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

  

 
   
    Chapter 1 
 
    Reyhan was as graceful as the dawn as she darted through the makeshift arena I had set up in my back yard. Indy and Ellie closed around her hard and fast, but she went into a spin with her morningstar extended, and she slipped between them. 
 
    The strawberry-blonde warrior tested every one of her fellow warriors’ strengths as she clashed with them each in turn. Her golden bracer jumped up to block several blows with its red light, and I shook my head at the utterly mind-blowing sight of my magical warriors fully in action. 
 
    In broad daylight. 
 
    Right in my swanky backyard in Washington. 
 
    Sooo, yeah. Things here on Earth had obviously picked up their pace a little in the month since our necromancer-slaying battle in Deninde. 
 
    Nick had recently swooped in to acquire an upscale store in the Pearl District, and he was finding all sorts of creative ways to sell my jewels there. The acquisition was an odd one to me, but then again, my sly friend had always been an oddball. It was one of my favorite things about him. 
 
    Thanks to him, I had over twenty million dollars sitting in my bank account at the moment, and that was after the recent investments I had made, like having the backyard of my house leveled out and made perfect for outdoor sparring. 
 
    Really, really intense outdoor sparring. 
 
    Even the mind-boggling amount of cash in my possession wasn’t enough to break my focus as I watched my women. 
 
    Rey and Artemn seemed to have naturally gravitated toward each other now, like they did in most of their practice sessions. Next to me, even Kep was mesmerized into near-silence while we watched the two warriors clash. 
 
    As Rey sent an arcing blow at Artemn, it flashed through my mind that the weapon, which most people might consider unwieldy, became a thing of grace and beauty in her hands. 
 
    Then a burst of radiance jolted me out of my thoughts. 
 
    Red and white light crashed together as Artemn’s shield shot out to meet Rey’s magic strike. The morningstar’s spiked ball glared red like the sun as it rebounded off the white-hot shield. A shudder ran up Rey’s arm as she staggered back a step. 
 
    “Wooow,” Abbey whispered from next to me. 
 
    I nodded in agreement and patted the bundle of magical, kelp-like bandages I had been given by the queens of Colbiri. This gift harvested from the Life-Savers of the oasis enabled my warrior women to get as bloody as they wanted during their sparring sessions at home. 
 
    Rey feinted left and then danced to the right for another magic strike. The two warriors’ lights seemed to weave together and intertwine for a brief moment. Then Artemn’s shield flickered out. 
 
    But suddenly my winged warrior’s whole spear glowed white instead, and she jerked it up between herself and the morningstar. The chain wrapped tight around her spear shaft, and white sparks shot through its bright red glare. She twisted her weapon and wrenched. 
 
    “Damn it!” Rey hissed as her weapon was yanked out of her hands. 
 
    Then Indy darted in out of nowhere, and her foot lashed out to kick the morningstar’s handle. But a red-hot dome flared out around the weapon, and my princess hurriedly skimmed to the side. 
 
    Rey sailed in and snatched her morningstar off the ground. Then she hurried to put some distance between herself and her fellow warriors, and she stayed light on the balls of her feet as they fanned out around her again. 
 
    My newest warrior had longed for the challenge of facing off with multiple opponents, and she hadn’t gotten much chance to do so in the arena yet. I got the impression that she was having the time of her life now as she whirled her morningstar above her head and dove back into the fray. 
 
    Indy swept her chain-whip at Rey’s ankle next, and it wrapped tight. 
 
    The strawberry-blonde warrior was impressively fast. She brought her hand down in a swift chopping motion. A slice of red light shot down and hacked cleanly through the whip, and its end fell into pieces on the floor. 
 
    “Whoaaa,” Abbey breathed. 
 
    “Good thing we have several more of those,” I chuckled. 
 
    Then Ellie danced in with her tonfas from one side while Artemn came in with her spear on the other. Rey slipped between them and came around with her morningstar swinging right at Ellie. 
 
    My blue-haired warrior’s tonfa leaped up to meet the strike. The morningstar’s chain tangled briefly with the tonfa’s tomahawk-like blade, but then it came loose, and the warriors danced apart again. 
 
    As the fight went on, I realized Rey was just as impressive against multiple opponents as Artemn had been the first time I’d seen her fight, especially considering her choice of weapon. She even managed to twist, duck, and dart between her fellow warriors multiple times without engaging enough for them to surround her. 
 
    But Indy, Ellie, Artemn, and Meikha had trained their asses off with a multitude of weapons in mind, including the morningstar. As they’d learned in their training, Rey’s biggest weakness was the moment just after her strikes. This was mostly remedied by the red-hot shield she could bring to life around her, but her fellow warriors had magic on their side, too. 
 
    Ellie cried out a command as she darted toward Rey. As the strawberry-blonde warrior pivoted to face her, Artemn took off into the air unseen. Indy hovered to guard Artemn’s vulnerable wings ‘til she was off the ground. A blast of wind from Meikha propelled my black-and-white-haired warrior into an even faster flight than usual, and she shot up a few dozen feet completely unnoticed by Rey. 
 
    As I watched them execute the move, I almost felt like it was happening in slow motion. But then again, I had seen my women practice this move time and time again. 
 
    Ellie danced away from a blow from Rey and skipped away. Then Artemn’s shadow fell over the strawberry-blonde warrior’s face, and Rey jerked her gaze up. 
 
    Things seemed to speed up all at once. Artemn tucked her wings and plummeted into a dive with her practice spear extended. Rey’s red shield flashed out just in time, but then Artemn’s spear blade flared white. It pierced through the red veil like a knife through butter, and my winged warrior landed a light glancing wound on Rey’s forearm. 
 
    The strawberry-blonde woman hissed in pain, but she still managed to get her red shield up again to deflect an incoming strike from Meikha. She whirled her morningstar above her head again as she skirted around her fellow warriors with swift sideways skips. 
 
    Then Indy barreled toward her out of nowhere. The spiked ball of Rey’s morningstar whistled toward my princess’ head three times in quick succession. Indy was all feral grace as she swayed from side to side and avoided it. Her movements were smooth and fluid, and she looked entirely calm and focused. 
 
    But Rey didn’t skip a beat, and soon her morningstar whistled toward Indy for a fourth time. 
 
    Like we had agreed for these practice sessions, she kept her blows light and glancing to avoid using the blunt-force impact of the formidable weapon. Its spiked ball skimmed lightly across my princess’ bicep with calculated precision. 
 
    Rey danced forward to meet another strike from Artemn with her golden bracer. Protective red light flared around it to help rebuff two blows. 
 
    Artemn crouched to avoid a wide counterstrike from the morningstar. Then she twirled her weapon and brought its shaft hurtling toward Rey’s thigh. 
 
    Rey’s red shield flared back into existence. Instead of rebounding off it, though, Artemn’s spear blade glowed with a white-gold haze, and it quivered in place as it warred with the shield. 
 
    Rey gritted her teeth, and her grip on her weapon slackened until the handle slipped from her grip. 
 
    Then she caught it in her free hand, and I realized this had been a calculated move. 
 
    A dagger-like blade of blood-red light flared into existence on the bottom of the morningstar’s wooden handle, like a glowing knife had just sprouted from it. Rey brought the gleaming blade up in an underhand jab at Artemn’s wrist. 
 
    Both women’s lights flickered out, and they scrambled to gain distance from each other. 
 
    Artemn’s silver eyes were still focused, but I sensed admiration in them, too. 
 
    Indy’s chain-whip was now missing its weighted ball, but it still lashed out decently, and now she managed to get it tangled in the chain of Rey’s morningstar. 
 
    My warriors’ intent focus flickered, and suddenly the fight dissolved into a furious tug-of-war. Finally, Indy allowed herself to be jerked toward her opponent. She leveraged her weight and launched her feet into Rey’s gut. 
 
    “Oof,” Abbey and I muttered in unison. 
 
    Then the fight went fully horizontal. Rey’s morningstar was useless at such close quarters, but a red blade appeared in her free hand as she grappled with my princess. 
 
    She swiped the knife across Indy’s wrist, and my princess cried out as she kneed her hard in the gut. The red blade flickered out. 
 
    Like the morningstar, Indy’s sword wasn’t much use at such close range. It was all she could do to hang onto it. 
 
    But then the princess did something entirely unexpected. 
 
    She snatched the ball of Rey’s morningstar by its base, where it connected to the chain, shoved the ball between them, and swiped one of the spikes across Rey’s exposed chest. 
 
    The strawberry-blonde warrior growled in pain as she recoiled, and Indy immediately rolled away. 
 
    I watched with awe as Meikha sent out a blast of wind that lifted Ellie into the air completely. My petite warrior came down on Rey like a tiny missile from one side while Artemn swept in from above on the other. Ellie immediately landed a slash on Rey’s shoulder. 
 
    Then Rey’s morningstar chain wrapped around Artemn’s spear blade. They jerked and struggled for several heart-stopping moments. The weapons both clattered to the floor, and the two warriors rolled to the ground in a tangle. 
 
    They scuffled furiously as Rey tried to crawl toward the fallen weapons. Artemn dealt the strawberry-blonde woman a neat shove to the small of her back, and Rey keeled over with a growl. 
 
    She struggled to right herself, and a new red blade flared into existence in her hand. 
 
    But then I saw that my winged warrior now had a blade in her hand, too. It was almost a twin to Rey’s, but it was made of white-hot light instead of red. 
 
    This was something that Rey had taught her to do recently, but today was the first time she’d used it during a sparring session, and it was incredible to watch. 
 
    Their magic blades crashed together with a hissing, quivering sound almost like water quenching flame. But neither blade flickered in the slightest as they clashed once, twice, three times. 
 
    “Holy moly,” Abbey whispered. 
 
    The blades jabbed, smashed, parried, and spun in a fast-paced dance between the two warriors. When one managed to get past the other, a shield of light flared out to protect the warrior in question. 
 
    It seemed like my two women were a perfect match. Their fellow warriors stood back to watch, and I saw the same pride I felt reflected in their eyes. 
 
    The light-blades locked together. Both women’s arms trembled as they vied against each other, and tiny, white-hot tongues of flame shot out from Artemn’s light weapon. 
 
    Rey grunted and lurched forward suddenly, and the blades spun apart. 
 
    Artemn’s light-blade flickered out. She jerked her torso to the side and then wrapped her arms around Rey as she allowed herself to tumble sideways to the ground. 
 
    Then Rey’s light-blade was gone, too, and my two women were grappling furiously on the floor together. 
 
    Indy, Ellie, and Meikha gathered closer and shouted out tips and encouragement as Rey and Artemn scuffled around. 
 
    A split second later, Artemn abruptly unfolded her wings and buffeted Rey backward. My strawberry-blond warrior shrieked and keeled over again, and Artemn pounced on top of her like a cat. 
 
    “Alright,” I chuckled as I strode forward. “I’m calling this one a tie.” 
 
    Artemn laughed breathlessly as she and Rey scrambled to their feet. 
 
    I passed out strips of the sticky green bandages for my warriors to wrap around the shallow, glancing cuts they had dealt each other. 
 
    “It is lovely to be able to practice in earnest here in the comfort of our home,” Indy declared. She tucked in the end of her bandage and gave it a light pat. “This is the greatest of the gifts the queens gave us.” 
 
    “That and the magical bow,” Abbey agreed. 
 
    “Plus the enchanted dragon scales,” Artemn added. 
 
    I had to agree. These were the kind of gifts that came along with being a king in the desert world, and they had all proved incredibly useful so far. 
 
    Abbey joined me in applauding my warriors’ skills, and they all glowed under our praise. I loved every part of the dynamic that was growing between my six women and I, but having Abbey living among us was especially rewarding. 
 
    I loved having someone as earthly as I was to look over at and share genuine ‘how the fuck is this real life?’ moments with. 
 
    I had also remodeled one of the upstairs rooms for Abbey to do her leatherworking in, and my pink-haired lover was living with us at my cabin full-time now. We had recently landed on a good location for her to open up a new store nearby, too. Since money wasn’t an issue for me, we decided on her keeping ownership of the old location for now. I figured it might come in handy at some point. Maybe Nick could even buy it from us and set up a new shop there later. 
 
    For the time being, Abbey seemed thrilled with her setup at my house and the new location she would soon be opening. Her little Volkswagen was parked in the garage next to Spitfire and my Bentley, and it was only a twenty-minute drive from the cabin to the location of her new shop. 
 
    So things had definitely been a whirlwind lately. 
 
    We had returned to the desert world several times in the last month as well. The first thing we had done was check in on Zeratra, where things had been going incredibly well. I had even left with a big pouch full of gems that had been won for me by the Exalted warriors who were still living. Afterward, we’d visited the honored grave site of the ones who had gotten their wish of dying. The fact that they had finally been laid to rest made me feel whole somehow, and the sight of the temples that had been razed to the ground was fucking thrilling. Almost as thrilling as the way the city’s entire army and council had knelt to me on our trip there. 
 
    As I thought back on it now, I realized this could have all sorts of implications for the future. As the king, this army was mine to command if the need arose. And considering the fact that we were still hunting down necromancers, that could prove incredibly useful. 
 
    We had also made a stop at Bayalon recently. I had driven home Mek’s previous words about following my example with how I treated my warriors, and there were now serious changes underway with how Bayalon’s backers were allowed to behave. That was just another thing that made me feel powerful as hell at the moment. 
 
    Between all that and the fact that I had just swooped in and taken my old boss’ company lot for my own, I was feeling on top of the damn world at the moment. My life was the perfect balance I never knew I needed between insane otherworldly shit and living it up here at home. 
 
    With a flock of gorgeous, vicious, and incredible women. 
 
    “Let’s check on our plants,” Rey suggested as we headed for the stairs. 
 
    My warriors all bounded out onto the roomy upstairs patio, where we had set up several planters in the perfect spot to get some sun. 
 
    Back when we had gone to Colbiri, the nine warrior queens had insisted on showering us with gifts, even beyond the magic bow, dragon scale, and heaps of my warriors’ winnings. We had left the oasis with my truck’s trailer half-full of golden jewelry, polished tiger fangs, luxurious fabrics, gold coins, amulets, charms, beads, and other trinkets. One of them, like the globe crafted entirely out of gemstone, was currently adorning one of the big wall nooks of the lounge. 
 
    The queens had also sent us home with baskets of plant bulbs and seeds, and all of us had been dying with curiosity to see what they would grow into, so I had invested in some supplies for patio gardening. 
 
    “Nothing in this one yet,” Artemn said as she peered into one of the planters. Then she moved on to the next one and gasped. “Whoa.” 
 
    Everyone clustered around the planter, and we all echoed my winged warrior’s sentiment as we stared down at it. 
 
    Yesterday, there had been nothing but bare soil in this planter. But now there were several green shoots sprouting out of it, and each one was topped by a big purple blossom with a cupped shape like a calla lily. 
 
    But that wasn’t even the weird part. Each cup-like flower was filled to the brim with water, and the water was home to a variety of tiny creatures. Some looked like fish, while others reminded me of tiny little shrimps scuttling around. All of them glowed with their own light. 
 
    “This is so fucking cool,” Abbey whispered. 
 
    Sometimes, I still struggled to internalize the fact that I was genuinely the owner of not only otherworldly warrior women, but various magical objects that I had brought home from our travels. And it was an even bigger jolt seeing these mystical plants contrast with the plain old evergreen forest of Earth that surrounded my cabin. 
 
    My phone buzzed in my pocket with a regularity that told me I wasn’t receiving a boatload of texts from Nick. I pulled it out and saw that Doug was calling me. 
 
    The seasoned old trucker was my right-hand man as far as business matters went, so I immediately stepped inside to take the call. 
 
    “Yello.” 
 
    “Hey, kid.” There was a hint of humor in Doug’s usual gruff tone. “You should see what I just found at the old office.” 
 
    “Ooh boy,” I muttered. “Lay it on me.” 
 
    I had recently swooped in to acquire my old boss’ company lot for my own. Since Doug’s voice was quivering with amusement, I figured it was safe to assume his findings didn’t include a snake infestation that had somehow slipped past inspection, or a stash of dead bodies under the floorboards. 
 
    “Found some old business records lying around,” he explained with a snort of laughter. “And man, oh, man…” 
 
    Doug launched into a brief but mind-boggling account of the mess that was Marsh’s managing style. 
 
    I had known all along that my boss was a lazy, greedy bastard who was prone to cutting corners, but this was our first on-paper glimpse into the workings of his dumbassery. As Doug laid things out for me I got a good few chuckles out of it, along with some serious head scratches. 
 
    But Doug got more serious toward the end, and I frowned in utter confusion at his final words. 
 
    “What do you mean, the last guy who leased my truck died?” I asked. “I thought he got fired.” 
 
    In fact, Doug was the one who had told me that story. He sounded just as stumped as I was when he responded now. 
 
    “That’s what I thought, too,” he admitted. “But from what I’m seeing here, I’ve gotta assume Marsh told us all that to cover his ass. Maybe he was afraid of a lawsuit. Or maybe he just didn’t want to scare off the rest of his drivers.” 
 
    “Why would the guy’s death scare us off?” I asked with confusion. “Wait… Don’t tell me he died on the job?” 
 
    “Yup,” Doug said with a sigh. “I’ve been sitting here for hours, combing through this paperwork and trying to work out the exact story. From what I can see, it ended up being a cold case when it came to what the cause of death was, but the truck was found down on SR 14 with the driver’s body inside.” 
 
    My stomach lurched. It wasn’t so much from the fact that someone had died in my cabover as the fact that highway fourteen was the location of the signless exit that took me to the foggy portal. 
 
    Could it be…? 
 
    “Fourteen,” I repeated. “Heading east or west?” 
 
    “East,” Doug reported.  
 
    I was silent for a long moment as I tried to figure out what this could mean. 
 
    Had the truck’s past driver known about the exit? 
 
    Had he gone through it? 
 
    And could that somehow be related to his death? Or would that be reading too much into things? 
 
    The man had been wanting to purchase Spitfire at some point before his death, so I could sure as hell understand if his inclination was fueled by knowing the damn truck could take him to another world. 
 
    “John?” Doug prompted. “Did you fall asleep on me?” 
 
    “No, no,” I said quickly. “Just absorbing this. How did the guy die, exactly?” 
 
    “That’s the weirdest part,” Doug said. “It was some sort of wound, but some things about it just didn’t make sense. For one, they couldn’t even find the wound at first, because… Lemme see… Oh yeah. ‘The entrance wound was small, almost imperceptible, with minimal external tissue damage, but significant internal tissue damage. Damage and debris seemed to have spread remarkably far in a short time.’ So, I guess he was stabbed, and somehow it fucked him up more on the inside than out? I dunno, man. I’m a trucker. This medical shit makes no sense to me.” 
 
    “Same,” I said with a weak chuckle. “So, do you think you’ve found everything there is to find, as far as paperwork goes?” 
 
    “I think so,” Doug said. “But I’m gonna do another sweep of the office before I call it a day. Want me to put this stuff in its own separate file just in case I find anything else?” 
 
    “That’d be perfect,” I said. “Thanks, Doug.” 
 
    “’Course,” he grunted and let out a small chuckle. “So, having second thoughts about that old classic of yours yet?” 
 
    “It’s gonna take worse than that to scare me off,” I said with a grin. “Not to mention the fact that I’ve had her interior fully detailed.” 
 
    As I hung up, I reflected on the fact that my wild and sometimes gruesome ventures in the desert world rendered my truck’s grisly past way less ominous than it might’ve been to me once upon a time. 
 
    No, I was far more interested in the fact that it had been found so close to the signless exit, and the driver had died of a mysterious wound that seemed almost to defy the laws of physics. 
 
    Could he have been wounded by a magic weapon in the desert world, and just barely managed to make it back here before he died? 
 
    I sighed and shook my head, and I decided to put this to the back of my mind for the time being. Once Doug had ensured there was no other paperwork, I’d have plenty of opportunity to go over what he’d found and see if I could spot any magical Easter eggs, so to speak. 
 
    In the meantime, I gathered my women around the dining room table to discuss our plans. 
 
    Because we’d been making some very, very big plans. 
 
    My veins tingled with anticipation just at the thought. 
 
    “Alright,” I said as I sat at the head of the table, and I worked to keep my voice as casual as possible. “Tomorrow, we’ll head back to the desert world, and drive toward the Southern Stars.” 
 
    “And then I shall summon Ethramne?” Indy asked. 
 
    “Exactly,” I said. “She’ll come with the queens, and they’ll fly above us on our way to Novecas to… introduce ourselves properly.” 
 
    “It’s only polite, after the actions of their army in Deninde,” Rey added with a cryptic grin. 
 
    Artemn smirked. “I can’t wait to see their faces when they realize we single-handedly obliterated their entire army.” 
 
    “That seems like a perfect note to start on,” Abbey giggled. “That, and showing up at their gate with a fucking dragon.” 
 
    “Not to mention the sight of John’s mighty chariot,” Meikha added. 
 
    “Agreed,” I chuckled. “We’ll still have to be careful, though.” 
 
    “That should be simple enough at first,” Ellie said. “We’re not going into the city right away, are we?” 
 
    “Nope,” I said. “This time, I’m going to command the council to come to us.” 
 
    “Badass,” Indy whispered. 
 
    “Power move,” Artemn agreed softly. 
 
    “Thanks.” I smirked. “So, depending on what the council says, we may go into the city peacefully and figure things out.” 
 
    Rey leaned forward in her seat. “And by ‘figure things out,’ you mean ‘ensure that not one necromancer remains standing by the time we leave,’ yes?” 
 
    “Absolutely.” I smiled, but then I got a little more serious. “I’m going to make sure these people know I’m not fucking around.” 
 
    “You are dropping the hammer, John,” Indy said smugly. “It is always gratifying to behold.” 
 
    “Especially since we get to play a part,” Ellie put in. 
 
    “A vital part,” I said with a glance around at my women. “Speaking of which… How do you five feel about potentially playing the role of necromancer executioners? Assuming these people are willing to give the treacherous bastards up to us, of course.” 
 
    “We will be King John’s headsmen,” Indy hissed with glee. “Or… headswomen, I suppose.” 
 
    “Our swords are yours,” Meikha promised. “We will carry out your justice swift and true if you call upon us.” 
 
    The seriousness in her voice was reflected on the faces of all my warriors as I looked around at them. 
 
    “Good,” I said with a small smile. 
 
    Either of my two guns would be more than up to the task of downing necromancers, of course, but I don’t think it would send quite the same message as five deadly desert warrior women doing the job. 
 
    “And I’ll be at your side with my bow,” Abbey said stoutly. “If anyone tries to fuck with you, they are sooo going to regret it.” 
 
    “Oh, I believe you.” I grinned as I thought of all the men Abbey had downed with her magic bow back in Deninde. “And we’ll all need to be ready just in case they do decide to put up some sort of a fight. Not that it would be much without their army there, but you never know. These guys might have something up their sleeve.” 
 
    “A wise notion,” Indy agreed. “We will carry our battle weapons then, yes?” 
 
    I nodded and then braced my hands against my knees to stand. 
 
    “Well,” I said casually. “I think it’s about time. We might as well go fuck shit up in another oasis.”

  

 
   
    Chapter 2 
 
    The drive to the foggy portal went by in a breeze with my warrior women in the cab and the windows down to let in some of the warm spring air. 
 
    We drove past a car full of kids who all shoved their way to the window to give me a thumbs up, and I couldn’t help but chuckle. 
 
    “Your chariot truly is something special,” Rey commented. “Even here, where there is so much shiny metal.” 
 
    “People really don’t appreciate semis– I mean, this type of chariot– the way they should,” I sighed. Then I shrugged. “But I am happy my dreamboat’s getting some more recognition. She’s pretty damn special, that’s for sure. But, uh, I recently made an interesting discovery about her. Well, Doug did, really…” 
 
    I went over the information he had shared with me, including the mysterious wound that had killed the previous driver. 
 
    “That certainly sounds like it could be a wound from a magic weapon,” Meikha murmured. “Such magic can spread once it’s within the flesh. Almost like a poison. And without magic, I think it would be rare for the entrance cut to be so difficult to spot. After all…” 
 
    “Desert metal is ass,” I finished with a nod. 
 
    “Far too blunt for such slender cuts,” Indy agreed. “But magic could change that.” 
 
    We put the matter aside for the moment as we drove into the signless exit and toward the swirling fog. As soon as we got close, Abbey shook out her shoulders and took a deep breath. 
 
    “O fog,” she declared. “You are the crowning glory of the space between worlds. Soft as a shadow, yet strong as the sun. Immortal and imperishable. We are beholden to thee…” 
 
    We went whisking off into the glowing mist like a leaf on the wind. Our flight was giddy and breathless, and my cab was full of giggles by the time we touched down on the moonstone road. 
 
    “Whew,” Abbey sighed and shook out her pink curls. “That was fantastic.” 
 
    “And so was your speech, Abbey,” Indy said solemnly. 
 
    Abbey blushed and waved a hand shyly. 
 
    As usual, we were all on the alert for any approaching desert monsters, but our drive south was a smooth cruise through the shapeless desert. Our only companion was the setting sun and the pale stars that were just barely coming into view. 
 
    Since Colbiri was already to the south, we would be waiting until we were close to Novecas to call the queens, so they wouldn’t have to fly all the way north and then turn back the way they’d come. 
 
    Novecas was surrounded by a ring of towering spikes like giant stalagmites jutting up from the desert ground, and they cast long, jagged shadows onto the land in front of them. When they came into sight, I slowed the truck to a stop. Then I carefully retrieved the barbed dragon scale from my tactical bag, where I had it tucked into one of the many velvet drawstring pouches I now possessed. 
 
    My princess carefully cradled the scale against her chest, and her eyes fluttered shut. 
 
    “Ethramne,” she whispered. “To me.” 
 
    “Power move,” Artemn whispered. 
 
    All my warriors giggled again, and I had to chuckle as well at my winged warrior’s new favorite Earthly phrase. 
 
    Then we pulled off the moonstone road and parked for the moment. 
 
    While we waited for the queens, I reached back and opened the ice-packed hard cooler that I had stocked with chilled drinks. I pulled out seven bottles of strawberry lemonade and handed out six of them to my women. 
 
    Ellie took a long drink and sighed blissfully. “My favorite Earth beverage, at my favorite temperature.” 
 
    I always loved supplying my warrior women with things that had been essentially unheard of to them until they were with me, and chilled drinks were at the top of that list. Here in the desert world there was no way to keep things even mildly cool unless it involved a type of magic, and I’d only encountered such a thing in one oasis so far. 
 
    I stared out at the distant spikes while I sipped my own drink. It was just barely possible to see buildings peeking between the gaps, so it wasn’t a true wall that we would be driving up to. 
 
    Still, I was glad we were coming prepared. You never knew what type of monstrous creature could be lurking around the desert world. 
 
    I hopped out of the cab to tie the blood-red flags I had received from the queens to Spitfire’s antennas. 
 
    They had told me recently that red was the color of war and glory across the desert world, so it only seemed fitting for what would be streaming from my truck when I rolled up to this city. 
 
    I wasn’t playing nice anymore. 
 
    A high trilling sound made me snap my head up, and I smiled as I saw a dark shape wheeling down from overhead. 
 
    My warriors all scrambled out of the truck to stand at my side as Ethramne landed with a ground-shaking thud. Eight queens slid to the ground next to her, and Indy rushed into their arms. They embraced her giddily before doing the same for my other women. 
 
    I approached last, and Natiya gave me a deep bow. 
 
    “Your grace,” she said. “You look well.” 
 
    “So do you,” I chuckled. I squinted down at the odd necklace that dangled from her neck. “If you don’t mind me asking, uhh, what the hell is that?” 
 
    “The teeth of my enemies,” Natiya declared. “A trophy for anyone who might think to act against me.” 
 
    “That’s equal parts brutal, funny, and cool,” Abbey murmured. “Next thing you know, we’re going to be drinking out of the skull of a dead necromancer.” 
 
    “I would not be opposed to that,” Diari said smoothly as she joined us. She turned to stare at the nearby oasis. “So, your grace, your plan is to call the council of Novecas out to meet us, yes?” 
 
    “Yep,” I confirmed. I gave the queens all a firm look. “And I want this to be tame at first.” 
 
    The eight women all nodded solemnly. 
 
    “We will not raise our blades outside your own express command,” Orika promised. 
 
    I grinned. “Let’s get rolling, then.” 
 
    My women and I climbed back up into the cab, and the warrior queens all mounted their dragon again. Ethramne launched into the air and flew overhead as I steered my truck toward the oasis called Novecas. 
 
    Up close, the spikes surrounding it were just a little taller than Spitfire. They jutted up like clawed fingers pointing at the sky, and something about them seemed oddly sinister as the shadows of sunset started to gather between them. 
 
    I shared a look with the queens through my window, and the dragon-riding women all gave me a steady nod. 
 
    I tugged on Spitfire’s horn, and the deep howling sound was joined by the throaty roar of the dragon. 
 
    Soon, three shadows came darting through the spikes. The most visible of them was a man in a dark, knee-length robe, and he was holding a lantern raised in his hand. 
 
    He lowered it as he stared at the scene in front of him with his eyes bulging. They rested on the red flags on Spitfire’s antennas, plus the one clutched in the hand of Akelda. 
 
    She stayed on dragonback as the other queens slid neatly to the ground. 
 
    Now that the three men were outside the shadows cast by the spikes, the lantern carrier laid his light on the ground. He sent fearful looks at us as he reached for his own sword belt, removed it, and laid it down. His companions followed suit. 
 
    I managed not to smirk at the sight, but it was rewarding to see these men realize they had absolutely no chance of fighting against me. 
 
    None of my party followed the men’s lead with unbuckling their weapons, but I figured the fact that we didn’t have naked blades in our hands was good enough for this encounter. 
 
    Because I wasn’t planning to start a war just yet, but having the threat hang in the air was ideal. 
 
    I strode up to meet the three men with the queens on my left and my own women on my right. 
 
    As soon as we came face to face with the men, I spoke. 
 
    “I need to talk to whoever’s in charge here,” I said bluntly. 
 
    The men stared at me in silence. 
 
    Then one of them let out a guffaw of laughter. 
 
    “And just who the hell are you?” he sneered. 
 
    The man in the center gave him a shove. 
 
    “It doesn’t matter who he is, lackwit,” he snarled. “He has three royal bangles and a fucking dragon.” 
 
    I smirked as the man turned back to me and bowed. 
 
    “I apologize for Orgol’s poor behavior, your grace,” he said. “Do you wish to enter our fair city? Or perhaps I can carry a message to the council for you?” 
 
    Next to me, Natiya’s red-gold eyes narrowed at the man. The look was so Indy-like that I almost laughed, but I just cleared my throat and shot her a firm look to discourage any shenanigans. 
 
    “A message would be in your best interest,” I said to the guard. “Tell the council to come talk to me here, at the edge of the city.” 
 
    “I’m afraid that’s not possible,” the man said with an apologetic and terrified look. “They would fear some sort of trap. After all–” 
 
    Ethramne interrupted with a low, rumbling growl, and the men all cowered. 
 
    “If I wanted your council dead, I would simply send my dragon into your city and destroy them within seconds,” I sighed impatiently. Rage simmered in my gut as I thought of the fact that this city had sent their whole army to Deninde to carry out some fucked-up plan, and I didn’t bother hiding it from my face. “Considering your sick little plot with Deninde, you guys are lucky I’m not inside your city razing more than just your council to the ground right now.” 
 
    “Our sick little…” the man stuttered. His face went white, and his voice came out in a croak. “I don’t understand what you mean, my kin–” 
 
    “Send the council out,” I commanded. “You have thirty minutes.” 
 
    My words were underlaid by another pulsating growl from Ethramne, as if the dragon was agreeing with my words. 
 
    The man looked like he might faint, but he gave me a quick bow before he turned and rushed back into the city with his associates. 
 
    “How’s that for a power move?” I asked Artemn. 
 
    Her lips quirked up at the corners. “Magnificent, my king.” 
 
    We waited outside the city as the sun disappeared completely from the sky. Ethramne snorted out small puffs of dragongleam. The queens all wrapped theirs around them like gleaming capes. Indy did the same. Then she took another section of the galaxy-like matter and trailed her hands through the air to spell out two words in starry, rose-gold letters. 
 
    I squinted at it. “nhoJ gniK?” 
 
    “Oops.” My princess swept her hand around, and the letters all pivoted to face me. “It says King John.” 
 
    My princess entertained us by shaping the dragongleam into more and more outlandish shapes. But when the silhouettes of people became visible striding through the spikes again, she gathered the galaxy substance around her like a cloak and waited. 
 
    Soon, eight steeds carrying eight people came loping out into the desert. It only took me a moment to realize the steeds weren’t horses. As they got closer, I saw that they looked more like something along the lines of a wildebeest, with burly shoulders and a sloped back that put their riders in constant danger of sliding to the ground. 
 
    The riders’ eyes gleamed in the falling dusk as they took in the sight of us. Then they all grunted as their steeds skidded to a halt. 
 
    One of the creatures let out a piercing shriek, and its eyes bulged as it stared at Ethramne and pawed at the ground. 
 
    Its rider scowled and snapped a short leather whip at the beast’s hindquarters. It squealed again, but then it reluctantly led the group on to stop right in front of me. 
 
    The eight people all slid to the ground. 
 
    They did a decent job of not looking terrified, although they couldn’t seem to stop their eyes from darting over to Ethramne every now and then. They seemed to have a hard time tearing their eyes away from the fierce, galaxy-clad queens, too. The royal bangle on each queen’s wrist glinted in the dying light. 
 
    The sight of three bangles on my own arm seemed to stun them into total silence, and there was a long moment before one of them spoke. 
 
    “Your grace,” their leader said to me with an awed look. He was a tall, pale man with deep blue eyes and a pierced nose. “We are honored to receive such a kingly visitor, and eight queens, as well. It has been a long time since we received royalty in our city.” 
 
    “And your fierce companions, too,” a spindly, brown-haired woman added. Her eyes traveled over my warrior women and the weapons they carried, and they lingered on Indy’s dragongleam before she looked back at me. “May we have the honor of knowing your names?” 
 
    “I’m King John,” I said. “This is my companion, Abbey, and these are my warriors, Induya, Elsodie, Artemn, Meikha, and Reyhan. Induya is a sister to the queens here.” 
 
    “I am Natiya,” the stern-faced queen announced. “And these are my sisters, Sabree, Akelda, Temerine, Orika, Ilvi, Maisira, and Diari.” 
 
    “You are all welcome,” a bald, tattooed council member replied with a deep bow. “I am Mornus. These are the esteemed council members Tisrel, Keho, Yerun, Varden, Esh, Zeren, and Urio. Now… What brings you to Novecas, my friends?” 
 
    I kept my voice cool when I replied. 
 
    “We thought you might be wondering where your army was,” I said nonchalantly. “It must be embarrassing to have misplaced three hundred men.” 
 
    The bony woman named Tisrel flinched slightly. “Y-your grace… We don’t–” 
 
    She cut off as a low, pulsating growl rumbled out of the nearby Ethramne’s throat. The clock-like ticking that came with it got higher and higher as the growl went on, and the whole council looked like they might keel over at any second. 
 
    “We can do this the easy way,” I said calmly, “or the hard way. The hard way is Ethramne’s specialty, but I’d rather get the truth out of you than roast you alive.” 
 
    The tattooed man named Mornus let out a nervous, almost hysterical laugh. “V-very benevolent of you, your highness… The truth is…” 
 
    There was a long silence. 
 
    Finally, the bony Tisrel stamped her foot. 
 
    “Alright,” she said bluntly. “If no one else is going to say it, I will.” 
 
    “Tisrel,” the bald man hissed. 
 
    “Silence,” Natiya commanded him in a steely, ringing voice. The word was emphasized by another snarl from Ethramne. “King John asked you a question. Answer him.” 
 
    “As I was saying,” Tisrel squeaked. She cleared her throat and shot the bald man a defiant look. “Our army… They marched to Deninde, yes. But it was not by our command. It was–” 
 
    She cut off as a flurry of motion broke out in the group of council members. One of them, a tall man with greasy black curls, bolted for his wildebeest-like steed. 
 
    Before anyone else could react, Indy leaped forward from my side. Her chain-whip lashed out and coiled around the man’s ankle, and my princess yanked him bodily to the ground. 
 
    “Coward,” she spat. “Stand up and face King John’s justice.” 
 
    I had never loved my fierce, knives-out warrior princess more. 
 
    “What she said.” I fought off a smirk as Indy snatched the man by his sleeve and dragged him over to me. 
 
    He cowered in front of me like he was hoping that if he made himself small enough, I might just forget his existence. 
 
    I took a moment to study him. He had a pale, sunken face, an oily mop of dark curls, and pale green eyes that darted around constantly like he was seeking an escape. 
 
    I waited as he shuffled his feet, and then he finally moved his eyes to my face. 
 
    “It’s Urio, right?” I said pleasantly. 
 
    “Y-yes, your magnitude,” the man said in a hushed tone. He had a thin, brittle voice, and it almost broke under the strain he was clearly feeling. 
 
    “You sent the army to Deninde?” I asked. 
 
    “I…” A sheen of sweat broke out on Urio’s forehead. “It was–” 
 
    “Yes, your grace,” the bald Mornus interrupted. “Urio took our relatives as hostages and demanded that we allow him to do as he pleased.” 
 
    “Why?” I directed my question to no one in particular. “What was the endgame here?” 
 
    “He didn’t tell us why,” Mornus faltered. His face darkened as he stared at Urio. “But perhaps he’ll be more forthcoming with you, your grace.” 
 
    “Your benevolence…” Urio licked his lips and shot me another terrified look. “The prestigious backers of my city– we call ourselves the Next World Alliance– had certain, err, shared goals with the city of Deninde. We desired a greater connection between the oases. An alliance, as our name states. A harmless enough notion, and one that would ultimately bring prosperit–” 
 
    “Listen,” I said bluntly. “I already know you were expecting your army to come back with a bunch of undead warriors. I know you’ve got some twisted, evil plot you were trying to carry out. But now your army is obliterated. You might as well just show me what’s going on. Otherwise, we can launch into a battle, and we’ll see how that goes for you.” 
 
    Urio’s nostrils flared like a spooked horse, and he fell to his knees. “Anything, your grace.” 
 
    “Let’s go then,” I said briskly. 
 
    “W-where are we going, exactly?” Urio asked in a trembling voice. “I can show you–” 
 
    “Do you have a family?” I interrupted. 
 
    “Yes, your grace,” he said hesitantly. “A wife, and three daughters.” 
 
    “Good,” I said calmly. “Take me to your house, then.” 
 
    “My king?” The man stared at me through his curtain of greasy hair. “Don’t you want me to take you to the gathering place of the Next World Alliance?” 
 
    “Nope,” I said in a crisp voice. “I want to go to your place. I’m going to station our dragon there to make sure you’re not playing me false. You threatened your fellow council members’ families, so it seems like fair play to me.” 
 
    In reality, there was no way in hell I’d sink so low as to hurt probably-innocent people for the crimes of this scumbag, but I saw no reason to make him aware of that. 
 
    Any remaining blood drained from his face, and he nodded numbly. 
 
    “I will take you there,” he stammered. “And then, wherever else you wish.” 
 
    Natiya spoke a few hushed words to Ethramne.  
 
    The dragon trilled softly and launched herself into the air with a few heavy wingbeats. She soared above us through the darkening sky as we passed through the shadowy spikes that surrounded the oasis. 
 
    The council members hurried along after us, and the bald Mornus hesitantly plucked at my sleeve. 
 
    “Your magnitude,” he said. “What do you wish for us council members to do?” 
 
    I considered this for a moment. 
 
    “You’ll come with us,” I decided. “So you can see exactly what’s been going on, along with what happens to people who partake in it.” 
 
    Inside the ring of spikes, Novecas was a city that was full of light, but most of it came from the mystical-looking foliage of the oasis. The outskirts seemed to be mostly wilderness, but without many trees. For the most part it was all mossy ground, glowing cyan pools, and short, scrubby plants that pulsated with their own light. 
 
    Natiya marched forward and kept an iron grip on Urio’s arm, although she wrinkled her nose at the close proximity. 
 
    “If you try to run,” she said in a dangerous voice, “I will make you regret it for the rest of your very short life.” 
 
    The man looked both terrified and awed that she would even touch him. He opened his mouth to speak, but nothing came out other than a halting croak. 
 
    “Nod if you understand,” the queen snapped. 
 
    Urio’s head whipped up and down immediately. 
 
    He led us on a winding, stony path through the gleaming water pools. Some of them were full of odd, octopus-like creatures, and a few of the creatures were even traversing the land between the pools. They left a trail of gleaming slime behind them, and Urio carefully stepped over each one. 
 
    “Watch out for that,” the tattooed Mornus said as he pointed at the slime. “It’ll eat right through your shoes.” 
 
    “Charming,” I muttered. 
 
    Soon we reached a squat, stony house that was half-overgrown with glowing vines. Its mossy yard had a tree with a swing hanging from its branches, and there was something that looked like a crudely-made seesaw nearby. 
 
    The door swung open, and a tall elven woman with icy-blonde hair came bustling out. She was carrying an armful of clothes and pins to hang them on, but she stopped short at the sight of Urio. 
 
    “Oh,” she said in a flat voice. “Husband. Are you here to apologize for leaving us to go and join the circus?” 
 
    Urio’s face morphed from regretful to pleading within a few seconds. 
 
    “My love,” he begged. “I didn’t… I only meant…” 
 
    “You should go back inside,” Queen Orika cut in as she stepped toward the woman. Her voice was soft and silky, with only a hint of danger in it. “It’s quite perilous out here tonight. Ethramne will see that you are guarded.” 
 
    A high, skittering trill sounded out from above us. 
 
    The woman jumped and cowered as Ethramne landed next to us with a thud that made the whole house shake. Then, without another word, she turned around and rushed inside. 
 
    “Ethramne, stay,” Queen Temerine commanded. 
 
    The dragon let out another soft trill and settled down onto her haunches. 
 
    “Now,” I said as I turned to Urio. “Take us to the meeting place you were talking about.” 
 
    “Y-yes, your grace,” he mumbled. He glanced at the sky, which was almost completely dark now. “We should be just in time to catch tonight’s meeting.” 
 
    “Lovely,” Natiya said in a soft, dangerous voice. She stroked the hilt of her sword and smiled. “I cannot wait to meet these men.” 
 
    I smirked and gestured for Urio to lead the way. 
 
    We traveled further into the oasis. Soon, the mossy area and pools of water dwindled into a flat, stony region with small streams trickling through it. Towering plants grew out of every crack in the stone, and their stems drooped with heavy blossoms above our heads. The air was full of tiny hummingbirds with eyes like gems. 
 
    Soon we came into an area where a filmy, gossamer-like mist hung in the air. 
 
    “Just a moment,” Mornus grunted. He pulled a gleaming amethyst from his pocket and strode into the mist as he waved it around. “Begone.” 
 
    And just like that, the mist bunched together and swept itself away. 
 
    “Spirit mist,” the tattooed man explained. “It won’t hurt you, but it’ll have you laughing like a loon.” 
 
    “Right,” I muttered. Good to know that we were in a land of evil, secretive necromancers and mysterious, sentient laughing-gas mist. 
 
    We walked into an area where the stony ground rose up into lumpy hummocks with a cobbled road that wound between them. Each hill had a bright painted door and curtained windows that marked it as someone’s home. There were no people in sight, but light gleamed through some of the curtains. 
 
    Everything seemed oddly silent, and it took me a moment to realize there were no audible signs of arena fights. The usual distant cheering and roaring of the desert oases was completely absent. 
 
    When I asked the council about this, they sighed. 
 
    “Fights have been less and less frequent,” Mornus said with a frown. “Lately we only have them a few days a week. The warriors who have died in battle haven’t been replaced by fresh recruits as they once were. The backers have been quite reclusive, too. But Urio assured us that all was well…” 
 
    “And that we had better keep our mouths shut if we knew what was good for us,” Tisrel added in a sour voice. 
 
    Urio shot a guilty look over his shoulder. Then he flinched as Natiya’s grip on his arm tightened. 
 
    Eventually, we reached a place where the stony ground reared up into a towering, flat-topped plateau. It had a massive arched doorway, and a dim, flickering light shone out through the windows. 
 
    I could hear the muffled sound of chanting through the doorway, and the hairs on the back of my neck stood up. My women all tensed, too, and the sound clearly had the queens’ hackles raised right off the bat. 
 
    Urio led us to the doorway. It had a big brass knocker that was shaped into a skull with a ring dangling from its mouth. 
 
    The skull’s eye sockets gleamed red as we approached, and the chanting suddenly dropped into silence. 
 
    I realized that the door didn’t have a handle, and I frowned. “How do we get in?” 
 
    “A member must knock,” Urio said faintly. 
 
    He reached up with a shaking hand and grasped the door knocker. He let it fall three times, and three deep, booming thuds echoed through the stony region. 
 
    There was a flurry of muttering, cursing, and grunting from the other side of the door. After about a minute, it abruptly swung open. 
 
    Four men at the door greeted us with smiles that seemed just as greasy as their lank hair. They had the same pallor to their faces that Urio had, although their features were completely different. 
 
    At the sight of me, my women, the council, and their companion squirming in the grip of Queen Natiya and her sisters, the men’s mouths all dropped open. 
 
    I shouldered my way roughly past the men and into a big, circular chamber. It was completely empty except for a huge and ornate altar at its center. Four men were hastily mopping up pools of red from its stone floor. Others took one look at us and broke into a run toward a nearby staircase. 
 
    Fury rippled through me at the sight, and I turned to Urio. 
 
    “Is there an exit up there?” I asked. 
 
    He shook his head. “No. Not unless they wish to break a leg jumping. Most likely they are going to hide.” 
 
    I turned back to my little group. 
 
    “Queens,” I said briskly. “Round up the necromancers. My women and I will search the downstairs area with the help of Urio. Council members, wait inside by the door.” 
 
    In the blink of an eye, all the queens had naked blades in their hands. Some made for the stairs, while others swept the ground floor room and grabbed men by their collars. Some were too surprised to protest. A few tried it and then changed their minds at the feeling of cold metal pressing against their throats. 
 
    Urio gulped and turned to me. 
 
    “Your grace,” he said with obvious reluctance. “There is something you should see.” 
 
    “Lead the way,” I said. 
 
    The backer shuffled across the chamber and pulled aside a tapestry to reveal a thin slot of a doorway. He had to turn sideways to fit through, and I did the same with my women trailing behind me. 
 
    My nostrils were immediately assaulted by a foul, cloying scent. 
 
    “Jesus,” I muttered. “What–” 
 
    I cut off at the sound of tinder striking flint. 
 
    A candle flickered to life. The light jumped and quivered even more because of how much Urio’s hand was shaking as he raised the light high. 
 
    “Holy fucking shit,” Abbey groaned. 
 
    The room was packed with dead bodies. 
 
    All my women covered their noses as they stared in horror at the mound of dead women. They were half naked, and the wounds that had killed them were easily visible. A stack of black metal weapons in the corner of the room marked them as warriors. 
 
    Most of the wounds looked old and congealed, but the body on top of the pile had fresh blood oozing from it. Red droplets splattered the floor, too, and suddenly I realized what must have been going on when we approached. 
 
    I wheeled around, grabbed the backer by the front of his robe, and slammed him against the wall. “Are you fucking kidding me?” 
 
    I didn’t wait for an answer. I couldn’t stay in this room for another second. I snatched onto the scruff of his neck and shoved him back through the doorway. 
 
    He tripped and staggered onto the ground.  
 
    Indy’s eyes flared scarlet as she raced forward, and she dealt the man a sharp kick to the gut. And then another, and another. 
 
    “Scum,” my princess snarled. She spat on the man and kicked him again. “How could you do this?” 
 
    Her voice echoed through the whole chamber, and everyone turned to look. 
 
    The queens immediately dragged their captives over. There were enough of them that the fierce women were actually outnumbered, but the men were cowering in their custody, nonetheless. The council tiptoed after them with scared and fretful expressions. 
 
    Indy’s raging red eyes were dappled with flecks of blue and yellow now. The colors were all eddying around in a fast, agitated way, but they calmed a little when I laid my hand on her arm. 
 
    “What is it?” Natiya asked with an alarmed look. 
 
    Indy kicked Urio again, and he grunted feebly. Then she pointed silently at the tapestry. 
 
    The queens all clustered together as they cautiously held the tapestry aside and peeked inside one by one. 
 
    Natiya whirled around and dealt the man a savage kick, too. 
 
