptcy.” 
 
    Normally, I wasn’t one to laugh or kick someone while they were down bad, but in Marsh’s case, this was absolutely the icing on the best and craziest day of my life. 
 
    “Good,” I said crisply. Then I perked up even more. “If that’s the case, then his employees and inventory might be ripe for the taking. I mean, just the best of them, anyway. I know from experience some of them aren’t up to scratch.” 
 
    “Of course,” Gordon assured me. “I thought the same thing. I’m sure that between you, me, and Doug, we’ll be able to navigate that easily. For the time being, I’ll handle this, since you’re on board with it?” 
 
    “Absolutely,” I said with another dizzy laugh. “Thanks.” 
 
    I chatted with the broker for another few minutes and then hung up feeling like I had just eaten a five-star meal. 
 
    The only thing wilder than my status and adventures in the desert world was the fact that I was balancing it with being a successful first-time business owner back here on Earth. 
 
    My continued haul from the desert world more than ensured that I would be living like a fucking king for the rest of my days. 
 
    But I wasn’t going to stop here.  
 
    Sure, I fully intended to treat myself and my women to every Earthly luxury imaginable, but their training was only going to be intensified in the future. And our further ventures in the desert world would do more than etch their names and fighting skills into the mind of every citizen there. 
 
    With the power I had accumulated so far, I could pretty much do whatever the hell I wanted. And I wasn’t going to let that go to waste. 
 
    I had just walked into Deninde and whipped that place into fucking shape. Because of me, the warriors there were going to be living the lives they deserved to. There would be no more scummy, evil backers abusing their warrior women. 
 
    And I felt sure this was something I could replicate in other oases. 
 
    I had no intention of giving the whole desert world a makeover. That place was violent and cutthroat in a way that I thought was just irreversible. It was even something I could appreciate, in an incredibly odd way. But the situation with the warrior women was something I felt was fully in my control to amend. These women wanted to earn their glory by fighting bloody arena fights, and they should be allowed to do that without threat from their backers. 
 
    So when I swept the rest of the desert world, I wouldn’t just be bringing glory to my own warrior women and gems to my pockets. I would also be hunting out any last signs of necromancy, and making amends to any abuse of warrior women that I came across. 
 
    Not too long ago, I would’ve said this was an insane goal. Impossible. But now, it felt as within my grasp as everything else I had achieved recently.  
 
    All I had to do was reach out and take it. 
 
    End of Book 5 
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