    “Vile, treacherous, unwashed vermin,” she hissed. “What is the meaning of this?” 
 
    The council crept over to look inside the room, too. They all gasped, and one of them fell to their knees and vomited. 
 
    I looked around at the men the queen had rounded up. 
 
    “Tell me what was going on here,” I said grimly. I was beyond certain I knew, but I needed to hear these bastards say it. 
 
    “We…” a yellow-haired man stuttered. “We hoped to… to…” 
 
    He trailed off, but then Natiya jammed the point of her blade into the small of his back. He jumped and yelped, and then hurried to speak again. 
 
    “We hoped to raise our warriors from the dead,” he said in a rush. “It’s an honor for them– a great honor– and we haven’t been successful yet, but we were hoping for some assistance–” 
 
    “From Deninde?” I said grimly. “Yeah, that’s not happening, ever.” 
 
    I looked back at the doorway of the room that was stacked full of dead bodies. 
 
    “So,” I said coldly. “You hadn’t figured out how to do it yet, so you’ve just been killing and stockpiling dead bodies and experimenting on them?” 
 
    “We didn’t kill all of them ourselves,” the yellow-haired man protested. “And if you put it that way, it sounds awful.” 
 
    I stared at him with disbelief. “Say it in a way that doesn’t sound awful, then.” 
 
    “It was their fate,” he said meekly. “And ours. These warriors are meant to serve us and live out a glorious fate as conquerors of the world–” 
 
    “I’ve heard enough,” I snapped. Then I gestured at the doorway we had just come out of. “Who’s responsible for this? All of you?” 
 
    Every single one of the men pointed at another in their group. 
 
    “Everyone, then,” I snorted. 
 
    “Not me,” a sweaty, red-faced man insisted. 
 
    “Horseshit,” the man next to him snarled. “This was all your idea.” 
 
    Their voices escalated into an overwhelming babble of sound, and I exhaled slowly through my nose. 
 
    “Quiet,” I yelled. 
 
    Total silence fell. 
 
    I looked at Urio, who was the most motivated to tell the truth in this situation. “Who was it?” 
 
    “The leaders of the Alliance,” he said without hesitation. He pointed to three of the men. “Akomu, Xailer, and Vauno. The others were only made aware of what was happening when it came time to send the army away. But they stood by and watched while this continued to take place.” 
 
    “As did you, Urio,” the dark-haired Vauno snarled. 
 
    “Alright,” I said in a voice of utmost calm. Internally, I was boiling with rage, but I forced myself to stay clear-headed. “Here’s what’s going to happen.” 
 
    The men all fell silent as they stared at me like their lives depended on it. 
 
    “You three.” I pointed at the men who had been singled out. “You’re going to be executed.” 
 
    “No,” Akomu and Xailer wailed at once. “Please–” 
 
    “H-how?” Vauno moaned. “How will you do it, your grace? I ask only for a quick, clean death…” 
 
    “Yeah, well, we don’t always get what we ask for,” I said carelessly. “And as for ‘how,’ that’s going to be up to the queens. Assuming they’re up to the task?” 
 
    Natiya’s eyes flared redder than ever, and a dangerous smile etched into her face. “With pleasure.” 
 
    I nodded and then glanced back at the cowering men. 
 
    “Just… don’t get tooooo carried away,” I said. 
 
    “Only a little, your grace,” she promised. 
 
    “Good.” I gave the men one last look of disgust and then turned to Urio. “Are there more of you? Remember that it’s not just your own fate that depends on you telling the truth.” 
 
    “N-no, your grace,” he said. “There are no more. You can even look at the manuscript– our names are all in it.” 
 
    He pointed over at the altar. 
 
    I followed him over to it and took the rough, leather-bound book he offered me. I held it like it was a dead fish, and I was tempted to just light the damn thing on fire. But I needed to investigate this shit. 
 
    I opened the book and rifled slowly through it. 
 
    Every page was a wall of looping, flowery text scrawled out in black ink. The words “blood summer” and “legion of the reborn” leaped out at me immediately. 
 
    “Son of a bitch,” I muttered. 
 
    I’d been pretty certain this was the root of things, but seeing it still infuriated me. 
 
    I scanned the pages and saw that it was all basically the same shit I had heard from the necromancer backers in Zeratra and Deninde. 
 
    At the back of the book, there were a few dozen names scrawled in red ink. 
 
    “Natiya,” I called. “What are the dead men’s names?” 
 
    “The dead–?” She paused, and her eyes sparkled again as she gave the necromancers a silken smile. “Oh, of course. We have wheedled their names out of them already, your grace.” 
 
    She listed off the names of the men, and I quickly matched them up with the ones I saw on the page. 
 
    “Yep,” I said with grim satisfaction. “That’s them.” 
 
    “We will see to the task of executing them as you commanded,” Natiya vowed. Then she turned to the horrified council members. “And while we are doing that, the council will show King John his throne room.” 
 
    The bald Mornus just gaped at her for a moment. Then he gave his head a quick shake. 
 
    “Oh,” he said hastily. “Yes. Yes, King John’s throne room. Right this way, your grace.” 
 
    I shot the necromancers one last disgusted look and then glanced at Natiya. There was a dark promise written in her red-gold eyes: She was going to give these men the fate they had earned. 
 
    I dragged Urio along with us, because I wasn’t done interrogating the slimy bastard yet. 
 
    “Your grace,” he said in a halting voice. “I must know… What do you plan to do with my family?” 
 
    “It hurts, doesn’t it?” Mornus snarled at him. “Having your loved ones threatened.” 
 
    “I am so sorry,” the backer whispered. “I shouldn’t have–” 
 
    “Your family will live,” I said calmly. “As long as you’re truthful with us.” 
 
    “Y-yes, my king,” he said quickly. “And… What about me?” 
 
    “I have more questions for you,” I said. “But those will be for tomorrow. For tonight, you’re going to be locked up tight.” 
 
    The tattooed Mornus nodded and spat at Urio’s feet. “We have a snug little cell that’s just the right size for him.” 
 
    “Make sure it’s guarded,” I commanded. 
 
    “Yes, your grace,” Mornus said. 
 
    “We’ll be getting together tomorrow,” I added. “I want to meet with you and– wait… You do have mediators here, right?” 
 
    The council looked scandalized. 
 
    “Of course, my king,” Tisrel assured me. 
 
    “I’ll want to meet with you and the mediators,” I said. “Or at least their leaders. To institute how we’re going to ensure the backers are staying in line.” 
 
    “My king,” the bony woman named Tisrel said in a hushed voice. “We agree to this whole-heartedly. And I hope you believe us when we say, we had no idea of what was taking place…” 
 
    “I believe you,” I said shortly. “But it’s your responsibility to know. And this shit ends now.” 
 
    “As you say, your grace,” Mornus said humbly. 
 
    We exited the stony area and headed into the shadowy ranks of white-trunked trees nearby. Soon we came out into an area of smooth mossy ground. The towering building in front of us had pillars made from white tree trunks. The building itself was made from some pale, mother-of-pearl type substance that winked under the light of the torches illuminating it. The arched rooftops and towers sprouting from it were inlaid with colorful tiles and edged with gold. 
 
    The council opened the arched doorway and knelt. 
 
    “Your grace,” Tisrel said. “Our throne room is yours. Our servants our yours. Everything we have is yours–” 
 
    “He gets it, Tisrel,” Mornus grumbled. He looked back at me and spoke in a deferential tone. “I’m sure you’ve had a long journey… I will send for the servants. Rest wherever you wish, my king. We will convene on the morrow, as you commanded.” 
 
    “Agreed,” I said. 
 
    The rage was still hot in my chest from everything I had seen, but the fact that the necromancers were about to die soothed it, and getting every luxury this oasis had to offer sure as hell didn’t hurt. 
 
    Mornus let out a bellow that brought the servants running. Then the council all bowed out of the way. 
 
    I turned to study the throne room. It was lined by pillars made of solid gemstone in every color imaginable. Braziers lined with crystal beads hung from the ceiling and cast prismed light across the white marble floor. Eight thrones made of swirling silver and gold rested at the end of the room, and the area was lined with benches made of gemstone just like the pillars. Rich tapestries covered some walls, while others were mounted with carvings of women holding swords and spears. 
 
    “They venerate the warriors,” Meikha said with approval. “As they should.” 
 
    Then the servants arrived. The awkwardness I had always felt with ordering people around would always still linger a little, but now I had the aura of a king that I could take on and off with ease. 
 
    “We need food,” I requested. “And drinks. Preferably something, uhh, celebratory, if you’ve got it.” 
 
    “Of course, your grace,” one of the servants fluttered. She batted her eyelashes and shot me a coy look. “As a king, you could have anything you desired.” 
 
    “Sophonya,” another servant hissed. “Don’t be disrespectful. Even if–” 
 
    Both women fell silent as my princess gave them a scorching, red-eyed glare. 
 
    “We’ll get your supper, my king,” Sophonya said in a small voice. “The council usually eats on the second floor. Is that agreeable to you?” 
 
    I nodded, and then the servants scurried away. 
 
    “Damn, princess,” I chuckled. “How does it feel to know you can silence people with a look?” 
 
    “Power move,” Artemn whispered. 
 
    “It does feel quite nice,” Indy admitted. Then she shifted restlessly on her feet. “I cannot wait to hear what grim fate the queens gave those murderers in the temple.” 
 
    I agreed wholeheartedly as I followed my women up the stairs to a tapestry-lined room with a big round table in the center. 
 
    The servants brought us drinks, and we sipped them while we waited for our dinner and the queens. 
 
    At the sound of the door opening downstairs, Indy leaped up to go greet them. 
 
    She led them back into the room. All the queens were splattered with blood, and grim satisfaction lit their faces. 
 
    “They are dead,” Natiya announced. “Since so many of them claimed to only have watched while the others did the gruesome acts, we allowed those men to watch while we executed their leaders. Then we dealt them the same fate.” 
 
    “Fitting,” Indy said with red flickering in her gaze. 
 
    Everyone in the room let out a collective sigh, and I felt my chest lighten as I thought about the fact that we had just eliminated another group of necromancers. This was one more oasis where their mistreatment of warriors was no longer permitted, and it was because of me. I had ended this shit and become the most powerful man in this oasis within an hour of entering it. 
 
    And I was just getting started. 
 
    Soon the servants came in with platters full of food and drink, and they laid it all out carefully on the table. My mouth watered as I took in the appetizing array of food. 
 
    When the servants were gone, Natiya stood and picked up one of the bottles that they had brought. She reached into her pocket and pulled out a small pearl, and then she dropped it into the jug and waited. 
 
    “It is not poisoned,” she announced. 
 
    “As if they would dare,” Ilvi scoffed. 
 
    Natiya poured a glass for each of us, and then she led the group in raising it in a toast. 
 
    “To King John,” she said. “This is only the beginning of his reign.”

  

 
   
    Chapter 3 
 
    Everyone echoed Natiya’s words, and I couldn’t help but grin as all the fierce warrior queens praised my name. 
 
    I had no idea what the white drink was, but it tasted like strawberries and cream, and one glass of it had me feeling tipsy. I took it easy on my second glass as I enjoyed the meal with my women and the queens. 
 
    “We’re going to meet with the council and the mediators tomorrow,” I said as I sampled something that vaguely resembled a lotus root. “To work out how to hunt down any more signs of necromancy.” 
 
    “Very wise,” Akelda agreed. 
 
    When our feast was complete, the servants led us up to the top floor of the building. 
 
    “We have two wings for guests,” the now-humbled Sophonya said. “I shall lead you there, if it pleases you?” 
 
    She directed her eyes at the ground the whole time she spoke, except for when her eyes darted nervously up to Indy. I had to choke back a laugh. 
 
    “That would be great,” I said. 
 
    We said good night to the queens and then followed the servants to the next level of the building. 
 
    They led us into a high-ceilinged room with walls of teal, gold-veined marble. An alcove in one wall held a round canopied bed with tasseled curtains and plush pillows and blankets. A silver bathtub occupied another. A third, higher-up alcove rested above a short flight of stairs. There was a tiny chandelier inside with an ebony table underneath, and the surrounding area was strewn with cushions. 
 
    On the closest wall, there was a painting of a moonlit landscape full of moss, ponds, and waterfalls. Real water flowed out of one of them into a basin below, and tiny fish circulated inside. The stars and moon of the painting were somehow reflected in the basin’s water, and so was the velvety blue color of the painting’s sky. 
 
    “Whoa,” I muttered. “Okay, this place is pretty cool.” 
 
    Ellie trailed one finger through the water and giggled as the tiny fish chased it. They glinted like silver coins as they gathered around. 
 
    The canopied bed was incredibly soft, and it proved big enough to hold all seven of us. 
 
    We all slept hard. When I woke up, there was soft, patterned light seeping in through the carved window shutters. It lit up my five warriors as they sat cross-legged in a small circle on the cushions from the alcove. 
 
    I turned away and was met by a pair of blue eyes blinking sleepily open. I watched the morning sunlight glint off the little gold flecks in them, and I couldn’t help but smile. 
 
    “Morning,” Abbey murmured. 
 
    She sat up and stretched. The strap of her loose tank top slipped down, and the dawn light illuminated the soft curves of her body. 
 
    She followed me in rolling out of bed and then headed over to the alcove where my warrior women were seated. I paused by the fountain and splashed some cool water on my face before I followed. 
 
    As we approached my warriors, I saw that the little ebony table was heaped with food. Artemn and Ellie scooted aside to accommodate us, and we joined the circle. 
 
    “The servants brought breakfast,” Rey said with a smile. “We saved you some of everything.” 
 
    I skipped over the soup that was served in a turtle’s shell, mostly because I was pretty sure the suspicious meat chunks in it were the turtle the shell had come from. But I helped myself to the more innocent-looking butterscotch pastries, fruit salad, and soft-boiled eggs. 
 
    We headed down to the throne room after breakfast and found the council waiting for us. Instead of sitting on the thrones, they sat in the front row of the benches facing them. They were flanked by stone gargoyle mediators who were made out of the same gemstones as the gleaming columns. 
 
    The council all rose at once and then knelt. 
 
    “My king,” the bald Mornus said. He gestured at the thrones. “If you wish to sit…” 
 
    I exhaled and nodded as I tried to take this in stride, but walking into a city and being offered the throne wasn’t the easiest thing to get accustomed to. 
 
    Even if it was fucking awesome. 
 
    I sat on one of the thrones. The queens stood on one side of me, and my own women stood on the other. 
 
    “Mediators,” Mornus announced. “This is King John. He comes from– err…” 
 
    “I’ve been all over lately,” I said in an offhand voice. “Colbiri, Zeratra, and Deninde most recently.” 
 
    The council’s eyes widened, and I couldn’t tell if it was out of surprise that these legendary cities were real or amazement that I had been able to travel all the way there. 
 
    “Did the council tell you what was going on?” I asked the gargoyle mediators. 
 
    Their leader looked like he was made out of black amethyst with gleaming flecks of silver in it. The dark crystal came up into jagged points around his head like a crown, and his eyes were solid silver. 
 
    He stepped forward now and nodded in a crunchy, grinding sort of way. “We have just been told that the backers of our city were engaging in necromancy. This explains much.” 
 
    “Why?” I asked. 
 
    “The backers have been increasingly withdrawn as of late,” he boomed. “We, the mediators, noticed that they were more interested in fights to the death than usual, but we attributed this to a hunger for glory. When their prize fighters died, however, they became highly reclusive instead of taking on fresh recruits. Thus, high-profile fights have dwindled lately.” 
 
    “And this didn’t seem that odd to you?” I asked with a frown. 
 
    “It seemed odd, yes,” the mediator rumbled. “However, we could not detect any rules being broken, and we are not permitted to meddle in affairs that take place outside the arena.” 
 
    “Even if it involves raising warriors from the dead?” I asked with disbelief. “Sometimes after murdering said warriors themselves?” 
 
    The gargoyle rumbled thoughtfully, but he didn’t flinch away from my gaze. 
 
    “There is no system in place for us to navigate such things,” he explained. “The leaders of the city may institute such a structure, and we would abide by it should it be found just. But outside of that, an investigation of the backers on our part would be seen as an overreach.” 
 
    “Right,” I sighed. Then I steeled myself. “Well, that’s all about to change right now.” 
 
    “My king?” Mornus rose to his feet and slipped a small wooden box out of his pocket. Then he knelt and opened it in front of me. “This should be yours.” 
 
    I pushed away the urge to laugh at the fact that I felt like I was being proposed to by some bald dude in the desert world. 
 
    Inside, the box was lined with soft black velvet, and a royal bangle rested inside it. It was like the three bracelets I already possessed, but the gems covering it were shaped into gleaming bands of color. 
 
    I reached out with almost numb fingers to grasp the bangle and slid it onto my arm. 
 
    “You are the rightful king of this oasis,” Mornus said as he rose to his feet. “You command us now.” 
 
    These words were only mildly dizzying to me at this point, and the smug looks being exchanged by my women brought back the urge to laugh again. 
 
    But I steadied myself and nodded to Mornus as he took his seat again. 
 
    “Alright,” I said briskly. “As king, I’m not planning on residing here, uhh, full-time. But as of right now, some big changes are going to take place.” 
 
    The council all nodded and watched me attentively, and the gargoyles did the same, so I went on. 
 
    “First of all,” I said. “This necromancy is coming to an end. Most of the men responsible were executed at my command last night. Another is imprisoned–” 
 
    “This one,” one of the gargoyles boomed. 
 
    He was a short, squat, and burly gargoyle that was made out of jade. The others around him shifted aside, and he strode forward with the backer named Urio in his stony grasp. 
 
    “That’s the one,” I said. I moved my gaze to Urio. “You said there are no more of the New World Alliance outside those who were at the meeting last night. Is that true?” 
 
    “Yes, your grace,” he said somberly. “Well… The bravest of the group left as part of the army. But since you said the army is gone, that leaves none.” 
 
    I was mildly surprised that even a few of the backers would risk their skins marching out in the desert, but at least I knew they were gone. 
 
    “I’ll have more questions for you in a bit,” I said. I turned back to the gargoyles and the council. “For now, we need to plan how we’re going to ensure this never happens again. Like I said, I’m not going to be here long-term, so someone will need to uphold the commands in my absence.” 
 
    “We will do it,” the lead mediator boomed. “It is our duty to ensure that the old rules are upheld. We may have lacked the agency to investigate such a thing on our own, but we do not lack the will and strength to enforce the laws.” 
 
    “That’s a hell of a good start,” I said with a nod at the gargoyle. Then I sent a sideways glance at the queens. “But I think the city is in need of a strong hand to oversee things outside the arena more. After all, it could only be a matter of time before some new backers come up with a loophole to exploit– something else you can’t foresee or investigate.” 
 
    “That would be wise,” the mediator rumbled. He turned on the council, and his lips turned down in disapproval. “I do not see a strong hand among any of you.” 
 
    “We feared for our families,” the council member named Esh protested. His long face was pleading as he turned back to me. “We could use a strong hand to guide us, to be sure. But we were not lax because we didn’t care about our city.” 
 
    The queen named Akelda stepped forward. Her bold jaw was set with determination, but she gave me a smile as our eyes met. 
 
    “May I, your grace?” she led. 
 
    I knew exactly what she meant. “Go ahead.” 
 
    The queen turned to the group of gargoyle mediators and the council. 
 
    “Perhaps you do not see any strong hands on the benches here,” she said to the gargoyles. “But many strong hands stand before you now. I am one of them. My name is Akelda, and I am a queen of Colbiri. I fought at King John’s side to save another city from necromancy, and I slew many of this city’s army as they attempted to take over Deninde. And last night, I executed the foul men who thought to bring this necromancy to your own oasis.” 
 
    Neither the council nor gargoyles looked offended at the mention of Akelda slaying their soldiers. They just looked awed as they beheld the fierce and regal queen, and they hung onto every word as she continued. 
 
    “If you and King John will it, I would be honored to stay here and uphold the decrees he sets in place,” she said. “I have never flinched away from my duty to the people in Colbiri, nor will I do so here.” 
 
    The council all looked to me for approval, and I gave them a nod. 
 
    “We gladly accept the queen’s oversight,” Esh said humbly. “King John, we will not disappoint you. I swear it.” 
 
    The council murmured their agreement, and a rumbling echo swept through the group of gargoyles, too. 
 
    I immediately launched into structuring a new system for the city’s backers and warriors. For the most part, I followed the system that I had helped institute in Deninde pretty closely. Hopeful backers would put their names forward to Queen Akelda, and then they would be interviewed by her, the council, and the leader of the mediators. 
 
    Then I turned to the bigger picture: Obliterating any necromancy that might be found in the rest of the desert world. 
 
    The task seemed staggeringly huge for a second, but as I broke it down into pieces with the queens and my warrior women, I realized that I could do this. 
 
    And if I didn’t, then no one would. I had a unique position of power here, and I was damned if I would let it go to waste. 
 
    “Urio,” I said. “Your backers had connections with Deninde. What about any other oases? The other Southern Stars aren’t too far off…” 
 
    “We were hoping to make an alliance with Inanit and Saahui,” he admitted. “But it seemed wise to wait until our link with Deninde was established first. Journeying even a short way across the desert is perilous in the extreme. If our alliance with Deninde worked out, then we would hopefully have had many raised warriors to make the journey easier–” 
 
    “By serving as your pack animals, yeah,” I said with disgust. “I’ve heard all about that idea. So, you never contacted any of these other oases?” 
 
    “No, my king.” 
 
    “Do you know much about them?” 
 
    Urio hesitated. “Centuries ago, before the great heat came, Novecas was allied with both of those oases. Inanit was known to have a council, like many oases did after the monarchies ended, but it was also well known that the council were mere puppets for the high-ranking backers. So, I would not find it too surprising if the seeds of necromancy sprouted there over anywhere else.” 
 
    “And what about Saahui?” I asked. “I’ve never even heard of that one.” 
 
    “It is the smallest and most distant of the Southern Stars from here,” Urio explained. “We were originally allied with them, too, but they were frequently at war with Inanit, who wanted to claim the oasis as part of their own city.” 
 
    “Interesting,” I muttered. This was the first I’d heard of annexing in the desert world, but then again, I guessed it wasn’t all too surprising. 
 
    Urio answered more of my questions about the two oases, and the council, gargoyle, and queens chimed in with what they knew. Then we moved on to the rest of the oases in the desert world. 
 
    I learned from Meikha that according to the old tales, two oases had been host to men similar to the Shadow Lords who had threatened Zeratra in the distant past. Others most likely had a more rigid and traditional structure, like Kortico. I knew from experience that these oases might shy away from things like necromancy, but still be entrenched in a system that treated their warriors like shit. 
 
    “We need a way to scout these other oases and find out for sure,” I sighed. “I can do a lot of that in my t– uh, chariot– but I think it would be better if we could make it a sweeping act. Crush these fuckers hard and fast, wherever they’ve cropped up.” 
 
    A flash of color made me glance over, and I saw a flurry of different shades dart through Natiya’s eyes. 
 
    I had no idea what this rainbow of colors meant, but her face was lit up like a jack-o-lantern, so I could only assume it was a good thing. 
 
    She met my gaze and then darted her eyes over to the council. 
 
    “My king,” she said slowly. “Perhaps we can convene in private for the rest of this discussion. After all, it involves only our far-reaching plans… Quite outside the scope of this city.” 
 
    I nodded. 
 
    “We will leave you to your discussions,” Mornus assured me. He led the council in sinking to his knees and pressing his forehead to the floor. “We are most grateful for your aid, King John.” 
 
    “King John’s decrees will be set into place on the morrow,” Akelda announced. “Council, mediators, I will speak to you then.” 
 
    The gargoyles nodded and bowed before they stomped out of the throne room, too. 
 
    When the last of them were gone, Natiya turned to me. 
 
    “Alright,” I said with anticipation. “Tell me what you’re thinking.” 
 
    “I was thinking about how you have appointed a queen at two oases– very wisely, might I add– to carry out your orders,” she explained. “And then it occurred to me that perhaps you could do something similar with your army.” 
 
    “My army?” I asked in confusion. 
 
    “Zeratra’s army is yours,” she pointed out with a smile. “Are they not?” 
 
    I nodded slowly. “That’s true. And… I would say that’s one hell of an idea, except the desert is basically uncrossable. The only way we’ve found around that is with Ethramne’s dragon scale. So unless we had more dragons, then I don’t see how we could make that work.” 
 
    “What if we did have more dragons?” the queen posed. She paced back and forth across the dais. “We always wondered exactly where our ancestors came upon the dragons. We know there must have been more of them. And judging by Ethramne, they must be immortal. But it was too far for us to risk sending her out without even a general idea of where to go. It would be different if we could use one of our scales, as you said, but this would be looking for something that could be absolutely anywhere, so...” 
 
    The wheels in my head immediately started turning. 
 
    What if we had another dragon on our side? Or more than one? That would be one hell of a game changer. We could use the cross-referenced map we’d been building of the desert cities to direct them, and for other cities, I could go myself and call the dragons there. 
 
    I gave my head a shake. 
 
    “One step at a time,” I muttered. Then I raised my voice to a normal tone. “With my chariot, scouting the desert for the dragons would be doable. We’ll just need to be calculated about things.” 
 
    I paused and mulled this over for a moment. 
 
    “Presumably, these dragons would vent dragongleam like Ethramne, right?” I asked. The queens nodded, so I went on. “So we should plan to do this search at night. A cloud of dragongleam would go a long way in helping us spot them.” 
 
    “And we could use the cities we know of as points of reference,” Indy said excitedly. My princess loved anything to do with maps. “Drive straight from one to the other. That way we will not be driving endlessly in one direction.” 
 
    “Good thinking.” I shot her an appreciative look. Then I drummed my fingers against the gemstone armrest of the throne as I thought. “Of course, this is all assuming that a dragon or two would be willing to join us at all.” 
 
    “We have a connection to them through our ancestors,” Orika pointed out. “But… as you say, there’s only one way to know for sure.” 
 
    I got to my feet. “Let’s get started on this now.” 
 
    The queens all did a collective, excited little hop. 
 
    “How shall we go about this?” Natiya asked. “You go out in your chariot, and then when you find the dragons, you summon us on Ethramne?” 
 
    “Exactly,” I said with a nod. 
 
    “I will stay here,” Akelda said. “And I will ensure that King John’s decrees are instated and upheld.” 
 
    “We will miss you, sister,” Natiya said softly. She kissed Akelda’s cheek. “But we will visit someday.” 
 
    “I know you will.” The bold-jawed queen smiled and embraced all her sisters. 
 
    I took the time to go grab the book called the Musings of Molahe from out of my truck, along with the bundle of various maps I possessed of the desert world. Then I sat down with the queens and my women to make sure the “master map” we’d made was as accurate as possible. 
 
    While we did that, Meikha rifled slowly through the pages of Molahe’s book. 
 
    I knew my wind warrior had a fascination for these tales, and I smiled as I saw the speed her tawny eyes moved with as they darted across each page. 
 
    I was in the process of adding a new point to the map when Meikha gasped. 
 
    The sound was so intense, I immediately jerked my head around looking for some type of threat. But then I realized Meikha was staring at me. 
 
    She pointed wordlessly at me and then down at the page before words seemed to come back to her. 
 
    “John,” she whispered. “The stone guardian in Deninde… He called you the key bearer, didn’t he?” 
 
    “Yep,” I said with a nod. 
 
    My blonde warrior’s gaze returned to the page in front of her. “I believe this page is about you, too.” 
 
    “What?” I scrambled to my feet and hurried over to join her. 
 
    Her slender finger slid across the page as she read out loud. 
 
    “During a blood summer, the key bearer shall unite the world by creating green harbors and black pathways,” she said. “In his yoke, glory will be restored, and balance replenished. Eight crowns will ride forth on dark wings and mark the start of a better future.” 
 
    Silence fell around the whole group for a long moment. 
 
    “Okay,” Abbey said in an almost shaking voice. “Let me see if I’ve got this straight. We’re in a blood summer. John is the key bearer. Under his command, glory and balance will proliferate. And eight crowns… that’s eight queens! Right?” 
 
    “It must be,” I said, and I tried not to sound as utterly stupefied as I felt. “But why eight queens instead of nine? And I also have no idea what ‘green harbors and black pathways’ could mean.” 
 
    Being in a prophecy wasn’t exactly something new to me at this point. But this was some next-level shit, even for me. 
 
    As things clicked into place in my head, though, I felt like I’d had some inkling of this for a while now. Except for the mysterious part about harbors and pathways. 
 
    After all, I had already decided to whip this world into shape when it came to the treatment of warriors and the existence of necromancers. I was probably the most powerful man in existence here. 
 
    And as much as I’d like to keep that from going to my head, it was undeniable that I was in a unique position here. 
 
    I pulled myself back to the more mysterious piece of this prophecy. 
 
    “On dark wings,” I said slowly. “That has to mean–” 
 
    “Dragons!” Abbey hissed. “It has to be!” 
 
    “Two crowns have already marked the start of better futures in two oases by King John’s bidding,” Natiya pointed out. “Perhaps it is the destiny of six more queens to do the same in other oases.” 
 
    The queens all sat up a little straighter, and their faces were alive with purpose. 
 
    “Is that… something you would want?” I asked cautiously. “I mean, I know you love your homeland…” 
 
    “That is true,” Ilvi acknowledged. “But carrying out your commands across the desert world is a fate that surpasses the glory we have dreamed of since we were children.” 
 
    “Let’s go tonight,” I decided. “My women and I will drive out in my chariot. Then, as we discussed, if and when we spot the dragongleam, we’ll call Ethramne. I think it would be best for her, and you, to be there when we approach.” 
 
    The queens all clapped with excitement, and my own women spun in giddy circles. 
 
    We spent part of the day with Akelda and the council solidifying how my new laws would be implemented. Then we joined together for a meal in the room we’d dined in last night. 
 
    When dusk had fallen, I got to my feet. 
 
    “Ready?” I asked. 
 
    No one answered. Instead, my women all leaped up and raced for the door. 
 
    I chuckled as I broke up the bottleneck at the door, and I paused to say goodbye to the queens again before I led the way out of the throne room. 
 
    I glanced down at the map in my hands as we walked to the truck. 
 
    “So,” I said. “We’ll be driving in a straight line between here and Zeratra first. Then between Zeratra and the other Southern Stars in turn. I definitely have enough gas for that, but I don’t want to push it much further– we’ll still need to head back to the portal at some point, after all.” 
 
    “Very clever,” Indy murmured. Colors spun through her eyes as she looked at me. “Do you think we will find them, John? The dragons?” 
 
    I exhaled. “I have no idea. But if anyone has a chance of finding them, it’s us.” 
 
    My warriors were all as keyed up as I was, and we practically launched ourselves up into the cab of my truck. 
 
    Night had fallen by the time I directed us toward Zeratra. Driving out into the dark desert always had an adventurous aspect to it, but this was the first time I’d gone out to hunt down some dragons. I couldn’t deny it added an extra thrill to things. 
 
    By the time the lights of Zeratra came into sight, a small sigh went through the cab. But when I looked around, my women still seemed full of the same determination I felt. 
 
    I turned the truck and drove to the east. 
 
    After a few minutes of driving, Artemn’s hand shot out and latched onto my arm. 
 
    “Stop!” she hissed. 
 
    I hit the brakes and glanced over at my winged warrior. Her silver eyes were fixed on something ahead of us and off to the right. 
 
    I immediately flipped my lights off and stared in that direction as my eyes started to adjust.  
 
    “What is it?” I murmured. 
 
    “I don’t know,” she whispered. “But it’s something big.” 
 
    I leaned back to grab my OLIGHT Marauder flashlight, and then I heaved my upper body across the center console. 
 
    Artemn’s lips grazed my neck as I bent further, and it took a concentrated effort for me to focus on what might be a genuine threat. 
 
    I braced the end of the flashlight against the door panel, pointed it straight out, and then switched it on to the lowest setting. 
 
    Everyone squinted a little for a moment. Then we all gasped. 
 
    We had been about to drive past the biggest skeleton I had ever seen. It looked humanoid, but about a hundred times too big. I could’ve driven Spitfire right into its gaping jaws. 
 
    “Is it… a giant?” Rey whispered. 
 
    I was about to say yes, but then I spotted the two massive, undulating horns that sprouted from its skull. 
 
    “Uhhhh,” I muttered. “Demon?” 
 
    For all I knew, this could’ve been Imiath’s great-great-great-grandfather or something. 
 
    Artemn seemed to have the same thought. A scowl flashed across her face, and gold light pulsed from her skin for a brief moment. 
 
    “It’s dead,” I pointed out with a chuckle. 
 
    My winged warrior nodded, but her eyes stayed fixed on the skeleton as I had Indy mark its rough location on the map. Then I put the truck into gear again. 
 
    We didn’t see any other cryptic landmarks on our drive. But after about another twenty minutes, a collective gasp went around the group. 
 
    “Dragongleam,” Indy whispered. 
 
    My pulse picked up as I stared at the distant cloud of rose-gold galaxy matter. 
 
    “Call the queens,” I instructed my princess. 
 
    I flipped the lights off on my truck again as she accepted the dragon scale and pressed it against her heart. 
 
    “Ethramne,” she murmured. “To me.” 
 
    “And now we wait,” I said. 
 
    My women all clambered forward to get a better look at the dragongleam. 
 
    We were too far to see clearly, but I thought it looked like the landscape below it rose up into rolling hills and outcroppings. 
 
    After a while, a high trilling sound made me flip on my amber lights. 
 
    Ethramne landed next to us with a deep, shuddering boom. Then she lifted her head toward the sky and let out a loud trumpeting call. 
 
    I hurriedly rolled my window down and waved at the queens. 
 
    They tore their eyes away from the dragongleam to smile at me and my warriors. 
 
    “Shall we?” I called. 
 
    “Let’s go,” Natiya said with a nod. 
 
    I kept only my amber lights on as I drove along. I didn’t want to blind these dragons, but I sure as hell didn’t want to sneak up on them, either. A startled dragon could crush my precious truck in a heartbeat. 
 
    We stopped a respectful distance away so my six women and I could hop out of the cab. 
 
    Ethramne thudded down next to us, and we approached the area at a walk. 
 
    It wasn’t long before I saw that the land wasn’t hilly, like I had anticipated. 
 
    The hills were dragons.

  

 
   
    Chapter 4 
 
    “Hooooly shit,” Abbey breathed. 
 
    There were at least twenty dragons all sprawled out over the vast area beneath the dragongleam. 
 
    For a second, I thought they were all asleep. But then I spotted a slitted eye staring right at me. 
 
    “Oh, boy,” I muttered. 
 
    Like Ethramne, this dragon had a flat, tapered shape that reminded me of a gecko. Well, an impossibly huge gecko. Its jaws were ridged and pointed at the edges like Ethramne’s, too. Its dark, iridescent scales had a similar flared shape, and the ones that ran from its forehead to the base of its neck flared up even higher. They came up into jagged points that easily could’ve impaled a man. 
 
    This dragon was even bigger than Ethramne, though. Between that, its sickle-like claws, and its saber-sized fangs, the dragon made an incredibly intimidating sight. 
 
    It raised its head and surveyed me for a long moment like I was the only one there. Then its eyes traveled over the rest of my group. 
 
    When its gaze came to rest on Ethramne, it let out a snorting sound that reminded me of a keyed-up horse, except for the way it formed a blast of air almost strong enough to make me stagger. Dragongleam puffed from its nostrils as it got to its feet. 
 
    The dragon’s eyes were now a whole myriad of prism-like colors that all shifted around constantly. The way the colors moved was familiar, but there was no trace of the predominantly fiery shades that were like the resting state for the Light Bearers’ eyes. 
 
    Or at least, there weren’t at first. 
 
    But now a cascade of red and gold flecks flickered through the dragon’s eyes like sparks on the wind. 
 
    I heard a small gasp from my side, and I turned to look at Indy. 
 
    My princess’ eyes were completely synced with the dragon’s. The same colors and movements were playing out in both of their eyes, and Indy looked like she was almost in a trance. 
 
    “Do you hear that?” she whispered. 
 
    “Uhhhh.” I shared a confused glance with the other women. “No?” 
 
    Indy’s face scrunched up with concentration, and she tilted her head like she was trying to hear something that was far away. 
 
    “What is it?” I asked quietly. 
 
    “Words,” my princess murmured. “A voice speaking, or singing, perhaps. But… it sounds distant, like an echo in my mind.” 
 
    I took a deep breath as I tried to figure out how to roll with the punches in this scenario, where I had no idea what the hell was even going on. 
 
    Then the dragon slowly lowered its head with its eyes locked on hers. 
 
    Up close, I had a moment to contemplate just how fucking enormous this creature was. 
 
    My princess took two quick, light steps forward, raised her hand, and rested it gently on the dragon’s snout without hesitation.  
 
    A collective gasp ran through our group. 
 
    A flurry of rose-gold sparkles danced through the creature’s eyes, and it let out another soft snort, along with a trilling sound that I often heard from Ethramne. 
 
    “Oh!” Indy murmured. “I… I hear him. He’s speaking…” 
 
    It had already been utterly mind-blowing that Indy could quasi-communicate with one dragon, Ethramne. But if my princess was now somehow progressing to a full-on telepathic conversation with yet another dragon, that was a hell of a lot for me to take in stride. 
 
    “He greets us,” Indy said in a slightly dazed voice. “His name is Civraz. He asks who we are, and why we have come.” 
 
    I just gaped at the dragon for a long moment.  
 
    What the hell should I do? Would he understand me if I spoke to him, or was that just a Light Bearer thing?  
 
    Judging by how the queens all looked puzzled and fascinated by this development, I realized it might be solely an Indy thing. 
 
    “This is insane,” Abbey whispered. 
 
    I heard my princess talking in a low murmur. After a few moments, she stepped aside, and the dragon stretched its snout out toward the rest of the group. Its gaze settled on me, and it let out another small snort of dragongleam. 
 
    “He wishes to know who you are in particular, John,” Indy said softly. “And what your purpose is.” 
 
    This question alone was almost enough to send me into a quarter-life crisis for a moment. What the hell was my purpose? 
 
    I gave my head a shake and gathered my scattered thoughts. I was many things at this point, including fucking stupefied by this, but “purposeless” was nowhere on the list. 
 
    “Can he understand me?” I asked Indy. “Or should I tell you what to say?” 
 
    Indy paused for a moment and tilted her head. 
 
    “I must act as a translator,” she said. “Which I am more than happy to do, my king. What shall I tell him?” 
 
    I took a moment to slow my thoughts. 
 
    “Tell him I’m King John,” I said. “I’m a world walker and a key bearer with a place in multiple prophecies. My purpose is to sweep across the desert world and end every shred of necromancy I find, and to make sure the warrior women are respected and honored.” 
 
    The women around me all nodded in approval, and Rey shifted a little closer to me as she wove her fingers through mine. 
 
    The close proximity to my newest warrior was almost enough to distract me from the fact that we were communicating with a fucking dragon right now, but Indy’s voice pulled me back to our task. 
 
    My princess echoed my statement softly, and I had enough time to contemplate whether she even needed to speak out loud, or if that just made things easier for her. 
 
    Queen Natiya sidled a few steps closer to me. 
 
    “This is fascinating,” she whispered. “Neither me nor my sisters have any understanding of this. Our connection with Ethramne, although it is strong, is strictly one way. She cannot speak to us. Or at least if she does, we have no knowledge of it.” 
 
    Maisira leaned in. “But if anyone were to have this power to communicate with the dragons, it is not surprising that it’s Indy. Her connection with Ethramne was instantaneous, after all. But still, this is…” 
 
    “Unprecedented,” Diari finished. Her red-gold eyes were stretched wide with awe as she stared at my princess and the giant dragon. “Truly astonishing.” 
 
    “Well, at least I’m not the only one who’s fucking blown out of the water by this,” I chuckled a little maniacally. 
 
    Indy must have wrapped up her statement to Civraz the dragon, because he let out another snort and returned his gaze to me. 
 
    Indy turned to me, too. 
 
    “He says the dragons are guarding something of great power,” my princess said. She sounded both excited and slightly unnerved. “Something that is meant for the world walker, who is destined to come during a blood summer.” 
 
    “There it is again,” I muttered. I raised my voice to speak to Indy, but I kept my eyes on Civraz. “What is it?” 
 
    After a murmured interaction, Indy announced, “He will show us.” 
 
    The dragon turned and let out a low, gentle, trumpeting sound. 
 
    The slumbering dragons around him all stirred and got to their feet. They parted to make way for Civraz as he crossed the area with ground-rattling footsteps. The sight of so many giant, rose-gold eyes fixed on us was a little unnerving, but the dragons seemed calm and almost friendly as we passed them by. 
 
    In the center of the dragongleam-covered area, Civraz stopped and stretched his neck straight up. His snout plunged into the gossamer-like haze of the starry substance above. 
 
    When he pulled it out, there was a wooden trunk clutched in his mouth. He gently deposited it on the ground in front of us. 
 
    I shared an awed look with the women surrounding me. 
 
    Indy stepped closer to me. “He says the world walker should bear a key that opens this chest.” 
 
    I looked down at the chest feeling slightly numb, and my eyes went straight to the keyhole. 
 
    Yep, there it was. 
 
    It was just like the one back in Deninde, which only my truck key had been able to operate. 
 
    My mouth felt incredibly dry as I stepped forward and knelt. This already felt insane to do, but doing it with thirteen fierce women and a pack of dragons watching me just felt beyond bizarre. 
 
    “Well,” I muttered. “Here goes nothing.” 
 
    I slid the key into the lock and turned it with a low, echoing click. The chest immediately sprang open on its own, and the dragongleam overhead was enough to illuminate its contents easily. 
 
    Well, “contents” might have been a bit of a stretch, because the chest held nothing but an ancient-looking, rolled-up scroll. 
 
    I reached down to grasp the scroll and slowly unrolled it. 
 
    “What is it?” Abbey whispered. 
 
    “A map,” I said with confusion. 
 
    There was a moment of silence. 
 
    “May we approach?” Ellie asked timidly. She directed her words at Indy and the dragon both. 
 
    “Yes, Little Cobra,” my princess said. She sounded more like her old self again, as if she was absorbing the shock of this dragon communication enough to speak normally. “You all may come close.” 
 
    A few soft footsteps brought the other twelve women to my side. They all clustered around and leaned in close to look at the map. 
 
    “It’s a map of the desert world,” I said. “But there are more oases marked on it than I’ve heard of. And there are other things marked, too, but I’m not sure what they are.” 
 
    Next to me, Artemn’s silver eyes scoured over the map. 
 
    “Each of these markings is a keyhole,” she said suddenly. “Look.” 
 
    I held the map a little closer and realized she was right. The various markings throughout the desert weren’t just dots of ink, like I had thought. They were tiny, scrawled keyholes. 
 
    “There are keyholes marked in some of the oases, too,” Abbey pointed out. 
 
    It was true. There was one keyhole marked in Deninde, which I guessed made sense. After all, I had used it to awaken the stone gargoyles that defended the city. 
 
    But among the other oases marked with a keyhole, there was also one in Zeratra. 
 
    Granted, I hadn’t seen every inch of the place, but I was reasonably sure that if there were any giant stone gargoyles there, it would’ve come to my attention. 
 
    So what the hell were these other keyholes? 
 
    I sat back and stared at the map as my thoughts raced. Something about all these keyhole markings stood out to me, but I wasn’t sure what it was. They almost seemed connected somehow, like a constellation that I could trace the shape of if I knew it well enough. But why? And how? 
 
    I glanced up at Indy and pointed at the map. “Do the dragons, uhh, know anything about this?” 
 
    Indy repeated my question quietly. When she was done, Civraz snorted softly and swayed his head from side to side. 
 
    “They know little about it,” Indy said. “Only that the chest has been with them for as long as they can remember. They knew that they must guard the chest until the world walker arrived. He would be marked by the key he carried, they said.” 
 
    “They’ve had it as long as they can remember?” I frowned. “Alright… Well, how do they know about the world walker thing in the first place?” 
 
    After a few murmured words, Indy replied. 
 
    “He says it is something they have always known,” she said. After a long moment, she shrugged. “It seems just as mysterious to them as it is to us. Perhaps some type of magic was involved?” 
 
    “That seems like the only explanation,” Meikha said thoughtfully. “Maybe guarding the key is even what these dragons were made for.” 
 
    “Chicken or egg,” I muttered. “Well… Dragon or egg, I guess.” 
 
    “Civraz says there’s something else you may wish to see,” my princess said suddenly. 
 
    I let the map curl up between my fingers and straightened up. “What is it?” 
 
    The dragon’s long neck arced around, and he pointed at something nearby with his long, scaly snout. 
 
    “What is that?” Ellie asked in confusion. 
 
    “A tree?” Rey guessed. 
 
    We all drifted closer to look. 
 
    There was something there, but calling it a tree was almost being too generous. It was about knee-high for me, and it looked entirely dead and withered. Its narrow, spiny branches drooped limply to the ground, and the small trunk was half bowed over. 
 
    I shifted to the side, and a sudden glint of silver from between the tree’s shriveled roots caught my eye. 
 
    “Whoa,” I whispered. 
 
    There was a small silver circle set into the ground there, and it had a keyhole in it. 
 
    Excitement and anticipation surged through me, but I paused for a moment. 
 
    I had no idea what this keyhole would do. 
 
    And when I asked Indy if the dragon had any idea, his answer was the same. 
 
    “All they know is that it is part of the destiny of the world walker,” she said. “And that the dragons’ destiny is intertwined with yours.” 
 
    “Whoooa,” Abbey whispered with her eyes fixed on the keyhole. “What could it possibly be for?” 
 
    “More giant stone guardians?” Ellie suggested. 
 
    I exhaled slowly. 
 
    I guessed that just like with the giant gargoyles, there was only one way to find out. 
 
    So I inserted my key into the lock and turned it. 
 
    Then, just as I straightened up, the ground seemed to reel and shake under my feet. 
 
    “Shit,” I panted. “I–” 
 
    My speech choked off as my vision became a blur of green, and the world started spinning around me. 
 
    I heard the voices of my warriors raised in a flurry of confusion and alarm, and I felt someone’s hand grasping my arm. But I couldn’t see anything except blurry green streaks. 
 
    I just focused on breathing for a few seconds, and the voices died down into murmurs of what sounded like wonder and amazement. 
 
    Finally, my vision started to sharpen again. 
 
    But what I saw made me suddenly question my own sanity. 
 
    I was still surrounded by the thirteen women and the twenty-or-so dragons, but everything else had changed. And it seemed like that change was still underway. 
 
    The ground under my feet was now lush, green, and mossy. Nearby, carpets of wildflowers were sprouting from it right before my eyes. 
 
    A sudden burst of water made me jump. I watched with my mouth open as a jet of water came spewing out of the ground like a geyser. Then, after an almighty splash, it settled into a cheerfully bubbling spring and sent water trickling across the land in several small streams. 
 
    A creaking sound from next to me made me whip my head around. 
 
    “What the hell?” I whispered to myself. 
 
    The tiny, shriveled tree was completely gone. 
 
    In its place, a fully-fledged tree was rapidly shooting up toward the sky. Leaves and moss spread across it in a green rush, and I had to duck aside from a curtain of swinging vines that unraveled from its branches. 
 
    All around us, plants were creeping over the ground and growing at an impossible rate. A stretch of flat ground reared up into rolling hills on one side of the oasis. It dipped down into shallow basins in other places, and some of them filled to the brim with water. 
 
    Finally things slowed. After about thirty seconds, everything was still and quiet, except for the chuckle of the bubbling stream and the distant chirping of birds. 
 
    Holy shit. 
 
    Birds? 
 
    Trees? 
 
    Streams? 
 
    “No… fucking… way,” I whispered. 
 
    Everyone around me, including the dragons, were looking around with wide, stunned eyes. The big scaly creatures were clustered in the more open areas of the big oasis, and I had a moment to wonder whether they had moved there out of shock, or if their presence had dictated the fact that those places were free of trees. Had any hopeful plants been squashed by a dragon before they could grow? 
 
    “You…” Rey whispered as she stared at the key in my hand. “John. You made this. You made an oasis.” 
 
    “How is that even possible?” I asked through numb lips. 
 
    It was undeniable that we were standing inside a brand-new oasis, which had just sprouted before our fucking eyes. 
 
    And apparently, I had made it happen. 
 
    I glanced down and saw that the giant tree next to us, despite its change in size, still had the small silver circle nestled between its roots, with the keyhole inside. 
 
    “Holy shit.” Abbey let out a small squeal and spun around. “You’re like a fucking god here, John. I wonder what the other keyholes do.” 
 
    I couldn’t even guess at this point. One of the keyholes in the desert world had awakened a bunch of giant, sentient gargoyles. Another had unlocked a mysterious chest with an even more mysterious map inside. And the third had made a whole fucking oasis, which I was standing in right now. 
 
    Even the dragons seemed utterly stunned by this development, or that was what I gathered from their wide eyes and the way they were swinging their heads from side to side. 
 
    “Indy,” I said dizzily. “Is Civraz as fucking stupefied as I am right now?” 
 
    My princess murmured my question softly. 
 
    The looming dragon swung his head back down to meet my gaze. 
 
    “Yes,” my princess said. “They never knew to expect anything like this. But… he says it is very nice.” 
 
    A slightly crazed laugh burst out of me. “Yeah, I guess it is.” 
 
    My thoughts started racing a mile a minute again, and I took the time to parse them out. 
 
    I had just created a goddamn oasis. That had to mean something. 
 
    But I had no idea what it was. Was I supposed to populate this oasis with people somehow? Was it a place for the dragons to chill out in? Was I supposed to stay here? 
 
    I sure as hell didn’t plan on the last option happening. Sure, this place seemed incredibly peaceful, beautiful, and so far free of any murderous, marauding creatures, but it was in a world that was about ninety-nine percent hot, dry, monster-infested hellscape. I had a whole world of luxuries awaiting me back at home. 
 
    So that possibility was definitely out. 
 
    I exhaled as I realized that I wouldn’t be able to make any assumptions about the purpose of this apparent power of mine until I found out what the other keyholes did, or at least some of them. 
 
    But it was pretty damn late now. And I couldn’t forget the original purpose we had come here with: Forging an alliance with the dragons. 
 
    “I think we should sleep here tonight,” I finally said. “Because first of all, I want to wake up in the morning and make sure I haven’t absolutely lost my shit. I think we’ll be pretty safe from gorsicans and stuff with all the dragons here. And we have a lot of talking to do, so… Maybe we can do that in the morning. Provided we haven’t all woken up from some crazy fever dream by then.” 
 
    Indy paraphrased a little as she relayed my words to Civraz, and the dragon nodded his scaly head. 
 
    “He says that is agreeable to them,” she said. 
 
    “Cool.” I made an effort to keep my chuckle from turning into a hysterical laugh. 
 
    “What about you, your graces?” I asked the seven queens. “Fancy staying the night here?” 
 
    “Absolutely,” Natiya said. She looked around with her eyes wide. “This is a beautiful place. And… it is made by you.” 
 
    “I don’t know if I’m ever gonna get used to that,” I muttered. 
 
    I glanced back at my semi as I thought things through. 
 
    It would have been a little cramped sleeping in the cab with all my women. And sure, we might not have a roof over our heads here in the oasis, but the air was fresh and balmy in a way that was incredibly pleasant. We were surrounded by a beautiful green landscape full of dragons who would protect us from any wild beast that might think to enter. The starry reflection of the dragongleam danced in the streams that were now winding their way through the land. 
 
    “Yeah, let’s sleep out here,” I decided. 
 
    My women all did a small, collective squeal, and they were practically racing each other to get to the top of the nearest hill to look around. 
 
    I followed them more slowly, and I just felt more and more amazed as I surveyed the landscape we were in. 
 
    It was lush and green, but none of the foliage had the faintly ominous glow that was present in much of the desert world, and it didn’t seem carnivorous so far. It was also beautiful in a way that those places weren’t. I felt no lurking, sinister presence here. And with the way it was lit by the dragongleam overhead, it was a captivating place. I had no qualms about staying here for the night. 
 
    I crested the hill and came to join my six women. 
 
    “We should sleep right here,” Artemn suggested. She stamped experimentally on the springy moss underfoot, and then gestured at the leaves and vines that hung down around us. “It’s… cozy.” 
 
    “You know, it kinda is,” I chuckled. “Why the hell not? I’m going to get some pillows for us, though. We can share them. And some drinks, too.” 
 
    “I’ll go with you,” Rey said quickly. 
 
    She bounced back to her feet and joined me, and I studiously ignored the coy smiles of my other warrior women as they reclined against the mossy ground. 
 
    Rey and I walked the short distance to my cab in silence, and I took the time to contemplate how stunning my newest warrior was under the light of the nearby dragongleam. 
 
    The majority of her strawberry-blonde hair had slipped out of its loose braids, and it flowed down to rest between her shoulder blades. The dragongleam was reflected in her pale gold eyes in a way that made it hard to look away. Her gauzy white romper came down to the tops of her thighs, and the outline of her form was visibly pressing through it. 
 
    When she was in the arena, this woman was fierce as all hell. But alone with me, her face held a soft fullness that immediately made me want to kiss her. 
 
    I forced myself away from this thought for the moment so I wouldn’t fall on my ass climbing up into the cab. 
 
    I retrieved the few pillows I had from the sleeper area, and I grabbed a few blankets, too. Then I slipped a six-pack of the strawberry lemonade my warriors were so fond of out of the cooler. 
 
    Rey took the two pillows from me and carried them under her arms as we returned to the oasis. 
 
    “You know,” she said softly. “I must confess, I liked you the moment I met you, John. But every single thing you’ve done since then has made me like you even more.” 
 
    “Like what?” I asked with a chuckle. 
 
    “The way you treat your warriors,” she said, and she started counting things off on her fingers. “The way you go out of your way– miles and miles out of your way– to ensure that things are getting better for all warriors. The way you take charge in situations with fire in your veins. I especially enjoy it when you start throwing commands around like a king. It’s very attractive.” 
 
    My strawberry-blonde warrior shrugged and looked away, like she suddenly felt self-conscious. 
 
    “Well…” I reached out with my free hand and traced it across her wrist. “You’ve definitely done some things I enjoyed, too, you know.” 
 
    “Such as?” Rey asked with a tiny smile. 
 
    “Being an utter badass in the arena.” I ticked things off on my fingers the same way she had. “Fighting necromancers at my side. Especially the part where you put a blazing red bolt through one of them. That was fucking incredible. And, uhh… Pretty much just being you.” 
 
    Now I was the one who felt self-conscious, and I found myself glad we were arriving back at the oasis where there were things to distract us. 
 
    We were about halfway back to the hill where we’d decided to sleep when Rey stopped me with a hand on my arm. 
 
    “Look,” she whispered. 
 
    On one side of the hill, the slope fell into an abrupt, vertical drop. A waterfall sluiced down from above and poured into a round pool of water. The tree canopy overhead made the dragongleam’s light dappled and soft against the mirror-like surface. 
 
    I followed Rey as she took a tentative step toward the waterfall. 
 
    “It’s beautiful,” she said softly. 
 
    “It is,” I murmured. “It kinda pales in comparison to you, though.” 
 
    My strawberry-blonde warrior shot me a smile over her shoulder as she took another step toward the waterfall. 
 
    “My king,” she said in a soft, formal voice. “Would you like to bathe with me under the waterfall?” 
 
    I dropped the pillows against the plush moss below and closed the distance between us in two quick steps. 
 
    “Thought you’d never ask.”

  

 
   
    Chapter 5 
 
    Rey guided my hand to the strap of her romper. Her pale gold eyes watched me closely as I slipped it off, and then moved on to the other. She did a small shimmy, and the dress dropped to the ground.  
 
    I contemplated her for a few long moments. The rose-gold dragongleam overhead dappled her skin with pearly light. It gilded the strawberry-blonde hair that tumbled down to rest between her shoulder blades, and her champagne-colored eyes were the most mesmerizing thing I could imagine. 
 
    She gave me a look that was somehow both shy and inviting. Then she turned and climbed into the pool. 
 
    I did away with my clothes and followed suit. 
 
    The water was cool and refreshing against my skin. It lapped around Rey’s sculpted waist as she waded over to the far side of the pool. She gave me another enticing look over her shoulder before she stepped into the rushing curtain of water. Through it, I saw the outline of her hands tracing over every inch of her body. I felt like I had stumbled upon some dazzling forest nymph bathing herself in this mystical place. 
 
    Cool water tumbled over my head as I joined her, and I sighed with pleasure as it swept the dust of the desert off my skin. 
 
    I stepped back out into the fragrant oasis air. Water streamed off Rey’s high, full breasts as she did the same. She approached me with the water rippling around her waist, and her hands came to rest lightly against my chest as she raised her mouth to mine. 
 
    I gripped her waist tightly while I kissed her and sucked her lower lip. She pressed herself against my hardening cock, and a soft whine escaped her when I trailed my hand between her legs. 
 
    “My king,” she panted. “I am yours to command.” 
 
    I chuckled against her lips as I thought back to our conversation. “So that’s your thing, huh?” 
 
    I slipped one finger inside her as I spoke, and she moaned wordlessly in response. 
 
    “Okay,” I murmured, and I moved my lips to her neck as I quested further with my finger. “Don’t move.” 
 
    Rey trembled against me as I teased her with my finger. After a few moments, she wriggled her hips restlessly. 
 
    “Please,” she whispered. “I want more, my king. I want you inside me.” 
 
    My breath caught as she pressed every inch of her lithe body against me, and her breasts skimmed temptingly against my chest. I suddenly found myself at a loss for words. The captivating woman in front of me filled my whole mind, and my cock was rigid and aching with need. 
 
    “Turn around,” I managed. 
 
    Rey turned obediently. I stood back and surveyed the perfection of her body from behind before I closed the distance between us again. Then I cupped a breast in each hand and traced my fingers over her nipples until she squirmed and whined. 
 
    “Hurry,” she whimpered. The word seemed to catch in her throat, and her voice was hushed with urgency. 
 
    The tranquility of our surroundings just made these breathless moments that much more electrifying. Tingles shot through my body, and my breath was rough and ragged by the time I guided myself between her legs. 
 
    “Is this what you want?” I growled as my cock brushed against her entrance. 
 
    “Y-yes, my king.” 
 
    I continued to toy with my hungry warrior as I filled her with one slow, squeezing thrust. 
 
    When she had taken every inch of me, I lingered there and moved one finger to her mouth. 
 
    “Is that good?” I murmured. 
 
    “Yesss,” she whined against my finger and sucked it. 
 
    I gripped Rey by her elbows and upped my pace. I had the fleeting thought that there were thirteen people and twenty-something dragons in this oasis who could hear my warrior’s euphoric cries, but the way she arched hungrily against me made my qualms ebb away. I didn’t give a fuck if anyone heard us. Nothing was more important than the craving to take my fill of my ravishing woman and make her moan in this starry green paradise. 
 
    I fucked her like both our lives depended on it, and her fingers curled and clenched as her moans peaked. Ripples spread out from us like shockwaves as she convulsed with the force of her climax. 
 
    Her supple body was like putty in my hands, and I captured her waist tightly in my grip. Then I turned to rest my own weight against the edge of the pool and guided her slowly down onto my cock. 
 
    “Mmm-mm,” she whined against my fingers again as I bucked my hips up in short, hard bursts. 
 
    The water splashed around her waist as I guided her movements. I circled her nipple with one hand and teased her clit relentlessly with the other. Soon her whole body tensed with the approach of her second climax. 
 
    Then, out of nowhere, everything in my vision shifted. 
 
    I froze in place and stared around. 
 
    “What the hell?” I whispered. 
 
    I was now confronted by several visions of myself fucking my stunning warrior all around me. 
 
    “Uhhhh,” I was incredibly turned on by the sight, although I couldn’t help but chuckle at this development. “Are you doing that?” 
 
    “I didn’t mean to,” Rey gasped. The visions flickered away. “The pleasure just overcame me… I’m not even sure why it happened.” 
 
    “No, no,” I murmured against her neck. “Keep it up. It was actually kinda hot.” 
 
    “Really?” my newest warrior giggled. 
 
    “Uhh, yes,” I said, and my voice was a little hoarse as the sight flickered back into existence around us. “I get to see you from every angle.” 
 
    Everywhere I looked, there was a different view of me pleasuring my strawberry-blonde warrior. I watched her breasts bounce wildly as I filled her with thrust after thrust. Her eyes pinched shut when total bliss overcame her, and her moans ramped up again. I covered her mouth with one hand and kept my fingers busy between her legs with the other. My teeth grazed over the soft skin of her neck, and I strove to overwhelm every one of her senses with the same pleasure I felt. With all the visions arrayed around us like a kaleidoscope, I could see her every little reaction to my touch, and I let myself get swept away in the ecstasy of fulfilling both our desires at once. 
 
    After she spasmed against me for a third time, I turned her over to pin her down against the edge of the pool, and I fucked her without mercy. Rey writhed eagerly against me and splayed her legs wider to accommodate me. 
 
    “Shiiit,” I groaned with pleasure as I ground my hips roughly against her. 
 
    Just when I was about to ask if she wanted me to pull out, she moaned against my hand again. I moved it to the side so she could speak. 
 
    “Don’t stop, my king,” she begged. “Fill me with your seed. Please…” 
 
    Her whole body writhed and shuddered against me again. I threaded my fingers through hers as I slid home one last time and exploded inside her. 
 
    My own hips bucked uncontrollably as the cum flooded out of me in hot waves. Every one of my motions brought another quivering whine from my strawberry-blonde warrior. She gripped my hands tightly and leaned into my movements. 
 
    I anchored her below me and savored the feeling of pumping my seed into the stunning warrior who was still quivering against me. Our breathing synced perfectly as we laid there, and I saw a small, sated smile turn up the visible side of Rey’s mouth. 
 
    After a while, I turned around, boosted myself onto the edge of the pool, and pulled her into my lap. 
 
    “That was perfect,” she murmured as her head fell back against my chest. “My king.” 
 
    I stopped and reflected on all this for a moment. 
 
    The first time someone had called me “my king,” I had almost lost my shit. 
 
    But at this point, I couldn’t deny that I fucking loved the sound of it. 
 
    The world around us slowly crept back into each of my senses. The rush of the waterfall, the distant chirping of birds, and the nearby sound of my other women’s voices raised in laughter brought me back to the fact that we were in a semi-public place. 
 
    But then again, why should I give a fuck? My stunning warrior was into this, and so was I. 
 
    We used one of the blankets to dry ourselves and got dressed. Then we grabbed the drinks and pillows and headed back up to the top of the slope. 
 
    At the crest of the hill, we found my other women all sitting cross-legged in a circle and talking. They broke off at the sound of our approach, and Indy’s eyes flared. A coy smile lifted the edge of her lips. 
 
    “You were gone so long,” she said in a leading voice. “We started to worry about you…” 
 
    “No need,” I said breezily as I seated myself in the empty space next to her. “We just got a little, uhh, distracted.” 
 
    My warriors’ response cut off as I presented them with the strawberry lemonade. They all took a drink and sighed blissfully. 
 
    Rey sat especially close to me, and I reached out to rub my thumb across her wrist for a few moments. 
 
    Then I looked at the group of women around me. I never would’ve pictured myself having this incredible type of closeness with six women, but I loved every single part of it. 
 
    “John,” Abbey said as she looked out over the oasis below us. “You created something beautiful tonight.” 
 
    “Mmm?” I tore my eyes away from Rey’s lips and smiled. “Yeah. I’m still not convinced that I won’t wake up at any moment and realize this was just the craziest dream I’ve ever had. Speaking of which…” 
 
    I stifled a yawn and passed the pillows and dry blankets out to my warrior women. The air was still a pleasant temperature, so I balled up one of the blankets to use as a pillow. 
 
    Sleep claimed me within minutes, and my dreams were full of the kaleidoscopic visions I had seen that night. 
 
    The next day, I woke up to the sound of birds chirping and the nearby water rushing. My women were all sprawled on the mossy ground nearby and breathing softly with sleep. The light filtering in through the leafy canopy overhead lanced down and cast dappled, swaying gold light across their skin. 
 
    Everything came rushing back to me as I looked around. 
 
    I was waking up in an oasis that I had created with the help of my semi’s key. 
 
    After communicating with the dragons of the desert world. 
 
    Who I hoped to forge an alliance with, in order to take down any necromancers who were cursing this land with their existence. 
 
    Suddenly I felt wide awake. 
 
    The moment I sat up, one of Indy’s red-gold eyes flickered open. 
 
    “John,” she greeted me with a catlike stretch. 
 
    “Princess,” I murmured. 
 
    Soon my other warriors all drifted back to consciousness, too. We all joined together for a morning stretch, and then they clung close to my sides as I descended the slope. 
 
    I could see the distant forms of the dragons sprawled around the outskirts of the oasis like dark hills. 
 
    I turned to Indy. 
 
    “Do you know which one is Civraz?” I asked with curiosity. This whole dragon communication thing was entirely new to both of us, and I wondered what the extent of my princess’ connection with them was. 
 
    Indy’s eyes glimmered, and her forehead creased in concentration. 
 
    “He is there,” she said suddenly. She pointed to the center of the oasis, where the keyhole was. 
 
    The sound of Natiya’s voice from nearby made me turn around. 
 
    The seven queens emerged from the trees nearby, and they seemed just as refreshed as we were. They were practically skipping as they approached us. 
 
    “Good morning, your grace,” Temerine said. She gave me an impressed look as she tore her eyes away from the oasis around us. “I must say, this is a peaceful and lovely place you conjured up, even in the light of day.” 
 
    “So much green,” Rey said with a smile. 
 
    Then something hit me, and I stopped in my tracks. 
 
    “John?” Ellie asked. “What is it?” 
 
    “Molahe’s book said I would create ‘green harbors,’” I said. 
 
    Everyone’s eyes widened. 
 
    “Harbors for what, though?” Artemn asked with a frown. 
 
    “Molahe said these green harbors and black pathways would be the way John unites the world,” Meikha pointed out. 
 
    I reached into my pocket and pulled out the map I’d been given last night. 
 
    “Holy shit,” I whispered as I traced a finger over the markings on it. 
 
    Maybe it wasn’t a coincidence that they had a mysterious, constellation-like connection between them. If I pulled out a pen right now, I could easily connect the dots into lines from one oasis to another. 
 
    “What if the ‘pathways’ are roads?” I asked. “And ‘green harbors…’” 
 
    “Hmm,” Orika mumbled. “The reason no one can travel between oases outside of the Southern Stars, as we now know, is because traveling too long in the heat would be the end of them. If the oases were closer, or if travelers had somewhere to stop and replenish themselves…” 
 
    “Like a rest stop,” I said. 
 
    My warriors and Abbey knew what I meant by this, but the queens all seemed slightly puzzled at the wording. 
 
    “I suppose that would be a fitting description,” Natiya mused. 
 
    “And,” Maisira added as she leaned forward, “if the world is connected by these black paths and green harbors, that could make it possible for us to travel between oases even without Ethramne’s scales to guide and pull us.” 
 
    I felt staggered as I realized the implications this would have for our scouting of the desert world oases and dealing with necromancy. 
 
    “Okay,” I said as I shuffled my thoughts into order. “I think our first step right now should be finding out if this ‘black pathway’ thing means what we think it means.” 
 
    Everyone murmured in agreement. 
 
    “It’d be a pretty tight squeeze for all of us to fit in my cab– uhh, chariot, though,” I added. 
 
    “Perhaps I can stay here with the queens and Ethramne,” Indy offered. “That way we can begin the conversation with Civraz about a possible alliance.” 
 
    “Perfect,” I said. I pulled my princess into a hug. “We won’t be gone long.” 
 
    Indy’s eyes smoldered as she looked up at me and smiled my favorite little smile. 
 
    A mere matter of minutes later, I was hopping into the cab with Ellie, Artemn, Meikha, Rey, and Abbey. Then I paused to look over the map. 
 
    The nearest keyhole laid between our current location and the oasis called Inanit. If I were to trace a line between here and there, there were three keyholes, or harbors, marked between us in total. 
 
    I thought this keyhole would be the perfect one to test out, because if it did create some sort of path, it could be used in the near future when we approached Inanit. 
 
    I made sure I had my gear ready in case we encountered any monsters, and then I headed off into the dusty desert. 
 
    “So,” I said as I drove. “We’ll have to keep a sharp eye out, because we have no idea what we’re actually looking for. It seems unlikely that there are a bunch of dragons hanging around every single keyhole, although I guess it’s possible.” 
 
    “So we may be looking for something much smaller,” Rey said with a nod. “We will keep our eyes sharp, John.” 
 
    After about an hour of driving, I started to notice something. 
 
    Something that seemed extremely odd, given the fact that we were in the desert world. 
 
    “Am I just imagining things,” I said. “Or are we going downhill?” 
 
    “I think we are,” Ellie said in a puzzled voice. 
 
    It was a mild slope, but soon it became undeniable that we were crossing an area that sloped slightly downward. 
 
    “Look!” Artemn gasped. 
 
    I followed to where she was pointing out the passenger window. 
 
    At the lowest point of the slope, there was a tiny, shriveled tree. 
 
    I directed my truck toward it, and as soon as we were close, I brought us to a halt and leaped from the cab with my women. 
 
    I approached the tree and walked in a slow circle around it. 
 
    “Over here,” Abbey said excitedly. 
 
    I circled around to her side and saw another gleaming silver circle with a keyhole in its center. 
 
    “This is all so insane,” I said with a shake of my head. “Well… I guess it’s time to find out what this one does.” 
 
    The five women all clustered closely around me as I slid the key into the lock. 
 
    This time, I braced myself for the world to go topsy-turvy for me, and I managed to keep from stumbling as the ground shifted and my vision blurred. 
 
    Everything turned green for several long moments, and my world was a rush of blurry motion. Then a dark iridescence like the dragons’ scales shot through my vision, and there was an audible grinding sound from close by. It was underlaid by the rush of water and something I recognized as the creak of wood as trees sprouted into existence. 
 
    After about thirty seconds, my eyes came back into focus, and everything was silent except for the trickle of water and the soft warbling of birds. 
 
    “Holy shit!” Abbey whooped. 
 
    We were now standing in another oasis. 
 
    It had a downward slope that made it into a shallow, bowl-like valley, and it was full of trickling waterfalls and gleaming blue pools. 
 
    “Look!” Artemn pointed up the nearest slope. 
 
    My women followed me closely as I jogged up the hill to the edge of the oasis. 
 
    “A road,” Meikha breathed.  
 
    In some ways, this road looked exactly like the moonstone road. It rose up about a foot off the desert ground, and its sides fell down vertically. Its surface was perfectly smooth and glossy, but it was black, with a dark iridescence to it like the dragons’ scales. 
 
    When I glanced across the little valley, I could see another road stretching off into the distance in the direction we had come from. 
 
    “Amazing,” Ellie murmured. 
 
    “This is pretty fucking wild,” I agreed dizzily. 
 
    I strode over to the road, knelt, and traced my knuckles over it. 
 
    “Yep,” I said as I straightened up. I hopped onto the road’s surface and stamped my feet. “Definitely real.” 
 
    “What should we do now?” Rey asked. “Go back to the dragons?” 
 
    “I think so,” I said with a nod. “Now that we know these keyholes can create roads, our next step should be to talk to the dragons. Then we should see if I can make a road between the dragon oasis and Zeratra. The dragon one is sort of central to all the others, so...” 
 
    “Very wise,” Ellie murmured. 
 
    The cab was silent and charged with excitement as I steered Spitfire onto the glossy black road. 
 
    As we drove, I realized that odds were this road connected fully to the dragon oasis. Did Indy and the queens and dragons see it? Did they have any idea what was going on? 
 
    My mind buzzed with all the possibilities this opened up for us. If I could create more roads like this and mini oases between them, then Zeratra’s army could march on whichever oasis I commanded them to. It would take days, of course, and even weeks in some cases, but they would be able to stop regularly for rest, nourishment, and shelter from the blazing hot sun. And if the army could ride the giraffe-like steeds I had glimpsed in Zeratra, then they would make better time. 
 
    Soon, the lush greenery of the dragon oasis came into sight. 
 
    The dark, gleaming road ran right up to its edge and then sloped smoothly down to meet with the mossy ground. 
 
    One of the dragons let out a trill and trumpeting sound that I recognized as Ethramne’s before Indy and the queens came bounding into sight through the trees. 
 
    “John!” Indy cried, and she flung herself into my arms the second my feet were on the ground. Then she pulled back just enough to look at the road. “A black pathway.” 
 
    “Yep,” I said in a breezy voice, like this wasn’t all absolutely insane to me. “We found another keyhole. It made an oasis, plus two roads. One stretched off toward Inanit, and the other led here.” 
 
    “Amazing,” Sabree whispered. “This means…” 
 
    “I know,” I said with amazement. Then I glanced at my princess. “Did you talk to Civraz?” 
 
    “Yes, John,” my princess confirmed. 
 
    This was something that would have a huge impact on my plans for the desert world, and my pulse picked up a little as I waited to hear the dragons’ verdict.

  

 
   
    Chapter 6 
 
    “The dragons will ally with us,” Indy said with a giddy spark in her red-gold eyes. 
 
    Excitement leaped in my chest, but I waited silently for my princess to go on. 
 
    “They do not wish to send out all their number,” she continued with a glance back at Civraz. “They hope you will understand this need… it is in case any of them fall in battle.” 
 
    “I understand,” I said with a nod. “How many will join us, then?” 
 
    “They have agreed to send two against each oasis we go to,” Indy explained. “Civraz wishes to speak more this afternoon, after the dragons have discussed things among themselves.” 
 
    Thinking about dragons discussing anything was still almost more than my mind could comprehend, but I just nodded matter-of-factly. 
 
    “That’s amazing news,” I said. “Especially now that we know this road thing works.” 
 
    Having roads and oases leading through the desert was a fucking game changer already, but having two dragons heading into battle with us was a close second. 
 
    “We can crush them hard and fast,” Natiya said with a delighted clap of her hands. “Just as you decreed, my king.” 
 
    It turned out the queens had made themselves busy while we were gone, and not just through dragon-related negotiations. Now Natiya led us to a serene, shady little gully where her sisters were turning a haunch of some animal over on a spit amid a cloud of dragongleam. I had no idea what kind of meat this was, but the smell immediately made my mouth water. 
 
    “Your lovely oasis is full of all types of creatures, your grace,” Orika announced. “Ethramne caught one of them for us so we could have a hot supper.” 
 
    I stared at the starry dragongleam as it swirled around the crisping meat.  
 
    “I’ve gotta say,” I chuckled. “This is both the weirdest and coolest way of cooking something I could ever imagine.” 
 
    I had known the queens were capable of imbuing dragongleam with just about any quality they could think of, including scorching heat, but I had never imagined them using it to slow roast a meal. 
 
    “It cooks quite evenly this way,” Ilvi said with a smile. “Would your magnificence like a taste?” 
 
    Artemn shook out two of the blankets I had brought, and we all sat on the ground around the dragongleam. Natiya passed out some type of crisp oasis fruit she had stumbled upon. It was both sweet and refreshing, and the meat was even better. 
 
    Here I was, casually sitting around a magical galaxy-fire, camping out with my fierce women and seven badass warrior queens. 
 
    Oh yeah, and we were surrounded by giant dragons. 
 
    Life would probably never be boring again. Like, ever. 
 
    By the time we had finished eating, the sun was close to beginning its descent. 
 
    “Let us return to Civraz now,” Temerine suggested. “So we can make more detailed plans.” 
 
    Everyone agreed, and we started to pack up our things before heading toward the desert. As we trekked through the outskirts of the oasis, I gave my princess a curious look. 
 
    “Now that we’ve had some time to genuinely process this…” I led. “Is it only Civraz you can communicate with?” 
 
    “Yes,” she admitted. “While you were gone, I tried to communicate with the others, including Ethramne. It felt odd… Like standing by a door when someone is on the other side, but when you open it, there is no one. I certainly feel connected with Ethramne, and I know she understands my commands quite well by the way she obeys them… but it does not go the other way, as it does with Civraz.” 
 
    I had no idea whether this was a simple fluke or some dictation of destiny. Whatever it was, Indy seemed just as baffled as to the reason behind it as I was, so I put it to the side for the moment. What mattered most was that we had a solid connection with these dragons, and they seemed very much inclined to be on our side. 
 
    Civraz looked down at us with familiar red-gold eyes as we approached, and he sank to the ground as he lowered his scaly head to our level. 
 
    Nearby, Ethramne stretched her head up and belched out a stream of dragongleam to join the galaxy above. 
 
    We started up the conversation with Indy acting as a translator again. 
 
    I already knew that Civraz had proposed sending two dragons to each oasis we went to. Between having the dragons on our side and these mystical roads and oases I could create, a whole world of possibilities opened up. 
 
    I brought up the one that was foremost in my mind. 
 
    “Queens,” I said as I looked around at the seven fierce sisters. “I think we should plan to march on Inanit with one of you on Ethramne’s back pretty soon. I’ll be with that force, since there’s a high probability of finding necromancy in that oasis. And since I can make these roads, we should be able to take Zeratra’s army with us without any issues, or at least part of it. Then we’ll stop outside the gates of Inanit and do a similar move to what we pulled with Novecas. And if they don’t listen to us, then we’ll be more than ready to bring down the hammer.” 
 
    “Very wise, your grace,” Natiya agreed. “So that will be two dragons going against Inanit, yes?” 
 
    I nodded, and Indy relayed my words to Civraz. 
 
    Then she turned to me. “Civraz says he will join us in that venture, along with Ethramne, of course.” 
 
    Looking around at all the dragons, Civraz was easily the biggest of them all. I was pretty sure he’d be able to swallow a small elephant whole. 
 
    Knowing that the dragons were on our side was one thing. But looking at this fearsome creature in front of me, with his saber-like teeth, sickle-like claws, barbed scales, and powerful dragongleam, was mind-boggling. 
 
    I told Indy to thank the dragon again, and that we appreciated him going into battle at our side. 
 
    She passed my words on to him. Then she was silent for several long moments. The time stretched on and on, and I wondered what the hell the dragon could be saying, or whether Indy had gone into some type of trance. 
 
    When she finally turned back to me, all kinds of colors were ricocheting through her eyes like liquid prisms. 
 
    “What is it?” I asked. 
 
    My princess looked both excited and slightly intimidated. The latter was something I rarely saw in her, and I wondered what the dragon could have said. 
 
    “He said he is glad to go into battle at the side of the Light Bearers and the world walker,” she said. Then she hesitated, and the intimidated look crossed her face again. “And… he said that if I would like to, I may ride into battle on his back.” 
 
    I took a long moment to try and digest this, and I couldn’t help but stare at this behemoth of a creature as I did. 
 
    Indy’s voice drew me out of my contemplation. 
 
    “He also had a sudden realization,” she said. “About why he and I formed a connection.” 
 
    I looked at my princess as rainbows danced through her eyes, and I knew that whatever this was, it was huge for her. 
 
    “He remembers some of my direct ancestors,” she said quietly. Her forehead scrunched up for a second. “They would be my great, great, great…” 
 
    She trailed off and shrugged. 
 
    “I get it,” I chuckled, but I reached out and grabbed her hand as I waited for her to continue. 
 
    “He says that these ancestors of mine wished to go off in another direction than the rest of the Light Bearers,” she went on. “The dragons were reluctant to go on such a venture and decided against it. But in the middle of the night, he, Civraz, found the two of them, Idanys and Eraini, and took them in the direction they wished to go. They ended up in Kortico. Which is…” 
 
    “Where you grew up,” I said with a nod. 
 
    “Civraz said that a dragon must form a very close bond with someone in order to risk such a journey for them,” she added. “He was very sad to see them go, but he helped them anyway.” 
 
    “That’s amazing, princess.” I threaded my fingers through hers and smiled. 
 
    But I got more serious as I contemplated Indy riding into battle on dragonback. 
 
    On one hand, I liked having my princess fighting at my side, where we would have each other’s backs. 
 
    But at the same time, dragonback was probably both one of the safest and the most powerful places to be. I couldn’t imagine any weapon big enough to take Civraz down. And after seeing Ethramne, who was about two-thirds his size, in battle, I knew that he would be incredibly formidable. 
 
    “Well,” I finally said, and I gave my princess’ hand another light squeeze. “If that’s what you want, then I support you, Indy.” 
 
    Rose-gold sparkles shot through her eyes as she clutched my hand and nodded. 
 
    “Alright then,” I exhaled. “Well… That’s settled.” 
 
    I left out the “holy shit” that was resonating silently through the air, and everyone paused for a moment. 
 
    Then Natiya spoke. 
 
    “What will you do with the other part of Zeratra’s army, your grace?” she asked. “And with the rest of us queens?” 
 
    “I want to crush this shit as fast as possible,” I said. “So I’m thinking I could send you in groups of two to different oases on dragonback while we march on Inanit. We’ll split up the rest of the army and do that two at a time.” 
 
    “Your grace.” Orika met my gaze with solemn intensity. “We are honored that you trust us with such a task. My sword is yours. I vow to enact your rule relentlessly.” 
 
    “As do we,” the other queens echoed. 
 
    “Your loyalty is certainly not something I ever plan to take for granted,” I assured them, and they bowed their heads. 
 
    “You have earned our loyalty many times over, my king,” Natiya said. 
 
    I had Indy repeat my proposal to Civraz, and the dragon nodded his scaly head. 
 
    “Two dragons will go on each of these voyages,” she said. 
 
    “Perfect,” I said. “Two dragons, two queens.” 
 
    As Indy locked eyes with the dragon again, she tilted her head to the side for a few moments. Then she turned back to me.  
 
    “He says that for their whole lives, the dragons felt as if they were waiting for something, but they didn’t know what it was,” Indy translated. “They have felt increasingly restless since the Light Bearers came and left with Ethramne, but they had nothing to direct their strength and power toward. Now they do.” 
 
    I took a beat to process this, and it took an effort to stop my head from spinning. 
 
    I wasn’t just a king of multiple desert oases, which already was unheard of as far as I knew. I was also now at the center of a small network of magical prophecies that spanned this entire world. I had just secured an alliance with a bunch of giant dragons to help me sweep all the land for necromancers. Said dragons would act at my command, and they would have warrior queens on their backs who were unwaveringly loyal to me. Not to mention the fact that they would be leading portions of an army that was sworn to me, too. 
 
    “Alright,” I said after a deep breath. I looked around at the queens. “I’m thinking my warriors and I should head home for three days while we make our preparations. Right after this, I’ll use my key to make a road from here back to Colbiri, but I’ll also make some from here to the other cities on the map. While I’m gone with my warriors, you can go scout those oases in groups of two. Make sure you watch for anyone who’s bold enough to try and travel on the road right away.” 
 
    “Yes, my king,” Natiya said with a nod. “Shall we do what we did in Novecas? Have the council come to us?” 
 
    “I’m going to leave that up to you,” I said. “The circumstances could vary wildly from city to city. I trust your judgment to do this in the best way possible.” 
 
    “Thank you, your grace,” Orika said humbly. “We will not fail you. I vow it.” 
 
    The other queens echoed her words. 
 
    “Alright,” I said, and I shared the queens’ fierce smiles. “In three days, I’ll come back and meet you here.” 
 
    “When shall we meet?” Maisira asked. “At sunset, perhaps?” 
 
    “At sunset,” I agreed. “We’ll convene about the cities you’ve scouted, and then decide what to do about the remaining ones. Afterward, we’ll go our separate ways again. I’ll make a trip to Zeratra, let them know what’s going on, and make preparations with the army.” 
 
    “Yes, your grace,” Diari said. “When will we go to Inanit?” 
 
    “One week from now,” I said decisively. “You’ll meet me here again, since it’s pretty central to the nearby oases. I’ll have Zeratra’s army with me, and then we’ll head to Inanit, or maybe we’ll sleep here for a night first, depending on how the journey goes.” 
 
    I shared a few more words with the warrior queens, and they embraced Indy again.
Before my women and I headed to the truck, I stopped and spent a few moments staring out at the landscape. 
 
    Yesterday, this place had been nothing but scorching hot desert ground with a dead and shriveled tree in it. The place had been completely barren of life. 
 
    Now, it was a lush green oasis with roads connecting it to the surrounding areas. 
 
    I had no idea how long it was going to take for me to fully process this, but I had to admit, it was fucking awesome. 
 
    We cruised steadily in the direction of a desert oasis called Saahui that was on the map. While I drove, my warriors and I all scoured the land for any sign of a keyhole. 
 
    “Look!” Ellie said suddenly. 
 
    I slowed the truck and squinted off to the right where she was pointing. 
 
    Sure enough, there was a tiny, shriveled tree. 
 
    As we approached on foot, I saw that it was on top of an area where the flat desert ground jutted up into a miniature plateau. It was so small that I could easily step over it, and it dropped off on one side into a little jagged cliff that was about a foot high. On top of it, there was another tiny, shriveled tree, complete with a keyhole between its shrunken roots. 
 
    I paused as I thought of the way the last oasis had morphed from a tiny hollow in the land to a full-on valley. 
 
    “Let’s have you stand over here,” I decided as I guided my women to the side of the elevated area. 
 
    Then I knelt, inserted the key into the keyhole, and turned it. 
 
    This time, I fully anticipated the wave of dizziness that shot through me. I was able to back away and join my warriors despite the green and black blur that my vision became. 
 
    The tiny plateau reared up into a towering cliff. Green plants and flowering vines spilled over it, along with a tumbling blue waterfall. The land all around us morphed just as fast. 
 
    Before long, we were standing inside another brand-new, mini oasis with a black, gleaming road stretching off in two directions. 
 
    “This is fucking incredible,” Abbey whispered. 
 
    “Agreed,” I said with a quick shake of my head. Then I pulled out my map and glanced down at it. “There are two more keyholes between here and Saahui, so we’ll do that.” 
 
    I directed Spitfire onto the newly-appeared road and headed down it. It wasn’t long until we spotted the next sign of a keyhole. 
 
    It was yet another small, shriveled tree, and it was surrounded by a bunch of tiny, intersecting lines etched into the desert ground. 
 
    I prepared myself and inserted my key without hesitation. 
 
    Minutes later, a whole new oasis had sprouted into life, and another road with it. 
 
    “How many times do you think it’ll take to get used to this?” I asked as I stared at the green landscape around us. 
 
    We were standing under the now-looming and green trees. The land here was crisscrossed by a network of streams and rivers that resembled a bigger version of the lines that had been etched into the desert ground. 
 
    We repeated this process another time. Saahui was distant enough that it wasn’t visible. The road stretching into the distance toward it was topped by the hazy heat mirages that were typical to see on the horizon of the desert world. 
 
    I wondered if these people had tall walls, and if they were well-guarded. Would they not notice the appearance of the road, like Zeratra’s guards? Or would they spot it right away? 
 
    Either way, it didn’t matter much. The warrior queens on their dragons were going to make damn good time compared to someone who cared to venture out on foot or on horseback and see where the road went. 
 
    “You have done it, John,” Indy said with amazement. She stared at the road, and then turned her head back the way we had come. “You have formed a road connecting part of the desert world over a vast distance.” 
 
    As amazing as this all was to me, I managed to shrug casually. 
 
    “I’m just getting started,” I said with a smile. 
 
    We repeated this process with several more keyholes. As I stared at another oasis that had sprouted into existence because of me, I realized I was starting to feel less like a king and more like some type of god in this place. I was creating the impossible, shaping a barren landscape, and literally bringing lush and vibrant life to the world. 
 
    Hell fucking yes. 
 
    The drive home went by like a dream. I was amped up on the adrenaline of everything that had happened and everything we had planned. 
 
    A few minutes after driving through the portal, my phone buzzed a dozen or so times, and the cab was filled with the “pew-pew-pew” of lasers. 
 
    The first time Rey had witnessed this, it had just about given her a heart attack, but by now it just earned the phone a mistrustful sideways look. 
 
    “John’s beanstalk shaggy-haired friend always has so much to say,” Indy commented. 
 
    “And about half of it is typically incomprehensible,” I chuckled. “Let’s see how much of it my phone can understand this time.” 
 
    I requested the device to read Nick’s texts out loud. 
 
    “Yo, Johnny bossman,” the robotic female voice relayed. “Just wanted to update you on your jewels. I’ve got them selling from my new shop, too. Already made a lot of headway, and there should be another few hundred grand coming your way soon. Oh yeah, guess what? You’re gonna fucking love this. Hahahahahahahaha…” 
 
    I couldn’t help but laugh as I waited for the phone to finish, although it was no match for Nick’s maniacal laughter. 
 
    I took a small sip of strawberry lemonade and instructed my phone to read the next text. 
 
    “Your old boss came into my pawnshop.” 
 
    My sudden inhale sent the lemonade right down the wrong tube, and I erupted into furious coughing for a few seconds. 
 
    “… I recognized him from the footage of him sobbing in a speedo during his ill-fated trip to Australia,” the message went on. “And his croaky-ass voice confirmed who it was beyond a doubt. Anyway, he tried to sell me a bunch of shit that looked like it belonged in a dumpster. I’m pretty sure he’s strapped for cash if he’s desperate enough to pawn off his shit here. Hahaha…” 
 
    I couldn’t help but smirk. 
 
    Rey looked confused beyond belief, but Indy leaned forward and got her up to speed. 
 
    “John’s old boss, the Marsh Lord, was a very cruel and foolish man,” she shared. “John broke free of his command in a prolonged battle of wits, and now the Marsh Lord is penniless and dejected. Very shameful.” 
 
    “And amusing,” Ellie added. 
 
    I choked back another laugh and nodded solemnly. “All true.” 
 
    At home, I pulled up to my cabin and carefully backed Spitfire into her place in the garage. 
 
    Kep let out a tiny howl of delight the moment we stepped inside as he bounded into Artemn’s arms. 
 
    “Hi, little man,” she cooed as she spun him around. 
 
    “You know, lately he’s been looking a little less little,” I commented. 
 
    The smoky-gray creature was bordering on the size of an adult fox now. With his features, he probably could’ve been mistaken for one, if not for his glowing ember-like eyes and the trail of sparks that followed him wherever he went. 
 
    Thankfully, we had thoroughly established that those sparks weren’t actually capable of setting my glorious cabin ablaze, and the little fyrox could wander where he pleased. 
 
    My warriors were set up for another training session the next day. I debated canceling it in light of our battle plans, but when it came down to it, I didn’t see any need to. After all, we pretty much had our work cut out for us, and my warriors’ arena fighting was what they lived for. This training was just about as important to them as eating or sleeping. 
 
    While they were at their training session, I drove my Bentley to my new company lot to check out the files Doug had found. 
 
    Entering the lot felt a little surreal. The last time I’d left, I never imagined I would be coming back someday, much less coming back as the owner of the damn place. 
 
    Not to mention the fact that I was rolling through the gate in a Bentley. 
 
    But hey, I guessed turning the tables was kinda my thing at this point. 
 
    I pulled up outside the little office and killed the ignition, and then I sat there for a few seconds just absorbing the weirdness of it all. 
 
    I used my key to get inside and looked around. The place was pretty bare bones. Most of the furniture was gone, whether Doug had cleared it out or Marsh had snuck away with it to try and pawn the stuff. The only remaining items I could spot from before were a few old filing cabinets. There was now a gleaming oak desk in the corner that hadn’t been there before, and I headed toward it as I spotted a neon green sticky note on its surface. 
 
    I recognized Doug’s meandering scrawl immediately, and I squinted slightly with the effort of making sense of it. 
 
    The note started off with Hey kid, but the second word had been crossed out and replaced with bossman. 
 
    I snorted and shook my head affectionately as I continued reading. 
 
    Couldn’t find any more documents about your old clunker, but I put the ones I did find in the top drawer, inside their own folder. 
 
    Another sentence near the bottom had been crossed out, and I muttered the words out loud as I puzzled them out: “Get a haircut.” 
 
    Below these scribbled-out words were a much more formal closing statement: 
 
    Cordially yours, 
 
    Doug 
 
    I couldn’t help but chuckle, and I folded the note up to put in my pocket before I moved on. 
 
    In the folder Doug had mentioned, I found the autopsy report of my truck’s previous driver, Alpi Burke. 
 
    The thirty-five-year-old had died around two AM on a Saturday according to the coroner’s estimation, and like Doug had told me, he’d been found inside Spitfire on the side of SR 14. Rather than a suicide, homicide, or accident, his manner of death was listed as ‘unknown.’ 
 
    The coroner’s notes closely mirrored what Doug had told me: Alpi had apparently been killed by a wound that was small on the surface, almost undetectable, but somehow had extensive damage on the inside. No weapons were discovered in the cab or anywhere nearby. There had been a small tear in his pants, but nothing else that could possibly be interpreted as a sign of a struggle. 
 
    I exhaled slowly as I straightened up and ran my hands through my hair. 
 
    Other than the speculations I’d already made with my women, there wasn’t much that I could assume from the autopsy report. On its own, the fact that Alpi had died at two AM didn’t mean much. But if it did mean something, there was the fact that the best fights in the desert world tended to happen at night. 
 
    What if the dude had gone there, too? What if something had gone wrong, and he’d just barely made it back? 
 
    As curious as I was about the matter, I decided to set it aside for a while. There didn’t seem to be much more digging I could do, at least not any that I could think of right now. Maybe something would come to me later. 
 
    I gave the filing cabinet another quick once-over to make sure I hadn’t missed anything, and then I tucked the file under my arm and left to pick up my warriors from their practice session. 
 
    Intriguing mysteries aside, going about our business here on Earth was just that much weirder now that we were embroiled in large-scale battle plans to connect the desert oases with magical roads and rest areas, but I loved the odd type of balance it brought to my life. I had all kinds of modern luxuries and adventures to have here back home, and I fucking loved every one of them, from spoiling my women to making trips to the drive-in theater. 
 
    So when Abbey suggested we take my women for their first trip to the zoo, I shrugged my shoulders. 
 
    “Why the hell not?” I mused. 
 
    Indy and Ellie both shot to their feet and hugged me. 
 
    “We can see monkeys,” Ellie cheered. 
 
    “They are wonderful,” Indy agreed. “Not as wonderful as donkeys, perhaps, but still quite loveable.” 
 
    I got ready with my women, and then we packed into my Bentley and headed to the zoo. 
 
    The weather was unseasonably warm and dry, and I found myself whistling along with Artemn’s new favorite song as we cruised along with the windows down. 
 
    My women were dressed a little on the scanty side, and I knew that was bound to earn us both admiring stares and a few appalled glares, but I didn’t give a fuck. Indy was eye-catching as ever in her signature bralette and open bomber jacket, while Artemn had on her bleached jeans and tube top. Ellie was my favorite mixture of prim and scandalous in her little blue sundress that was practically see-through. Meikha was clad in a yellow silk romper that clung to every one of her curves, and Rey wore her shorts with a half-laced corset shirt whose neckline stretched halfway down her abdomen. Abbey was in loose pants and a long strip of cloth that she had artfully wrapped around her body to form something along the lines of a shirt. 
 
    The pink-haired woman seemed more confident than usual as she walked around with me and my fierce warriors. Watching the newfound sway of her hips while she walked conjured up visions of her giving me a lap dance back at home. 
 
    As we started our journey through the zoo, I briefed my warriors on how things were going to be here, mostly for Rey’s benefit since she’d only been on Earth for a month or two. 
 
    “Remember,” I said, “if you hear any roaring or screeching, it doesn’t mean we’re being attacked. There are, uhh, machines here that play animal sounds.” 
 
    This part even seemed to confound Indy, who had been in this world for the longest out of my five warriors. 
 
    “Why would they do such a thing?” my princess asked with suspicion. 
 
    “Errm…” I scratched my head. “You know, I’m not sure. Maybe to educate people, or whatever.” 
 
    We walked into a tunnel-like region, and I glimpsed a young boy stabbing a button on the wall. 
 
    “Brace yourselves,” I said hastily. 
 
    A high-pitched screech emanated from the nearby speakers. Rey practically jumped into my arms, while Indy’s hand flew to her hip to draw a sword that wasn’t there. After hissing several curses that sent the little boy scuttling away, she settled for glaring at the speaker like it had personally insulted her. 
 
    My princess was more than used to many machines of Earth by now, but she still was nothing short of affronted when they had the audacity to surprise her. 
 
    “Foolish machine,” she grumbled as she looked away. 
 
    Her face brightened as she stared down the tunnel, and without another word, she took off at a run. Her jacket flew open and streamed behind her, and the sunlight danced across her exposed golden skin. 
 
    “Hey!” a tall woman snapped. She clearly didn’t share my appreciation for the princess’ well-displayed body, and she jerked her children away like Indy might give them the plague if she passed too close. “Watch it!” 
 
    Indy flew by without breaking stride, and the woman turned away with a sniff. 
 
    “The young folks these days never wear any damn clothes,” she grumbled to the tired-looking man at her side. 
 
    “Hmm?” The guy jerked his eyes away from Indy’s receding form. “Oh, yeah.” 
 
    A tiny giggle burst out of Abbey, but she quickly turned it into a coughing fit when the woman rounded on her. 
 
    As we followed after Indy, most of the stares we got looked impressed, admiring, or filled with longing. Most of us were used to this by now, but I still enjoyed it. 
 
    We finally found Indy plastered against one of the exhibit windows. 
 
    “Monkeys!” my warriors all said in a sort of whisper-scream. 
 
    “Apes,” Abbey corrected. 
 
    My warriors repeated this under their breath as they watched a gibbon swing around the wooden monkey bars at an absurdly high speed. 
 
    Abbey read off the sign next to us. “Gibbons can travel at thirty miles per hour in the treetops…” 
 
    “They are quite speedy,” Indy said as she watched the creature move. “Not as speedy as a flying dragon, perhaps…” 
 
    The nearest watcher gave my princess a confused look. 
 
    Eating elephant ears and watching wild animals play was somehow made more fun by the fact that we were most likely going to be fighting in an otherworldly battle soon, and I headed home with my warriors that night knowing they’d be talking about monkeys for weeks now. 
 
    It was only shortly after arriving back home that I decided to look into something I’d been wanting to do for a while now. It was an Earth-bound venture, but it was something that felt even more alien to me than many things I’d experienced in the desert world. 
 
    “What is that you’re looking at, John?” Rey asked over my shoulder. 
 
    I zoomed in on the picture I’d been hovering over. “Islands.” 
 
    “Oooh,” my warrior women all murmured with intrigue and a hint of trepidation. 
 
    There was a hell of a lot less water in the desert world than there was here. What water did exist there tended to either be underground or found in small pools and streams, and the occasional bigger lake, like in Deninde and Bayalon. So, actual islands were a fairly exotic thing to my warrior women. What islands they did know from their world were on the smaller side, like Bayalon’s volcano island arena that was set in the oasis’ lake. 
 
    And up until recently, the idea of owning an island on Earth would’ve been exotic as fuck to me in its own way. I never in a million years would’ve thought that I would be looking into buying a goddamn island. 
 
    But at this point, my new motto was kicking in again. 
 
    Why the hell not? 
 
    Why shouldn’t I invest in a private island where me and my women could relax, live it up, and do as we pleased? 
 
    “I’ve been thinking about buying one of these, actually,” I announced. 
 
    “Whaaaat?” Abbey squealed. “Your own island?” 
 
    “Will it have donkeys?” Indy asked hopefully. 
 
    I chuckled. “Ummmm… Probably not. But maybe that could be arranged. If not, we’ve still got plenty to visit near home.” 
 
    We already made frequent visits to a nearby donkey sanctuary, and they were definitely Indy’s favorite thing of all time. 
 
    I scrolled past several islands off the coast of Florida and shook my head. Those didn’t feel quite right. 
 
    Then my attention was grabbed by one with sparkling azure waters and white sand beaches. I stopped and hovered the mouse over the island and saw that it was near the Bahamas. 
 
    The island was near a popular diving destination, and it was surrounded by corals that were perfect for snorkeling. It was close enough to the surrounding islands that we’d be able to go there if we wanted to, but far enough to have zero light pollution. 
 
    There was already a house built there, too. It was almost like a resort, and it had a huge pool and a helicopter pad. 
 
    Holy shit. 
 
    A fucking helicopter pad. 
 
    I pictured myself traveling to my own private island by helicopter with my six stunning women. We could spend the days diving or snorkeling together, watching dolphins and turtles and rays. At night, we’d come back to our own island under the gleaming stars. My women could grow all the bizarre desert world plants they wanted, right next to palm trees and seagrapes. Maybe we could even take Kep with us on our trips. He’d have all the room he wanted to romp and roam around this private island with me and my women without worry of being seen. Who knew, maybe we could even buy a few donkeys for my princess to keep there, and some staff on hand to look after them when we were gone. I could do some landscaping there and have a whole goddamn arena built for my warriors, just like the ones they fought in in the desert world. 
 
    “Hoooly shit,” I said under my breath. 
 
    This was a picture that I never would’ve imagined for myself, but it was one I could definitely get used to. 
 
    It was fucking insane that this was something within my grasp, while my old boss was so desperate for cash he was pawning off his personal possessions. I was well on my way to being a multi-millionaire here, probably a billionaire, eventually, and my boss was getting his ass kicked by karma big time. 
 
    I couldn’t help but smirk at the thought as I typed out an email inquiring about the island. 
 
    I spent the rest of the day relaxing with my warrior women and making sure we had all our boxes checked for the upcoming trip. 
 
    During our discussions, Rey perked up and gave me a wide-eyed look. 
 
    “What’s up?” I asked. 
 
    “The giant stone guardians in Deninde,” she said excitedly. “I know they said only one of them could come to life to defend a threat from inside the city. But a threat from outside…” 
 
    “They could all come to life for that,” I said with a nod. I drummed my fingers against the table as I thought. “I kinda got the impression that it was strictly for a threat to their own oasis, though. But now that I think about it, this might qualify as one.” 
 
    Artemn nodded in agreement. “It may not be standing outside their walls and ready to invade right now, but if all the necromancers of the world aren’t stamped out, eventually they’ll come for Deninde.” 
 
    “Exactly,” I said. 
 
    I thought even the stubborn gargoyles of the desert world would be able to concede to that logic. And from my experience with the giant stone gargoyle that sat in the center of Deninde, even they were fairly open to hearing me out. 
 
    “Well,” I said as we all stood back. “I think we can spare some time to stop in at Deninde. We’re due for a trip there anyway to make sure things are still running smoothly, so we might as well just talk to the guardian while we duck in.” 
 
    “I’m sure he will see the sense in your plans,” Meikha said with a nod. “He was quite receptive to your ideas when it came to slaying the necromancers.” 
 
    Indy smirked and nodded. 
 
    “You are a king of many oases,” she pointed out. “It is your place to make plans, and everyone else’s place to listen well.” 
 
    I snorted. “God, I love you.” 
 
    Then we went over our plans to finalize them. On tomorrow’s visit to the desert world, we were going to head to the central dragon oasis, and then to Zeratra. I would use my key to make roads on the way so the two places were connected for future use. In the city, we would let the council know what was going on and plan to take command of the army later. After that, we would stop in at Deninde to see how things were going and inquire about the giant gargoyles. 
 
    On the next trip, our visit to Inanit, which could very likely involve open warfare, would take place. Zeratra’s army would follow us to the central dragon oasis, and we would spend the night there resting and preparing for battle before we headed to Inanit. I was pretty sure I could fit a decent portion of the warriors’ black metal armor in my trailer, and I figured that might be a way to both speed up our march and have soldiers expend less energy than if they marched across the desert in heavy plate mail. 
 
    Before we left to march on Inanit, I would call the queens. They’d meet us at the dragon oasis, where we would be joined by another dragon to supplement Ethramne. Four more dragons would fly off with four of the queens to scout the other oases. 
 
    And if all went well, then there might be several stone guardians joining us. 
 
    If they did, that was all to the better. Because as prepared as we were, we still couldn’t know exactly what to expect when we showed up at the oasis called Inanit. Maybe it had been taken over by the mysterious Green Craze that Zeratra’s council had told us about. Or maybe necromancers had won out there and gained total control over the city. 
 
    With the desert world, no possibility was too extreme. 
 
    But we would be ready.

  

 
   
    Chapter 7 
 
    My head was full of our battle plans as I headed for the foggy portal with my warrior women. As usual, the driving had helped me sort out my thoughts. Then the gravity of what we were going to do hit me again, and I realized how fucking mind-numbing this all was. 
 
    But despite that, I didn’t feel afraid. 
 
    Not that I planned on throwing caution to the wind. In fact, I’d never felt this prepared for something in my life. With all the plans we had laid out, I was certain we could tackle whatever the hell it was that we found in Inanit. 
 
    But for now, as we hurtled through the glowing fog, I focused on the current journey, which was about the preparations that would make that possible. 
 
    Our first step was meeting up with the queens at the dragon oasis I had created.  
 
    The rose-gold galaxy of dragongleam almost outshined the sunset as we approached. I spotted dragons lying everywhere like dark hills. Some were in the lush green outskirts of the oasis, while others seemed to have taken up residence in the more open parts of its interior. 
 
    At the sight of us, one of them spread its wings wide and let out a trill, then a trumpeting sound. 
 
    “Ethramne,” Indy said softly. 
 
    I spotted two queens perched on the dragon’s back as she leaped into the air to fly over to us. 
 
    She landed with a ground-shaking thud just as I hopped out of the cab with my women. 
 
    Natiya and Ilvi slid to the ground and bounded over to us, and both of them were wearing a familiar expression that I recognized as pride with a trace of smugness. 
 
    The way Ilvi tossed her hair was so Indy-like that I almost laughed, and it was clear the two queens had good news for us. 
 
    “We have scouted out three oases in your absence, my king,” Natiya announced. “In two, we found no traces of necromancy, although we did make some changes to the arena scene in your name. But in the third…” 
 
    Both the queens’ faces darkened. 
 
    “Which oasis was this?” I asked. 
 
    “Pranev,” Ilvi reported. “It seemed like a lovely city at first glance, but we soon found out that the backers were engaging in necromancy.” 
 
    “Not only that,” Natiya said, “but the council was working hand in hand with them. Many people had tried to step in, but the council commanded the city guard to kill them. Eventually, people gave up trying. They were too afraid.” 
 
    Anger flared in my chest. “I assume you made those assholes pay?” 
 
    “Of course, my king,” Ilvi purred. “We enacted your justice without mercy. We began with a public execution. The common people cheered, and when we told them who had freed their city from the scum, they chanted your name.” 
 
    “Oh, good,” I chuckled and relaxed a little. “And then?” 
 
    “We appointed a new council,” Natiya said proudly. “That was what took the longest, but I am pleased with the outcome. The council will have to answer to the mediators.” 
 
    “And of course,” Ilvi added, “they will all have to answer to your grace, as we reminded them.” 
 
    “We instated a few new backers ourselves,” Natiya said. “And any future backers must undergo an interview with the council, the lead mediator, and the warrior in question.” 
 
    “The warriors were most grateful,” Ilvi put in. “We told them they owe their deliverance to King John, who sent us forth to carry out his commands. Now a portion of their winnings are set aside for you.” 
 
    Ilvi paused, and she let out a small giggle.  
 
    “The cities are already half in love with you, your grace,” she informed me. “They long for you to visit them.” 
 
    “I guess I will at some point,” I said a little dizzily. “It sounds like you did a damn good job.” 
 
    “Ah, one more thing,” Natiya said, and she loped back over to Ethramne and rifled around in the leather pouch that was strapped to the dragon’s side. When she returned, she offered me three jeweled royal bangles. “These are yours now, my king.” 
 
    “Good lord.” I had to laugh as I slipped the bracelets on. “I’m going to run out of real estate for these things pretty soon.” 
 
    “I am sure we can think of another way to proclaim your regency,” Natiya said with a smile. “And… my king, there was something else that came to my attention in Pranev. Something strange, but wonderful.” 
 
    I was immediately intrigued. What wonderful thing could possibly be found in a necromancer-infested oasis? I gestured for the queen to continue. 
 
    “Do you remember Veligula?” Natiya asked. 
 
    I chuckled as I thought of the fearsome, giant wolf-sphinx woman my warriors had faced in the arena back in Colbiri. “How could I forget?” 
 
    “Indeed,” Natiya said with a smile. “Well, as you may remember, she is the oldest known resident of Colbiri. Her past is very mysterious, and we never probed further about it. Partly because communication with her is difficult, since she mostly speaks the old tongue. And partly because, well, it was enough that we had made a peace and were no longer at each other’s throats.” 
 
    “Understandable,” I murmured. I had witnessed firsthand that having Veligula at one’s throat was an altogether terrifying experience. 
 
    “But in Pranev,” Natiya went on, “for the first time ever, I found a being that is of the same kind as Veligula.” 
 
    “No kidding?” My eyebrows shot up. 
 
    Natiya nodded. “The people of the city had driven her far up into the hills. Any time she thought to show her face, they rained magic fire arrows down on her and sent out their fiercest hunting beasts… They breed some monstrous creatures for the purpose, the likes of which I had never seen before. So, she was quite separate from their society. But naturally, when I heard about her, I went to find her at once.” 
 
    “Naturally,” I murmured, and I couldn’t help but admire the warrior queen’s boldness again. “So, you spoke to her?” 
 
    “At great length,” Natiya confirmed. “And I was quite interested to see her lair. It was an enormous cave. On its sides, there were many inscriptions and paintings done in ancient form. One of these paintings was nearly identical to your chariot.” 
 
    “My…” Shock flooded through me. “What? Holy shit.” 
 
    “I was astonished,” Natiya agreed. “With much poking, prodding, threatening, and other enticements, I was able to get one of the city’s skilled artists up into the cave with me to make a rendering.” 
 
    She pulled out a rolled-up scroll with a flourish and handed it over to me. 
 
    I made an effort to steady my hands as I unrolled it. 
 
    “Holy shit,” I repeated under my breath. 
 
    The drawing was incredibly good as far as the desert world went, and it was undeniably a depiction of a cabover semi-truck just like mine, well, before her new paint job, anyway. 
 
    But there was one key difference. 
 
    The truck’s chassis was done in bright, gleaming white ink with watery lines spreading out from it, almost like it was glowing. 
 
    “This is insane,” I said numbly. “But now I’m burning with curiosity about what the hell it means. Do you recognize this language?” 
 
    I gestured at the words that were carefully penned out below the drawing. 
 
    “The letters are of the old tongue,” Natiya said with a small frown. “Of which I know a very small amount. But they are arranged into words that appear to make no sense at all. Quite baffling. And Mezaphine, that’s the wolf-woman of Pranev, speaks much more of our common language than Veligula does, but almost none of the old tongue, so she wasn’t able to give me much insight on it.” 
 
    “Why can’t she speak the old tongue?” I asked curiously. 
 
    “I believe this is because she left her people at quite a young age,” Natiya said. “She was reluctant to speak much of them. I think perhaps she was driven away because she was different. She is quite small compared to Veligula. And she said that most of her kind had the power of prophecy. She only had a small amount and was quite weak compared to them.” 
 
    The mention of prophecies immediately made my pulse pick up. 
 
    “So, runt of the litter,” I murmured. “How did the drawing get in the cave, exactly?” 
 
    “Mezaphine drew it herself,” Natiya explained. “As I said, her powers were quite weak compared to the others of her kind. But things came to her in dreams, and she would draw and write them out. Almost none of it made any sense to her whatsoever, rendering her powers somewhat useless. But… not entirely.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” I asked. 
 
    “Well…” Natiya laced her fingers together under her chin. “Now that we know there were more of her kind, we can search for them in the other oases, and anywhere else. After all, we have dragons to carry us now, and roads to guide us to each oasis. And with some care, I think the lands between could be scouted, too, in the same manner you searched for the dragons in your chariot. If we find more of Mezaphine’s people, they could know more of this mysterious language, and perhaps even of the drawing itself. Their powers are almost guaranteed to be stronger than hers, so perhaps they have some knowledge about what this means.” 
 
    “Sounds potentially promising,” I said, and I made an effort to slow my racing thoughts. “Alright, well… Finding and crushing necromancy is still our main goal. But when you’re scouting out the other oases, maybe you and your sisters can keep an eye out…?” 
 
    “Of course, my king,” Natiya said with a nod. “It shall be done.” 
 
    “Thanks.” I grinned and shook my head in amazement. 
 
    Then our conversation paused at the sound that came from overhead. It reminded me of Ethramne’s signature skittering trill, but it was about two octaves deeper. 
 
    I spotted the outline of dark wings circling down from overhead. Soon, another dragon thudded to the ground next to us. 
 
    Sabree and Orika leaped down from dragonback. 
 
    The first thing they did was offer me two more royal bangles. 
 
    “Damn,” I muttered as I crammed them on my arm. “Yeah, any more of these and it just isn’t gonna work.” 
 
    Meikha stepped forward. 
 
    “I was thinking the same thing,” she said. “But I have an idea, which I will share with you soon. I am sure the rest of the queens will have still more bracelets for you, so we may as well wait.” 
 
    “And in the meantime, we can share our tidings,” Sabree added. Her freckled face glowed with a mixture of elation and smugness, but it was tinged with a little anger, too. 
 
    “We found necromancy,” Orika said baldly. “Well… Traces of it. In two cities, to be specific: Mahandra and Eroben. In both oases, these backers were part of a religious group, similar to the one in Zeratra that you told us about. The backers were trying to figure out how to carry out their evil schemes.” 
 
    “Fuckers,” I muttered. “How far had they gotten?” 
 
    “Not to the point of stowing away dead bodies,” Sabree said with distaste. “But still, they had plans to. In Mahandra, they had lists of their mightiest warriors lined up to put in lethal fights as soon as they figured out how. They even planned to arrange for these warriors to lose in the arena somehow… by starving them beforehand, for example, so they’d be too weak to fight well. That way, the filthy backers would not be forced to do the killing themselves.” 
 
    My hands curled into fists, and I couldn’t even think of the words to express my disgust. 
 
    “Fortunately,” Orika stepped in, “we arrived before any of this could actually unfold.” 
 
    “Thanks to you, my king,” Sabree said. “Now those backers are dead and rotting. We burned their temples, too. And among the ashes, we mounted the backers’ heads on spikes for the birds to peck out their eyes, so all the city could see what happens to people who cross King John.” 
 
    I couldn’t help but reflect on how this sort of gruesome shit was totally unsurprising to me at this point. 
 
    But hey, those bastards had deserved it. 
 
    And in a world as violent as this one, ruling with a swift and iron fist would be the most efficient approach. 
 
    Hell, we’d already proven as much in only a matter of days. 
 
    The thought of how many civilians and warriors would live better lives from this day forward made my chest swell with pride, and knowing we’d only just begun our mission made my veins thrum with determination. 
 
    This entire fucking world would be in line in no time, with King John and his vicious women and queens as their saviors. 
 
    Soon the rest of the queens arrived, and they reported the results of their scouting ventures to me. 
 
    Of the desert oases the queens had scouted, three had contained some amount of necromancy, and the queens had dealt justice to all of them. In all the oases, they had taken steps to ensure the warriors were well taken care of, and that any bad backers were eliminated. 
 
    “You did an incredible job,” I told the queens as I looked around at them. “Thank you.” 
 
    “No need to thank us, your grace,” Orika said with a satisfied smile. “We are pleased to carry out your commands in this way. Our world is a better place because of you.” 
 
    “You are the head,” Diari added thoughtfully, “and we are the hands, taking action at your behest.” 
 
    I chuckled, and then I looked down at the royal bangles jammed onto my arms. 
 
    I turned to Meikha. 
 
    “You said you had some idea about these?” I asked. 
 
    My blonde warrior nodded eagerly. “In the old times, some oases had monarchs who opted for jeweled golden bracers rather than bangles. If we could melt down those bangles and shape them into bracers, with the jewels arranged on their surface, of course, then it would add a warlike air, but still keep the kingly element.” 
 
    “John needs no gold or jewels to be kingly,” Indy sniffed. “Anyone could see he is the stuff of royalty.” 
 
    “Thanks, princess,” I chuckled. Then I turned to Meikha. “I’d say that’s a really good idea, though… but I don’t know how we’d accomplish it.” 
 
    “I do,” Maisira said suddenly. “One of us queens can return to Colbiri. It will be a fast enough flight on dragonback, since we have the road to guide us. And we will use dragongleam to melt them down. Our goldsmiths and jewelers will shape them into bracers. Then we can bring them with us when we meet with your grace again.” 
 
    “It would be wise for one of us to check in on our oasis anyway,” Natiya said with a nod. “Since we’ve been gone for a few days. I will do this task, if it pleases you, my king.” 
 
    I immediately started slipping bracelets off my wrists. 
 
    “Now my enemies won’t be able to hear me rattling these things a mile away,” I joked. Then I got back to business. “Queens, tonight I’ll make more roads, so the rest of you can spend the next few days scouting the remaining oases.” 
 
    “Yes, my king,” the warrior queens chorused. 
 
    Part of me was fucking mind-boggled to have these fierce warrior queens acting obediently at my command on such a large scale, but I managed to take it in stride. 
 
    “Alright,” I said, and I slipped out my map of the desert world. “It looks like there are six more oases, according to this. There are plenty of keyholes marked between them. I’ll go form those, and then I’ll take care of my business in Zeratra and Deninde.” 
 
    “And we shall scout the six oases, yes?” Natiya asked. 
 
    “Yeah,” I affirmed. “As long as you’re feeling up to it. I’m proud of what you’ve done so far, but I know it’s probably a lot to contemplate.” 
 
    “Nonsense,” Diari scoffed and tossed her hair. “This is what we were made to do, my king. Nothing fulfills me more than enacting your rule.” 
 
    Yep, this shit was mind-boggling. 
 
    Once our plans were complete, my warriors and I headed to my truck. 
 
    On the way, I explained everything I had learned from Natiya, and my women all listened with amazement. Then, as soon as we reached the truck, I quickly knelt to look at the chassis. 
 
    I had never paid much attention to the thing before, other than making sure my truck was chassis-certified during emissions. I had chosen to leave it black after hearing Doug grouse about the rust bubbles and chips his own chassis had received during the winter months. I had assumed at the time that the color of my own truck frame was either due to the metal being an alloy, or a common coating of rustoleum. 
 
    But now, as I knelt to look under the truck and traced my fingers over the chassis, the black metal was rough and slightly bumpy under my fingers. It seemed as sturdy as ever, but I guessed the desert metal’s issue had never really been with strength. It was the difficulty shaping it to hold an edge and make an effective blade. 
 
    My women knelt next to me and mirrored my movements. 
 
    “Who could have made it?” Abbey asked with fascination. “If it was someone from here, how would they have even known what a semi was? But if it was someone from Earth, how would they have gotten to the desert world to acquire this metal in the first place?” 
 
    “I have no idea.” I exhaled as I straightened up and shook my head. Then I gave the truck a look that was filled with more admiration than ever. “I knew my old gal had a history, but damn… This is one hell of an origin story.” 
 
    My women all murmured in agreement. 
 
    We tossed some more ideas around about the creation of my truck for a while, but in the end, I realized there was no way to be entirely sure. 
 
    I would be happy if some more information came to light from the queens’ investigations, but even if it didn’t, I wasn’t all too bothered. 
 
    For whatever reason, I had driven through the foggy portal and managed to change the entire fabric of the desert world. I was recognized as a king all over this damn place. I had awakened stone gargoyles, commanded dragons, and so much more. This shit was the definition of having my cake and eating it, too. 
 
    And probably the craziest, most awesome definition possible, at that. 
 
    So finally, we set the truck talk aside for the night, and we rolled off to make more roads. With all the reference points we had mapped out and the addition of the dragons’ map, we were able to make good time across the desert. 
 
    Despite how much ground we covered, the process of creating the oases was pretty similar each time. At every location, there was a tiny, shriveled tree in the ground with a silver keyhole between its roots. And every time I turned the key, my whole world got blurry. When it came back into focus, I was always standing in a rapidly-forming oasis. A place where there had been nothing but scorched desert sand a few minutes ago. 
 
    It never stopped being incredible, though. 
 
    And my warriors reveled in every one of these creations even more than I did.  
 
    As I finished up with the last of them, I sucked in a deep breath of fresh and balmy air and looked at the butterflies, songbirds, and swaying leaves surrounding us. Ellie held her hands out and did an excited twirl, but then she gasped and slowed down when a tiny, jewel-bright butterfly landed on her forearm. 
 
    I watched the thing flutter its sapphire wings and listened to the sound of warbling birds with a giddy feeling in my chest.  
 
    I had just made life sprout from the dry desert dust. This little place had been entirely barren until I arrived. 
 
    “Alright,” Abbey exhaled. “‘I’m gonna have to start making up new words to describe how insane this is.” 
 
    I could only mumble in agreement as we made our way back to the cab. 
 
    Then we headed for Zeratra. 
 
    The ring of mountains surrounding the oasis cast long, jagged shadows over the land, but there were lanterns and torches flickering all over the towers, bridges, and platforms that had been carved out of the red rock. 
 
    I honked Spitfire’s horn when we got close, and it didn’t take long for the gate to begin its slow swing outward. 
 
    There was no army there to greet us this time, but that was the norm now. The people of Zeratra recognized the sound of Spitfire’s horn right away. And considering I was the king of this place, my truck pulling up to the gate was a sight that was not only expected, but yearned for. 
 
    The guard bellowed out a friendly greeting as he approached on his giraffe-like steed. 
 
    He looked absurd with his arms over his head as he hauled on the reins, and I had a brief moment to contemplate whether the army would be riding these unwieldy beasts into war. But I would cross that bridge when I came to it, which should be pretty damn soon. 
 
    “King John,” the guard puffed as he steadied himself in the saddle. “Welcome back to Zeratra, your grace.” 
 
    “Thanks,” I said as casually as I could manage. “We have urgent business with the council.” 
 
    “Of course.” The guard spurred his steed over to the flat red cliff face and pressed his hand against it. 
 
    It slid open smoothly to reveal an arched tunnel, and I led my warriors through it with a friendly nod at the guard. 
 
    We headed up the familiar zigzagging staircase. Candlelight danced out from the hollows in the walls and illuminated the tiny stone mosaics inside them. 
 
    We crested the stairs and came to the towering double doors of the council’s chamber. The candles’ glow winked off the eyes of the faces that were carved into the bleached white wood. 
 
    I knocked on the door, and it swung open after a few moments. 
 
    The bronze-skinned council member I knew as Zemma was the one to open it. Her brown eyes widened at the sight of me, and she swept her gauzy veil back with a radiant smile. 
 
    “My king,” she said. “Your arrival is most welcome. If, errr, rather inconvenient…” 
 
    I raised my eyebrows and shot her a quizzical look. For a moment, suspicion flickered in my chest. Was the council hiding some dark secret from me? Were my orders here not being obeyed anymore? 
 
    Zemma seemed to realize this possible conclusion, because she hurried to explain as she beckoned me and my women into the chamber. 
 
    “We’re in the process of crafting something for you,” she confessed. “It’s not done yet, but…” 
 
    She trailed off and gestured toward the far side of the room. 
 
    The area where I had once seen the council playing a game involving a bunch of daggers and hanging fruit was now home to a huge object that was being hastily covered with a sheet by the other council members. They and the three men helping them were all covered in a fine coating of white dust. They froze in place and stared at me for a long moment. 
 
    “Vamund,” Zemma called out to the tall, ginger-haired council member I was familiar with. “Show his grace our creation.” 
 
    The ginger man hesitated. “But it’s not finished.” 
 
    Then he seemed to come to his senses, and he hastily knelt with all the other council members. 
 
    I smiled as I waved them to their feet. 
 
    “I have to admit, I’m curious about this creation,” I chuckled. 
 
    Vamund scrambled to his feet, grabbed a hold of the cloth, and pulled. 
 
    The sheet slid off and revealed a life-sized stone statue of me, Indy, Ellie, Artemn, Meikha, Rey, and Abbey. The likenesses were all standing together in a V-formation with me at the front. Our faces were all done in exquisite detail, which was pretty damn impressive considering Rey and Abbey had only visited Zeratra once so far. The bodies were still rough-hewn and a little blocky, and I realized this was what they must have been working on when I arrived. 
 
    Damn. 
 
    In the three weeks since I had seen them last, the fierce and regal council of Zeratra had been making themselves busy not only having these things constructed, but participating enough in the process that they were all covered in dust. 
 
    I could hardly wrap my head around how loyal and incredible these people were, but I offered them my own personal gratitude for their gesture, and half of them nearly fainted at the praise. 
 
    Then I accepted a glass of wine as the council members all bowed to my warriors. 
 
    “Your magnificence,” Zemma said graciously. “Zeratra is yours. Would you like to watch some fights? Enter your warriors in one of their own?” 
 
    “Not tonight,” I said. “I’m here on more serious business.” 
 
    The council immediately shooed the servants away to give us some privacy. Once the doors had closed, they turned to me with sober expressions. 
 
    “What is it, my king?” the ginger-haired Vamund asked. 
 
    “I’ve found evidence of more necromancy in other oases,” I explained. “The first one, Novecas, I’ve already taken care of. I executed the necromancers and appointed a new queen to rule over the city in my name.” 
 
    The council members looked awed. 
 
    “I am glad to hear these evil men were met with your justice, my king,” Zemma said. “But there were other oases, you mentioned?” 
 
    I nodded. “There’s one I have good reason to be suspicious about: Inanit.” 
 
    “Another Southern Star,” the green-eyed councilwoman named Segune mused. “I suppose that would make sense, with their proximity to Deninde.” 
 
    On my last visit, I had made sure the council was well up to speed on what had happened in Deninde, and I was glad that I didn’t have to spend time laying it out now. 
 
    “According to the slimy bastard I interrogated in Novecas, Inanit wasn’t allied with them or Deninde.” I frowned and took another sip of wine. “Or at least not yet. They wanted it to happen in the future, but they thought it was best to secure their own alliance first. So, when it comes to how far necromancy may or may not have progressed in Inanit, we’re sort of working with the unknown. But I’m thinking it’s better to arrive with too much force than too little.” 
 
    I took a moment to gather my thoughts before I went on. 
 
    “When I went to Novecas, showing up with my own warriors, Colbiri’s queens, and a giant dragon was enough to convince them it was in their best interest to give up the necromancers,” I said. “It was quick and clean. But since we don’t know if it’ll be the same in Inanit, and the oasis is bigger, I have a plan.” 
 
    “Yes, my king,” Zemma said swiftly. “We will do whatever we can to help, although I hope that goes without saying.” 
 
    I nodded and smiled. 
 
    “I recently managed to win some more dragons over to our side,” I began. 
 
    “There are more dragons?” Vamund blurted. His fellow council members all shot him scandalized looks, and he hastily covered his own mouth. “I’m sorry, your grace. I did not mean to interrupt.” 
 
    I shrugged and waved away his apology. When I had told the council about the existence of Colbiri and Ethramne on our last visit, they had been just as shocked as I was when I first found out. So being staggered to learn that there were a few dozen more dragons was pretty damn understandable to me. 
 
    “I was floored, too,” I admitted. “But the important thing is, we now have two dragons who will go to Inanit with us. Others will ride out in groups of two to scout other oases with some of Colbiri’s queens. And I’m hoping I’ll be able to win over some stone guardians from Deninde when we visit tonight.” 
 
    As always, my casual talk of passing between distant cities so quickly seemed to awe the council into silence, but their nods told me they were listening closely. 
 
    The green-eyed Segune was the first to find her voice. 
 
    “In case there’s even a shadow of a doubt about it, my king,” she said, “our army, of course, is yours to command.” 
 
    “And we are ever at your service as well,” Zemma added firmly. “We will bear swords and spears in your name, if we must.” 
 
    This comment wasn’t as laughable as it had been coming from Deninde’s council. The council of Zeratra was younger, fitter, and fiercer than those in the other desert oases I’d been to. I honestly didn’t doubt that most of these people would make decent enough fighters with the right person commanding them. 
 
    Which, apparently, was me. 
 
    But I didn’t think that was the best course to take. 
 
    “We’re better off with you staying here,” I said. “Ensuring that my commands are still being carried out, and that the warriors are still being taken care of is a job of honor. The army, on the other hand, I plan on bringing to Inanit with me.” 
 
    “Yes, your grace,” Segune said solemnly. Then she hesitated. “Our men will march with you, whatever the risk. But… It is probable that many would die on such a long march…” 
 
    “If not all,” another council member fretted. 
 
    “But that doesn’t change anything,” Vamund said hastily. “They will do as you command, even if you wish for them to slit their own throats.” 
 
    “Uhhh.” I struggled with the mixture of being mildly disturbed and slightly amused that I experienced so often in the desert world. “I don’t think that’ll be necessary. In fact, something else happened very recently, and it’s changed… well, pretty much everything.” 
 
    The council listened closely as I explained how I had been able to create roads through the desert, with oases dotted along them. 
 
    “And you made a road that connects to our city?” Zemma asked in an awestruck voice. “My king, this is…” 
 
    “Did the guards take no notice of this when they opened the gate?” Vamund asked in confusion. 
 
    “Well, the road is black,” I said with a shrug. “And it’s dark outside. So I’m pretty sure they wouldn’t have seen it, especially if they didn’t know to look for it. And, I mean… Why would they?” 
 
    “Ah, of course,” Segune murmured. Her green eyes glinted, and then she bowed her head. “This does change everything, my king. Our army will be able to cross the desert without losing a man, I should think.” 
 
    “That’s the general idea.” I smiled. “So, even if we don’t end up having the stone guardians from Deninde, I think we’ll have a good chance of intimidating the shit out of Inanit. And, if it comes to it…” 
 
    “War,” Zemma said in a soft but firm voice. “Our men are well-honed, your grace.” 
 
    “That’s what I was banking on,” I said with a nod. Then I studied the council’s faces. “You don’t seem incredibly shocked by me being able to create roads and oases out of thin air. It surprised the hell out of me, personally.” 
 
    Zemma chuckled. “Well, it is amazing… almost unbelievable. But if anyone in the world were to be a magical key bearer, a creator of roads and oases, and the central actor in several interconnected prophecies, it is you, my king. We have learned to expect the unexpected from you, and I mean that as the highest possible praise.” 
 
    The other council members murmured their agreement, and I chuckled. 
 
    I was glad that we were in a world full of magical shit, so it wasn’t an uphill battle convincing these people of how possible this was. It was enough to awe them, but not enough to have them doubting my words. 
 
    As if they would dare to. 
 
    Vamund’s voice pulled me back to the conversation. 
 
    “You mentioned keyholes, your grace,” he said. “And that one of them was marked in Zeratra?” 
 
    “Yeah,” I said with a curious look. “Do you know where it is?” 
 
    The council nodded solemnly. 
 
    “We have it under guard,” Zemma explained. “We never knew what it did, and we tried many times to find or craft a key that would fit it, but with no luck. We will take you to it, my king.” 
 
    “And we have something else that may interest you, as well,” Segune added. “Several things, in fact. If you’ll follow us…?” 
 
    I nodded and raised my eyebrows as the council all swept toward the door. They grabbed a lantern and stayed at the sides of the hall so me and my warriors could stride down the center. 
 
    I thought we would head down the zigzagging stairs, but instead we passed over the landing and took a narrow, shadowy corridor that I hadn’t even noticed before. 
 
    We filed through it one by one, and I exchanged a glance with my women over my shoulder as I wondered what the council was leading us to. 
 
    After a while, we came out into a massive, cave-like room. It was so big I couldn’t tell if it was a natural cave, or if it had been hollowed out of the mountain by hand. Its ceiling was so high that I could only see shadows overhead. 
 
    Vamund knelt and struck a match to light a candle on the wall. It was one of many, and as I watched, the light skipped from one wick to another until a golden glow bathed the whole room. 
 
    It was only once the cave was all lit up that I realized it was even bigger than I had thought. This place was a massive cavern. 
 
    A cavern that was chock-full of weapons of war. 
 
    When we had first entered Zeratra, I had glimpsed things like trebuchets perched up on the higher plateaus. The ones in front of me now appeared to be similar. Up close, I could see that they looked incredibly well constructed compared to many of the dubious and eyebrow-raising contraptions I’d seen in the desert world. 
 
    There were barrels stacked next to the trebuchets, too. As we got close, I spotted an ominous purple light leaking out from the tiny gaps between the planks, and a smell like burnt cinnamon hung in the air.  
 
    At my side, my women looked both impressed and wary. 
 
    “What is that?” I asked as I stared at the nearest barrel. 
 
    “There is a fruit that grows in the highest plateaus of our oasis,” Segune said, and her green eyes flicked from side to side like she was making sure we were all alone. “We call it Tongloom. It’s highly powerful, and the fruit’s flesh can be used to make many potions, or poisons, depending on how much you use.” 
 
    “But the most enchanted part of the fruit is its pit,” Zemma put in. “Each one is hollow and holds a destructive and vengeful spirit inside, which is set loose if the pit is shattered.” 
 
    “Interesting,” I said, and I gazed at the barrel with morbid fascination. “So, it’s pretty much like an egg that will hatch out a demonic spirit?” 
 
    “You could say that,” Vamund said with a faint smile. “Only three pits will fit in a barrel. The barrels are also packed full of sand to keep them, err, safe for travel.” 
 
    “That’s gotta be one big fruit.” I eyed the barrels and estimated these cursed pits must each be about the size of a basketball. 
 
    Then something occurred to me. 
 
    “If the barrels are packed full of sand, then what’s that purple glow coming from?” I asked. “Or is this some type of, uhh, enchanted sand?” 
 
    “It is ordinary sand,” Segune admitted. “But as I mentioned, the fruits are quite magical. Even after the flesh is removed, it leaves a hardened residue on the pits. The residue holds some of the fruit’s magic, and it keeps the spirit from breaking out of the pit on its own. But that residue seeps into the sand surrounding the pits. So, the sand takes on a similar glow.” 
 
    “And that isn’t dangerous at all?” I asked. 
 
    “Not unless you plan on eating the sand,” Zemma assured me with a smile. “The spirit itself is fully contained within the pit. They will make a magnificent weapon against any necromancers you encounter, I’m sure.” 
 
    “Of course, you may not be engaged in a siege,” Vamund added. “But I’m sure you could get plenty of shots in before a battle begins in earnest, if it comes to that. Our soldiers are well-trained in using them. We have them practice with Zashroo eggs, which are of a similar size and texture to the Tongloom pits. Any soldier who breaks an egg must repeat their training again and again until they are flawless at this.” 
 
    “Got it,” I murmured. “And, uhh… Say one of the pits does get cracked open near us somehow. Will the spirit inside attack us?” 
 
    “It will attack the nearest living beings,” Segune admitted, but then a small, crafty smile crossed her face. “Unless that being has one of these.” 
 
    She produced a small key from her pocket and knelt to open one of the chests that was stacked by the barrels. 
 
    When she straightened up, she was holding a handful of round, shiny objects that looked like marbles. They were a radiant emerald color that was almost hypnotizing to look at. 
 
    “Ashengote pods,” she announced. “The only known substance that protects against Tongloom. We have many of these, and we will be happy to provide you with them, of course.” 
 
    I took a moment to think this through. 
 
    This trebuchet with its malevolent fruit pods was a formidable, if incredibly odd, type of weapon. I sure as hell wouldn’t say no to having one or two of them on my side. 
 
    But… 
 
    I stepped forward and sized up the trebuchets themselves. They were pretty damn big. I guessed they could be disassembled and carried in my trailer, potentially. 
 
    But they were also on wheels… which meant I had another option. 
 
    “You know,” I said thoughtfully. “If we could take off just the throwing arm of those things, I’m pretty sure my tr, uhh, chariot, could haul them across the desert.” 
 
    “That could be accomplished quite easily,” Vamund assured me. A proud smile crossed his face. “We’re honored to be of use to your grace in any way.” 
 
    “Well, you definitely are,” I said with a chuckle. Then I looked around the cavern. “So, what about the keyhole?” 
 
    “Right this way,” Segune said. 
 
    The council led me and my women to the far end of the cavern, where the ground was empty except for a small chest. This one wasn’t made of wood. Instead, it was crafted purely from the black uclum metal of the desert world. 
 
    Segune pulled out a matching key, knelt, and unlocked the chest. 
 
    I stepped forward to look inside and saw that the chest had somehow been secured to the ground, but it didn’t have a bottom. There was only the bare stone floor below and a small circle of gleaming steel with a keyhole in it. 
 
    Things felt only mildly surreal this time as I slipped my hand into my pocket and pulled out Spitfire’s key. 
 
    The council watched intently as I knelt, and it seemed like every person in the room was holding their breath. 
 
    There was a low, resonant click when I turned the key, followed by a distant boom. 
 
    “What the hell?” I muttered as I turned my head and tried to figure out where it had come from. 
 
    All of a sudden I heard a thunderous rumbling sound. It seemed distant and muffled at first, but it got louder second by second. 
 
    I turned my head sharply toward the nearest wall. 
 
    Then, just in time, I shoved my women ahead of me as I flung myself out of the way. 
 
    All at once, the whole wall split open in an explosion of rock shards and rubble. The council all scrambled out of the way to accommodate me and my women. 
 
    But we weren’t quite far enough away. Jagged rock shards came hurtling at us like arrows, and screams echoed throughout the group. 
 
    And Artemn acted more swiftly than I ever imagined possible. 
 
    A deep, crackling boom split the air, and a white-hot dome flared out around us. There was a sizzling, bubbling sound as the rocks rebounded. They ricocheted onto the ground as oozing puddles. 
 
    I stared at Artemn with a new level of awe. My winged warrior had just melted rock with her lightning shield in a split second. 
 
    She gave me a look that told me she was about as startled by this as I was. 
 
    “That’s a new one,” she said in a slightly dazed voice. 
 
    Then our attention was forced back to the scene in front of us. 
 
    The dust from the wall’s cave-in was slowly settling down, but there was still a thunder of clattering sounds. Now that there wasn’t any stone in the way, I realized it sounded like hooves. 
 
    As the dust settled, I saw several looming, reddish shapes approaching.  
 
    My hand flew to my pistol, but then Zemma gasped, and the sound was filled with wonder. 
 
    “Unless my eyes are deceiving me,” she said in a hushed voice, “those are the sacred steeds of Dargej.” 
 
    I stared at the red shapes in confusion as they cantered forward out of the dust. 
 
    “Are they horses?” I asked. 
 
    “Not quite,” Vamund said. His voice was faint with shock, and his eyes looked like they were going to bulge out of his skull. “They’re statues of a creature that once existed in Zeratra: qesuls. Legend says the statues were once alive, but were somehow turned to stone.” 
 
    “King John is a man of legends,” Indy said in a soft, smug voice. “He has awoken these stony steeds from their frozen state, just like he did with Deninde’s stone guardians.” 
 
    The creatures moving toward us were now clearly visible, and I saw that they really were made out of stone, the same reddish stone as the crown of mountains that surrounded this oasis. 
 
    Their stony bodies appeared similar to horses, but their necks and heads appeared to be an unsettling combination of reptilian and human. A crest of spines ran from their foreheads to the base of their necks. They had two spikes on their heads that reminded me a little of demon horns, and their noses and mouths stuck out in a snoutish way that contrasted weirdly with their human-like eyes and ears. Their eyes were deep-set and inlaid with some type of black stone that glinted in the candlelight. 
 
    And soon it became apparent that these eyes were all fixed on me. 
 
    I did a rough count of the creatures as they clustered together in front of me. I had just reached an estimate of four dozen when there was another storm of clopping from behind them, and at least fifty more surged into view. 
 
    “How many of them are there?” I asked in amazement. 
 
    Before anyone could answer, one of the steeds trotted closer to me. It looked bigger than the others, and its stony flanks were rippling with muscle in an uncanny way. 
 
    “Master,” it said in a low, stony voice. “What are your commands for us?” 
 
    “Oh, of course,” I muttered with a slightly unhinged snort of laughter. 
 
    I was now the master of a whole herd of sentient stone horse-people. 
 
    But then again, that could come in handy, to say the least. 
 
    “Well,” I said, and I searched my mind for the right way to go about this. “Uhhhh… What is it you can do for me?” 
 
    “We are steeds of war,” the leader said. He pawed at the ground like he was impatient to charge into battle right here and now. 
 
    “Oh.” I blinked rapidly as I absorbed this. 
 
    Then I realized this was a fucking awesome development. 
 
    With these steeds, the soldiers would be able to make way better time across the desert. 
 
    Without the involvement of the giraffe-like steeds that required their arms to be flapping up in the air and making it impossible to hold a weapon. 
 
    I raised my voice so all the steeds could hear me. 
 
    “In a few days’ time, you’ll carry the soldiers of Zeratra across the desert and into battle,” I commanded. 
 
    “Yes, master,” the horse-man said with a bow of his stony head. 
 
    I noticed my princess slowly scooting forward, and one of her long fingers stretched out toward the nearest stony horse-person. 
 
    I cleared my throat, and Indy withdrew her hand with a guilty look. 
 
    “No poking the magical stone steeds,” I murmured as I smothered a laugh. Then I turned back to addressing the group of stone creatures. “Until then, uhhhh…” 
 
    “You have awoken us with your key, master,” the leader said. “You may put us back to rest with it, if you wish, and then reawaken us when the need arrives.” 
 
    This was what I had done with the giant stone guardian in Deninde, and it seemed like a pretty good policy to practice here, too. 
 
    “Will you, umm, go back to your places in the mountains when I do that?” I asked. 
 
    The leader shook his head. “We will remain where we are. Unless you wish for us to return to the mountains before you put us to rest?” 
 
    “Hmm…” I glanced at the council and shrugged. “Will it affect your preparations if they’re hanging out back here ‘til the time comes?” 
 
    The council members let out a collective laugh that was slightly tinged with hysteria. 
 
    “No, your grace,” Segune managed. She waved a hand vaguely at the broken wall and the seemingly endless cavern beyond it. “After all, we have so much space now.” 
 
    “Yeeeeah,” I chuckled as I glanced at the caved-in wall. “Sorry about that.” 
 
    “No apology is necessary, my king,” Zemma said firmly. 
 
    “Our walls are yours to break.” Segune bowed at once, and I tried so hard not to burst out laughing at this ridiculously accommodating statement. 
 
    Then I knelt to insert my key into the keyhole again and turned it. 
 
    When I looked back over at the stone steeds, they were frozen lifelessly in place. 
 
    Indy’s long finger quested out and tapped on the nearest one. It stayed entirely motionless. 
 
    Segune kneeled to lock the black metal chest again, and then she bowed and passed the key to me. 
 
    I pocketed it, and I barely heard the council’s words as we strode back to the chamber we had started out in. 
 
    “Sorry,” I said with a quick shake of my head. “What was that?” 
 
    “I was just thanking you, my king,” Vamund said humbly. “It is already something remarkable for our men to march to war in defense of not only our city, but the entire desert world. An honorable destiny. But to ride out on the sacred steeds of myth…” 
 
    He trailed off and shook his head, and his eyes were practically glazed over with amazement. 
 
    And honestly, I pretty much felt the same damn way. 
 
    I existed in a weirdly mythical haze all the way until we got back to the council’s chamber, but then I snapped out of it real quick as I found there were several people waiting for us. Several warrior women, to be specific. 
 
    I recognized them as the remainder of the Exalted warriors. There were about seven of them in total now. 
 
    The bald, shadow-commanding woman named Tinesi gave me a friendly wave. Her shadow did an excited little hop of its own accord. 
 
    I chuckled as I returned the gesture. 
 
    “Ah, yes,” Vamund said with a decent recovery of his usual self-assured manner. “As usual, the Exalted warriors wished to be notified at once if you returned to the city, so I assume our Spectrids found them.” 
 
    The Exalted warriors all nodded, and then their gazes turned back to me. 
 
    As one, the seven women sank to their knees. 
 
    “Your grace,” Tinesi said. Her white pupils seemed to gleam as she looked at me. 
 
    “Good to see you,” I said as I glanced around at the Exalted women. 
 
    Like on my last visit, the twitches and jerks that had racked their forms in the past seemed to have quieted somewhat. It still happened a little, but the women seemed more at ease than I’d seen them before. 
 
    Tinesi frowned slightly as she ran her eyes over me, my warriors, and the council. 
 
    “If I may ask, my king…” Tinesi hesitated. I nodded for her to go on, and she continued. “Why are you all covered in red dust?” 
 
    “Oh, yeah.” I chuckled as I swiped some dust off my shoulders. “Well, uhh. I just so happened to awaken some sacred stone steeds, and they sort of burst through a stone wall to reach us and offer themselves to us in battle.” 
 
    The Exalted warriors’ eyes got bigger and bigger as I spoke. 
 
    “Battle?” Tinesi repeated. “What battle, your grace?” 
 
    After a moment’s reflection, I decided to just be honest about what was going on. After all, I had no reason to keep this a secret from these women. We’d sort of bonded when I’d freed them from their evil backers, and I couldn’t help feeling a deep connection and sense of responsibility toward them. 
 
    They were the first undead warriors I’d freed, and they’d helped to open my eyes to the horrors of their lives. 
 
    So I shared my plans with them, and when I finished, Tinesi fixed her eyes on mine and clenched her fist over her heart in a salute. 
 
    “We will fight with you,” she said with determination. 
 
    “What?” I gave her a startled look, and then I shook my head. “The whole point of me freeing you from the Scazaths was so you didn’t have to become soldiers in some desert battle.” 
 
    “No,” another Exalted warrior said. She had gleaming silver hair, and I recognized her as the siren named Vanya. “I mean… I do not wish to contradict you, your grace… but you freed us so that we could choose our own fates. Didn’t you?” 
 
    I exhaled slowly. “That’s true. But still, I would never ask you to do this.” 
 
    “We know that, my king,” Tinesi said earnestly. “And that is part of why we wish to do it.” 
 
    She looked around at her fellow warriors, and they all nodded and murmured in agreement. 
 
    “And,” the bald woman added with a darker look on her face. “If there are more warriors out there being put through what the Scazaths did to us… then we want to be a part of their destruction.” 
 
    “Unless you tie us down, there is nothing you can say to stop us from fighting fiercely at your side,” the red-haired fire elf named Kyrmani said. 
 
    Her fellow warriors all nodded resolutely. 
 
    “I’m definitely not going to be tying you down.” I cleared my throat a little awkwardly as Artemn stifled a giggle, and I finally agreed with their offer. 
 
    The Exalted warriors with their powers and fighting prowess were something that would be more than welcome to have on my side. 
 
    “Alright,” I said. I thought of all the plans I had overheard from the necromancers in Deninde about using their undead warriors as a supply chain, and I shook my head. “But there’s no way in hell I’m making you march across the desert for this.” 
 
    “Perhaps we could ride on the sacred steeds,” Tinesi suggested. “Like the soldiers will.” 
 
    “Nope,” I said firmly. “You’re getting a first-class ride.” 
 
    The women exchanged confused looks. 
 
    “You’re riding in my chariot,” I clarified with a chuckle. 
 
    Now, the Exalted women’s faces were tinged with awe. 
 
    “Are you sure, your grace?” Tinesi asked hesitantly. 
 
    “Completely sure,” I said firmly. “There’s plenty of room in the back, and I’m going to have it spiffed up by the time I come back here to pick you up.” 
 
    This was entirely true. At this point, I easily had enough money to make something like that happen in the span of a week. 
 
    “Thank you, my king,” Kyrmani said softly. “This is truly the greatest honor we’ve ever been bestowed.” 
 
    The other Exalted warriors all echoed her, and I smiled. 
 
    Soon, we took our leave of the council and the Exalted women, and I headed back to my truck feeling all kinds of stunned. 
 
    Fierce warrior queens on our side for the battle? Check. 
 
    Giant, galaxy-breathing dragons? Check. 
 
    And now… Not only the army of Zeratra, but also the sacred steeds of legend and the formidable Exalted warriors? Check, check, and check. 
 
    Now it was time to see if we could add some giant stone gargoyles to that list. 
 
    “And we will get to see Karteny,” Indy said giddily as we drove in the direction of Deninde. 
 
    “I’m sure she’ll be happy to see us,” I said. 
 
    I was excited not only to see the warrior queen again, but also to see how she was doing with enforcing my decrees since our last visit. I had no doubt she was doing a fucking phenomenal job. 
 
    By the time the towering stone gargoyles that surrounded the city came into sight, they were all casting long shadows from the sinking sun. 
 
    I drove up to the usual one we approached, and its eyes flashed blue. Then it crooked its finger and slowly swung aside to reveal the road. I drove right in, prepared with my women, and leaped to the marble cobblestones. 
 
    “Your grace,” the guards greeted me with a deep bow. “We’re honored at your return. Do you need a ride to the center of the city?” 
 
    I nodded, and the guard put two fingers between his teeth and whistled. 
 
    After a minute, a familiar looming, leafy-haired troll came into sight. Like before, he was riding a bicycle-like contraption with a golden-roofed coach attached to it. 
 
    The troll gave us a toothy grin as he propped up his bike and then opened the coach door for us. 
 
    “Thanks, Rorn,” I said as I ushered my women into the coach. 
 
    “Y’majesty,” he boomed. “An honor.” 
 
    Two dark, winged shapes flashed by overhead, and I knew the Spectrids were on their way to alert the council of our presence. 
 
    The troll worked up a brisk pace, and soon we were flying down the street with the city just a blur around us. 
 
    We skidded to a halt just before the giant lake that formed the center of the city, and I climbed out with my warriors. 
 
    Fingers pointed from every direction as we climbed to the ground. Heads poked out of windows everywhere, and several iridescent scales winked in my peripheral vision as even the mermaids surfaced to get an eyeful of us. 
 
    Knowing their ability to mesmerize people and drag them to their watery deaths, I firmly averted my eyes from the mermaids. But I gave the landbound beings a friendly wave, and I had to chuckle as several women clutched their hearts and swooned dramatically. 
 
    My princess smiled smugly, but an extra flash of red pulsed through her eyes, and she looked down her nose at the women like they were ants. 
 
    We strode down the bridge with Abbey’s skull-topped staff thumping rhythmically against the ground, and soon we reached the castle of the elders. 
 
    I knocked, and the door swung open almost immediately. 
 
    Two tall trolls bowed as they made way for me and my women. 
 
    I led the way and threaded my way through the wildflower garden that occupied most of the first floor. 
 
    The council was already waiting for us, and they all knelt as one. Then they parted like the red sea to reveal the queen in their midst. 
 
    No one looking at Karteny could mistake her for anything other than a warrior queen. An ivory tiara studded with blood-red rubies curved artfully around her head. She wore shoulder armor that appeared to be fashioned out of two of Ethramne’s iridescent, barbed scales, and she had several blades fastened to different parts of her body. Two small daggers were thrust through her bun like hairpins, and their small, jeweled pommels gleamed in the torchlight. 
 
    The queen rushed to embrace Indy fiercely, although she was careful not to stab my princess with her barbed dragon-scale armor. Then Karteny stepped back and ran her eyes over Indy from head to toe. She did the same for me and my other warriors. 
 
    “You all look well,” she said with a smile. Rose-gold flashed through her eyes as she took us in. 
 
    “So do you,” I said, and I shared my warriors’ smiles as I chatted with the queen. 
 
    I learned that several new backers had been instated since my last visit, and high-stakes fights were back up to full-time now. They had dwindled briefly after the whole ‘I walked into this city and slayed the most prominent and evil backers’ thing. 
 
    The new backers answered to Queen Karteny, the city’s gargoyles, and the council in my absence, and this coalition ensured that my decrees were all upheld. 
 
    “I’m here on other business, too,” I added when our discussion paused. I glanced at the council. “I need to talk to the stone guardian again.” 
 
    Their eyebrows lifted by a fraction, but then they swiftly bowed their heads. “Of course, your grace.” 
 
    The council made way for me and my warriors as we headed up the stairs alone. 
 
    On the roof of the building, the stone guardian was frozen in his usual place. 
 
    I knelt to insert my key in the lock and turn it, and the platform rose slowly upward. Then the guardian’s eyes glowed blue, and he blinked rapidly several times before greeting us. 
 
    “Your grace,” he boomed stonily. “Is there another threat to the city?” 
 
    “Yes,” I said. “But… it’s a little complicated.” 
 
    I paused for a moment as I pondered how to spell this out. 
 
    “There was a prophecy that originally led me here to Deninde,” I started. “It said that I, the world walker and key bearer, would come here to awaken the stone guardian, and right a great wrong.” 
 
    “Yes, your grace,” the gargoyle boomed. 
 
    “But it turns out there was more to the prophecy,” I said carefully. “It said…” 
 
    I trailed off as I tried to bring back the exact words, and Meikha immediately jumped in. 
 
    “During a blood summer,” she recited with her eyes closed, “the key bearer shall unite the world by creating green harbors and black pathways. In his yoke, glory will be restored, and balance replenished. Eight crowns will ride forth on dark wings, and mark the start of a better future.” 
 
    Suddenly the giant gargoyle stiffened. His wings snapped out, a deep rumble came from his chest, and his blue eyes flashed to white.

  

 
   
    Chapter 8 
 
    I flung out my arms to shield the women at my sides from whatever the hell was about to happen. 
 
    But the gargoyle just gave his stony head a shake, like he was disoriented. His wings slowly folded down against his back again, and his now-white eyes dimmed to a less blinding glow. 
 
    “Those words,” he boomed. There was a rough grinding sound as he reached up to massage his stony temples. “They echo in my mind, like something I knew, but had forgotten the words to. It feels… as if I have been pulled free from a long slumber.” 
 
    He was silent for several moments. 
 
    “This is an ancient threat that the guardians are prepared to fight,” he rumbled. “Although a threat to Deninde does not sit outside our gates, it is still there. The longer these men are breathing, the higher chance there is that they will come for us. But… we cannot leave our city unprotected.” 
 
    “Understood,” I said. My pulse was still in the process of slowing down after the gargoyle’s blinding revelation, but I kept my voice calm and steady. “So, some of you will join us?” 
 
    “There are one hundred of us in total,” he boomed. “Ten are permitted to leave our posts for this purpose.” 
 
    My heart leaped. Ten enormous gargoyles would be an incredible addition to our group. 
 
    “Ten,” I said with a nod. “I think that should be enough.” 
 
    “When will this battle take place?” the guardian boomed. 
 
    “In a few days,” I said. “So, I’ll come back here before the battle to awaken you again. Are you sure your fellow guardians will do this, though?” 
 
    “I am quite certain,” the gargoyle rumbled. “But if you wish it, I can go speak to them now.” 
 
    I thought this through and then nodded. 
 
    The sound of footsteps below made me glance down, and I saw Karteny had appeared on the rooftop. 
 
    In front of me, the gargoyle gave me a nod and leaped into the air. His stony wings flapped hard to gain some height before he soared off to the edge of the oasis. 
 
    As soon as his feet left the rooftop, the platform we stood on slowly sank back to its former height of about a few inches. 
 
    Karteny looked after the gargoyle with awe. 
 
    “I know we have fought with him at our side,” she murmured, “but it’s still staggering to see such a creature flying around.” 
 
    “Agreed,” I said. “Although for me, a dragon probably takes the cake.” 
 
    Karteny smiled. Then she shifted and sent a sideways look at my women. 
 
    “Your grace,” she said. “I was just wondering if you would like your warriors to join me in the arena while you’re here.” 
 
    My women immediately perked up. 
 
    “I spoke to the lead mediator already, just in case you said yes,” the queen added. “Such a fight would be seen as a mighty honor for your subjects here, and I am confident they would talk of it for many moons to come. I’ve always found things like this to be a clever way of satiating the masses when they adore their leader so very much. Although, since your warriors and I have so much prowess, it may not be possible to find a group to go up against all of us. But if our group were smaller…” 
 
    “I will watch,” Ellie said quickly. “With John and Abbey.” 
 
    Artemn tilted her head, and her silver eyes flashed over to me. 
 
    “I don’t mind sitting back and watching,” she announced. “Just this one time.” 
 
    The queen smiled as she embraced my women. “We will be sure to make you proud.” 
 
    Everyone looked keyed up at the prospect of the fight, and I couldn’t help but smile as my warriors started hyping each other up. 
 
    “You sure you’re alright with sitting this one out?” I asked Ellie and Artemn. 
 
    Both warriors nodded. Artemn’s silver eyes looked calm and relaxed, but Ellie turned away to contemplate the plain stone platform like it was the most interesting thing she’d ever seen. 
 
    I shared a confused look with Artemn, but Ellie’s demeanor returned to normal as we drifted back down the stairs. 
 
    Before we headed to the arena, I stopped to talk with Karteny and the council so I could bring them up to speed. 
 
    Everyone’s faces darkened at the mention of necromancy in Novecas and possibly Inanit. 
 
    “I will fight with you,” Karteny vowed instantly. 
 
    “I love your loyalty,” I said with a smile. “But you’re needed here, to make sure my commands are still being carried out.” 
 
    “I suppose that is true,” the warrior queen sighed, but a spark of pride still lit her face at my words. Then she gave me a searching look. “What of my sisters? Will they ride Ethramne into battle again?” 
 
    “Sort of,” I said. “But actually, something pretty huge happened…” 
 
    I quickly went through the story of the last few days. 
 
    A myriad of colors flashed through Karteny’s eyes at my words. When I was done, she shook her head in amazement. 
 
    “We always wondered if there were more dragons out there still,” she murmured. Then she gave me an admiring look. “And to create oases and roads of your own accord… That is incredible, my king. Although not too shocking, coming from you.” 
 
    “Thanks,” I chuckled. 
 
    It was almost time for my warriors to enter the arena. 
 
    Their fight would be in the Salvation Stadium, the same arena where we had fought our battle against the necromancers. 
 
    The rose-gold dragongleam still hung overhead, just like it had on our last visit. It reflected off the eyes of the crowd as they sent adoring looks at Karteny, and a wave of cheers ran through the people at the sight of her. 
 
    But then the people spotted me and my warriors, and their cheers ramped up into screams of excitement. 
 
    “Oooh, boy,” I chuckled as we strode into the backers’ lounge. 
 
    At this point, I thought I had more than a good idea of what celebrities back on Earth felt like when they walked the streets of Hollywood. 
 
    Except here it wasn’t paparazzi with cameras that followed my warriors. Instead, the desert world held a slew of mystical beings who made golden talismans and statues and ice sculptures of us, asked us to name their babies, and even carried weapons fashioned to imitate those of my warriors, to name a few things. 
 
    Outside the plush and cushioned lounge, a wrinkled old elven woman approached and hovered uncertainly nearby. 
 
    “My king?” she quavered. 
 
    I stepped out of the obsidian and ivory paneled roof of the backers’ lounge, and the woman hurried to sink into a kneeling position. 
 
    She was surprisingly spry for her apparent age, and she popped up like a jack-in-the-box when I told her she could stand. 
 
    “I crafted these for your warriors, my king,” she said eagerly, and she held up a small stack of cards in her hand. 
 
    They were about the size of playing cards, but they were made of a type of stiffened parchment I hadn’t seen before in the desert world. The cards’ backs were all covered in a swirling pattern drawn in blue ink. As I rifled through them, I saw that the front of each card had symbols and numbers on them that made them roughly similar to playing cards I had seen back home. 
 
    But a few of the cards were way more ornate, and they had carefully-penned pictures of me and all my women on them. 
 
    “These are the winning cards, you see,” the old woman said proudly as she gestured at them. “I drew them myself. I created a game to play with them, too. It’s called…” 
 
    She cut off as a taller, broad-shouldered woman came in and bumped her aside with one hip. 
 
    “King John has no need for silly games,” the tall woman snorted. She offered me an armful of silky fabrics that I recognized as shawls. “I have sewn him and his warriors garments fit for the highest royalty.” 
 
    “Ha!” a tall goblin man shunted her aside. Then he bowed and offered me an ancient-looking, leather-bound book. “Your grace, I present to you the most fascinating book of witchcraft…” 
 
    “That’s mine!” a hunched-over woman snapped as she hobbled into view. She snatched the book right out of the orc’s hands and knelt to offer it to me. 
 
    More and more people clustered around the front of the lounge, and it felt like I was at the center of some reverse bidding war as people argued over whose gift was the most worthy of me. 
 
    Abbey stepped out of the lounge to stand at my side. 
 
    “People of Deninde,” she said in a soothing voice. “King John is honored by your gifts, but he has his warriors to attend to right now, and many other things. I will accept your gifts and pass them on to him when our preparations are complete.” 
 
    The people immediately converged on Abbey. 
 
    “Thanks,” I said out of the corner of my mouth. 
 
    The pink-haired woman just shot me one of her bubbliest smiles, and I chuckled as I realized she was genuinely enjoying this role. 
 
    Back in the lounge, my warriors and Queen Karteny were in their battle attire. 
 
    One of the snake-like bookies came slithering in at top speed to consult with the queen, and I assumed it was about the foes she had been searching for. 
 
    I took the time to pass out my warriors’ caffeine pills and chilled drinks from my bag. The women seated themselves on the cushioned bench near the fierce warrior statues that dotted the lounge while they took them. 
 
    Then Karteny waved me over. I walked over to join her and the snake-woman bookie. 
 
    “I’ve jussst received the mosst magnificent proposition for your warriors’ foes,” the bookie shared. 
 
    “I am so pleased you managed to find them,” the queen said with a spark of childlike excitement in her eyes. 
 
    “Yessss, your splendor,” the bookie said eagerly. “They await in the other backer’sss lounge.” 
 
    “Excellent,” the queen purred. 
 
    I couldn’t help but chuckle a little as I wondered what monstrous foes she possibly could have dredged up. As far as I knew, there were no giant, wolf-sphynx women who inhabited this oasis. But then again, the wild outskirts of Deninde were pretty damn big. 
 
    “There they are,” the queen declared, and she gestured to the other backer’s lounge across the arena from us. “The Grisms.” 
 
    I caught sight of my warriors’ opponents and shook my head. “Oooof course.” 
 
    Only a queen of Colbiri could manage to scout out the most bizarre and intimidating opponents of this oasis. 
 
    There were four of them in total, and they all looked like some eerie creature that had just come crawling out of a radioactive bog. 
 
    They were humanoid to some extent, but a lot of their characteristics were distinctly toad-like. Their bare feet had bulbous toes with translucent webbing between them. Their fingers had webbing, too, but the fingers themselves jabbed out into gleaming black blades. 
 
    In shape, their legs looked like what I imagined a frog’s legs would if it could stand upright. The limbs were oddly proportioned, and it looked like they had an extra joint below each knee that gave them an odd, bending shape. Gleaming black blades sprouted from the fronts of their knees and the backs of their calves, too. 
 
    “Soooo…” Abbey giggled nervously. “Toad-women with Wolverine claws and very sharp, pointy knees. Fascinating.” 
 
    “I was thinking like Edward Scissorhands,” I chuckled with a hint of nervousness. 
 
    The toad-women’s faces were fairly human-looking, but they had bumpy green skin, along with wide, slack mouths and bulging eyes. 
 
    Karteny smiled proudly. 
 
    “Recently, I was made aware that Deninde once had a horrible tradition of sacrificing their firstborn children to the toads of the Roaring Garden,” she said. 
 
    I frowned. “I thought those toads were harmless. We walked right past them on one of our trips here.” 
 
    “Oh, they are quite gentle, your grace,” she said with a nod. “But back then, they were assumed to be monstrous, flesh-eating beasts because of their fearsome calls. Anyway, since such evil deeds are not truly in their nature, the toads raised the children among themselves. Living in the magical bog has endowed them with many interesting traits.” 
 
    “Traits like, uhh, knives for hands?” I asked with a snort. 
 
    “Ah, no,” Karteny said in an airy voice. “Those were gained with the help of a woods witch. But their tough and toadish skin, and many other characteristics, were endowed by their time spent in the swamp. I hope you are pleased with these fearsome opponents, my king.” 
 
    “Sooo pleased,” I murmured. 
 
    “They don’t have any magic about them, however,” the queen added. “So, magic used on our side must be purely defensive in nature. Is that agreeable to you, your grace?” 
 
    I nodded. With or without magic, my women were the fiercest fighters the desert world had ever seen. 
 
    At the moment, they were staring down the toad-women fearlessly, and I recognized the eager energy in their steps as they prowled out onto the black stone floor of the arena. 
 
    More and more people came hurrying into the stadium as I watched, and the already-full seats were packed to bursting. Several people tried to make themselves as small as possible sitting on the floor in front of the bottom row, but the gargoyles shooed them away. 
 
    The bookies did the same for mine and my women’s crowd of admirers. Abbey finished stacking the last of the gifts against the wall of the lounge, and then she came to sit with Artemn, Ellie, and me on the throne-like bench that had been placed at the front of the lounge. 
 
    My warriors’ appearance in the arena was met with the same piercing screams of adoration I might hear at a concert back home, and I chuckled as I watched the people shout themselves hoarse to praise my women before they had even begun the fight. 
 
    The toad-women’s backer was a burly orc man I thought I recognized from the night of our necromancer battle here. He was the one person in the crowd who had seemed willing to speak up and be proactive about getting rid of the necromancers. He was dressed in plain linen and leather in place of the absurdly peacock-like silk and velvet of the old backers, and he showed no signs of aggression toward his warriors as I watched. 
 
    They all gave him a solemn nod as they exchanged words, and then they headed out to the arena. 
 
    The orc met my eyes from across the arena, and he bowed his head respectfully. 
 
    I nodded in return, and I felt more than ever that I had left this city in good hands. The queen was clearly being mindful of my commands when she chose the new backers of this oasis. 
 
    As the queen, Indy, Meikha, and Rey faced off with the fearsome toad-women, the crowd quieted a little, and the air thrummed with excitement. 
 
    Ellie and Artemn settled in comfortably at my sides. The ivory mediators perched on top of the white columns that surrounded the arena. Their leader removed the bell he wore as a hat and gripped it in his hand. 
 
    “Tonight, we are honored by the return of King John and his warriors,” he boomed. “Induya Fire-Heart, Meikha Swiftrage, and Reyhan the Red Dawn. They are joined by Queen Karteny, the Light Bearer.” 
 
    The crowd roared as one, and the gargoyle waited for them to quiet before he went on. 
 
    “They will face the Grism sisters,” he boomed. “Bimi, Razin, Aesa, and Yina.” 
 
    A smattering of cheers swept through the crowd, but most people seemed to be staring at the toad warriors with a mixture of fascination and confusion. 
 
    Still, the toad-women held their heads high and proud as they pressed their bladed hands together and bowed to the gargoyles and my warrior women. 
 
    The lead mediator raised his ivory bell and swung it. A deep boom echoed around the stadium. 
 
    “Begin.” 
 
    Right away, I noticed the toad-women traveled unnervingly fast with leaps and bounds that probably would’ve been impossible for a normal human. The one named Aesa rushed at Rey with her bristling knife-fingers extended.  
 
    My strawberry-blonde warrior ducked aside from one hand and smashed the other aside with her glowing red bracer. 
 
    The toad-woman snarled with pain. She used her own convulsive cringe to bring her knee up hard, and her knee-blade rebounded off Rey’s reinforced corset. 
 
    Next to me, Abbey sat up a little straighter, and she smiled proudly when I met her gaze. 
 
    In the center of the arena, Indy yanked the toad-woman named Bimi toward her with her chain-whip. She rushed forward and slashed her opponent’s thigh with the longer of her two blades. 
 
    “One blood for John,” the ivory gargoyle boomed. 
 
    Cheers swept through the crowd, and Indy ducked away from a furious swipe of the toad-woman’s bladed fingers. 
 
    Meanwhile, Meikha was trading blows with Yina on the far side of the arena. The toad-woman was choosing to evade most of the blows instead of parrying, which I imagined would’ve been unwieldy as hell with her goddamn Wolverine claws. 
 
    My blonde warrior managed to get her rapier in between those blades, and she didn’t hesitate to give it a twist that made the toad-woman shriek with rage. Meikha used her shorter blade to stab her opponent in the arm, and Yina’s shriek ramped up into a wail. 
 
    “Two blood for John,” the mediator boomed. 
 
    The toad-woman named Razin abruptly abandoned her clash with Karteny and rushed at Indy. 
 
    My princess was already facing off with Bimi again, but she spotted Razin coming, and she managed to tangle her chain-whip around the incoming blades. 
 
    Razin hissed as she struggled to disentangle her fingers from the chain, all while watching over her shoulder for Karteny. But the queen danced in from her other side and landed a sharp blow on her forearm. 
 
    “Three blood for John,” the gargoyle announced. 
 
    “No!” Razin growled. She brought her knee-blade up in a sharp thrust. 
 
    Karteny dodged neatly aside. A yank from Indy brought Razin stumbling forward, and the queen sped her journey with a swift kick on the ass. Indy danced aside, so the toad-woman went staggering right into her own ally, Yina. 
 
    The whole crowd jeered and bellowed with laughter as both women tumbled to the ground. Their bladed fingers grazed a bloody path across each other’s skin, and both of them groaned. 
 
    Next to me, Abbey’s maniacal giggles brought an automatic smile to my lips. 
 
    “That should count as four and five blood for John,” she said. 
 
    I smirked as I watched the two wounded allies scramble back to their feet. 
 
    Things picked up in the arena, and the eight warriors traded opponents like square dancers as they battled. Yina managed to slash her blade-fingers across Rey’s shoulder, but my strawberry-blonde warrior repaid her with a hard strike to the ribs from her morningstar. 
 
    “One blood for Vrun,” the gargoyle boomed. “Four blood for John.” 
 
    Blades smashed, screeched, and clashed across the arena. Rey gifted Razin with a limping stride after a crushing blow from her morningstar, and Indy didn’t hesitate to take advantage by landing a blow on the toad-woman’s thigh before she could recover. 
 
    “Five and six blood for John,” the gargoyle thundered. 
 
    On the other side of the arena, Bimi managed to slam Meikha up against one of the ivory pillars that surrounded the arena. My wind warrior winced as the toad-woman sent her knee blade jabbing up into her thigh. 
 
    “Two blood for Vrun,” the gargoyle announced. 
 
    Rey’s morningstar promptly smashed into the side of Bimi’s knee as my strawberry-blonde woman rushed in to avenge her fellow warrior. Blood gushed free, and the toad-woman’s knee buckled. 
 
    “Seven blood for John,” the gargoyle boomed. 
 
    “One more and we win,” Artemn chanted gleefully. 
 
    The crowd seemed to be having the same thought, and fresh screams urged my warriors on as the battle heated up. 
 
    Then something happened that drew gasps from all around the stadium. 
 
    For no apparent reason, a hole popped open in the ridged green skin of Aesa’s back. 
 
    “What the fuck?” Abbey whispered. 
 
    Then a small, squirming toad came wriggling out of the hole. It smacked onto the arena floor like a wet fish. 
 
    I echoed Abbey’s question in a low voice. 
 
    Had this toadlike woman seriously just produced an actual toad from her own slimy flesh right in the arena? 
 
    Boos and disgusted jeers rained down on her, but she ignored them as she snatched up the toad. I caught a glimpse of tiny black blades jutting out from its fingers, knees, and calves before Aesa lobbed the toad at Meikha. 
 
    My blonde warrior scrunched her nose up in disgust and dodged aside from the slimy projectile. Then she shouted a warning as the thing started to hop toward Karteny with its tiny blades extended. 
 
    Things got even more hectic as more toads were expelled from Aesa’s back. It was like a green hailstorm, and before long, there were dozens of the things flopping, hopping, and sliding all over the arena floor. 
 
    “Good god,” I muttered. 
 
    But then Indy aimed a sharp kick at one of the toads and sent it flying into Razin’s calf.  
 
    A tiny red slash opened up there, and I could barely make out the words of the mediator as the crowd exploded. 
 
    “Eight blood for John!” the gargoyle thundered. “Our winners are Induya Fire-Heart, Meikha Swiftrage, Reyhan the Red Dawn, and Queen Karteny!” 
 
    The crowd screeched their approval, but their sounds faded from my mind as I watched the lounge across the arena intently. 
 
    The toad-women hung their heads as they approached their orc backer, but he clapped one of them on the shoulder and uttered a few calm words. 
 
    As anticlimactic as this may have seemed, the interaction stunned me. 
 
    “Holy shit,” I muttered. “I just witnessed warriors losing a fight and not being brutally punished by their backer.” 
 
    The only time I had seen this genuinely happen was in Colbiri. Other than that, the backers of the desert world had never shied away from being abusive to their warrior women. 
 
    Until now. 
 
    Because of me. 
 
    My warriors and Karteny were all glowing when they joined me in the lounge, and their post-battle euphoria only amped up my own buzz of excitement. Rey and Meikha had Life-Saver bandages covering the shallow wounds they had received. 
 
    Karteny’s smile spread wider when I complimented her on her choice of backers. 
 
    “All I did was what you commanded,” she said with a modest shrug. “An interview with me and the council and mediator. Oh, yes, and I may have had him spied on, and arranged some choice encounters to test his temper.” 
 
    I chuckled. “Hey, whatever it takes. You’re doing a damn good job, though, that’s for sure.” 
 
    “At your behest,” the queen reminded me. Then she looked around at my warriors and sighed. “I cannot be the only one longing to wash the stink of toad slime off me.” 
 
    “Yes, please,” Indy shuddered as she wiped her arm on one of the lounge’s plush cushions. Then she got a dreamy look on her face. “We have the most glorious bath at home.” 
 
    Karteny looked mildly curious at the mention of home, but her attention was drawn by another adoring citizen presenting us with their gifts. 
 
    Then some of the snake bookies came slithering up. One of them leaned toward me so the velvet pouch in her sling-like garment hung forward. 
 
    “Your winningssss, my king,” she offered. 
 
    I took the bulging pouch and smiled as I thanked the bookie. 
 
    “Ah,” Karteny said. “That reminds me. I have more winnings for you up in the castle, your grace.” 
 
    I had completely forgotten about the fact that a portion of Deninde’s undead warriors’ winnings would be going to me. 
 
    But hey, I wasn’t about to complain. 
 
    I not only had a fierce warrior queen here overseeing my commands, I was also making the type of passive income I never would’ve expected to be receiving in a million years. All while the warrior women were finally living out their dream of choosing their own fates. 
 
    We dodged our way through the crowds of adoring people and made our way back to the nearby castle. There, I accepted the bags full of jewels from Karteny and then headed up to the top of the tower to see if the stone guardian had returned. 
 
    He was there waiting, and the platform started to ascend as soon as we stepped onto it. 
 
    “I have spoken to my fellow guardians,” he boomed at once, “and ensured that ten of us will fly with you to war.” 
 
    I allowed myself a moment to contemplate how awesome this was. Ten stone gargoyles as fucking huge as these guys were was an incredible thing to have in my arsenal. 
 
    “Will you be one of them?” I asked. 
 
    “I am bound here,” he boomed. “But you can trust that the other guardians will obey your commands in battle, your grace.” 
 
    After a few more words, I used my key to put the stone guardian back to rest. Then we said our goodbyes to the council and the queen and headed back toward home. 
 
    As we hurtled back through the foggy portal, it felt wild to think that the next time we entered the desert world, it would be for an epic battle. But this was all starting to feel like a new kind of normal to me. 
 
    Going back and forth between the barbaric desert world and my luxurious Earth life came as easily to me as breathing now, no matter the dangers that waited in our futures. 
 
    It was fucking good to be king. 
 
    Back at home, Indy, Abbey, Rey, and Meikha all headed for the bath. This had quickly become one of my pink-haired woman’s favorite rituals, and I chuckled as I watched them all race each other there. 
 
    Meanwhile, Artemn stood at the bar and ran her eyes contemplatively over the wall of liquor. 
 
    “Whiskey?” I suggested. 
 
    “You read my mind,” my silver-eyed warrior said with a smile. 
 
    I snatched a bottle of whiskey off the shelf, and then I gave my blue-haired warrior a questioning look. 
 
    “None for me,” Ellie said. “I…” 
 
    She trailed off for a moment and bit down on her lip. 
 
    I immediately set the whiskey aside and walked around the counter to her. “What is it? Are you alright?” 
 
    My petite warrior nodded. She took a deep breath, and then she finally met my eyes. Her expression was uncertain, but whatever she saw on my face seemed to reassure her. 
 
    “I don’t think I should have any,” she finally said. “Because, I… I think I might be pregnant.”

  

 
   
    Chapter 9 
 
    The bottle of whiskey slipped from my grasp. 
 
    I managed to snatch it a second before it hit the ground. My hand was shaking ever so slightly as I placed it on the counter. 
 
    Now that my hands were freed up, I grabbed both of Ellie’s and pressed them against my chest. 
 
    Fireworks were going off in my mind, but at the same time, it was like my brain couldn’t even compute how to talk. 
 
    Suddenly, my blue-haired warrior’s earlier willingness not to enter the arena made total sense to me. 
 
    “Are you sure?” I finally managed. 
 
    “Not entirely,” she admitted softly. “But I have reason to believe I might be.” 
 
    My chest felt like it might burst, but in the best way imaginable. I held Ellie’s hands as much to steady myself as to steady her. 
 
    “Holy shit,” I breathed. 
 
    “Does…” Ellie hesitated, and her blue eyes were slightly wary as they watched mine. “Does it please you, John? It means I will probably be out of the arena for a while.” 
 
    “Ellie.” My voice was almost a wheeze. “That’s nothing. That doesn’t matter. What matters is… this is fucking amazing.” 
 
    I paused for a long moment as I studied her face. 
 
    “Is it okay with you?” I asked. 
 
    Her blue eyes widened, and she nodded vigorously. “It’s more than okay. It makes my heart race just to think about it, in a good way. The best way. But I just meant… I won’t be able to earn you glory or riches for… I don’t even know how long.” 
 
    “Trust me, Ellie,” I said firmly. “You earning me glory and riches, while awesome as hell, is very low on the list of reasons why I care for you. Okay? Yes, I love that you’re my badass, cutthroat, big-surprise-in-a-little-package warrior woman, but that’s not all you are to me. Not even close.” 
 
    A pleased glow spread through my blue-haired warrior’s face, and she gave her head a little shake as if to clear it. 
 
    “I know,” she said after a trembling breath. “I don’t know what I was thinking. It’s just… such a big thing, you know?” 
 
    “I know,” I said as I stroked her hand. 
 
    I realized suddenly that Ellie was staring over my shoulder at something, and I turned around. 
 
    Artemn was watching us with her hands clasped to her chest, and her silver eyes were brimming with tears. 
 
    “Come here,” I said instantly. I reached out and whisked her into a hug with me and Ellie. “What’s wrong?” 
 
    “H-happy tears,” Artemn assured me with a slight hiccup. She blinked rapidly, and the smile she gave me almost made me dizzy. “And… maybe a little jealousy.” 
 
    “Jealousy?” I repeated. 
 
    Then my eyes widened a little. 
 
    The faintest flicker of golden light pulsed from the scar-like patterns on Artemn’s skin as she met my gaze. 
 
    “I want to be carrying your child, too,” she said softly. 
 
    I felt like the floor was tilting under me, and a huge smile split my face. I pulled both warriors close. 
 
    My train of thought took a hard turn as Ellie climbed right into my lap. She straddled me and wrapped her legs tightly around me as she kissed me. 
 
    I slid my arms around her and kissed her back with every ounce of the overwhelming affection I felt. She trembled breathlessly against me, and I felt myself stiffening in my jeans as she squirmed closer. 
 
    I wrapped one arm around her more tightly as I got to my feet. 
 
    Then I used the other hand to snatch Artemn. “C’mon.” 
 
    I pulled both of the warriors into the master bedroom, and I laid Ellie down gently on the bed. 
 
    “John,” my dainty warrior sighed deeply. “I’m not going to break.” 
 
    I silenced her with a kiss and pushed her down on the bed. 
 
    Her rosy pink nipples stiffened under my hands, and I moved my lips down to her neck. I kissed my way all the way down her abdomen, and I lingered over the place where there might soon be… 
 
    Holy shit. 
 
    A fucking baby. 
 
    My baby. 
 
    Our baby. 
 
    I had never felt closer to my blue-haired warrior. She squirmed and whined when I put my tongue to work between her legs. 
 
    A slight pressure against my thighs made me jump, but I realized it was Artemn. She squirmed her way between my legs and swiftly unbuttoned my jeans. Her words in the lounge seemed to echo through my mind as I looked down into her stunning silver eyes. 
 
    My mind was still reeling. Not only one, but two of my beautiful, fierce, and incredible warrior women had just made it blatantly clear that they wanted to bear my children. 
 
    As soon as Artemn had freed my cock from my boxers, she swallowed it hungrily. I allowed her to pull my legs forward into a thrust as she leaned her head against the side of the bed. 
 
    At the same time, I continued to tease Ellie with my tongue and fingers. With my free hand, I threaded my fingers through hers and clasped them over her stomach as I made her moan. 
 
     At the same time, my hips went into a steady rhythm to plunge my cock in and out of the warm, wet grip of Artemn’s mouth. The way she moaned as she swallowed every inch of me was enough to make my breath come faster. I felt possessed by lust for my two warrior women, and soon I was filled by the urgent, pounding need to claim both of them. 
 
    I moved into a standing position. Ellie’s legs dangled over my elbows as I moved my cock to her entrance, and she let out a soft whine the second my length brushed against her. 
 
    I pushed her legs wider and lowered myself until my body was over hers. Then I ran my lips along the pearly softness of her jawline and kissed her more passionately than I ever had before. I eased my cock into her entrance, and I moved slowly until I had filled every inch of her with my rigid length. 
 
    Then I moved my hips into a faster, urgent tempo. Ellie whimpered and quivered as she surrendered to me. She squirmed with pleasure while I held her prisoner with my forearms and buried my cock deep in the tightness of her core. 
 
    She spasmed against me with a force that almost launched me off of her, and her usual soft notes of pleasure ramped up into a wail of ecstasy. 
 
    Afterward, the sight of Artemn watching us with hopeless longing was enough to have me moving again. 
 
    “Come here,” I growled as I seized her by the wrist. 
 
    Her lips perked into a breathless smile as she allowed me to drag her across the bed, and she wriggled around to present her glistening entrance to me with a pleading look. 
 
    “Please, John.” Her husky voice was soft but urgent. 
 
    As soon as I laid hands on her, she let out a breathy gasp that woke up the animal in me all over again. She yanked off her bra, and her breasts spilled free. They skimmed against my chest as I explored the silver-eyed warrior with my hands. 
 
    Then I turned her over, gathered her wrists in my hand, and pinned them over her head. I pressed her down against the bed and closed my teeth around the soft skin near her ear. 
 
    “Is this how you want it?” I growled as I tightened my grip on her wrists. 
 
    “Y-yes,” she quivered. “My king.” 
 
    I entered her without hesitation, and she took me eagerly as my cock breached her passage. 
 
    My winged warrior’s default moody facial expression softened in a way that I only ever saw in the bedroom. Her smoky voice moaned my name again and again as I sank my aching cock into her tightness, and I restrained her wrists tightly as I fucked her with total abandon. Pleasure spiraled through my body and collected in my groin, and Artemn’s fingers curled and clenched as tremors ran through her body. 
 
    She grabbed a fistful of blanket, and shockwaves of pleasure made her whole body rock against mine. White and gold light flared out from the scar-like patterns on her skin, and they flickered a little brighter with each spasm of her body. 
 
    But I didn’t relent. I pulled out for just long enough to whirl her around so I could stare into her silver eyes while I fucked her in earnest. 
 
    I restrained her movements in the way I knew she loved while I made her taut wetness yield to the rigid push of my cock. I upped my pace again, and I felt like every one of my nerve endings was on fire as I fucked Artemn with carnal need. 
 
    Her body quaked and molded against me, and soon white light flared out from her skin for a second time. 
 
    I closed my eyes against the blinding glare and sent my hips into overdrive until my own pleasure came to a peak. 
 
    I plunged my cock into her one last time and released a tidal wave of cum inside her. 
 
    The white-gold light flickered brighter and brighter as my seed rushed into her womb, and my winged warrior’s legs clenched against my hips as she arched hungrily against me. 
 
    Once she had milked me for every drop of cum, the light faded to a dim, ambient glow. It flashed like a firefly when I rocked my hips against her, and again when I kissed her neck. 
 
    I sat back for a moment and just stared at the two women who were overflowing with my seed, and it hit me again that they might both soon be carrying my children. 
 
    “Well,” I mused as calmly as I could. “I guess I’ll add pregnancy tests to the shopping list. And maybe some, uhh, virgin margarita mix.” 
 
    “Tests?” Ellie asked with a puzzled look. 
 
    “Yep,” I said in a still-dazed voice. “There are, uhh, devices here that can tell whether someone’s pregnant.” 
 
    “Interesting,” Artemn murmured. 
 
    Things like pregnancy tests weren’t something I had needed to acclimate my otherworldly warrior women to, but I guessed that was all about to change. 
 
    Right before we engaged in a potential war in the desert world where we’d have dragons and giant gargoyles fighting at our sides. 
 
    Time seemed to pick up again over the next few days. I made a last-minute but awesome investment in a fully-furnished RV trailer to attach to Spitfire. It had plush couches and chairs, a refrigerator, and even an electric fireplace. Of course, the latter two features were a little too complicated to contemplate working in such a short time, and I had no idea if they’d function in the desert world even if I did. But the windowed camper would still make a perfect resting place for the Exalted warriors while we drove to the battle site. I invested in another few high-quality coolers, too, so I could supply them with chilled drinks and food. I thought these warriors deserved to be spoiled a little, especially considering they were joining our sides in a potentially deadly battle again. 
 
    The fact that I could make purchases like this without batting an eye was still something I had to get used to, and I allowed myself a short time to revel in it. 
 
    And this was nothing compared to what I’d be able to do in the future. 
 
    Back at home, I allowed myself a while to daydream about buying a private plane to fly my warriors and I to our own private island. 
 
    “I fucking love my life,” I said to the empty lounge. 
 
    Then I was distracted by the sound of footsteps. I turned around and saw Indy and Abbey frog-marching Ellie into the room with gentle firmness. 
 
    “Indy,” my petite warrior protested as she squirmed around. “We don’t even know if I’m truly with child yet.” 
 
    “Hush, Little Cobra,” the princess commanded. “You may be carrying an even littler cobra inside you. The seed of King John, a conqueror and king of desert cities. From now on, you shall have whatever you desire.” 
 
    On Ellie’s other side, Abbey practically had stars in her eyes. 
 
    “A tiny little Ellie,” she sighed dreamily. “Oh, my god, this child is going to be equal parts savage and adorable.” 
 
    “We shall teach her the art of destruction,” Indy proclaimed as she sat Ellie down on the soft lounge cushions. 
 
    “Slow down, princess,” I teased as I joined them. 
 
    “I’m going to make a scrapbook,” Abbey decided. “There will be so many moments in there. Baby’s first tiny dagger. Baby’s first knife fight. Okay, no, maybe we’ll dial it down a little until she’s older, but still.” 
 
    “She?” I chuckled as I looked around at the women. “You think it’s a girl?” 
 
    Ellie shrugged shyly, and a sweet smile turned up the corners of her mouth. 
 
    Indy tossed her hair. “Girl or boy, I vow this child will be a fierce warrior.” 
 
    “If she wants to be,” Ellie added. “Perhaps she’ll wish to be a leatherworker, like Abbey. Or someone who takes care of the monkeys at the zoo. That seems like a noble calling, doesn’t it?” 
 
    At this point I was almost starting to feel lightheaded from how fucking cute this all was. 
 
    I decided I shared my blue-haired lover’s conviction that the child could be whatever the hell she, or he, wanted. A desert warrior, a zookeeper, a pilot, an actor, a secret assassin… 
 
    “Rein it in, John,” I muttered to myself. 
 
    We had a whole desert world to sweep for necromancers before we could start in on this stuff. 
 
    But I did allow for the exception of buying a whole stock of pregnancy tests, and we ended up deciding that all of my warriors should have one or two right away, just to be careful. 
 
    Because if any one of my women was going to be heading into this while pregnant, that was definitely going to change the way we went about many things. 
 
    I felt like I was touching a live wire as I paced outside the bathroom and listened to the whispers and giggles of my women, and it was all I could do not to bust the door down and ask if the results were ready yet. 
 
    Finally, they all emerged together. 
 
    Ellie’s whole face was flushed with pleasure, and her blue eyes were bright and giddy. 
 
    “It’s positive, John,” she whispered. 
 
    “Holy shit.” I pulled my dainty warrior into a hug, and all my women joined in. 
 
    “Ours were negative,” Artemn said with a sigh. 
 
    “These things take time, Artemn Stormstrike,” Indy said solemnly. “I have no doubt you will bear a lovely, winged warrior child.” 
 
    Artemn looked a mixture of pleased and intimidated as she contemplated this. 
 
    “Just out of curiosity,” I said with a slightly maniacal laugh. “Were you, uhhhh, born with wings, Artemn? Maybe that seems like a weird question…” 
 
    “I was,” Artemn said with a nod. “Although my parents were both fey, so it might be different.” 
 
    My eyes went completely out of focus as I contemplated this again. As a full fey, was Artemn built differently in some way? As in, some way that made it totally safe and fine to bear a baby with goddamn wings if necessary? 
 
    “One step at a time,” Abbey said with a pat on my arm. “We’re going to figure this out.” 
 
    I tucked a lock of pink hair behind her ear and just smiled. 
 
    The next day, we gathered our gear together. I looked at my semi with its gleaming, sunset-colored cab and its luxurious RV attached. The only thing that could’ve made the sight better was my warriors standing in front of it, as they were now. They looked equal parts stunning and fierce in their carbon fiber reinforced leather armor and holding their battle weapons. 
 
    “Alright,” I said with a deep breath. “Let’s go.”

  

 
   
    Chapter 10 
 
    I pulled up outside the mountain-encircled oasis of Zeratra and sent the sound of Spitfire’s horn echoing through the evening air. 
 
    In my rearview mirror, I spotted the ten giant gargoyles who had followed us thudding to the ground. They clustered together, folded their stony arms over their chests, and waited. 
 
    I had thought it best to stop in at Deninde first, and then have the guardians follow us the rest of the way. Considering they were made out of stone, they were pretty much untiring. 
 
    Now I was pulling up to Zeratra with my women to retrieve the army, the Exalted women, and the weapons of war that were mine as the king. 
 
    As planned, we’d be traveling from here to the dragon oasis in the evening. That way the army wouldn’t be making the bulk of their journey under the sweltering desert sun. The heat wouldn’t affect the stone steeds they’d be riding, of course, but I was pretty sure the men would practically be roasted alive in their black metal plate armor if they had to make the whole trip in the heat of day. 
 
    Since they were riding out mounted on the magical stone steeds rather than marching by foot, I had nixed the idea of hauling some of their armor in favor of bringing the Exalted warriors along in the comfort of the RV trailer I’d bought for this very purpose. 
 
    As the army came trotting out of the gate, the Exalted women led the way. The undead warrior women moved with less of a jerking stride than I had ever witnessed. Their faces were focused, fierce, and determined as they approached. These women were beyond ready for battle. 
 
    Behind them there was also a team of men and stone steeds dedicated to hauling two partially-disassembled trebuchets to my truck. I planned to hitch the trebuchets to the back of my trailer and pull them across the desert, although I wouldn’t be doing the same for the wagons full of mystical Tongloom pods we planned to use as projectiles. 
 
    I leaped to the ground and waved the Exalted women over as I headed to the camper door with my warriors. Inside, we gave the undead women a little tour. 
 
    The trailer was incredibly roomy for what it was, and the Exalted warriors looked awed at every aspect of it. They paused to stroke the plush carpet and cushions, and they gazed out of the glass-paned windows with amazement. 
 
    “There are drinks for you in here,” I announced as I opened one of the coolers. They were full of glass bottles of the strawberry lemonade my own warriors were partial to, along with thermoses full of icy water and different types of fruit juice. “And then there’s food in here…” 
 
    I opened one of the many high-set cupboards in the trailer and showed the Exalted warriors the variety of food I had stocked it with. 
 
    “You are most kind to take care of us this way, my king,” Ambryn said softly. “Thank you.” 
 
    “Sure thing.” I couldn’t help but grin at the warriors’ appreciation of these small pleasures. 
 
    I made sure they were comfortably settled in with the help of my own women. Then I hitched the two trebuchets to my truck and headed back into the cab with my own women. 
 
    In the past, the last thing I ever would’ve expected to see in my rearview mirrors was a fucking desert army following me toward a battle, but here we were. 
 
    The army came clattering down the gleaming black road on their red stone steeds behind us. The stony creatures sped to a brisk canter as I got going. Soon their pace ramped up to a gallop that kept them close behind us, but when I got past fifty miles per hour, they slowly fell behind. 
 
    I hadn’t known exactly how fast these stony steeds could move ahead of time, but we had made our arrangements with that in mind. I would cruise at a steady speed of sixty miles per hour, and the stone steeds would carry the army along behind me. I would stop at each oasis for them to catch up, and then we would repeat the process. 
 
    And it sure as hell was an incredible sight to behold. 
 
    For everyone involved. 
 
    A lot of the men had stowed their black metal helms on the pommels of their saddles for the ride, so I had a brief glimpse of the awed looks on their faces before we picked up enough speed to leave them behind. They had all seen Spitfire before, of course, but none of them had witnessed the truck moving at this speed. Other than the murderous bull that had once attacked us out in the desert, I knew of nothing in the desert world that could move over long distances as fast as my old gal. 
 
    When the dragon oasis came into sight, everyone in the cab let out a little sigh. Even when the ground below it had been barren, the massive stretch of dragongleam overhead had been a striking sight. But now, with a lush, unspoiled oasis underneath it, it looked like something straight out of a fantasy book. 
 
    “John,” Ellie said thoughtfully. Her hands rested on her stomach in a way that seemed unconscious. “As the creator of this oasis, I think you should give it a name.” 
 
    “It is quite special compared to the others,” Indy agreed. “I think it deserves a name, too.” 
 
    I blew out a breath and gave Abbey a sideways glance. “Any ideas?” 
 
    “Hmmm,” she murmured. “You could name it Tanuu. That’s the name of an ancient Egyptian creator god. Which is almost, like, what you are, if you think about it.” 
 
    This thought had crossed my mind several times lately, and I allowed myself another moment to revel in it. 
 
    “Tanuu,” I said. “It rolls off the tongue pretty easily.” 
 
    “Abbey,” Indy said softly. “That is quite a fascinating name. But… I think I may have a better one: Miray.” 
 
    “Indy!” Ellie hissed. 
 
    “Elsodie,” my princess scolded right back. “You should know better than to trust me with such things if you don’t want me to speak up on your behalf.” 
 
    I raised my eyebrows. “What’s going on?” 
 
    There was a long silence. 
 
    “Oh, I’ll say it,” Artemn huffed. “Ellie wants to name the baby Miray, if it’s a girl.” 
 
    “It is a girl,” Indy whispered. 
 
    “Miray,” I said softly. The emphasis on the second half of the name wasn’t something I was accustomed to, but it still rolled off my tongue easily. “I love it.” 
 
    “You do?” Ellie asked anxiously. “I loved the name, but I wasn’t sure if it would be considered odd on Earth…” 
 
    “It’s pretty unique,” I said with a shrug. “But then again, so are we. And I have no doubt our children will be, too.” 
 
    The word “children” just kind of slipped out, and I did a quick glance at Ellie to see if the concept startled her. But when her blue eyes met mine, they were shining with joy. 
 
    “So it is settled,” Indy announced with a clap of her hands. “The dragon oasis shall be named after John And Ellie’s firstborn, Miray.” 
 
    Ellie sent me a giddy smile, and my other women seemed just as swept up in the moment as we were. 
 
    Ahead of us there was only dark road and silent desert, but my mind was filled with images of a baby girl named Miray with blue hair, pearly skin, and her father’s gray eyes. 
 
    By the time the starry dragongleam above our destination came into sight, the sky was fully dark. I carefully directed Spitfire off the gleaming black road and parked next to it, where the army would be able to see clearly when they caught up with us. 
 
    “How long do you think it will be?” Rey asked as she fell in step with me and her fellow warriors. 
 
    I shrugged. “I think they’ll be here by sunrise, at the latest. Those steeds don’t need food, water, or rest the way a horse would, so…” 
 
    Before I could say anything else, Natiya’s voice caught my attention. She and Temerine came striding out of the trees together. 
 
    Civraz the dragon approached too, and Ethramne shadowed his steps. The two dragons’ eyes flickered with the same red-gold radiance as the queens’ as we all greeted each other. 
 
    I went to open the camper door for the Exalted women. They all came spilling out with excited giggles, and I had to stop myself from staring at them in shock. Something about the innocent and almost childlike laughter was completely unexpected coming from these women. 
 
    But then again, they had probably never even contemplated seeing the land outside their own oasis. Especially not a part of the land that was a lush, unspoiled oasis with a field of gleaming, rose-gold galaxy matter hanging over it. 
 
    “It’s beautiful,” Tinesi breathed, and her shadow craned its neck like it was trying to get a better view. Then she turned to me. “You made this?” 
 
    “Yep,” I said, and I couldn’t help but feel equally amazed as I stared out at the oasis. “Well, the dragons and galaxy were already here. But yeah.” 
 
    The Exalted women gazed at every aspect of the oasis and the road with stunned expressions. They seemed almost as awed by Natiya and Sabree as the fierce warrior queens greeted me. 
 
    Right off the bat, Natiya knelt and offered me two golden bracers. 
 
    I was going to tell her she didn’t need to kneel, but so many eyes were plastered to us, and all of them seemed awed by this exchange, so I decided to roll with it. 
 
    Even if the desert queens kneeling to me was still something I had trouble processing. Hell, would I ever get used to this? 
 
    I studied the bracers carefully as I accepted them. 
 
    The gold looked pure, smooth, and untarnished, and it was encrusted with all the gems that had been set in the royal bangles I’d been wearing in the desert world. They were a combination of warlike and regal that I thought looked incredibly impressive. 
 
    I slipped one on my arm. It fit pretty well considering I hadn’t been present for its making, and there were leather straps attached inside to make sure it was perfectly snug. 
 
    Somehow, wearing these felt completely natural to me. 
 
    Which was sort of insane. 
 
    But then again, the words “King John” had almost short-circuited my brain when I’d first heard them. Was this really any different? 
 
    “You look regal, my king,” Indy said solemnly. 
 
    I didn’t miss the sultry, scarlet gleam in her eyes, and I had to chuckle. “Thanks, princess.” 
 
    Natiya pulled me aside for a moment. 
 
    “I brought you another gift, my king,” she said quietly. “But one that is better suited for your eyes and ears alone. It’s related to the things you asked me to seek for in my scouting. Perhaps we can discuss it after this?” 
 
    I nodded as a spark of excitement worked through me, but I reined in my eagerness to hear about the mysterious wolf-women and their drawings for now, and we rejoined the group. 
 
    Everyone gathered closer as the queens gave me their reports. 
 
    “We found no necromancy in Parrayas, my king,” Maisira said. “In Anares, we found an abandoned temple with tablets, books, and murals of the legion of the reborn. We confirmed that the temple had been abandoned long ago.” 
 
    “And then we burned it,” Sabree added proudly. 
 
    As I thanked the queens, I saw the Exalted women shooting each other impressed looks. 
 
    But I guessed it was pretty damn impressive that these badass, cutthroat desert queens were in my service and unwaveringly loyal to me. 
 
    Natiya led us down to the cool little gully where we had eaten on our last trip here, and I saw that they had been here long enough to get some food cooking. The Exalted warriors seemed mesmerized as they watched the queens and Indy put the dragongleam to use. 
 
    Ten deep, stony thuds from nearby told me the giant gargoyles had made their landing. I went up to greet them. As I approached, I could also hear the clattering stride of Zeratra’s soldiers approaching on the dark road, so I waited until they reached us. 
 
    Once all of them had arrived, the army’s commanders all gathered with me and the stone guardians, and they couldn’t seem to tear their eyes away from the oasis we stood in. I told them it was named Miray, and they repeated the name softly to themselves. 
 
    “This place is beautiful,” one of them mused. “But there’s something odd about it, too. I can’t quite put my finger on it. It’s not bad, just different.” 
 
    “None of the plants glow,” another commander said suddenly. He turned and scanned the nearest portion of the oasis. “And the land seems less…” 
 
    “Infested by marauding, murderous creatures?” I suggested with a grin. 
 
    “That’s one way of putting it,” the commander chuckled. 
 
    Out of the nine commanders, he was the most familiar to me, because he also had the position of the chief of the city guard. He had been the one who greeted me and my warrior women every time we entered Zeratra. It felt incredibly odd that now I was the one introducing him to the oasis I personally had created. 
 
    I gave orders for the army to rest in the greenery for the night, and I sent Sabree to see if one of the dragons would hunt down some dinner for them. 
 
    It didn’t take long for the rest of the queens to arrive, too. 
 
    “Sorry we’re late,” Diari said breathlessly as she leaped down from her dragon steed. 
 
    Crimson bloodstains spattered her clothes, along with Ilvi’s. Neither of the queens appeared to be wounded, though. I gave them a questioning look. 
 
    “My king,” Diari said grimly. “We had to raze Kaveip to the ground.” 
 
    Murmurs of shock ran around the group. 
 
    “Without reinforcements?” I managed to ask. 
 
    “It was quite a small city,” Ilvi shared. “And it had been made even smaller before our arrival… there had been a battle recently. We tracked down a stray necromancer…” 
 
    “He cowered like a rat,” Diari interjected in a scathing mutter. 
 
    “and he told us that his brethren had clashed with the common people,” Ilvi finished. “Many died on both sides, but the necromancers won out in the end. 
 
    “They were holed up in their sacred temple,” Diari snorted. “Which did not avail them against us, of course.” 
 
    “Good riddance,” I said grimly. “Nice work on your end, queens.” 
 
    “It is thrilling to enact your justice, my king,” Ilvi said smoothly. 
 
    We chatted idly as we ate, but afterward, I got down to business. 
 
    “I’m thinking that we should meet with the commanders of the army at sunset,” I said. “Plus the stone guardians, so we can have our basic strategy set up.” 
 
    “Yes, your grace,” another gargoyle boomed. 
 
    Once we’d finished our conversation, I followed Natiya off across the oasis, and she raised her hand to scoop some dragongleam down from overhead before holding it aloft like a lantern. 
 
    We picked our way down through a carpet of lush plants and wildflowers until we reached a small but deep valley. It sloped smoothly down on most sides, except for one where the land jutted out into a vine-covered cliff. It formed a rocky overhang with a curtain of vines sheltering it, and the area below it was something like a cave. 
 
    At our approach, a shadowy figure came prowling out from its shadowy interior. As the light of Natiya’s dragongleam washed over her, I saw that this creature was massive. 
 
    She was bigger than Veligula had been, but otherwise she looked incredibly similar, with a giant human head, a lean, gray-furred wolf body the size of a buffalo’s, and a scaly dragon-like tail. She had the same two sets of shell-like, gray-brown wings jutting out from her shoulder blades. She even had angular, cat-like eyes similar to Veligula’s, but they were a vivid blue instead of green. Her purple-black hair hung down to her sharp jawline, and curved fangs protruded slightly from her mouth. 
 
    Not only that, but she was wearing a black metal necklace with a glowing gem dangling from it. 
 
    She gave me a long, steady look. Then she reached up, hooked one sickle-like claw around the necklace, and yanked. 
 
    It took several tries for it to come off, and I realized one of the necklace’s links had a tiny gap in it that could be used to remove it from her neck. 
 
    Then her whole body started to shrivel and shrink like a wilting flower. Her hind legs snapped upright while her front legs retracted and shaped themselves into a pair of bony arms. Fur dropped from her skin in clumps and patches to reveal baby-smooth skin that matched the flesh of her head and neck. 
 
    Soon, a normal-sized woman was standing in front of us. 
 
    She was about as tall as Natiya. Her head was smaller, but otherwise it remained unchanged. She wore something that looked like the skin of a leopard wrapped around her body like a crude toga. The garment looked raggedy and ancient, but the gaunt woman stood as tall and proud as if she were wearing the finest clothes in the desert world. 
 
    “Human man,” she greeted me in a throaty voice. It sounded heavily accented in a way that reminded me slightly of the demon named Imiath, and I figured it must be an ‘old tongue’ related thing, but I could understand her well enough. 
 
    Natiya shot the woman a stern look, and she immediately backtracked. 
 
    “My… my king,” she amended herself. “Apologies. The ways of humans still puzzle me… So many titles and customs, and it has been long since I have spoken to true royalty. Still, I am better at it than most of my kind.” 
 
    “That’s alright,” I said, and I mirrored the wolf-woman in taking a cautious step forward now that she had proven friendly. 
 
    “I am Imircane,” she said in a stiff but civil voice. “I come from the oasis of Idernis. Long have I sat in on the councils of its people and provided what wisdom I can. I am a prophetess and a farseer. I know much of this world’s past, and have glimpses of its future that are not awarded to others.” 
 
    Well, color me intrigued. 
 
    “Share with the king what you shared with me,” Natiya instructed, and the woman nodded. 
 
    “Our world was once vastly different than it is today,” she began. “A land of much green and blue. But then the people got greedy with their magic and their jewels. The most revered of their society, the warriors, were now used for personal profit, and treated little better than animals. And so the green began to dwindle and shrink into small clumps, a fraction of their previous size.” 
 
    She paused and shook her head, and her blue eyes were dark with memory. 
 
    “I saw that this would happen,” she went on. “Back then, all of my kind lived far away from people, but they came to us often with gifts in exchange for our knowledge and wisdom. I spoke to them of what would happen if they continued on their reckless path. But they began to scoff at my words, which they had once used for guidance. They were heedless. And they paid the price for their foolishness and greed. The distance between oases has stretched further and further, dry as bone and parched of all life…” 
 
    She sighed, and I had never heard someone sound so weary. 
 
    But then her face lifted a little, and she picked back up on her tale again. 
 
    “I foresaw that someone who was not of this realm would walk between worlds,” she said softly. “Someone who would destroy the rot and the drought, and unite the worlds.” 
 
    Imircane’s skin might have been baby-smooth, but her eyes were ancient and full of knowledge. The weariness left them completely as she looked at me, and they were filled with both wonder and satisfaction. 
 
    I took a long moment to absorb all this. 
 
    Then I got to the question that was eating at me the most. 
 
    “Do you know anything about my chariot?” I asked. 
 
    “The red metal beast on wheels,” she murmured. 
 
    I bit back a chuckle and just nodded. 
 
    “It has appeared to me in many dreams,” she admitted. “And then, during my time in Idernis, it appeared before my very eyes. I knew it would carry the world walker inside… and so it did.” 
 
    “It… appeared in Idernis?” Shock rippled through me. “But I’ve never been to Idernis…” 
 
    The woman’s eyes narrowed a little, but she nodded as if she already knew this to be true. 
 
    “I sensed that the man within the chariot was not the one I anticipated,” she said with a frown. “It puzzled me greatly. But then I remembered the words prophesied by my great-grandmother, the crone of our people. She said the prophecy of the world walker would not be fulfilled if greed corrupted the walker’s soul. And indeed, that was just what happened.” 
 
    Holy shit. The wrong guy showed up in Idernis in my truck. 
 
    And I happened to know of a man who’d once driven Spitfire, only to show up dead beside the magical portal exit one unfortunate day. 
 
    “What can you tell me about this man?” I asked. “And… about his greed?” 
 
    “He said his name was Burke,” the wolf-woman answered solemnly. 
 
    Amazement coursed through me as my hunch was confirmed. 
 
    Alpi Burke, the previous driver of my truck, had come to the desert world. 
 
    “He was most outlandish,” she went on with another frown. “And he quickly grew to share the greed of the backers. It did not take long for him to get into a duel. He was badly wounded.” 
 
    “Did you… see it happen?” I asked dizzily. 
 
    “With my own eyes,” Imircane confirmed. “It has long been my custom to watch the fights on the seventh day of the week. Burke was slashed by the water-blade of a man named… Vesun, I believe it was.” 
 
    “But he, Burke, I mean, survived for long enough to get out of there?” I asked in confusion. 
 
    “As Vesun left the scene, one of his warriors took pity on the wounded world walker, I believe,” Imircane said with a shrug. “She pulled the bandage of the Life-Savers from her own shoulder and dropped it on Burke behind her master’s back. She knelt and whispered hastily to Burke, perhaps telling him that the bandage might save him. If those were her words, he heeded them. He pressed the bandage against his wound and hobbled to his feet, and he left.” 
 
    “And what did your council think of all this?” I asked. 
 
    “They were troubled,” she admitted. “And their hopes were crushed. For I had told them of the world walker, and how he would reunite our world. But this man was a false hope.” 
 
    My heart was thrumming with adrenaline at hearing all of this at last, and I hastily pulled the scroll Natiya had given me from my pocket.  
 
    “And the chariot,” I said, and pointed at the glowing white chassis of the truck. “On my chariot, this part is black. Do you know why it’s white in the drawing? It almost looks like it’s glowing.” 
 
    “A vision of this chariot came to many of my people in dreams,” she said slowly. “We drew it as well. The glow, I believe, is to symbolize the presence of magic.” 
 
    I nodded as I took all this in. 
 
    When it came down to it, it was unsurprising that some part of my truck held a magical aspect. After all, it had the ability to carry me through the foggy portal, safe and intact. 
 
    But… 
 
    “Do you know who made it?” I asked. 
 
    Imircane shook her head. 
 
    “I only saw it in my dreams at first,” she explained. “And knew that it would carry the world walker. And when he arrived, he spoke to us but a little. He seemed afraid of sharing the fact that he was from somewhere else.” 
 
    I nodded absently as I thought back to my first visits to the desert world. Back then, it had definitely seemed safer to have everyone assume I was one of them. 
 
    Although that was before I gained the power of a king. 
 
    Now, it seemed like I would never find out exactly how the chassis of my truck had been crafted, or exactly who had crafted it. 
 
    But when it came down to it, I wasn’t all too bothered. 
 
    I had lived out several prophecies, become something like the king of this whole world, and overall made my mark in a way that I never would have imagined possible. 
 
    And now, I knew which part of my truck I should never replace. 
 
    I thanked Imircane, but she just shook her head and smiled. 
 
    “The privilege is mine,” she said. “I have waited long to see the world walker. To see this world knitted together again. I thank you, my king.” 
 
    I bowed my head, and the wolf-woman returned the gesture before she went back into her cave. 
 
    “Somehow, your chariot is as mysterious as ever,” Natiya said with a rueful smile. “But I hope you are pleased with what knowledge I could provide, my king.” 
 
    “Absolutely,” I assured her. “It’s incredible that you were even able to track her down. Thank you.” 
 
    “The honor is mine,” Natiya said solemnly. 
 
    I spent the first part of the night talking through everything I had just learned with my women up on the peaceful hill we’d stayed on last time we were here. 
 
    They were awed by the story, and by my description of Imircane. Meikha seemed especially fascinated by the wolf-woman’s description of her people. 
 
    “They may well be the oldest race in the desert world,” she marveled. “And quite powerful.” 
 
    “And John’s coming was predicted back in the time of this ancient wolf-woman’s grandmother,” Indy pointed out. She tossed her hair and gave me a proud smile. “Even the ancients knew he would be the stuff of legends.” 
 
    “Thanks, princess,” I chuckled. “Well, it explains a lot, and now we know what happened to Burke, too.” 
 
    “Idiot,” Artemn muttered in a scathing tone. 
 
    “A weakling and a fool,” Ellie agreed calmly. “A man who became too big for his boots.” 
 
    “Or perhaps the boots were too big for him,” Rey teased. “After all, King John’s shoes aren’t easy to fill.” 
 
    I smiled at my warriors’ byplay. 
 
    “But…” I sighed meditatively. “My truck’s origin, or at least the origin of its chassis, is still a mystery.” 
 
    “We may never know the answer to who made the frame,” Ellie agreed. “But we do have yet another confirmation of just how special John is.” 
 
    I chuckled. “What do you mean?” 
 
    “The other driver’s soul became corrupted by greed,” my blue-eyed warrior pointed out. “But when you visited the desert world, your first actions were…” 
 
    “Heroic,” Indy said proudly. “He slew Lord Vath with his doom-weapon solely for my sake. He did not even know there were jewels involved.” 
 
    I mulled this over for a moment, and I guessed it did make sense. 
 
    Sure, the jewels had rolled in eventually, and I had done my fair share of encouraging that, along with a hell of a lot of spending as I acquired more. But my actions in the desert world had been equally, if not more, fueled by my desire to help my warrior women kick ass in the way they had always dreamed of. The jewels had just been a very welcome bonus. 
 
    “The truck needed a worthy driver to truly fulfill the prophecy,” Meikha said in agreement. 
 
    When it came down to it, I thought that this was enough. 
 
    Knowing what I did about my truck’s history was fucking amazing, and I was happy to keep making use of it in the best way imaginable. 
 
    Things felt oddly peaceful that night despite the intensity of the task before us. The soft rushing sound of water stayed with me as I drifted into sleep. Whether from that or from the earlier discussion of Inanit’s moat, my dreams were full of wolf-women, aquatic monsters, and the clash of blades. 
 
    The next day, we did part of our march in the early morning, before the desert got truly hot. We made it to the next oasis between us and Inanit by about midday. 
 
    “Another lovely creation,” Natiya said as she gazed around at the little green dip in the land. 
 
    I couldn’t help but agree. 
 
    At sunset, I gathered my women, Natiya, the Exalted warriors, and the army’s commanders to discuss my plan for approaching the city. We met at the crest of a mossy hill that rose out of the trees. It was high enough to give us a view over the forest and across the surrounding desert. There was another oasis between here and Inanit, but the distance wasn’t so far. From here, the distant city looked like an innocent mass of stucco buildings. There was a big, dome-roofed building like a palace sprouting from its center. The ring of water surrounding it glimmered serenely in the sunset. 
 
    But I had learned by now that here in the desert world, looks were often deceiving. And necromancers were like rats: they scurried into hiding when the sun was up, or when they thought someone was onto them. 
 
    That plus Inanit’s lack of walls could make that a little tricky, but I had an idea for how to overcome it. 
 
    Several ideas, in fact. 
 
    “Alright,” I said as the group settled in. “So, there’s no way to be completely sure what it is we’re going to find in Inanit until we get there. If it’s a situation similar to what we found in Novecas, then I’ll want us to handle it the same way.” 
 
    “Yes, my king,” one of the commanders said, and his words were echoed around the whole group. Then he gave me an attentive look. “And what shall we do if things have progressed more with the necromancy, as we suspect?” 
 
    “Well,” I said thoughtfully. “So far, one thing I can always bank on with necromancers, and backers in general, really, is the urge to flaunt their power. If the necromancers hold sway here, they’ll very much want everyone to know it. Or at least, everyone who’s not a threat to them.” 
 
    A chuckle of agreement ran around the group. I smiled, but I waited for it to die down before I went on. 
 
    “So I’m thinking we’ll play into that,” I continued. “Without revealing the extent of our own forces right off the bat. But first, I’ll want our dragonriders to fly ahead and scout the city.” 
 
    “Yes, my king,” Natiya said with a bow of her head. “When shall we do that?” 
 
    I glanced at Rey for a moment. Something I had learned from my newest warrior was that here in the desert, the rising sun tended to play tricks on people’s eyes. Not only was visibility at dawn a little murky, but optical illusions of all sorts were relatively common, from mirages to “false sunrises” to random flashes of colorful light. 
 
    And along with that, as a warrior with powers of the dawn, Rey had illusion-related magic of her own. I had both seen them at work and used them in battle at this point. But now, I had something a little different in mind. 
 
    “Rey,” I said. “If you went with Indy or Natiya, do you think you’d be able to cast a general illusion over anyone who might look up? So they’d see just empty sky, or something?” 
 
    “I’ve never done that in particular,” my newest warrior admitted, “but I’ve done something similar, at your command, of course. I believe I could do that. Especially around sunrise, when such powers are already in the air.” 
 
    “That’s exactly what I was thinking,” I said with a grin. “So, how would you feel about joining our scouts at dawn tomorrow to help shield them from anyone’s eyes? That way they can pass over completely unseen.” 
 
    Rey nodded and shared a look with Indy. She seemed both intimidated and excited. 
 
    “You shall ride with me, Rey,” my princess declared. She reached out and gave her fellow warrior a pat on the knee. “Riding on dragonback is thrilling. You shall love it, I’m certain.” 
 
    I nodded. “And assuming you don’t spot anything absolutely batshit down in Inanit, I’ll proceed to goad the necromancers into revealing themselves, plus whatever forces they’ve got lined up. With that in mind, I think the best plan is to keep the bulk of the army here for now, behind the cover of the trees. I’ll approach the city with a small force, and I’ll act like I’m there to intimidate them.” 
 
    Indy, who had seen me dance a similar dance before, if on a smaller scale, caught onto my plan right away. 
 
    “Oh, I love it when John enters such games of deception,” she purred softly. “He plays the devious men like a master fiddler, all while allowing them to think they’re the clever ones. Much to their disappointment…” 
 
    No one raised an eyebrow at this, so I could only assume they didn’t hear my princess’ murmured comment or they were in full agreement. 
 
    The thought almost made me laugh out loud, but I just shot my princess an affectionate look. 
 
    “I’ll lay it on thick,” I went on. “They’ll think I’ve shown my hand, so naturally, they’ll show theirs in an attempt to one-up me or scare me out of opposing them. If that’s the case… I’ll act like it worked and leave with my tail supposedly tucked between my legs, like we’re totally retreating. And then, that night, we’ll attack with our full force. Army, dragons, stone guardians, mighty Exalted warriors…” 
 
    “They won’t know what hit them,” Artemn said softly. Her silver eyes gleamed in the dying sun. “I love it.” 
 
    “As do I,” Tinesi declared. 
 
    Her shadow nodded in agreement, and so did the rest of the group on the hilltop. 
 
    That night, we slept under the trees and the stars of the oasis. The air was cool and peaceful, and it didn’t take long for me to drift into sleep. 
 
    At dawn, I got up while my three riders mounted their dragons. Then I had the dragons do a quick test flight over the oasis with all of us watching. 
 
    With the dim sky, it already wasn’t as easy as usual to spot the dragons sailing overhead. But after a few moments, both of them flickered out of my vision completely. There was nothing overhead but dim and empty sky. The army, commanders, Exalted warriors, and even the stone guardians all reported that they could no longer see the dragons, either. 
 
    I lifted my hand and did a thumbs up in the general direction I assumed my skybound warriors were at the moment. The dragons and their riders flickered back into view, and Indy returned the gesture. 
 
    Then the dark forms wheeled around and soared toward Inanit. 
 
    While they were gone, I focused on preparing our forces for what came ahead. 
 
    Since this oasis was fairly close to Inanit, I decided that I would join the small force in approaching the city on foot, rather than riding their steeds. Leaving the stone steeds out of the equation for this front would just lend another element of surprise to our side when the battle came around. I knew by now that mounted warriors were generally superior to fighters on foot, so that would be another hidden strength for us. And along with that, seeing an army storming in was one thing, but seeing an army storming in on the backs of mythical, sentient stone creatures was entirely another. If it came to battle, like I thought it would, terrifying and confusing our enemies in every possible way would be a big bonus. 
 
    I decided to bring a few Exalted warriors with me, partly for the believability of me having warrior women on my side, and partly to help assess the warriors that any necromancers would likely have in their possession, if we spotted them. I was pretty good at recognizing the signs of an undead warrior by now, but the Exalted women had lived the experience. Their input would be a welcome one. 
 
    About an hour later, the sight of dark shapes wheeling overhead caught my attention. 
 
    I made my way to the open area in the center of the oasis as the dragons descended there. My other warriors followed along, and I called for the army commanders, Exalted women, and stone guardians to join us. 
 
    “I have noticed something about this city, your grace,” Natiya said. She gratefully accepted a drink of chilled water, but she frowned slightly as she half-turned to look back at the place. “There are several large buildings around its perimeter that all look the same. Each one has a monstrous statue outside of it. As I passed overhead, many men in robes came and went from these buildings.” 
 
    “I saw the same thing,” Indy said. “Maybe they are temples.” 
 
    The wheels in my head started turning a little faster. Knowing the desert world, those buildings could house anything, from monks to monsters. 
 
    “What else did you see?” I asked. 
 
    “A few parts of the town seemed busy and bustling with people,” Indy said. “I saw a courtyard that was half-full of vendors. But the buyers seemed few. And other squares were empty entirely, and even overgrown by plants.” 
 
    “Some other areas of the town looked abandoned, almost,” Natiya added. “Many of them were houses, not only the courtyards and market squares.” 
 
    “What about arena fights?” I asked. 
 
    “None,” both women reported. 
 
    They agreed when I pointed out that this in itself might not be too odd. Arena fights tended to be held mostly at night, after all, and they had gone scouting at dawn. 
 
    But still… 
 
    “Empty arenas, abandoned towns, and busy temples,” I sighed. “When you add it all together, it seems fishy.” 
 
    In Novecas, one of the signs pointing to necromancy had been that the arena fights had dwindled to almost none. The necromancers had been busy attempting to raise the dead, so they hadn’t bothered with training new, living warriors. 
 
    “I agree,” Natiya said with a frown. “When I look down from my pyramid in Colbiri at dawn, even if there are no arena fights going on at the time, there is always some sign of the warriors, whether it be fierce, well-honed women out under the sky honing their weapons or praying to the gods of battle, or even young girls fighting with sticks in the yards until they are old enough to begin their training. But here, there was nothing along those lines.” 
 
    “Yes,” Indy agreed. She looked slightly unsettled. “It made me uneasy, but I cannot say why, outside of those things.” 
 
    I nodded as I thought things through for a moment. 
 
    “Sounds like several good reasons to proceed as planned,” I decided. “If there’s any way of flushing these scummy bastards out, it’s tempting them to flaunt their power.” 
 
    Everyone nodded, especially the Exalted women of Zeratra. 
 
    “Such men think they have a glorious destiny to be the rulers of the world,” Tinesi said. “Their entire identities are built upon this supposed destiny of theirs to subjugate others.” 
 
    “They believe they alone are special,” Ambryn elaborated. “Exceptional and unique. And the key to that uniqueness, along with their desire to rule, is creating the undead. Their pride, power, and plans are all woven from the fates of warriors who have been raised.” 
 
    I noticed the way she said ‘woven from’ rather than ‘woven with.’ It was a small distinction, but it still pissed me off, because it was accurate. These necromancer bastards never did anything truly dangerous or difficult for themselves, they were too cowardly to risk their own skin. Their plans were always from the fruits of the warrior women who were forced into their ownership. And the repayment those warriors got was a never-ending stretch of pain, torment, disrespect, and overall misery. 
 
    But if that’s what was going on here, then I was here to shatter those twisted plans and make sure they could never be reformed. 
 
     At sunset, I led the way to Inanit on foot. I was accompanied by my own women, three Exalted warriors, Queen Natiya, and a few dozen armed soldiers of Zeratra. 
 
    Since we were walking on foot and the heat of the day hadn’t quite faded, I had the soldiers leave their plate armor back at the oasis. In light of the fact that we would probably be returning to invade the city that night, it didn’t seem wise to have them tire themselves out trekking across the desert in full armor. If by some chance we were attacked during this peaceful visit, the soldiers would still have their spears, and they wouldn’t be alone. There was me with my gun, the Exalted warriors with their magic weapons and powers, and my own women who had powers of their own, not to mention Abbey with her magical bow that turned men into dust. 
 
    Together with us, Zeratra’s soldiers made for an impressive enough sight with their spears and lockstep march, and I thought their presence would be enough of a challenge to goad any necromancers into revealing themselves without feeling like they were genuinely under threat. 
 
    I remembered spotting a loose leather vest among the various gifts that had been showered on us during our visits to Deninde and Zeratra, and I managed to find it among the smaller items I’d stashed in my cab. It didn’t do a ton to cover the fact that I was blatantly carrying my AR-10, but this wasn’t home, where a gun would be recognized as a gun. I didn’t give a shit if anyone thought it was weird. As long as it stopped my Earthly weapon from being too much of a spectacle that people were staring at constantly, I was good. 
 
    Abbey seemed to read my mind as she looked at me. 
 
    “What you really need is one of those shirts that says ‘my face is up here,’” she giggled. Then she ran her eyes over me from head to toe. “But I’ve gotta say, you are really rocking this desert king look, John.” 
 
    I chuckled. “Yeeeah, I guess it’s kinda fun. But man, I’m happy I get to go back home and just be John when this shit is done.” 
 
    “It would be ridiculous as a full-time thing,” she admitted. “But I kinda love the way things are now.” 
 
    I couldn’t help but agree. 
 
    We stopped a short way from Inanit, and I looked ahead to take stock of the city. The sunset glinted off the ring of water that encircled it. Flowering plants crawled all over its colorful stucco and wood buildings. Toward the edge of the oasis, the clusters of buildings were broken up by swathes of green wilderness. Closer to the center, the structures were arrayed around a huge, dome-roofed building that had the look of a desert palace. 
 
    “Abbey,” I said thoughtfully. “Do you have your binoculars on you?” 
 
    “Yep!” My pink-haired woman rummaged through her rucksack and came up with a compact pair of binoculars. She unfolded them and pressed them into my hands. “Here.” 
 
    I thanked her and then held the binoculars up to my eyes and spun the dial. They hadn’t been powerful enough to see Inanit from the oasis we had just left, but from here I had a clear view. 
 
    “I think that’s one of the buildings you were talking about,” I said to Indy as I stared ahead. “It’s made of white stone, and it has a big statue of something that looks kinda like a harpy.” 
 
    The statue was done in great detail, and it was incredibly fierce-looking. It was partly shaped into a woman with a wild, haunted-looking face and a crest of feathers that ran from her forehead to her back. The feathers thickened as they joined up with the wings that sprouted from her shoulders in place of arms. She was in a crouched position that displayed the wicked talons on her feet. 
 
    I tore my gaze away from the statue and focused on the flurry of activity happening nearby. 
 
    Several robed men on the ground were heaving and pulling at a rope attached somewhere on the white stone building. After a few moments, the roof of the building swung to the side. 
 
    What happened next made my stomach lurch. 
 
    “Jesus Christ,” I whispered. 
 
    A real, larger-than-life version of the harpy statue was now flapping out of the empty roof of the building. 
 
    The giant, airborne bird-woman was big enough that removing the building’s roof really did seem like the only viable way to get her out of it. Glossy crimson feathers covered her massive wings. More feathers sprouted from her head and neck. She had a human face, but with a fierce and feral look to it. Her fingers curved into sharp black talons, and her lower legs faded from flesh colored to gray as my eyes traveled downward. Her taloned feet were black, and so were the fanged teeth that were on display when she yawned. 
 
    One of the robed men danced closer to her as she flapped to the ground outside the building. He hopped up in the air to better strike her with the long whip he carried. 
 
    The harpy’s yawn turned into a scream of rage. But as the whip lashed across her thighs again, she bowed her head obediently and dropped the rest of the way to the ground. She landed in the same crouched position as the statue of her that rested just a few feet away. 
 
    But even in this crouched position, she towered over both the statue and the men surrounding her. 
 
    I shoved the binoculars into Abbey’s hands. “Please tell me I’m hallucinating this giant, red-feathered bird-woman.” 
 
    “Bird…?” Abbey gasped. After a brief pause, she went on. “Ummm, nope. I hate to say this, but she looks one hundred percent real to me. Holy shit. A real-life harpy. Or… Something like it.” 
 
    The binoculars were quickly passed around the group. 
 
    “They are putting a saddle on her,” Natiya said in a slightly disturbed voice. “Several saddles. A man is getting on her back now… He holds a white flag.” 
 
    I snorted. “That’s smart of him, at least.” 
 
    I could only conclude that these men were about to ride their fearsome harpy woman out to speak with me. I made sure my gun was within easy reach and readied myself for anything. 
 
    It turned out there was plenty of room on the harpy’s back for three men. As she launched herself into the air, she was joined by several others of her kind from different directions. 
 
    Son of a bitch. 
 
    There looked to be about two dozen of them, and all had men riding on their backs. 
 
    “A whole flock of giant harpies,” Abbey giggled nervously. “That’s… super intimidating.” 
 
    “Uh-huh,” I muttered blankly, but I reminded myself of the might of my own fighters to keep my nerves steady. 
 
    Most of the harpies thudded to the ground just inside the protection of the moat. Even from far away, I could see the fierce, yellow-eyed glare of the bird-women. The robed men on their backs all wore colorful silk and glinting jewels, but I spotted sword hilts jutting up over their shoulders, too. 
 
    One of the harpies flew alone over the moat and descended to the ground just in front of us. The riders of this bird-woman were the ones carrying a peace banner. Her scarlet feathers gleamed in the sun, and her riders’ silk robes were a perfect match. 
 
    The three men leaped to the sandy ground. As they approached, I thought they seemed annoyed at having to walk around like normal people on the ground. I got the impression that these men enjoyed looking down at people rather than having to speak at eye level like equals. 
 
    I kept my face cool and calm as I strode forward to meet with the men. I was flanked by my own women on one side and the queens and three Exalted warriors on the other. Behind us, the squadron of soldiers from Zeratra was arrayed at attention. 
 
    On the ground, the three men had the same swaggering, sneering air to them I had encountered in many men of the desert world, namely the backers and the evil priests. 
 
    The one leading them had sharp green eyes, a wispy, twirled mustachio, and a downturned mouth. He took the time to run his eyes over all the beings fanned out behind me with a look of petulant boredom on his face. 
 
    “Welcome to Inanit,” he said. His voice was deep but oddly nasally. “This is quite an impressive force, I must say. But you’ll get no easy conquest here, your grace.” 
 
    I raised my eyebrows. This dude’s whole aura reeked of someone who thought he was better than everyone else, but he was still taking the time to call me “your grace.” What the hell was his angle? 
 
    And was he calling me this because of the royal bracers I wore, or because he’d been expecting me? 
 
    Whatever it was, the man also immediately struck me as someone who loved the sound of their own voice. So I just kept my silence and stared him down. 
 
    Finally he sighed and raised his hands in an amiable gesture. 
 
    “You are clearly a man of great strength, your grace,” he said in a friendly voice. “Why waste that strength attacking our fair city? There are far riper fruits to be found further south. Let us discuss them over a glass of Inanit’s finest wine. You shall be our guest of honor.” 
 
    “Oh, I’m not here to attack,” I finally said. Then I amended myself. “Well, not right away. And I’m not here to drink, either.” 
 
    “Oh? Then what brings you here, your magnitude?” 
 
    “One thing,” I said calmly. “Necromancy.” 
 
    The man’s expression didn’t flicker, but I saw something shift in his vivid green eyes. 
 
    “Let me make myself clear,” I went on. “What brings me here is my mission to end all necromancy in the desert world. I’ve succeeded in every city I’ve gone against so far…” 
 
    “And none of them, I’m sure, are Inanit’s equal in strength,” the man cut in. His voice was sharp and acidic now, although he managed to keep a poisonous smile plastered to his face. “Have you ever seen such power before, your benevolence?” 
 
    I knew better than to respond, because this idiot was playing right into my own hand. 
 
    He was cocky, overamped, and eager to flex his power. 
 
    All I had to do was sit back and wait for him to show me everything he had in his arsenal. 
 
    Right on schedule, the harpy women behind him all raised their heads and let out a collective piercing cry. 
 
    The sound seemed to act like a signal.  
 
    Behind the harpies, temple doors burst open, and several streams of armed warrior women came rushing out. As they formed up behind the harpies, more and more came to join from every direction.  
 
    I soon realized there must be about a hundred women. They were armed with all kinds of black metal weapons. 
 
    But more noticeably, most of them moved with a familiar limping, twitching stride. 
 
    Nearby, my group of Exalted women all shifted restlessly on their feet. I glanced over and saw Tinesi’s white irises flash over to the undead women. A trembling breath rushed out of her as she scrutinized them. Then her jaw clenched, and her gaze fastened unblinkingly on the necromancers. Next to her, her shadow paced restlessly across the desert ground and cracked its knuckles. 
 
    “That’s an impressive array of warrior women,” I told the sneering man in a light, casual voice. 
 
    “Your own little host looks quite fearsome, I suppose,” the green-eyed man said in the same bored-sounding voice. “However…” 
 
    He turned his head and whistled, the same way someone might call a dog. 
 
    An explosion of sound and motion made my hand leap to my gun. 
 
    Everywhere in front of us, monstrous creatures sprang out of the moat. Water sprayed in every direction as they launched themselves onto land. A lot of the creatures looked like small, aquatic dragons of some kind, with wyvern-like bodies similar to the Spectrids I’d glimpsed in so many desert oases. There were two looming, octopus-like creatures that towered as tall as Ethramne. A colorful, glowing substance oozed from their tentacles. There were several tall, gaunt, blue-skinned women with an eerie patterned light flickering in the air around them. Some of these women were standing on their own rangy legs. Others were mounted on steeds that looked like an artist’s horrible adaptation of the Loch Ness monster. They were long-necked and slimy-skinned, with bulging, electric-green eyes and slobbering fanged mouths. 
 
    “Good,” I said crisply as I looked around at the collection of monstrosities like they weren’t the stuff of my fucking nightmares. “I’ve been wanting a bit of a challenge.” 
 
    “You’ll get one,” the man said with a cold, leering smile. “And it will be the end of you.” 
 
    He raised one hand and snapped his fingers sharply. 
 
    Across the moat, several warrior women stepped forward. They all had some apparent mystical aspect to them. Several had summoned their own clouds of dark, eerie smoke that they seemed to be able to shape at will. Others had sparks dancing around them. Some had glowing blades, while others balanced orbs of gleaming light in their palms. 
 
    “Doesn’t seem like anything special to me,” I said blandly. 
 
    The man’s face flushed. He turned around and snapped a command I didn’t recognize. 
 
    Some of the men started chanting, and they approached the moat carefully. 
 
    Then several dark shapes were suddenly floating slowly toward the surface. As the men reached down to grasp them, I realized these bastards were wearing golden gloves. 
 
    And the shadows in the water were dead bodies drifting to the surface. 
 
    Rage swept through me in a hot rush.  
 
    Next to me, Natiya let out a low, furious hiss. 
 
    I didn’t even need to give an order. My subjects knew precisely what my intentions were. 
 
    Or rather, Abbey did. 
 
    My pink-haired woman had an arrow nocked before I could blink. Without hesitation, she aimed and loosed it at one of the men in front of us. 
 
    He let out a choked grunt, shivered for a moment, and then collapsed into a pile of gleaming, rose-gold dust. A light desert wind scattered some of it in the air, and the light glinted off its tiny particles. The other men stared at it like they were hypnotized with horror and confusion. 
 
    I grinned without remorse at the swift and magical deliverance of justice. 
 
    Meanwhile, the other enemy envoys hurried to back away, and they jerked their harpy steed along with them. She seemed annoyed at all the fuss rather than afraid, but the men looked like they were on the verge of crying. 
 
    “We are carrying a peace banner!” one of them wailed. “How could you?” 
 
    “Shut up,” I said with forced calm. “You’re lucky I haven’t already turned your city into a pile of smoking rubble after this fucked-up display you’ve put on.” 
 
    The man fell silent. His mouth narrowed into a thin, hard line, while his companion just gaped at me with a mixture of horror and respect. His eyes darted back to Abbey regularly. She gave him a narrow, blue-eyed glare, but she still seemed deadly calm as she stroked her fingers gently along the silver string of her bow. 
 
    The angry man drew himself up to his full height and shrugged. 
 
    “We’ll give you one night to reconsider your foolish plans,” he sneered. 
 
    “Sure,” I said as calmly as if I wasn’t longing to strangle this bastard. I gave him a calculating look. “Isn’t Inanit ruled by a council? Or did you kill them, too?” 
 
    “We, the holy alliance of Tarnege, are the council,” he said with a thin smile. “And all of Inanit bows to us. As will you, when the time comes. Or, rather, your warriors will. After they die in battle, we shall raise them again to serve us. You, however, we shall leave out here for the sun to cook the flesh off your bones.” 
 
    “Lovely,” I snorted. “I’ll take your kind words into consideration before I raze your city to the ground.” 
 
    The men both backed away and shuffled their way back onto their winged steed. They threw mistrustful looks at Abbey, but the pink-haired woman waited calmly as the harpy took wing again and carried her riders back over the moat. 
 
    I retreated a short distance from the oasis with my people. 
 
    “I’m sorry, John,” Abbey said as soon as we were out of earshot. “I got so pissed off. As soon as I saw those bodies, I knew what those men were about to do. I just wasn’t thinking…” 
 
    I pulled her roughly against me and kissed her. 
 
    I didn’t realize I might be getting a little carried away until my other women giggled slightly. 
 
    “Oops,” I chuckled as I stepped back. Then I gave my pink-haired woman a steady look. “I have no problem with what you did, Abbey. Under ordinary circumstances, yeah, I wouldn’t have been thrilled with you executing the leader of their party. But this is some fucked-up shit we’re encountering. I would’ve done the same.” 
 
    “Thank you, John,” she murmured. The sun danced off the gold flecks in her eyes as she looked at me. 
 
    “They called themselves the holy alliance of Tarnege,” Ellie said thoughtfully. “What do you think that means?” 
 
    “The necromancers in Novecas had a similar name for themselves,” I pointed out. 
 
    “The Next World Alliance,” Meikha supplied. 
 
    “I think it’s just another name to give them a sense of togetherness,” I said. “Kind of like the Scazaths. They were all separate orders, but unifying as one group gave them more strength.” 
 
    We didn’t talk much more until we arrived back at the green oasis where the rest of our forces were stationed. Under the shade of the trees, I gathered the commanders, queens, and one of the stone guardians to join us. 
 
    “So,” Natiya said, and she stepped back so the commanders could join our circle. “What is our next move, your grace?” 
 
    “Well,” I exhaled. “Now that I’ve goaded that idiot into showing his hand… I’m thinking we should attack at midnight.” 
 
    “Tonight?” Natiya’s voice lifted eagerly, and she rubbed her hands together like I had just set a delicious meal down in front of her. 
 
    “Yep,” I chuckled. “I’m sure we’ll have plenty of dragongleam to help us see once the attack is underway.” 
 
    I paused to marshal my thoughts for several moments. 
 
    “One thing we’re going to want to do right away,” I said, “is draw out anything and everything that lives in that moat, and kill it. I don’t like surprises. Especially not when they can leap out of the water and chew my arm off mid-battle.” 
 
    “Just so,” Natiya said with a nod. “How will we go about this, your grace?” 
 
    “I’m thinking an attack on their temples ought to do the trick,” I said thoughtfully. “In fact, I’m thinking we should start with an attack, or several attacks, by air, for two purposes. Number one, we’ll literally be crushing their temples, which is never a bad thing to do with these scummy, scheming, necromancer bastards. And number two, it will distract from the force that we’ll send into the city down on the ground.” 
 
    “How will we cross the moat?” one of the commanders asked. “Shall we remove our armor and swim across?” 
 
    “Go ahead and wear the armor if you need it,” I said. “Because I’m thinking it’ll be pretty easy to make a bridge with the help of one of our friends here, so you can ride across.” 
 
    I gestured at the giant stone gargoyles, and they all nodded stiffly. 
 
    “I shall tear down one of their wooden structures,” one guardian boomed. “And lay its planks across the moat.” 
 
    “That’ll do nicely,” I said with a grin. “And guardians, I have a gift for you.” 
 
    I gestured at the nearby cart full of barrels. One of the commanders hurried to unload one, and he followed my command to open it. 
 
    He was exceedingly careful as he pushed some sand aside and lifted out a basketball-sized Tongloom pod. 
 
    For us, these things would be ridiculous to carry around and throw. They were way more suited for something like a trebuchet. 
 
    Or a giant, looming stone gargoyle. 
 
    These things would be like fucking hand grenades to them. 
 
    “Before you attack in earnest,” I said, “I want you to use these to sow chaos among the necromancers. 
 
    “What are they?” one of the guardians rumbled. 
 
    “They’re pits that contain highly violent and malevolent spirits,” I said cheerfully. “When they shatter, they’ll attack the nearest living being in sight. That’s why I need you to be careful to drop these specifically on the necromancers’ temples.” 
 
    “That should be simple enough,” another guardian rumbled. “They all look the same, your scouters said?” 
 
    “Yep,” I said. “Although I’m sure they’ll have their own protection, whether it’s magic weapons or those slimy moat creatures. But they probably won’t expect us to be raining vicious spirits down on them, so we have the element of surprise on our side.” 
 
    I paused to gather my thoughts for a few moments. 
 
    “So,” I went on. “Step one: Ethramne and Civraz light the whole damn place up with dragongleam. The more, the better. Indy, Natiya, some of that can be left hanging overhead. But I also want you to focus on filling any open area of the city with dragongleam. Courtyards, back yards, patios, stuff like that.” 
 
    “Traps, my king?” Natiya guessed. 
 
    “You got it.” I smiled. “After that, you can join the battle as you see fit. While this is all going on, one of the guardians will be able to take care of this whole bridge thing. Then the army can ride over on their stone steeds and join the fray.” 
 
    I paused and looked around at everyone in the circle before I went on. 
 
    “Remember,” I said. “Our goal is to kill the necromancers, and contain the warrior women. Say it with me.” 
 
    My words were echoed solemnly around the group. 
 
    “How will we go about containing the warriors, your grace?” one of the commanders asked. “By pushing them into the glowing stars?” 
 
    “Exactly,” I said with a nod. “Those are traps, they won’t harm the warriors at all, just freeze them in place. If anyone who’s not a robe-wearing necromancer attacks you, try to either shove them into the traps, too, or otherwise contain them. Use your best judgment.” 
 
    “I will instruct my men,” the commander vowed. 
 
    “Speaking of people who aren’t necromancers,” Rey put in. “What if the townspeople get caught up in the fight?” 
 
    “I want to station a few soldiers regularly along the roads,” I decided. “Telling people to stay in their houses. If these people are anything like the ones we encountered in other oases, they don’t have a horse in this race. There’s no reason to get them involved in it. After the fighting is over, then we’ll talk.” 
 
    Natiya joined the others in murmuring their assent. Then she stepped forward. 
 
    “Where will you be, your grace?” the queen asked. 
 
    I shrugged. “Well, I was thinking I’d lead the charge into the city.” 
 
    “No!” 
 
    Several voices spoke the word at once, and I looked around with surprise. 
 
    Natiya had been one of them, and she was the first to explain. 
 
    “Your grace,” she said soberly. “You are the king and the commander. If something happened to you, everyone and everything would fall apart.” 
 
    Her words were echoed by my warrior women, along with the Exalted warriors and everyone else in the group. 
 
    “If you were to command the rear of the army,” Natiya added, “then you could be the guiding force we need, my king. Depending on what happens in battle, you will be ready to counter it.” 
 
    I exhaled and thought this through logically, and I realized it did make sense. 
 
    If it weren’t for me, none of these people would be out on this daunting expedition. They’d have no idea where to go, no one to rally around. 
 
    Plus, Ellie was carrying my child. She’d be safe enough at my side, but did I really want my pregnant lover on the front lines? 
 
    And if the fierce, glory-hungry women of the desert world were all in agreement about this, then there’s no way in hell it could be seen as shying away from danger. 
 
    “Alright,” I finally said. “I’ll take the rear. My warriors and Abbey will be with me, except for Indy, who will be on dragonback. Some soldiers will be stationed around the outside of the oasis, to make sure none of those Tarnege bastards try to run.” 
 
    “Whoever you choose, we will stay and fight with everything we have,” one of the commanders assured me. “We have warhorns. Perhaps the ones who stand guard should blow one blast if they need help stopping any escapees, and two blasts will announce that the situation is contained?” 
 
    “Perfect,” I said. 
 
    We spent the next hour or so making preparations. I retrieved a few airhorns from my cab, so I could use them to summon Indy if I really needed to during the battle. Then I spent a short time meditating with my warrior women. As we stepped back from our huddle, I realized my mind really did feel clearer and sharper. 
 
    Which reminded me… 
 
    “Might as well,” I muttered. 
 
    I reached into my bag and pulled out the bottle of caffeine pills I had, along with several thermoses full of icy-cold water. 
 
    I shared them with my warriors, and their eyes were alive with anticipation. 
 
    Under different circumstances I might have shared some pills with the Exalted women, too, but we didn’t have the time or space to see how those warriors might react to caffeine, a substance they had never encountered before. What if it made them too twitchy, or they had an off reaction? For that matter, did caffeine even affect undead people in the same way as the living? 
 
    Now didn’t seem the best time to experiment with that, so I settled for providing the Exalted women with the chilled water they had already fallen in love with. 
 
    Soon, night fell, and the shadows crept in around us. 
 
    Natiya and Indy both looked at me steadily, and I gave them a nod. 
 
    Indy’s dark hair rippled behind her as she mounted Civraz. 
 
    Ethramne took flight first in a swirl of warm, balmy air. The dark shape of her got smaller and smaller in the sky as Natiya flew her around the oasis. She was closely followed by Indy on Civraz. 
 
    When they were out of sight, I turned to the rest of my women. I made sure everyone had their ashengote pods on them, just in case we encountered any of the Tongloom spirits. The soldiers all mounted up, and their red stone steeds waited in silence. 
 
    Then I heard a familiar high, skittering trill, followed by a deeper rumble. The dragons let out twin roars that shuddered through the night.  
 
    The two-toned sound made all my hairs stand on end.  
 
    In the distance, screams broke out, and rose-gold light bloomed like a glistening, ominous flower in the sky. 
 
    “It’s time.”

  

 
   
    Chapter 11 
 
    A barrage of explosive splashes sounded out from the moat, and I held my breath and watched as dark shapes launched themselves from the water. They all landed on the ground inside the oasis and took off running toward its interior. The giant octopus-like creatures lurched down the streets with a swaying, slithering gait, and the long-necked beasts thundered along with blue-skinned sirens perched on their backs. 
 
    “Go now,” I commanded the gargoyles and glanced at the pods they were cradling carefully in their giant, stony hands. “Remember, aim for the necromancers’ temples with those. And if you encounter any warrior women, feel free to toss them into the dragongleam. But don’t injure any of them.” 
 
    I knew by now that the stone guardians would obey my commands, but they were also incredibly big, and I didn’t want any of the women accidentally getting crushed in their massive hands. 
 
    “Yes, your grace,” the guardian boomed. 
 
    The other giant gargoyles all gave me matching nods. They kicked off into the air, and their stony wings clapped loudly as they sailed off into the oasis. 
 
    The exception was one who landed just across the moat. He stomped over to the nearest wooden structure, like I had commanded. 
 
    Then something occurred to me. 
 
    “Oh, shit,” I muttered. I raised my voice to a yell. “Make sure there’s no one inside first!” 
 
    The gargoyle froze with his giant fist raised and then nodded. He quickly changed course and crouched so he could knock on the door. 
 
    Or try to, at least. 
 
    The stony being must not have known his own strength, because his fist crashed right through the door. 
 
    I choked back a laugh as the gargoyle shot me a distinctly apologetic look. He abandoned the splintered remnants of the door, straightened up, and looked intently through the window of the building. 
 
    Whatever he saw must have satisfied him that the building was unoccupied, because he promptly knocked off the roof and wrenched the wooden planks of the building apart. 
 
    Then he lumbered over and set several of them down side by side to stretch across the moat. 
 
    “Time to cross,” I called to the commanders. 
 
    They barked orders to the soldiers and urged their stone steeds forward. The first ones were slow and cautious in crossing the makeshift bridge, but as it became clear that the planks were sturdy enough to hold, more riders streamed across at a gallop. 
 
    Since Artemn and Meikha were the most practiced at shielding a whole group, they stuck close by my sides at the front of a v-formation. I held my gun at the ready as I followed with my own women and the Exalted warriors at my sides, and I made sure Ellie clung close to me as I scanned the area for any potential threats. 
 
    Not that any threat was likely to get anywhere near her in the first place with the Exalted warriors, Indy, Artemn, Meikha, and Rey sandwiching her in on either side. Even on her own, I knew my petite warrior was more than capable of taking care of herself. But this woman was carrying my child, and my usual protectiveness over her was amplified by about a thousand at the moment. 
 
    Screams broke out through the city ahead of us as the soldiers fanned out through the streets. Some took off at a gallop down the wider lanes after the bigger beasts. As they gained ground, nymphs turned in their saddles and rained spears and arrows on them. 
 
    There was a hailstorm of pings and screeches as the projectiles rebounded off armor and stone. War cries rang out from the soldiers’ throats. 
 
    Some moat beasts ramped up into a headlong flight away from our army. Others turned, snarled, and reared as they lashed out with their claws and teeth. In battle, I saw that our stone steeds proved just as valuable as weapons as they were mounts. They bit, kicked, and headbutted our enemies’ steeds while our soldiers attacked the moat-beasts’ riders with their spears. A few riders managed to yank slender daggers from their sheaths, but they fared poorly against the longer swords and spears of our soldiers. 
 
    Some of the smaller moat beasts and nymphs took off at a sprint down narrow lanes and alleyways with hairpin bends. Our stone steeds snorted, skidded, and stumbled as they bottlenecked and were forced into single-file. 
 
    “Send some mounted men around to head them off,” I commanded at a yell so I could be heard by all the soldiers. “The rest of you, chase them on foot. I’ll take this road. Exalted Warriors, split up and take the others with the soldiers. Clear the narrow roads until you get to the center of the city. If we can’t find you, my warriors will send up a red and white flare.” 
 
    Soldiers and Exalted women saluted me briskly. Some men vaulted off their saddles while the Exalted streamed over to join them. Other soldiers raced their stone steeds down the wider lanes to head off our prey like I’d commanded. 
 
    “Should I light our way?” Artemn asked as she raised her palm. 
 
    I debated for a moment and then nodded. “They may see us coming, but at least we’ll see them, too. Better than having a pair of slimy jaws close around us in the dark.” 
 
    A bright, steady white light flared from Artemn’s raised palm. She held it up like a lantern as we headed down the alleyway. I kept my gun raised and my eyes sharp as we rounded each bend. 
 
    Then screams sounded out ahead of us, and everyone tensed. Artemn’s bright orb of light reared and crackled threateningly, but my winged warrior held her fire as we darted forward with light, cautious steps. 
 
    Four nymphs came hurtling around the next bend toward us. They skidded to a halt at the sight of us, and one let out an eerie, piercing scream. 
 
    The ground bucked and jumped beneath us. I threw out an arm to steady my women. 
 
    Then water sprayed up from every gap in the cobbles below. Tiny, wriggling eels shot up from the dark cracks. Between us, a cobble came loose and rocketed up toward the sky on top of a roaring jet of water. Slimy eels and other spinier creatures thrashed inside. 
 
    Then the water stopped, and they all came hurtling down. 
 
    Artemn’s white light arced out around us. The water sizzled furiously over our heads as it evaporated, and a smell like burned fish filled the air as I glimpsed a scattering of oily ashes wafting down. 
 
    The nymph’s mouth opened again, but her scream choked off as a gleaming red bolt took the nymph in the chest. 
 
    A white bolt that was sped along with help from Meikha lanced into another. 
 
    The other two opened their mouths to scream. 
 
    “Fuck, no,” I grunted as I sent two bullets into one of them. 
 
    Abbey’s arrow took the fourth nymph right in the throat. 
 
    A shiver ran through the bitch’s body, and then she collapsed into a pile of glimmering dust. 
 
    “Badass,” I exhaled, and I shot my warriors an appreciative look. “Let’s go.” 
 
    Abbey knelt to retrieve her arrow. Then we all darted forward again toward the sound of blades clashing and men screaming, but only a moment later, everyone tensed again at the sound of footsteps pounding toward us.  
 
    But the people who skidded around the next bend were our own soldiers. 
 
    “My king,” one of them puffed as he lowered his spear. “You encountered the nymphs?” 
 
    “Dead,” I said. “What about the others?” 
 
    “We sent the slimy beasts straight to hell,” he said with a grim smile. Then he raised his spear and nodded his head toward the nearby road. “Onward?” 
 
    I nodded. 
 
    At the mouth of the alleyway, the ground was slick with blood. Dead moat-beasts littered the ground outside it. A soldier nudged one suspiciously with his toe, but it stayed motionless, so we continued. 
 
    As we headed down the road, I saw that some soldiers broke off to station themselves near the residents’ homes like I had commanded. When I glanced back, I spotted a few heads poking out of nearby doorways, and some of the townsfolk exchanged words with the soldiers before withdrawing inside with fearful expressions. Otherwise the city seemed entirely deserted directly around us. 
 
    We continued to follow the sound of screams, and as we got closer, I recognized men’s voices. 
 
    But then they fell abruptly silent. 
 
    I shared a glance with my warriors and pressed a finger to my lips as I motioned for us to continue. 
 
    Finally, we came out into a huge, open area that was lined at the edges with market stalls. In one corner, about fifty robed men were standing in a huddle. They pressed back against each other like they were trying to make themselves as small as possible, and they quivered visibly as they contemplated something on the other side of the courtyard. 
 
    I had no idea why these necromancers didn’t have a single one of their hundred-or-so undead warriors with them. Maybe they had parted from their group to take care of some quick and shady business over here without being detected. 
 
    But even if there had been undead women protecting them, they wouldn’t have stood a chance against Indy. 
 
    As the rest of the courtyard came into view, I spotted Civraz the dragon, who took up about two-thirds of the massive space himself. Indy was perched on the dragon’s back. Her eyes flared as she stared down at the men. She shouted a command, and Civraz reared with matching scarlet in his eyes. 
 
    He yawned his mouth wide. Gleaming, rose-gold galaxy matter rushed from his jaws, along with a roar that sent cold fingers trailing down my spine. 
 
    Dragongleam swept across the courtyard in a gleaming tumble of light and motion. I took a sharp step back at the feeling of searing heat against my face, and I retreated a short distance with my women. 
 
    “Hoooly shit,” Abbey breathed. 
 
    I couldn’t help but stop and watch for a moment as my princess leaped into motion. She launched herself off of Civraz’s back and landed in a roll. With one hand, she scooped a chunk of dragongleam toward her and surrounded herself in it like a starry shroud. Then she danced into the gleaming stars that filled the courtyard, where the necromancers were now screaming and writhing in agony. 
 
    I could only assume that Indy’s status as a Light Bearer made her able to endow dragongleam with a scalding effect that didn’t affect her, because she didn’t so much as flinch when she entered the galaxy. She had never seemed more focused and fluid in motion.  
 
    Her chain-whip coiled around a necromancer’s throat, and she yanked him to the ground like a string puppet. At the same time, she rammed her sword into a fleeing man’s lower back. Another one was crushed by Civraz’s scaly jaws, and several more went flying like ragdolls at a sweeping blow from the dragon’s barbed tail. 
 
    There were several streets that funneled into the courtyard area from different directions. In the one adjacent to us, I spotted a group of necromancers running toward the courtyard. They all skidded to a halt just outside it, and they gaped open-mouthed at the sight of Indy and the dragon wreaking havoc among their fellow necromancers. They didn’t seem to notice my group in the slightest. 
 
    I raised my voice just enough to be heard by my companions. 
 
    “C’mon.” I nodded my head toward the men standing at the edge of the courtyard. “Let’s go around and trap them between us and the dragongleam.” 
 
    I moved with light, swift steps, but we didn’t even have to bother being overly cautious. Our movements were masked by the sounds of men screaming, fighting, and dying at Indy and Civraz’s hands. 
 
    We rounded the corner, and our targets came into view again. They were so transfixed by the scene in the courtyard that they didn’t even notice us approaching from behind. 
 
    An arrow from Abbey took one of them in the back. His whole body quivered, and then he collapsed into a pile of sparkling, rose-gold dust. 
 
    “What–” the man’s companion croaked. 
 
    He whipped around to face us, but he barely had time to yelp before an arrow sprouted from his own chest. 
 
    There were about a dozen men remaining. 
 
    “Warriors of Tarnege!” one of them screamed. “Help–” 
 
    I felled three of them with my gun. The ping of shell casings was almost swallowed up by the gurgles, grunts, and thuds of the men as they slumped to the ground. 
 
    The rest of the necromancers suddenly found themselves at the center of a ball of white-hot, crackling light. A wave of heat rippled across my face as the light condensed and zapped inward. 
 
    The men’s screams cut off abruptly, and their limp, smoking bodies dropped to the ground. 
 
    I looked at Artemn with undisguised awe. “Nice.” 
 
    My winged warrior smiled proudly. 
 
    Then Indy came loping into our midst, and I suddenly registered the total silence in the courtyard ahead of us. 
 
    “Magnificent work,” my princess purred as she gazed down at the dead necromancers. 
 
    “Same to you,” I said with a pointed look at the courtyard, where necromancers’ bodies littered the ground. 
 
    Indy just smiled and embraced me fiercely for a brief moment. 
 
    “Call me if you need me,” she reminded me. 
 
    I gave her a quick kiss before I released her, and she vaulted back onto Civraz’s back. 
 
    I knew by now that I didn’t have to tell my princess to be careful, but I did it anyway. 
 
    “Always,” she promised. Her red eyes smoldered down at me as she smiled. 
 
    We stopped long enough for Abbey to retrieve her magic arrows and place them back in their quiver. Then she kept one nocked as we stole through the city, and I led the way toward the sounds of screaming and blades clashing. 
 
    I nodded at the soldiers we passed, who were stationed outside the houses like I’d commanded. 
 
    One of them raised a hand. 
 
    “My king!” he called. 
 
    I stopped and gave him a questioning look. 
 
    “I saw Queens Natiya and Sabree chasing many men toward the center of the city,” he said, and he was talking so fast his words all blurred together. “Soon after, they sent a messenger. He was meant to find you, but I think he may have gotten caught up fighting the moat monsters after he left us.” 
 
    “He must have,” I said with a nod. “Did he tell you the message?” 
 
    “Yes, my king,” the soldier reported. “The Tarnege men have all been chased from their temples with the help of the stone guardians. The guardians killed some of the necromancers, with the help of the soldiers and the Tongloom spirits. Now the surviving necromancers have barricaded themselves in the big domed building in the center of the city with all their warrior women. The harpy women were defending it, along with the undead warriors, but then the harpies withdrew inside the building.” 
 
    “Shit,” I growled before I thanked the soldier and motioned for my women to follow me. 
 
    “What will we do?” Rey asked. 
 
    “I think we should do a quick investigation of whatever the hell is going on over there.” I pointed in the direction of the nearby screams and clashes. “If it’s a situation that needs to be wrapped up, we can handle it. Then we’ll head to the center of the city.” 
 
    I led my women in the direction of the noise, and soon we came out into another big courtyard. 
 
    In it, chaos reigned supreme. Soldiers on foot were clashing with necromancers wielding long black blades. I saw one clumsily parry a few blows before they all buckled and ran. 
 
    I darted into the square, sidestepped a cloud of dragongleam with my women, and plunged into the fray. 
 
    I sighted four fleeing necromancers and downed two in quick succession with swift, near-silent shots. The others glanced at their fallen companions with confused panic and sped up their pace. 
 
    But those bastards couldn’t outrun my bullets. 
 
    I shot down one, and Abbey took the second with an arrow to the back. 
 
    On the far side of the square, I spotted winged shapes descending on our soldiers. For a split second I thought they were the harpies, but then I realized they were too small, too dark, and too fast. 
 
    They fell on the soldiers like a black rain. They must’ve been heavier than they looked, because several armored soldiers tumbled to the ground with crashes and clangs. Curses and screams broke out as the winged creatures struck with taloned feet inside their halfhelms. 
 
    “Shadow birds,” Meikha whispered with horror. 
 
    “Oh, shit,” I muttered. 
 
    It was true. The birds were made purely out of shadow. 
 
    Suddenly, I spotted six undead warrior women standing at the edge of the square. They had their hands raised toward the soldiers. 
 
    I knew then that they were commanding the shadow birds. 
 
    I took one step forward and opened my mouth to call my women. 
 
    Then, out of nowhere, the birds rocketed up into the air. They spun and dove onto their masters like missiles. The women gasped, shrieked, and staggered as they grappled with the birds. 
 
    Then the Exalted women came sweeping out of the neighboring alley. 
 
    Tinesi stayed behind to command the shadow-birds she must’ve commandeered. They buffeted the Tarnege women with their dark wings, but they stayed clear of the Exalted warriors who barreled in to ram the women with their shoulders. Tarnege women went stumbling and staggering into the dragongleam one by one. 
 
    Now that that situation was contained, I joined the freed-up soldiers in attacking the remaining necromancers. 
 
    But then more undead women came sprinting into the courtyard, and they raised their hands toward us. 
 
    Suddenly my whole vision was filled with lancing flame and swirling shadow. The heat seared my face, and everyone screamed. 
 
    Red and white light flared from Rey and Artemn to repel the flame, and Meikha’s wind sent it skimming to the side. It veered around sharply, and the necromancers erupted into turmoil as the fire and shadow fell on them instead. 
 
    Meanwhile, my warriors worked quickly to send undead women swirling, staggering, and stumbling into the dragongleam, and I saw our soldiers nearby doing the same when they could.  
 
    I shot down any necromancer in sight, but there were too damn many of them, and too many warriors remaining. 
 
    The still-standing Tarnege women only seemed to grow more determined as they realized their numbers were dwindling. A wall of water surged out from their palms, and a whole squadron of our soldiers was swept into an alley. 
 
    Then the harpies came. 
 
    The bird-women let out harsh, grating screams as they dropped with their wings folded. One took down a dozen soldiers in one sweep. They scrambled to their feet and surrounded her, but she spread her wings wide and knocked them aside. 
 
    Around me, more soldiers were dive-bombed. Others were unscathed. But before they could form up, one of the undead women whipped something from her pocket and hurled it to the ground in front of them. 
 
    A dark crack abruptly opened up in the ground. Cobblestones crumbled or went skittering into its depths as it widened. The ground around it tilted steeply, and our men went stumbling. 
 
    “No!” Meikha hissed from my side. 
 
    She darted forward with her hands raised and swept the soldiers into the air. They bellowed with fear at first, but then my wind warrior steadied their flight and sent them floating gently to safety. 
 
    I took aim for the last remaining necromancers in the square, but a wall of swirling shadow leaped up between us. 
 
    “Shit,” I snarled. I aimed a testing bullet at the wall, but it was swallowed up in total silence. “Every single one of them is behind that. Meikha, can you–” 
 
    My wind warrior grunted as she turned and slammed her palms toward the shadow wall. 
 
    It rippled and quivered for several seconds. 
 
    Then, all at once, it gave way. 
 
    Shreds of shadow went whipping away like leaves on the wind and revealed that the necromancers, the undead women, and the harpies were gone. 
 
    I raised my voice to be heard by the Exalted women and the soldiers. 
 
    “After them!” 
 
    My response was a bellowed war cry, and I smiled grimly as I joined them. 
 
    Here and there, the bodies of moat monsters or necromancers littered the streets. But by the sound of it, the noise and chaos was now concentrated at the center of the city. 
 
    By the time we got right up close to the dome-roofed palace, the stucco buildings had dwindled away. The palace was surrounded by nothing but a wide ring of cobbled road. 
 
    Soon I spotted about a hundred of our soldiers packed into the roads and alleyways at the edge of this area. As we watched, a portion of them formed up and charged at the entrance of the dome-roofed building. 
 
    Undead warriors poked their heads out of the ground floor windows and shouted. Then they stood back, and something huge and black came erupting out of the window. 
 
    “What the hell is that?” I breathed. 
 
    As it unfolded to its full size, I realized it was a horse, but not a normal one. Instead, it looked almost like some type of demonic spirit-horse. It appeared to be made of swirling shadow and smoke, and its eyes glowed blood-red as it charged across the ground at the soldiers. 
 
    It seemed solid enough when it made contact, though. One of the stone steeds reared and hammered at the shadow-horse with its hooves, and the dark beast went stumbling. 
 
    It let out an eerily deep snarl and bared a set of gleaming red teeth that were extremely unhorse-like. There was a loud, piercing scrape, and the stone steed shrieked. When it pulled away, I saw that the teeth had carved several deep gouges in its stony flesh. 
 
    Abbey took one quick step forward and loosed an arrow at the shadow-horse. 
 
    She struck it right in its black flank, and everyone seemed to hold their breath for a moment as they waited to see the outcome. 
 
    A quivering ripple ran through the horse’s body, like it was suddenly made out of jelly instead of shadow and smoke. 
 
    Then, with a soft hiss and a swoosh, it collapsed into a pile of gleaming black dust. 
 
    Everyone stared at it with fascination, including the warrior woman who had cast it. 
 
    When she saw Abbey slipping another arrow out of her quiver, her face went white, and she vanished from the window. 
 
    “Nice work,” I told Abbey. Then I exhaled and scanned the other windows. “Okay, so add ‘creating monstrous shadow steeds’ to the list of our enemies’ abilities.” 
 
    Stone hooves clattered and clopped. More shouts of dismay in the distance told me that our soldiers must have the building fully surrounded, but their efforts were unsuccessful. 
 
    I spotted several stone guardians roosting on top of the domed roof like massive vultures. One of the few on the ground punched his stony fist into its side and was rebuffed. 
 
    One of the commanders in the nearby street perked up as he saw me. He took a careful glance at the lower windows, then skirted around the open space toward me at a quick lope. 
 
    “My king,” he said with a quick bow. He pointed at the domed building. “We have penned up the necromancers inside. Several of us have tried to enter on foot, but their warriors repelled us with different powers. What shall we do?” 
 
    “What are the entrances like?” I asked with a frown. 
 
    The commander led me a short way and gestured for me to look. 
 
    The entryway of the palace was like a corridor that cut into the side of the building. The roof over it jutted out into a balcony, and undead warrior women and their robed Tarnege masters were packed onto it. The necromancers stood with their arms crossed and stared imperiously down at everything below. The undead warrior women were all tense as they scoured the ground for any more attackers, and I knew they were ready to repel our forces again. 
 
    “I assume the stone guardians have tried to break their way through the walls?” I probed. “And the roof?” 
 
    He nodded grimly. “Without success. The stone is old and crumbling in places, but there seems to be some sort of protective magic upholding them.” 
 
    Out of nowhere, a huge shadow hurtled down from the sky. Dark wings folded flat against dark scales as Civraz plummeted toward the balcony. 
 
    But then, just when he got close, he jolted backward, like he had encountered some invisible force. Orange sparks flew in every direction out of thin air. The impact jarred the dragon’s whole body, and I spotted my princess clinging on for dear life as they went reeling. 
 
    Civraz let out a ringing roar of frustration as he dug his claws into the roof. Chunks of stone went toppling, and the soldiers hurried to clear a path as the dragon showed signs of sliding right off the building and crushing them. 
 
    But he managed to right himself just in time. He snarled furiously and clawed his way up to sit on the domed roof among the gargoyles. 
 
    “Okay,” I exhaled. “So, this entryway is barred by some magical force. Are there other entrances?” 
 
    “There are two,” the commander reported. “Last I saw Natiya, she was heading off to try and force her way through the western one, along with one of the guardians. They seem similarly guarded.” 
 
    “Thanks.” I gave him a nod and moved off with my women toward the western side of the building. 
 
    We found Ethramne in a similar position to Civraz. This entryway was made the same, and like the soldier had said, its balcony was crammed with Tarnege men and their warriors. The balcony was protected from above by the dome-shaped roof, so its occupants were free to use whatever means they had to repel invaders on the ground without being attacked from above themselves. 
 
    Ethramne’s eyes turned toward me. Rose-gold flashed through them, and she let out a soft trill. 
 
    On her back, Natiya followed the dragon’s gaze over to me, and her dark brows lifted. She murmured a command, and Ethramne took wing. 
 
    Soldiers spurred their steeds out of the way as the dragon descended with slow flaps to land next to me. 
 
    “My king.” Natiya slid to the ground and patted Ethramne’s scaly flank. “The Tarnege scum have barricaded themselves inside the palace, along with their warriors. Dragons, gargoyles, and soldiers have tried unsuccessfully to enter. The harpy women were defending it, but then the necromancers forced them inside for some reason. What shall we do?” 
 
    I exhaled as I took stock of the dome-roofed palace again. 
 
    “Well, it seems unlikely that we can take it by force alone,” I said thoughtfully. I glanced at the narrow, arched windows that dotted the building’s sides. “Have you tried any of the windows?” 
 
    Natiya nodded grimly. “Unsuccessfully. There are undead warrior women posted inside every room, it seems.” 
 
    “Alright,” I said. “I have an idea.” 
 
    The queen gave me an attentive look. “I am yours to command.” 
 
    “I think we should send most of our forces against one of the entrances all at once,” I said. “If it works, then we’re golden. If not, we’ll use it as a feint, because it might draw the undead warriors away from the windows to better defend the entrance. Then we’ll break off and see if we can sneak inside with a small force. I’m thinking the upper windows will be less well-guarded in the first place, so they may be our best chance.” 
 
    “Perhaps you, your women, and I can ride on Ethramne for this feint on the gate,” the queen suggested. “Then Ethramne can abandon the attack at the last second. Civraz can take her place, while she flies us to the upper windows before they even notice our absence.” 
 
    “I like it,” I said immediately. “Once we’re inside, we’ll take the people guarding the nearest entrance by surprise. I’ll instruct the guardians posted out there to listen for our attack. When they hear it, they’ll tell the Exalted women, who will attack from outside.” 
 
    I glanced at the Exalted warriors next to me, and they gave me a collective nod. 
 
    “So we will overwhelm the defenders,” Natiya said with a clap of her hands. “And our forces will be able to enter the palace. That is both clever and bold, my king.” 
 
    “I like this plan, too, your grace,” Tinesi said with the faintest of smiles. “These filthy necromancers will not know what hit them.” 
 
    The other Exalted women echoed her words. 
 
    Natiya looked at me and gestured at the massive, dark-scaled dragon before us. “After you.” 
 
    I paused to share my plan with the nearest commanders, and I told them to keep up the siege while I executed my plan. 
 
    “As soon as you spot an opening, take it,” I finished. “I don’t know exactly what it’s going to look like, yet, but we’ll get one of these entryways to crumble somehow. I need your men to be ready when it does.” 
 
    The men nodded solemnly, and they gave respectful looks to me, the queen, and the warriors who accompanied me. 
 
    By now, all of them had seen these women in action, whether it was in the arena or around the field of battle, or both. They knew we had taken on the Scazath men of their own city despite being severely outnumbered. 
 
    Judging by their expressions now, us sneaking into a palace to open the way for an assault on this legion of undead warriors and necromancers must have just seemed like a natural progression. 
 
    “We will be watchful, my king,” they promised. 
 
    I gave them a nod and moved cautiously as I climbed onto Ethramne’s back. 
 
    Natiya took the front seat. I had Rey, Artemn, and Meikha sit just behind her, since they could take part in the feigned attack on the gate. I sat in the back, with Artemn and Ellie sitting directly in front of me. Wrapping my arms around the stunning, blue-haired warrior who was carrying my child was almost enough to distract me completely, but I forced myself to focus. 
 
    I made sure my AR was tucked against my chest and that the safety was on. Sailing through the air on dragonback definitely wasn’t the best time to be shooting. 
 
    Then I sucked in a breath as Ethramne launched herself into the air. I had ridden on Spectrids several times by now, and over greater distances, but they had been a hell of a lot smaller than Ethramne. Something about the dragon’s size made it a wholly different experience. It felt like I was riding a goddamn dinosaur. 
 
    In a really cool and mystical way. 
 
    The whole rooftop rattled and jumped as Ethramne thudded down onto it. A shout from Natiya summoned the giant gargoyles to gather around us, along with Indy on Civraz. 
 
    They all leaned in close as we shared the basics of our plan, and the guardians agreed in their deep, stony voices. 
 
    “Indy,” I commanded. “When we take off, take our place with Civraz and fill the entrance with dragongleam, so none of the necromancers can escape once we’re inside.” 
 
    “Yes, John,” my princess said solemnly. “I will watch closely, my king.” 
 
    I turned to the giant gargoyles. “I want two of you to be stationed outside both of the other entrances. Those will be less guarded than the one that’s under attack, so one of them will be our main entry point. As soon as you hear the sound of a thunderclap from my warrior here, direct the Exalted warriors to attack the entryway in question.” 
 
    Then we took flight again. 
 
    Ethramne landed next to the first gate we had come upon and let out a throaty roar. 
 
    “Alright,” I said as I leaned forward to address the warriors in front of me. “Artemn, Rey, do you think you can send bolts flying into the entryway?” 
 
    My warriors quickly agreed. 
 
    “I will use my wind to speed their powers along,” Meikha said. 
 
    Ethramne dropped down and got as close to the entryway as she could manage, and several giant gargoyles crowded close behind us, like they were hoping to rush forward and slam into the entrance. When the dragon’s scaly snout neared the balcony, she was repelled in a shower of sparks, just like Civraz had been. A jolt ran through her body, but we were all prepared for it, and we managed to keep our seats. 
 
    The whole time, I watched intently in case there were some other clues as to what type of power this was, but there was nothing else visible. 
 
    So, it was time to try out my women’s magic against the entrance. 
 
    “Now,” I called to the warriors in front of me. 
 
    Rey raised her hand, and a blazing red bolt appeared in her grip. Meanwhile, a gleaming white orb materialized in Artemn’s open palm. 
 
    I had never seen Artemn’s magic act like this before. It was both hotter and more billowy than usual, like it was eager to escape being contained in her hand. 
 
    My black-and-white-haired warrior pulled her arm back. Then she brought it forward in an open-palmed shove that sent the orb hurtling across the open space. It billowed wider and wider as it traveled along, but at the same time, it picked up speed with a gust of wind from Meikha. 
 
    Then it stopped in midair with a harsh, screeching sound. Orange and white sparks flew madly in every direction, and a smell like burnt metal filled the air. 
 
    Then a bright red bolt sailed forward from Rey’s hand. 
 
    The bolt seemed to collect speed and energy as it whizzed through Artemn’s lightning. Then it stopped in midair and quivered. 
 
    Sparks of every color imaginable fizzed through the air. I wasn’t sure if my eyes were watering from the light, the heat, or the overwhelming metallic smell that suddenly stabbed into my nostrils. 
 
    My magic-wielding warriors were all trembling from the effort of upholding their attempted strike. A renewed blast of wind from Meikha made the sparks quiver and hiss. White swirled around red as Rey and Artemn’s powers intertwined and inched forward. 
 
    Over the sizzling rush of sound, I heard one of the necromancers call out for help. I squinted through the blinding glare and spotted several more undead warrior women crowding onto the balcony. They thrust their palms out, and my own warriors’ magic light flickered. 
 
    Soon the balcony was almost overflowing with undead women. I saw their hands trembling as they vied against my women’s powers. 
 
    Then something occurred to me. 
 
    “Rey,” I said suddenly. “Try your illusions on them. Abandon the bolt if you have to.” 
 
    The red bolt flickered a little, but then it regained its light even as Rey’s eyes fluttered shut to send out her illusions. 
 
    The people up on the balcony erupted into cries of fear and confusion, and I knew that whatever hideousness they were now seeing, it must be working.  
 
    The fact that Rey was doing this and upholding the red bolt at the same time without it being asked of her filled me with pride. 
 
    A few more undead warriors squirmed their way onto the balcony. They staggered against each other as the illusion fell over them, too, but they managed to get their palms up in our general direction.  
 
    One of the necromancers shouted a command, and the undead women grunted with effort as they shoved their hands forward. 
 
    Suddenly, white and red sparks shivered and crashed in every direction. My warriors’ bolts turned tail and came rushing back at us, and everyone screamed.

  

 
   
    Chapter 12 
 
    Meikha’s hands shot forward, and a fresh wall of wind blasted from her palms. Its force was so strong it sent her lurching backward, and even Ethramne rocked slightly on her feet. 
 
    Just inches in front of the dragon, the two light bolts ricocheted and zagged back toward the balcony. Then they fizzled into darkness. 
 
    I steadied my breathing as I glanced up at the hordes of people packed onto the balcony. There had to be at least eighty warrior women up there, plus thirty or so necromancers. Between that and the dozens that were manning the other entrances, there had to be some windows unguarded at this point. 
 
    “Natiya,” I called. “Let’s go.” 
 
    The queen shouted a command to Ethramne, and the dragon wriggled out of the entryway. 
 
    Civraz immediately barreled in to take her place. The dragon’s rumbling growl jabbed up into a harsh scream of frustration as he was rebuffed again. Despite being fully protected, the people on the balcony cowered from his roar. 
 
    The rose-gold glow of dragongleam filled the air behind us as Ethramne carried us swiftly to another side of the building. 
 
    “That ought to keep them occupied,” I said with a glance over my shoulder. 
 
    Ethramne landed on the big domed roof again, but she angled her body so her tail hung down over its edge. 
 
    I led the way in using the dragon’s tail to steady myself as I slowly crept down past the edge of the roof. I braced my feet carefully against the wall of the building. A few steps down brought me level with the window next to me. 
 
    I slowly inched to the right and then tilted my head just far enough to peer inside. 
 
    The arched window was paned with light-blue glass. It warped my view of the room inside a little, but not enough for me to miss the fact that there were people inside. 
 
    Three people, to be specific. One of them appeared to be a Tarnege necromancer, while the other two looked like undead warrior women. Maybe they were supposed to be watching the window, but instead they seemed engaged in a heated debate about something. 
 
    Another roar from Civraz rang out in the distance. 
 
    Inside the room, the robed man threw his hands up in the air. He snatched both warriors by their arms and half-dragged, half-shoved them out of the room in front of him. Then he followed. 
 
    “The room’s empty now,” I called up to my women. “Follow me.” 
 
    I didn’t hesitate. I just gripped the dragon’s tail tightly with both hands, pushed away from the building, and then swung at the window with my feet extended. 
 
    The sound of glass shattering was almost completely eclipsed by another roar from Civraz. 
 
    I used my carbon-fiber boot to kick aside the bigger remnants of the window before I eased myself inside. Smaller pieces crunched under my feet as I crossed the ledge and leaped to the floor. 
 
    Ellie, Abbey, Natiya, Artemn, Rey, and Meikha followed closely behind. 
 
    The chamber we were in seemed like some type of storage room. Its edges were stacked full of barrels, chests, and clay vessels. It was lit by a dusty old lantern hanging from the ceiling. Otherwise, it was empty. 
 
    I crossed the room on light feet and listened intently through the doorway. 
 
    I could hear the distant sound of shouts from both undead Tarnege women and their necromancer masters, but none of it sounded close to us. So I slowly poked my head out the door and looked around. 
 
    We were at the top of a ledge-like hallway that ran around the inner perimeter of the circular building. The empty center was a steep drop to the ground below. Slim braziers lined every granite column inside the building. The domed ceiling overhead was encrusted with gems, and they glimmered brilliantly in the torchlight. 
 
    I looked down and saw that every level of the building had the same layout: A circular hallway around the edge that gave access to all the rooms lining it, and a big empty space in the middle. If I looked down, I could see all the way down to the ground level of the palace. 
 
    The open layout of the building gave us a hefty chance of being spotted by anyone who was crossing through the building, but I didn’t think that would present too much of an issue. It seemed like our assault on the gates had drawn the vast majority, if not all, of the building’s defenders. 
 
    To the right, I spotted another stairwell, and it seemed completely empty. 
 
    I pulled my head back into the room. 
 
    “Alright,” I said swiftly. “I want to head downstairs and take out the people covering one of the entrances and get our soldiers inside. Given how wide-open this building is, I’m thinking it’s best to choose the one that’s closest to us.” 
 
    “Yes, your grace,” Natiya agreed quietly. She stole over to the door and peeked out, too, and then she turned back to me with a thoughtful expression. “Perhaps Reyhan could assist us with not being seen.” 
 
    Rey bit her lip as she stared out the door. 
 
    “I can try casting my power out to anyone who might be watching us,” she said. “But I am not sure if I could shield us from sight. My illusions are not as precise a power as that.” 
 
    “Alright.” I nodded. “How about, if anyone sounds the alarm, you do that thing where you make it look like there are many different versions of us all over the place? Do you think you could manage that?” 
 
    My recent experience of this had happened when I was making love to my strawberry-blonde warrior under the starlight, and I made an effort to pull myself back to our current task. 
 
    “I can,” Rey said confidently. A faint blush tinged her cheeks, but she gave me a firm nod. “I am certain.” 
 
    Once the women were at the ready, I checked to make sure the coast was clear one last time. Then I led the way out the door with swift, silent steps. 
 
    I stayed as close to the wall as possible as I darted past doorway after doorway, and the women behind me did the same. If someone did try to attack us, I sure as hell didn’t want any of us to be thrown to our deaths. 
 
    Then the sound of voices and quick, angry footsteps caught my attention. 
 
    I realized it was coming from the doorway just six feet in front of me. 
 
    I took a sharp step back and rammed my shoulder into Natiya to push her into the empty room we were passing, and I dragged my other women along with me. 
 
    Inside, I pressed my finger to my lips and flattened myself against the wall by the door. The women all nodded as they followed suit. 
 
    A high, peevish-sounding voice was speaking so fast I could barely catch the words, and I leaned closer to the door as I strained to hear. 
 
    “This is what we get for imprisoning the mediators,” the voice moaned. “Their giant, stony gods have come to topple our rule and obliterate our existence.” 
 
    The footsteps stopped. Someone sighed, and then a deeper voice spoke up. 
 
    “Those are not gods,” the voice said with blatant irritation. “They’re uncannily large, to be sure, and freakishly powerful. I have no idea where the hell they came from. But let’s not lose our heads. If all goes well, we won’t have to face them at all. The walls will hold–” 
 
    “But what if the mediators realize what we’re doing?” the first man groaned. “Using their own power to fortify the walls of the palace? They could be the end of us.” 
 
    “Lower your voice!” the deeper voice snarled. “Unless you want that to become a self-fulfilling prophecy. As long as the mediators are stuck in the dungeon, there’s no way for them to wrench their powers out of our grasp.” 
 
    “Sorry,” the shriller voice grumbled. “But perhaps we should check on them, just in case. To be sure they’re contained.” 
 
    “Very well,” the deep voice sighed. “I’ll go help fortify the main entrance while you do that.” 
 
    “Alone?” the high voice asked with alarm. 
 
    But the sound of footsteps told me that the deeper-voiced man had turned on his heel and walked away. 
 
    I turned my head fractionally and saw his form stride by the door. 
 
    Then I looked at the women in the room with me and motioned for them to wait there. 
 
    I poked my head out of the door. The deep-voiced man was still walking away, and his form was getting further and further out of sight. 
 
    In the other direction I saw a shorter, silk-robed man. His eyes were closed, and he was massaging his temples like he had a horrible headache. 
 
    I darted out of the room and threw myself at the man with my hands outstretched. 
 
    The air rushed out of him in a choked woof as we hurtled in through the doorway. I landed on top of him and wrapped my hands around his throat. 
 
    “If you want to live,” I growled. “Don’t try anything.” 
 
    The man’s head nodded frantically, and I loosened my grip. 
 
    “Where are the mediators imprisoned?” I demanded. 
 
    “Th-they…” the man stuttered and hesitated. I increased the pressure of my fingers again, and he hurried to go on. “In the dungeons. They’re underground, below the palace.” 
 
    “Are they under guard?” I asked. 
 
    “N-no,” the man managed. “Their own power is shielding the palace, after all. No intruders could make it in, so there’s no need…” 
 
    I looked the man dead in his watery brown eyes. 
 
    “If you’re lying to me,” I said in a low voice, “I will make you wish you’d never been fucking born.” 
 
    “I speak the truth,” he said in a hushed groan. 
 
    I removed my grip from his throat, stood, and dragged him to his feet.  
 
    “Take me to them,” I commanded before I gripped the man tightly and poked my head out the door. There was no one in sight, so I let out a soft whistle. 
 
    Natiya immediately popped out of the next doorway over, and she was followed by my own women. 
 
    “This seedy bastard is going to lead the way to the mediators of the city,” I announced in a low voice. “Who apparently have been imprisoned, while their powers are used to reinforce the walls of the palace. Natiya, would you mind keeping a hold on him? I want to have my weapon at the ready.” 
 
    “Of course, my king.” The queen gave my gun an interested look as I swung it out of my jacket, and then she seized the man by the back of his robe. “If he screams, or so much as whispers without your leave, I will gut him like a fish.” 
 
    The man’s mouth opened and closed soundlessly like he really was a damn fish. I had to bite back a laugh as I gestured for him to lead the way. 
 
    Natiya loosened her grip just enough for him to guide our steps. I switched the safety off and held my gun at the ready as I followed. 
 
    We walked in silence, with me and my women on the alert for anyone who might emerge from the doorways. 
 
    We made it to the stairway without incident, and Natiya shoved the man into the dark stairwell. But once we were close to the bottom, I paused her. 
 
    “I want you to take this scumbag downstairs and unleash the mediators,” I said quietly. “If you can. That will make the walls of this place vulnerable.” 
 
    The queen immediately nodded. “What will you do, my king?” 
 
    “I’m going to go ahead with our plan to attack the people defending one of the two other entrances from the inside,” I said. I glanced at my women. “We need to have a clear passage ready for our Exalted warriors the second the shield drops. Ellie, Artemn, Rey, Meikha, you’ll go with me. Abbey, you’ll go with Natiya and keep this bastard from causing any trouble.” 
 
    I turned to the sweating, trembling man and spoke in a conversational tone. 
 
    “Her magic arrows turn men into dust,” I told him as I pointed at Abbey. Then I went on to point at the queen. “And she could make mincemeat of you with one slice of her sword.” 
 
    “I could,” Natiya purred with a dangerous smile. She slipped one of her daggers neatly from its sheath and pressed the flat of the blade against the cowering man’s throat. “But I prefer to play with my food before I eat it.” 
 
    The man sent a frantic look around at us. “I will obey.” 
 
    I slipped one of the mini air horns out of my pocket and passed it to Abbey. 
 
    “If you can, run out of there and give this a good blast as soon as the mediators’ shield is down,” I instructed. “That way we’ll know the best moment to attack the entrance.” 
 
    I nodded at Natiya, and we parted ways. The queen and her captive continued down the dark staircase, while I slipped out into the second level with my women. Since the defenders of the other entrances had been up on balconies, I’d been pretty sure that this one would be the same. 
 
    It turned out I was right. Directly to our left, there were two massive wooden double doors. 
 
    “Alright,” I said quietly. “Artemn, as soon as we get the signal from Abbey, I want you to light these doors up to the best of your ability. Meikha, send wind slamming into them so they fly off their hinges.” 
 
    “What about me?” Rey asked. 
 
    “As soon as we’re out there, I want your illusions in place,” I said firmly. “Whatever you need to do to disorient these people. Do you think you can handle it?” 
 
    “Of course, my king,” Rey said. Her champagne-colored eyes glowed with purpose as she turned toward the doorway. “I am ready.” 
 
    I nodded. “When we’re out there, stick to the plan as much as possible: kill the necromancers, contain the undead warrior women.” 
 
    I felt alive with energy, but calm and centered at the same time as I waited for the signal, and I could tell my women felt the same. 
 
    When the distant blast of an airhorn came, I turned to Artemn. “Now.” 
 
    My winged warrior pushed both her palms forward. Her silver eyes narrowed as she focused on the doors. 
 
    A beam of crackling, white-hot light slammed into them. Sparks flew everywhere as the doors rattled on their hinges. 
 
    Within seconds, they were on fire. 
 
    “Meikha,” I said. 
 
    My blonde warrior pushed her hands out next. She exhaled hard and took a step forward as she completed the motion. 
 
    Wind blasted the flaming doors off their hinges, and they flew outward. 
 
    The balcony was crowded with people. Screams broke out among them as the two burning doors fell on their heads. People writhed and staggered in an attempt to get away, and several necromancers went toppling off the balcony to the ground below. Their fallen forms were practically trampled by my Exalted warriors as they rushed at the entryway. 
 
    I heard the sound of another door being busted off its hinges below, and I knew they were inside. 
 
    I raised my rifle toward the balcony and shot down one necromancer after another with swift precision. Panic spread through the remaining ones as they watched their associates slump over with choked gurgles and grunts. They stared at me with wide eyes, and one of them stabbed a finger at me as he shouted for his warriors’ assistance. 
 
    Then all of them went stumbling and screaming, and I knew Rey’s illusions must have kicked in. As the turmoil on the balcony peaked, I switched the safety back on. There was too much commotion up here for me to have a clean shot anymore. 
 
    So I tore my tactical knife out of its sheath and made good use of my fists, feet, and the barrel of my gun. 
 
    Then Natiya appeared. 
 
    “Ethramne!” she yelled. 
 
    The dragon trilled as she dropped to the ground in front of the balcony. 
 
    Her landing made the whole building shake, but Natiya ignored it as she pointed at the edge of the balcony and shouted a command. 
 
    The dragon lowered her scaly black maw and blew a glimmering jet of dragongleam into the area. 
 
    It hung there, and my women didn’t hesitate to start shoving undead warrior women into it by any means necessary. Meikha used a blast of wind to send a few spinning into the glowing galaxy. Meanwhile, Artemn made her spear-shaft glow white and used it like a cattle prod. Rey used a red flash to blind several more women and then shoved them in with her hands. 
 
    “Nicely done,” I panted. I turned to Natiya. “Are the mediators free?” 
 
    The queen didn’t answer with words. She just pointed into the building. 
 
    An angry, booming voice helped me zero in on what she was pointing at, and I spotted a regular-sized, granite gargoyle with his hands wrapped around a robed necromancer’s throat. 
 
    I shared a smile with Natiya. Then I ran to the edge of the balcony and shouted out for the nearest giant stone guardian. 
 
    “I want you to break through the wall over here on the east side,” I commanded. “It should work this time.” 
 
    His stony brows lifted slightly, but he nodded and turned on his heel. 
 
    I watched closely as he ran at the wall and drove one of his giant fists into it. 
 
    The wall cracked under the first blow. After the second, bricks went toppling. Two strikes later, a huge portion of the wall crumbled in a pile of rubble and dust. 
 
    The gargoyle kicked them aside as he widened the breach in the wall. 
 
    That’s when I knew everything was in our favor from here on out. 
 
    It was time to fucking end this. 
 
    “Soldiers!” I yelled at the men clustered down on the ground. “Follow the Exalted women. Guardians, watch the entrances and take care of anyone who tries to escape.” 
 
    The soldiers’ warhorn let out a long, quivering blast, and the men shouted at the top of their lungs too as they rushed in after the warrior women. 
 
    I raced inside with my own women. 
 
    Before we could blink, the wall opposite from us buckled and crumbled. 
 
    Civraz’s roaring head jutted in through the stream of rubble that followed. Rose-gold galaxy matter tumbled through the air and came to rest at the ground level of the building. 
 
    More warriors plunged in through the gap he created. They separated into two groups to skirt around the dragongleam. 
 
    Natiya stretched out her hand to scoop up a portion of the substance, and she tucked it under her arm like a gleaming football as she followed me. 
 
    I led my warriors upstairs and went room by room to check for necromancers and undead warriors. 
 
    My women and I systematically worked to subdue any undead women we encountered. Natiya used dragongleam to tie their wrists. When the way was cleared, I killed the necromancers without ceremony and shoved their bodies to the floor. 
 
    We cleared several floors this way with grim precision. 
 
    We were in the last room and up against one last necromancer when Natiya paused me with a hand on my arm. 
 
    It wasn’t until she started speaking that I realized things had quieted down majorly. The booms, screams, and crashes of blades were almost nonexistent, so she didn’t even have to raise her voice for me to hear her. 
 
    “We should interrogate this one,” the queen said. Her eyes locked on the man with grim focus. 
 
    I took the time to look him over. He was slim and wiry, with a shock of red-orange hair and fearful green eyes. He was clad in the same colorful silk robes as his associates. 
 
    The whites of his eyes widened as Natiya shoved him against the wall. Dragongleam swirled in her open palm as she held it threateningly in front of his face. 
 
    A sudden wave of heat swept out from the dragongleam, and the man cringed. 
 
    “What do you want from me?” he gasped. 
 
    “Knowledge,” Natiya said smoothly. “Where are your leaders?” 
 
    This was my first question, too. Knowing what I did about the necromancers, their leaders would use their status to save their own skins whenever possible. 
 
    The man was stubbornly silent for a few moments. Then he flinched as another wave of heat washed out from the dragongleam. 
 
    “Upstairs,” he finally said. A sheen of sweat covered his face, and he closed his eyes against the dangerous, swirling glow of dragongleam. “On the top level.” 
 
    There was a huge, shuddering boom from somewhere outside the room, and I paused. 
 
    From the doorway, Ellie turned her head quickly back to us and pointed out the door. 
 
    “Is that them?” she asked. 
 
    I glanced up and saw that the center of the domed ceiling had caved in. Jewels and rubble rained down into the swirling dragongleam on the ground floor. 
 
    Through the caved-in roof, the rough, blunt-featured face of a stone guardian was visible. He had shoved his hands in through the wall just below, and he had one man in his grip.  
 
    The dude was as small as a toy in the giant gargoyle’s hand. 
 
    But there were also several more robed men mounted on their harpy-like steeds. They were trying vainly to evade the gargoyle enough to fly out of the gap in the roof. 
 
    “Shit, we can’t let them get away!” I growled. 
 
    But then a flurry of motion caught my eye, and I stared at the nearby wall with confusion. 
 
    The harpies and their riders had been casting vague, blurry shadows onto the wall, but now those shadows seemed to be moving in a way that was completely different from the beings they belonged to. 
 
    “What the…” I breathed. 
 
    A split second later, I caught sight of Tinesi crouched on the ledge nearby. Her hands were outstretched toward the harpies’ shadows. She snapped her fingers, and the whole lot of them leaped out into the air. 
 
    I had seen this happen once before in Zeratra, but I thought seeing a shadow come to life would never be less mind-boggling. The flat shadows became fully three-dimensional, and they flapped right at the harpy women they belonged to. 
 
    One shadow sank its teeth into its owner’s wing, and she toppled onto the ledge below. Another shadow clapped its black wings across the face of a harpy and sent her into a tailspin. 
 
    “Meikha, go!” I ordered. 
 
    Meikha danced forward from my side, raised her hands, and swept them down and sideways, toward the center of the palace. 
 
    The harpies’ screams were echoed by their riders as they went sailing all the way down into the dragongleam that covered the ground floor.  
 
    “Fuck yes!” I cheered, and a wave of relief and victory swept through me. 
 
    Holy shit, we’d pulled it off.

  

 
   
    Chapter 13 
 
    The stone guardian withdrew his hand from the top room, and everything went silent except for the muffled cries and grunts of effort from the people trying to free themselves from the dragongleam below. 
 
    I headed down the staircase with swift strides while my women and Natiya followed. 
 
    On the ground floor, just outside the dragongleam, we found the Exalted warriors, Zeratra’s army, and Sabree. As I joined the group, Indy came sauntering in through the nearest entryway.  
 
    She was covered in blood to match the red flare in her eyes, but none of it appeared to be her own. She looked exhilarated. 
 
    Her eyes narrowed at the sight of the men trapped in the dragongleam. 
 
    I turned around and raised my voice to shout for silence. Then I commanded for Indy to release the imprisoned people. 
 
    I lifted my gun a little just in case any of them tried anything. Next to me, Abbey did the same with her bow. 
 
    One of the army’s commanders barked an order, and the inside rows of soldiers immediately raised their spears in a bristling wall of black metal. 
 
    The commander I was most familiar with met my eyes, and he gave me a firm nod. 
 
    “If any of them so much as lift a finger without your leave, my king,” he said in a loud, carrying voice, “my men will gut them before they can blink.” 
 
    I gave Indy a nod, and she raised her hands to part the glowing galaxy in half. Its occupants went tumbling down to the ground. 
 
    I counted about two hundred undead warriors in total, plus nine harpies and the twenty men who had tried to escape on their backs. 
 
    Despite the vast open space that made up the ground level of the building, things were getting incredibly crowded at this point, but Natiya stepped forward and swept her hands upward. The dragongleam followed her motions until it hung above us and illuminated the whole ground level. 
 
    The Tarnege men all shared nervous looks as they realized they were completely surrounded on all sides. 
 
    Then nine of the normal-sized, granite gargoyles I’d spotted earlier came sailing down from overhead. They veered wide around the dragongleam and thudded to the ground next to us. 
 
    And they weren’t alone. 
 
    One of them had another silk-robed necromancer in his grip. The granite gargoyle shoved the man to the ground. Then he ran his eyes over everyone in the room. 
 
    His stony gaze lingered on the giant stone guardians that were visible through the breaches in the walls, and I couldn’t help but wonder what it was like for these beings to see a giant version of themselves come in and lay waste to their city. 
 
    But judging by the granite gargoyle’s expression, this was a welcome development. 
 
    Natiya stepped toward him. 
 
    “You can thank King John for your freedom,” she said in a voice that was proud, but still respectful. “And for the death of the scum who imprisoned you.” 
 
    “We are grateful,” the gargoyle boomed. 
 
    His voice had a similar sound to most normal-sized mediators I’d spoken to, but after my time spent conversing with the giant stone guardians, this one sounded almost shrill to my ears. 
 
    I listened closely as he told the story of how he had been imprisoned by the necromancers. 
 
    “They ambushed us,” he boomed. “All of us, throughout the whole oasis. That’s just over a hundred mediators in total.” 
 
    One of the necromancers cut in. He was tall, skinny, and had a broken tooth, and his fine silk robes were torn in several places. 
 
    “The mediators were standing in the way of progress,” he argued boldly. “We were heralding the start of a glorious new age–” 
 
    “Silence,” I snapped. “I’ve heard it before. You wanted to use undead warrior women to take over the world. Sound about right?” 
 
    “Well,” the man blustered. “If you insist on putting it that way–” 
 
    “Let’s ask your warrior women how we should put it,” I interrupted. 
 
    I glanced at the hundred undead warrior women in the room. They all shuffled their feet nervously, like they were expecting me to say this was all just some joke. 
 
    Tinesi stepped forward to address them. 
 
    “When I look at the warrior women of Inanit,” she said, “I see myself. My old self, from the past. I was just like you.” 
 
    She paused and slipped off one sleeve of her loose tunic to bare her ribcage to the room. The skin there was puckered into ridges of white and red where a sword had once thrust through her ribs. 
 
    “This wound killed me,” she said. “And my backer– along with many others– saw fit to bring me back into a world of misery and torment. Every day, we warriors were forced to fight again. We were whipped regularly to ensure that we stayed bound to the mortal plane. And if we lost our appetites, then we had food shoved down our throats. And that was only the beginning of what our backers had in mind. Does that sound familiar to you?” 
 
    Inanit’s undead warriors nodded hesitantly. Many of them reached down to brush their hands over their own wounds in a way that seemed almost unconscious. I saw one woman who looked like she’d been stabbed in the eye. There was another scar on her temple that I thought was an exit wound. Other warriors shifted on their weakened legs or massaged scars on their chests and throats. 
 
    “But then,” Tinesi said in a strong, clear voice. “King John came. He witnessed what was happening to us, and he chose to stop it. He and his warriors put an end to our filthy necromancer backers.” 
 
    One of the Exalted women hobbled forward, and she cast a disdainful glance at the trembling, silk-clad men. 
 
    “These Tarnege men seem quite similar to the Scazaths who ruled us,” she observed in a voice that was somehow both icy and scathing. She gave one of them a dangerous, mocking smile. “Tell me, sir, are you leading your warriors to a glorious destiny as conquerors of the world?” 
 
    “I…” The man shot a nervous look around. “Yes. But we meant no harm.” 
 
    “And yet you did much,” one of Inanit’s undead warriors snapped. 
 
    It wouldn’t have been exaggerating to say this woman looked like all the life had been sapped out of her. Her blonde hair was oddly colorless, and it looked stiff and brittle like straw. Her body was rangy, emaciated, and riddled with scars. Her pale skin was almost translucent and papery-looking despite her apparent young age. 
 
    But as she stared at the necromancer, some of the missing color seemed to come back to her face. Her brows knitted into a disgusted scowl, and her cheeks flushed. 
 
    She turned to Tinesi next. 
 
    “What you described is exactly what we have lived through,” she said in a trembling voice. “Daily whippings. Weekly torture sessions, using all kinds of blades and whips to make sure I didn’t slip free, into the death I so yearned for.” 
 
    “Torture sessions?” the necromancer shook his head obstinately. “That is not–” 
 
    “Shut up,” I advised him calmly, and Natiya punctuated my words with a backhanded slap to the man’s face. I turned back to the scarred warrior like nothing had happened, and I studied her face for a few moments. “What do you think these men’s fates should be?” 
 
    Some of the color fled from her face again, and she took a step back. 
 
    “I…” she stammered. “It is not my place to question things. I shouldn’t have–” 
 
    “It’s your place to question things, effective right now,” I said firmly. 
 
    Tinesi nodded in agreement and stepped forward again. 
 
    “After King John freed us,” she said, “we were given the choice to live however we wanted to. Some of us preferred to die–” 
 
    “And they were allowed to?” the scarred woman asked in a near-whisper. 
 
    Tinesi nodded. “At King John’s commands, we, the Exalted warriors of Zeratra, chose our own fates. Those who died now have an honored grave site, as they wished to. Those who chose to live– we are all standing before you now– have formed a coalition with the council and mediators of our city. Some are content with that and living peacefully. Others wished to fight in the arenas again, and so we do. We followed King John into battle today by choice as well, to prevent any other warriors from living out the fate that the Scazaths had in mind for us.” 
 
    “And if you were to die…” one of Inanit’s undead women spoke up hesitantly. “Whether in the arena, or in today’s battle… You would be allowed to stay at rest?” 
 
    The Exalted warriors all nodded solemnly, and I decided to take it from here. 
 
    “And now I’m giving you the same choice,” I said to the hundred women. “Starting with what you think should happen to your old masters.” 
 
    The undead women all turned toward the cowering necromancers, who immediately flinched away from their gazes. 
 
    I shook my head as I stared at the men with disgust, and my feeling was reflected on the faces of all the undead warriors. 
 
    “Execution,” the scarred woman said. Her voice was slightly hoarse, but it got stronger as she went on. “He does not deserve the mercy of a quick, clean death… But I say we should give him one, nonetheless.” 
 
    “Why?” a green-skinned undead nymph asked. She narrowed her blue-green eyes at the men. “Why should they not suffer as we have?” 
 
    “Because we are better than them,” the scarred woman said softly. “And… this day should be written in our books of history as the day King John came and wiped the scourge of necromancy from our oasis. I would rather have these foul men gone, without even the smallest chance of returning to sully our home with their presence in future pages.” 
 
    “These men thought they would be the ones with their names penned out in the books of legend,” another undead woman agreed. “But it seems fitting that their names should be forgotten forever, never spoken or thought of again.” 
 
    “Unless they are being mentioned as an example of what happens to those who dabble in necromancy,” Natiya added with a lethal smile. “And those who cross King John.” 
 
    An agreement echoed through all the undead women in the room. 
 
    “Alright,” I said, and I couldn’t help but grin. “A quick, clean death it is. But first, I have some questions for him.” 
 
    I turned to the necromancer and eyed him shrewdly as I wondered how motivated he would be to talk. 
 
    But Queen Sabree had the answer to that. She stepped close to the necromancers. Her eyes flared, and the dragongleam that cloaked her body swirled ominously. She reached down and slipped twin daggers free from their sheaths, and she made a show of looking down the edges of the blades to check their sharpness. 
 
    “For each lie, I will take a finger,” she announced. “And for each hesitation…” 
 
    Dragongleam swirled faster over her blades as she pressed one against the man’s forearm. 
 
    “Alright!” he panted. “Alright, alright. I will speak. Please, just don’t torture me.” 
 
    Sabree still looked tempted, and I had to bite back a laugh as I shook my head. 
 
    Then, with the undead women of this city, every local mediator, and my army all standing as witness, I questioned the man closely about the necromancy in his city, along with how much it was connected to any other oases. 
 
    I learned that the council of this city had been killed by the Tarnege necromancers, and the mediators had been rounded up and imprisoned to allow them to carry out their twisted schemes. 
 
    The city’s undead women sometimes chimed in to correct things or expand on them, and the gargoyle mediators did the same. 
 
    We learned that Inanit hoped for an alliance with the oasis called Saahui, but they hadn’t connected yet. 
 
    As I heard more about the men’s various crimes, when all was said and done, I couldn’t help but agree that these assholes didn’t deserve a scrap of mercy. 
 
    “As much as I’d love to prolong your misery,” I sighed, “I think your warriors are right. Today should be about turning over a new leaf. One that doesn’t involve you in any conceivable way– except to write you off the page forever.” 
 
    The man gaped wordlessly at me. 
 
    I turned to my own women. 
 
    They looked back at me with expressions of fierce loyalty, and I knew they would do anything I asked them to. In fact, they would probably leap at the opportunity I was about to offer them. 
 
    “Who wants to do the honors?” I asked. 
 
    Sure enough, six hands leaped into the air at once. 
 
    A gleaming red light-blade flared to life in Rey’s hand. The red shades rippled through it in waves, from pale oyster pink to the deep crimson color of blood. I didn’t know what was harder to look away from, the light blade, or Rey’s hauntingly beautiful, pale gold eyes. 
 
    Artemn’s silver eyes were alive with energy, and light pulsed from the scar-like patterns on her skin ever so faintly. Next to her, Indy was all savage grace and red-gold fury. Meikha had her falcon-like gaze fixed on the men like she was longing to obliterate them. Abbey was tracing a finger absently along her bow with an expression that told me she was just picturing using it on these men. 
 
    But Ellie was the one who stood out to me the most. 
 
    Her big blue eyes were filled with the same rage and disgust I felt. One hand was resting protectively against her belly, and the other was clenched tightly around her two weapons. 
 
    When she met my eyes, I could read her face like a book. 
 
    What if one of these women were our daughter? 
 
    If she were to be born under different circumstances, that very well could have been a reality. 
 
    And that just made me that much more convicted about ensuring that these necromancers were fucking obliterated from the face of this world. 
 
    “Ellie gets to go first,” I finally said. 
 
    My blue-haired warrior gave me a grateful look. Her round lips were set with determination as she turned toward the men. 
 
    She didn’t even hesitate. She just took two angry steps forward and rammed the long blade of one tonfa through one of their chests and twisted.  
 
    The necromancer’s knees buckled. Blood bubbled out of his mouth and splattered Ellie’s pale, pearly skin, but my petite warrior didn’t flinch away. She just gave the blade another savage twist and then yanked it free. 
 
    The man slumped lifelessly to the ground with blood rushing out of him. 
 
    The second necromancer cowered from Rey as she approached. 
 
    “Just make it quick,” he begged. 
 
    Red light sliced through the air before the man even finished his words. It hacked through the flesh of his neck like a knife through butter. His body slumped, and his head flopped to the ground, where Rey spat on it. 
 
    Without hesitation, Indy brought the next two men to their knees with swift shoves. Her eyes flared scarlet as she took off their heads with the long blade of her sword. Then she stepped forward and pulled a thin rope of dragongleam down from the cloud overhead. It lashed out like a whip, and she coiled it around a man’s neck and yanked. There was a soft rushing sound, and then the man’s severed head went flying off his body. 
 
    Golden light flared from the scar-like patterns on Artemn’s skin as she stepped forward next, and she looked like some type of avenging goddess. 
 
    She didn’t even raise her hands for this one. She just stood there in silent fury as the air crackled ominously, and all the necromancers cast nervous looks around. 
 
    Blue halos appeared around two men for a brief moment. Thunder cracked, and the air was filled with searing white light. 
 
    When it died away, the men were gone. A few shreds of ashes fluttered to the ground where they had stood. 
 
    Then Meikha stepped forward and punched her closed fist into the air. Wind rushed from her knuckles. There was a crack and a squelch as a clean hole was punched through a necromancer’s chest. 
 
    Then she slammed her rapier through the other man’s heart. 
 
    Finally, the last body hit the ground with a grunt and a thud. 
 
    One of the undead women stepped forward and spat on the corpse. 
 
    Then she turned toward me and sank to her knees. 
 
    As one, everyone in the palace followed her lead. 
 
    Artemn’s lips twitched up at the corners, and she silently mouthed two words to me: “Power move.” 
 
    I couldn’t help but grin. 
 
    Yeah, it was undeniable that this was one hell of a power move. 
 
    And the way my warriors acted at my word swiftly and without mercy was just as addicting. It felt good to show these people exactly how King John handled shit, and that my warriors should be feared more than anyone else in this world. 
 
    It was getting easier and easier for me to slip into king mode, and I felt like it came naturally as I did it now. 
 
    I left Natiya with my warriors and some of the granite gargoyles to hammer out the details of our agreement with the undead women of this city. I borrowed the remaining mediators and a few of those women for my current mission: rounding up some of the townsfolk. I also took Abbey and Sabree along. One of the giant stone guardians followed us, too. 
 
    I had glimpsed a few of the townsfolk poking their heads out of their doors earlier. And now, as the sun rose, I saw that some were creeping out into the streets in places. 
 
    But a lot of the city looked deserted, too. We crossed a street that was half-overgrown with choking green vines, and another that seemed to be home to a whole warren of feral desert animals. 
 
    In the end, we decided on flying Ethramne to the biggest courtyard that was close to the palace, since it was at the city’s center. 
 
    Once we landed there, the dragon raised her head skyward and let out a long, trumpeting cry. At first, I had no idea if this would summon people or send them running for the hills, but it didn’t take long for it to be clear that it was the former. 
 
    People tiptoed into the courtyard with hesitant expressions. Most of them stopped in their tracks at the sight of Ethramne and the giant stone guardian, but the dragon made a point of lying down and lowering her head to rest it on the cobblestones, and the guardian folded his stony arms and assumed a neutral expression. Sabree, Abbey, and I leaned against Ethramne’s scaly flank while the city’s undead warriors hovered next to us, and I kept my expression calm and friendly. 
 
    The sight of their own city’s warriors and granite gargoyles by my side seemed enough to convince these people it was safe to approach, and they gathered around with expressions that looked both nervous and eager. 
 
    “People of Inanit,” Sabree raised her voice as she stepped forward. “I present to you, King John. He came to your city to put an end to the filthy necromancy that was taking place.” 
 
    Before I even had a chance to say anything, one man let out a whoop and clapped his hands together. 
 
    Everyone next to him did the same. 
 
    The sound spread outward in ripples as more and more people packed into the courtyard. Before I knew it, hundreds of hands were hammering together. People whistled, shrieked, and cheered. 
 
    I was used to people showering their adoration and excitement on me and my warriors when I entered them in arena fights. But this was something completely different. 
 
    These people’s eyes were shining with unshed tears, and the grins that split their faces were worshipful in a whole different way. Several of them clasped their hands over their hearts. 
 
    I had a new wave of appreciation for the desert world. 
 
    Despite the violence and chaos that ruled this place, a lot of people did want a chance to have some sort of moral structure to things. One that prevented them from being ruled over by scheming necromancers while the warrior women, who were some of the most important members of their society, suffered the most. 
 
    The fact that I was here to make that happen was nothing short of astounding. 
 
    Six months ago, I was just John. A normal, down-to-Earth, tired-of-my-boss’-bullshit trucker without much to my name. I’d been proud of my work ethic as a person, but further than that, I couldn’t say I’d had a huge list of accomplishments or exciting feats. 
 
    Since then, I had progressed from becoming a backer of gorgeous and deadly women in a dangerous, cutthroat desert world, to being the fucking king of several oases. Someone who was looked to for guidance, oversight, justice, and ass-kicking. And now… I wasn’t sure what the hell I even was. A fucking liberator, at the very least. 
 
    Whatever I was, I felt better right now than I ever had in my life. 
 
    I must have smiled, because the nearest townsfolk took their cheers up a notch. They seemed equal parts emotional and riotous as they started to stamp their feet and chant my name. 
 
    Then one of them, a white-haired woman in a flowing blue dress, stepped forward. 
 
    The people around her elbowed their neighbors and hushed them, but some were too caught up in their excitement to even notice. 
 
    I had to laugh as I raised my hands for silence. People immediately quieted down, and I gestured to the woman so she could speak. 
 
    “My king,” she said with a bow of her head. “You have cleansed our oasis of a great evil. One our council was too weak to counteract.” 
 
    “I’ve been told the necromancers killed them,” I said. “Is that true?” 
 
    The woman’s nod was mirrored by all the other people in the courtyard. 
 
    “I thought they killed the mediators, too,” the woman added, and her eyes rested on the granite gargoyles at my side. “I’m glad to see this was not the case.” 
 
    “We wanted to take our city back,” a man chimed in. “But most of us are simple folk, not fighters. Many of us were forced to move to the outskirts of the oasis while the Tarnege took over the central, richer parts of the oasis. Some were allowed to keep their homes, if their craft was valuable enough.” 
 
    “The Tarnege men used to come get fresh food from the markets each morning,” a weathered, tan-skinned woman added. “I slipped some poison into the pastries I gave to them one day. But the filthy men lived, and I lost a hand for my efforts.” 
 
    She held up a cloth-wrapped stump of a wrist, and I grimaced. 
 
    “Well, that’s over now,” I said. The warriors at my side stepped forward. “With the help of your city’s warriors– and, I hope, of you– we’re going to set things straight.” 
 
    More cheers and whistles rang out through the crowd, and I couldn’t help but grin at the people’s infectious energy. 
 
    Between us, the undead warriors, and the city’s mediators, we managed to set up a rough plan for how this city was going to run in the future. By this time I was getting used to the fact that people seemed to not just accept, but crave my oversight as king, and I didn’t hesitate to use my voice where it was needed. 
 
    At my command, Sabree would be stationed here to oversee my decrees and keep everyone in line. The warriors would be given free rein when it came to their own fates. They would be part of a coalition that was shared by the queen and the mediators. 
 
    The townsfolk seemed keen to prove that they were ready for this challenge. Some of them had been on their way to the courtyard to set up their market stalls, and they eagerly offered their finest goods to me, Sabree, Abbey, and the undead warriors. 
 
    I accepted a basket full of breakfast pastries and several skins of wine and cider, but for the most part I angled for Queen Sabree to receive these gifts and give them to me later. Seeing her acting at my command seemed to reassure these people that she could be trusted, and I wanted to strike while the iron was hot. 
 
    We put out an announcement that new backers would be selected, too, and another wave of cheers washed through the crowd. 
 
    After that, my previous sleepless night didn’t even make itself felt as I returned to my warrior women to celebrate. I felt like I could ride this high forever. 
 
    Staying the night here was appealing considering everything that had happened, but I had zero intention of sleeping in the broken-down palace that had been infested by necromancers earlier that night. 
 
    Luckily, I had a whole variety of options being offered to me now. 
 
    I settled on me and my women taking an empty villa that had once been used for guests of the council.  
 
    It was a beautiful and peaceful place. The property had a colorful tiled courtyard and a garden where polished river stones formed a path through mossy ground. The path crossed over ponds that were dappled with lily pads and dawn light. Glowing, bell-shaped flowers hung down like lanterns over its surface, and tiny fish swam together in gleaming shoals below. There were fruit trees that filled the air with a lemony scent, and wildflowers whose colors made the whole world look bleached in comparison. Spear-shaped columns supported the glazed tile roof. The buildings themselves were made from dark tinted wood, and the walls were set with bronze patterns and shell inlays. 
 
    I met with my warriors in the marble entryway, and we shared a long silent moment together. 
 
    Finally, I broke the silence. 
 
    “What a night, huh?” I chuckled. 
 
    “Just more of the usual,” Abbey said airily. 
 
    The crazy part was that this was actually true. This stuff was becoming almost routine for me. 
 
    I took a little time to explore the villa with my warriors, but it didn’t take long for all of us to start yawning. We came to rest in a big, tiled room with a loft bed surrounded by gauzy curtains. 
 
    While my women collapsed onto the bed, I ducked back downstairs to grab one of the wineskins we’d been offered. I dug around in my bag until I found the little pouch of pearls we’d been given by the queens of Colbiri, and I dropped one in the wineskin and held it up to my ear. 
 
    When I was satisfied that the drink wasn’t poisoned, I took a cautious sip. 
 
    The wine tasted like cherries, and it was incredibly refreshing to drink after a casual day of staging a bloody, violent coup on some necromancers holed up in a palace that was protected by the magic of imprisoned gargoyles. 
 
    I almost choked on my wine as another laugh bubbled out of me. 
 
    “Holy shit,” I mumbled to myself. 
 
    “I agree,” a soft voice said. 
 
    I glanced over and saw that Abbey and Meikha had just entered the room. 
 
    Their eyes were bright and full of energy as they looked at me. 
 
    “I feel so alive right now,” Meikha breathed. 
 
    “I can’t believe we did it again,” Abbey murmured. “And John… Seeing you be all kingly kinda makes me want to jump your bones.” 
 
    Meikha’s sultry expression dissolved, and she sent Abbey a slightly disturbed look. “Jump… John’s bones?” 
 
    “It’s just a figure of speech,” I chuckled. “Just an Earth one, apparently.” 
 
    My laugh faded as I contemplated the two women in front of me. 
 
    They were both beautiful and badass, and it felt insane that I not only had them at my side at my battle, but in the bedroom, too. 
 
    Abbey stood on her tiptoes to lean into my kiss. Before I could so much as take a breath, Meikha was in my arms, too. 
 
    Sometimes I felt like I was going to go cross-eyed with all this hotness in front of me, and I didn’t even know what to do first. 
 
    Luckily, my two women seemed to have plenty of ideas.

  

 
   
    Chapter 14 
 
    Abbey led us through the nearest doorway and pushed me down onto the plush cushions of a resting chair. Then she pulled Meikha close and kissed her. 
 
    Watching the two women explore each other with their limbs intertwined already had me hard, and it took an effort not to grab both of them and have my way with them right now. But I slowed down and focused on the moment as my two lovers gave me a show. 
 
    Outside the bedroom, Meikha was a fierce warrior woman. But in bed, she was always submissive to me. And Abbey was sort of the opposite– she was a bit shy under most circumstances, but when she was alone with me, she was a belly-dancing, gyrating, take-charge kind of lover. 
 
    Originally my money was on Abbey for who would make the next move, but Meikha ended up surprising me when she reached out to slip Abbey’s loose tank top off her shoulders. 
 
    The garment caught on the swell of Abbey’s breasts, but another brush of Meikha’s fingers sent it falling to the floor. My wind warrior traced her hand over Abbey’s petal-pink nipples with slow, spiraling movements. She didn’t relent until the pink-haired woman let out a tiny, trembling moan. 
 
    My two women alternated between undressing and teasing each other with their hands and tongues. Finally, Abbey strolled over to me and seated herself in my lap. 
 
    When she felt how hard I was, she let out a small giggle. “Was that nice?” 
 
    “Very nice,” I murmured against her lips. 
 
    I slipped a hand between her legs while I kissed her harder and pulled her against me. Her breaths started coming faster, and she practically clawed my shirt off of me as things heated up between us. 
 
    I yanked off my pants and then whisked her around so she was seated in my lap. 
 
    Dawn light spilled in through the arched window and bathed my two women in its pearly glow. Desire surged through me at the feeling of Abbey’s skin against mine. I allowed her to tantalize me for a few moments, but then I couldn’t wait any longer. 
 
    I gripped her by the waist as she straddled me, and her hand slipped down to guide my cock to her entrance. 
 
    She let out a shaky breath and arched her back to take me to the hilt. Her body molded against me inside and out, and I let out a groan of pleasure as my cock stretched against the wet warmth of her passage. 
 
    When my whole throbbing length was sheathed inside her, I lingered there and stole a kiss from her lips. 
 
    “Hurry, John.” She sighed and wriggled her hips provocatively. 
 
    Pleasure coursed through me as I stirred her around on my cock. I bucked my hips into upward thrusts, and Abbey’s breaths came hard and fast as she rolled her own hips and quivered on my cock. 
 
    I savored the way this normally innocent-seeming woman openly hungered for me to have my way with her. I picked up my rhythm and grazed the satiny skin of her neck with my teeth. 
 
    Her breathless, incoherent mewls of pleasure were muffled against my lips as I claimed her mouth for my own, and I didn’t relent until her whole body contorted against me with her climax. 
 
    Despite the fact that we had been up all night fighting a battle and negotiating the start of a new order here, I was still filled with energy, and I used every ounce of it when I turned my attention to my wind warrior, too. 
 
    Meikha’s thighs clamped around me as I pushed her up against the wall. One of the ornate porcelain paintings near us slipped from the wall and fell to the ground, and it shattered into a hundred pieces. 
 
    “Ssshit,” I growled. 
 
    “I don’t care,” Meikha whispered against my neck. “Do you?” 
 
    “Not currently, no,” I panted. 
 
    I couldn’t wait another second. Her tawny eyes locked on mine, and the shattered porcelain fled from my mind completely. When I slipped my cock into her entrance, it felt like she was staring into the depths of my soul. But as I probed further into her passage, she tilted her head back and moaned. 
 
    I would never get sick of the way her fierce face went soft with pleasure and submission every time I laid my hands on her. It was fucking intoxicating. I felt like I was spinning through a vortex of pleasure, and I pulled her in with me as I drove my hips into a fast, restless rhythm. 
 
    Her whole body seemed to melt into my grip. Then her thighs tensed, and she wailed with rapture as spasm after spasm rocked her body. 
 
    I pushed her further into it with steady, unrelenting thrusts, and then switched to rolling my hips in short, sharp bursts. She splayed her legs wider and whimpered as I pressed my cock deeper into the tightness of her passage. 
 
    I buried my length in her in a final squeezing thrust, and she thrashed against me with pleasure as another climax overcame her. 
 
    I sucked in an unsteady breath as my own pleasure peaked, and Meikha clutched my shoulders to pull me closer when I sent cum jetting into her womb. 
 
    I cupped her ass and bathed in the delirious pleasure of claiming the fierce warrior woman. After a long moment, I slowly lowered her to the ground. 
 
    By now there was morning sunlight creeping across the floor of the room. 
 
    I looked down at the shattered porcelain and sighed. 
 
    But then I shrugged to myself. 
 
    So, pleasuring my lovers here had come at the cost of some broken porcelain. I was pretty sure it was a forgivable offense. I was King John, and I had just ridden into this city and saved it from the biggest evil imaginable.  
 
    With that in mind, I brushed the pieces carefully to the edge of the room, led the two sated women up to the bedroom, and fell into bed. 
 
    Sleep claimed me within minutes. By the time I woke up again, it looked to be about midday. 
 
    Most of my women had just gotten up, but Abbey and Meikha’s eyes both fluttered open shortly after mine did. 
 
    “Abbey and Meikha seem quite exhausted,” Indy said in a coy, sultry voice. “And flushed with pleasure, too. What could have made them so pleased last night, I wonder?” 
 
    I landed a light, playful slap on Indy’s ass. Her eyes smoldered shamelessly at me. When I started to pull my hand away, she grabbed it and held it in place. 
 
    I chuckled and pulled my fiery warrior into a kiss. 
 
    But after a few moments, I reluctantly pulled away. 
 
    “More later,” I promised my love-starved princess. “For now, I think we have some business to wrap up here.” 
 
    Natiya and Sabree were already up and about by the time we arrived at the courtyard where we had agreed to meet. 
 
    I looked at the surrounding area and frowned. 
 
    “Something’s different about this place,” I said. 
 
    Then my brain almost short-circuited as I registered the absence of the towering palace where our battle had taken place. 
 
    “We demolished the palace,” Natiya announced. “With the help of our dragons and the stone guardians, of course. It seems best to start fresh, does it not?” 
 
    “Hell yeah,” I said with a chuckle. “Do you have a plan, though? I mean…” 
 
    “Of course, my king,” she assured me. “We have spoken to the stonemasons and builders, and agreed to have a newer and more beautiful palace built in your name. It will have a throne worthy of King John, for your grace to sit upon whenever you wish to visit.” 
 
    “I can’t say no to that,” I said with a smile. “Are you sure it’s not too big of a task, though?” 
 
    “No, my king,” one of the townsfolk said eagerly. “In fact, we’ve never been so thrilled with a project before. I promise, we will build a throne hall worthy of your grace.” 
 
    I looked around at the people in the courtyard and saw that they all seemed possessed with the same energy and excitement about this. 
 
    Further away, I noticed several of the undead warriors seated under a shady, cushion-filled pavilion with Queen Sabree and the city’s granite gargoyles. A few men sat across from them on the cushions and spoke solemnly to the group. 
 
    “Backer interviews?” I asked Natiya. 
 
    “Yes, your grace,” she reported. “This city is eager to have their arenas open and running again, without the shadow of necromancy hanging over them. They’ve been queuing up with gifts for you and your warriors as well.” 
 
    My eyes roamed over to another pavilion. This one was home to a caravan stuffed full of goods, and even more stacked up next to it which apparently hadn’t fit inside. I spotted pots full of jewels, crystal vials, scrolls, books, and even a gleaming mahogany harp with golden strings. There were a variety of crowns and royal bangles, too, along with copper-tipped spears, colorful silk vests, gilded throwing axes, jeweled daggers, silver helms, platinum lockets, and a whole variety of other jewelry that I immediately knew would look fucking amazing on my warrior women. 
 
    This was more metal than I had ever seen in one place in the desert world. Every one of these items was a massive rarity, and all together they presented what I thought was the most lavish gift anyone had received here, ever. 
 
    This gesture was fucking staggering, but it was clear these people had thought it through. At this point I realized that if I were to turn this stuff down, I’d probably have a full-on riot on my hands. Some people were watching me eagerly like they wanted to see if I approved, and when I thanked them, they glowed with pride. 
 
    “Although,” I added, “I’m going to have to come back and pick it up on my way home. Right now, I have another city to check.” 
 
    “Luruta?” Natiya asked. 
 
    I nodded with grim determination. 
 
    Luruta was the name of a city I hadn’t sent the other queens to because it was the furthest away geographically, according to the dragons’ map. The distance between all the desert cities was pretty long, excluding the Southern Stars. But this one was far away even by those standards. 
 
    But luckily, I had my trusty truck and plenty of fuel. 
 
    “I’m thinking we’ll head back to Miray to meet with your sisters,” I said. “And then form our exact plan from there.” 
 
    “Yes, your grace,” Natiya said with a bow of her head. 
 
    “I’m going to leave some of the army posted here,” I added. “Just on the off chance that any necromancers somehow slipped through the cracks. I don’t think that’s the case, but if it is, the soldiers should be more than up to the task with Sabree in charge of them.” 
 
    Natiya smiled as she gazed over at her younger sister. “She is quite fierce, despite her sweet appearance.” 
 
    “Light Bearer energy,” I agreed with a grin. “And then we’ll be stopping back in pretty soon to check on things, of course.” 
 
    “I gave her one of Ethramne’s scales, as well,” Natiya added. 
 
    After some final preparations, I gathered my forces together and left for the dragon oasis of Miray. 
 
    I’d thought everyone might be exhausted from our battle, but they seemed even more energized than before, from the soldiers to the Exalted warriors and even the giant stone guardians. 
 
    Still, I thought everyone should get a full night’s sleep before we went to confront a new oasis, so once we reached Miray, I called a halt for the night. 
 
    I decided the soldiers definitely deserved a good hot meal that night. Between the dragons’ hunting abilities, Natiya and Indy’s skill with dragongleam, and the wagons full of food that Inanit’s townsfolk had pressed on us, this turned out to be surprisingly easy. 
 
    I sat with my women on top of the same hill we’d slept on last time. We looked out over the oasis that was dotted with dragongleam campfires and filled with soldiers and dragons, and I somehow felt both a restless energy and a deep sense of contentment. Slaying necromancers and bringing backers to heel was the most satisfying thing I’d ever done, and we had done a damn good job of it so far. 
 
    When the other queens arrived that night, it was with the news that the oases they’d scouted had been necromancy-free, except for one, which they had quickly set to rights in my name. 
 
    They seemed awed at our description of the battle in Inanit, and disgusted by how the necromancers had imprisoned and semi-enslaved the mediators. 
 
    “The world is a better place without such scum,” Diari swore softly. Her gaze turned thoughtful as she went on. “I wonder what we will find in Luruta.” 
 
    “Me, too,” I admitted. I turned to stare in the direction of the oasis, although it was way too far off for me to see. “Do you know anything about it?” 
 
    “Very little,” Maisira said with a frown. “They are the most distant of all the oases, and they tended to shun the others, even before the great heat came.” 
 
    “There are stories about them having strange customs,” Temerine added. “Like making their warriors bathe in human blood before a fight. But it is impossible to know how much of that is true.” 
 
    “Right,” I said grimly. 
 
    Bathing in human blood was already a tad extreme for the desert world, and I knew things could easily head in a darker direction from there without any oversight. 
 
    We decided that Natiya would accompany my other forces to the city named Luruta, while the other queens scouted the last remaining desert oases marked on any of our maps. Then we would meet here again. 
 
    That night we all slept in Miray. Despite the dark chaos of the world we were in, it was still an incredibly peaceful place. Between that and the fact that we had left Inanit in great shape, I slept quickly and deeply. The next day, I woke up feeling incredibly refreshed. 
 
    With the Exalted warriors loaded in the camper and the army of Zeratra riding their stone mounts behind me, I turned my truck toward Luruta. Ethramne and Civraz flew overhead, and the giant stone guardians did the same. 
 
    The final oasis I created on our journey was close enough to Luruta that we could see the city pretty well from it. Of course, that wasn’t much help considering they were surrounded by looming, gray stone walls with defensive towers on each corner. There were more towers flanking the huge gate that faced us, too, and it looked like it was made purely of the black uclum metal of the desert world. 
 
    Thankfully, we had two dragons at our disposal. 
 
    I stopped a safe distance away from the oasis and waited as the dragons flew ahead to scout the city. I sent Rey with them again to shield them from any eyes on the ground. 
 
    When the dragons returned, I got out of my truck to speak with the queen and the stone guardians. The Exalted warriors hopped out of the trailer, and the army’s commanders joined us. 
 
    “What did you see?” I asked Indy and Natiya as they leaped to the ground with Rey. 
 
    “There are more gates,” Indy said. “One on each side of the city. All of them look the same, and all have defensive towers on each side. As for the land inside the walls… It looks quite strange.” 
 
    “I agree,” the queen said with a frown. “Most of the visible areas looked rocky and barren. There are streams and pools of water throughout the oasis, but it looks as if some type of smoke is clouding their surface.” 
 
    “Seems slightly ominous,” I murmured. “Wait, what do you mean ‘the visible areas?’” 
 
    “There’s smoke elsewhere in the oasis, too,” Indy explained. “Clouds and clouds of thick, black smoke that we couldn’t see through. It covers huge stretches of the land, and it smells foul, even from far away.” 
 
    “Even more ominous,” I said. 
 
    Abbey let out an extremely nervous giggle. 
 
    “Hey, uhh.” She nudged my shoulder and stared past me with wide eyes. “Speaking of ominous things…” 
 
    I whipped around and saw that the black metal gate was slowly being cranked upward. 
 
    For a long moment, the only thing I could see through the gate was a wall of thick black smoke. 
 
    Then a loud, resonant snarl reached my ears. 
 
    Other than the dragons’ roars, it was the loudest and most intimidating sound I’d ever heard, and it immediately made everyone’s heads whip around. 
 
    The stone gargoyles tensed and drew themselves up to full height. Next to us, both dragons stood with their heads raised and their barbed tails held high, and twin flames flared in their eyes.  
 
    The clink of armor and weapons told me the soldiers behind us were shifting uneasily on their mounts. 
 
    Then dark shapes came lurching out of the smoke with deep, thudding steps. The gray puffs seemed to cling to them as they came charging out, so it took a moment for me to realize what the figures were. 
 
    They were gargoyles. 
 
    Giant ones. 
 
    And there were nine of them.  
 
    They were just as big as our stone guardians, and they looked eerily similar in some ways, but they were made of black stone instead of gray. The dark smoke still clung to their stony skin and swirled around it. Their eyes glowed an ominous shade of atomic green, even from a distance. 
 
    They stopped just outside the gate. Their leader moved forward and spat out a long string of words that made absolutely zero sense to me. 
 
    One thing was entirely clear, though: It was talking to us. 
 
    “What the fuck is that,” I said with a slightly hysterical laugh. “And what the fuck did it just say?” 
 
    “He’s speaking the old tongue.” At my side, Artemn’s face looked pale, and her silver eyes were apprehensive. “All I understood was ‘turn back,’ and something about killing.” 
 
    Abbey giggled nervously again. 
 
    “Seems like a clear message to me,” I muttered. 
 
    Okay, so a bunch of giant, evil, smoking gargoyles wasn’t something I had specifically expected to encounter on our list of enemies. 
 
    But this was the desert world. If these people were going to put up a fight, then of course they were going to have some mystical, monstrous shit on their side. 
 
    This just seemed a little next level to me. 
 
    Our stone guardians seemed to share my feelings, but multiplied by a hundred. Their stony fists were clenched, and there was a loud scraping noise from the nearest one grinding his teeth. 
 
    He removed his eyes from the distant, smoking forms and turned to me. 
 
    “This cannot stand,” he rumbled. “This is an abomination beyond belief.” 
 
    My head cleared as I slipped into command mode, and I took the time to squint at the open gate again. 
 
    Through the smoke that was still rolling slowly out of it, I was pretty sure I could see the silhouettes of people. Normal-sized ones, but a hell of a lot of them. I couldn’t tell for sure yet, but it certainly looked like enough to match our army at first glance. 
 
    I exhaled slowly as I contemplated again how big of a move this was. 
 
    In Inanit, we had stormed the city, fought in the streets, and laid siege to the palace. 
 
    This was a different beast altogether. It looked like we were going to have a full-scale battle on our hands. 
 
    My thoughts were confirmed as the figures started to march forward. I heard distant commands bellowed in harsh voices. 
 
    Women’s voices, I thought. 
 
    My mind raced. This could mean several things, but my first thought was that we might be dealing with… 
 
    “Undead warriors,” Ellie said softly from my side. 
 
    As they marched out of the veil of smoke, our suspicion was confirmed. These were all women. Armorless, but bearing black metal weapons of every kind. And they all walked with the signature limping, twitching stride characteristic of a raised warrior. 
 
    My jaw clenched as they completed their exit from the city.  
 
    There were hundreds of them. 
 
    Hundreds of women who should have been left at peace after their death. Hundreds of women who were now living out a gruesome, twisted fate that would spread across this whole world if left unchecked. 
 
    It was clear now that in Luruta, necromancy had gotten just as big as I’d feared. 
 
    The thought of facing what looked like several hundred undead warrior women was a daunting one. But I reminded myself that this was why I’d embarked on this journey to begin with. This was just an inkling of how terrifying the idea of an undead legion would be for everyone involved. 
 
    So I was here now to end the monstrosity of necromancy once and for all. 
 
    “Okay,” I said in a brisk, down-to-business voice that didn’t let on the fact that my heart was pounding. “I think it’s more than safe to assume these warriors– and their giant gargoyles– pose a threat. So, we’re going to start by firing Tongloom pods at them. Ideally, it’ll hurt some of them too badly for them to continue fighting. At worst, it’ll be a test of their strength, and a chance to see what sort of powers they’ve got.” 
 
    “Yes, my king,” the nearest commander said. 
 
    “Just to be clear,” I added, “this means that in this scenario, our ‘no-harming-of-warrior-women’ rule is no longer in effect for this fight. There are too many of them. We need to stop this in its tracks, now. There’s too much at stake.” 
 
    Everyone gave me solemn nods, and I could see the gravity of this etched into all their faces. I knew they were just as sickened by this shit as I was, and they seemed just as determined to end it. 
 
    The commander barked orders, and the soldiers leaped into action to wheel forward and man the trebuchets. Others hurried to the wagons and carefully pried open the barrels inside. 
 
    I picked back up on my conversation with the commanders. 
 
    “After firing the pods, you’ll lead a charge on the main gate,” I said. “At first, the guardians will shield your flanks from those smoky bastards so you can head toward their army.” 
 
    “Yes, my king,” the commanders chorused, and their voices were filled with tension. 
 
    There was more to my plan, but I paused at the heavy creak and swoosh of a trebuchet. One dark, basketball-sized fruit pit hurtled through the air and shattered against a giant smoky gargoyle. 
 
    When the stone guardians had dropped the Tongloom pods in Inanit, I hadn’t been with them to witness it, so this was my first time seeing it happen. I wasn’t sure what I had expected a malevolent spirit to look like, but it sure as hell wasn’t the thing that came out of that pod. 
 
    The being seemed like it was purely made of light. It was almost blinding to look at, and it sent prisms ricocheting in every direction. It fell upon the gargoyle with savage fury, and I saw its gleaming white teeth close around the gargoyle’s smoke-sheathed forearm. 
 
    The gargoyle snarled in pain and shoved the spirit to the ground. Then it raised its giant black foot and stomped on it, hard. The spirit’s light splintered into pieces and slowly dwindled into nothingness. 
 
    “That’s reassuring,” I muttered. I raised my voice to address the commanders. “Aim for the undead warriors from now on, not the gargoyles.” 
 
    There was another thud and a swish, and a second Tongloom pod went hurtling toward our enemies. 
 
    This one went straight through the open gate. I glimpsed warriors staggering, and their screams were full of shock and pain as the glowing spirit laid into them. Flame, water, and shadow jetted from their palms, but none of it seemed to deter the spirits in the slightest. 
 
    “Good,” I said with some relief. “Keep that up.” 
 
    The soldiers went on firing the Tongloom pods while I spoke to the commanders. 
 
    “I want the main part of our force to march toward them head-on,” I said. “With our guardians flanking them. But it’s going to be a feint, sort of.” 
 
    “A feint?” one of the commanders echoed. His face morphed from apprehensive to intrigued. 
 
    The look was reflected on the faces of the other commanders, and they all leaned forward slightly as I went on. 
 
    “I want to get them to charge at us,” I explained. “I think if I head in there with my women at my side, they’ll be more wary, much less if they see dragons. But if you march in like you mean to attack and we keep Ethramne and Civraz hidden, they’ll think it’s a sure thing. So I want you to march… But then, as soon as they charge, I want you to break and run– or at least, act like you are. That way they’ll chase you.” 
 
    “Very good, my king,” one of the commanders said with enthusiasm. The others all murmured in agreement. “So, we’ll draw them further out?” 
 
    “Exactly,” I confirmed. “Then, as soon as you’re out of the way, our guardians and Ethramne will sweep in from the sides. The guardians will go for their giant gargoyles, and Ethramne will lay into the army. Then Queen Natiya will dismount and lead you in a real charge. I’ll sweep in with my women and the Exalted warriors from two sides. We’ll do everything we can to cripple their forces.” 
 
    I turned to the guardians. 
 
    “Do your best to take down those smoky bastards when you sweep in,” I commanded as I pointed at the giant gargoyles who opposed us. “Until that’s done, don’t worry about the undead army.” 
 
    The stone guardians all rumbled their agreement. 
 
    “Rey.” I turned to my strawberry-blonde warrior. “For this to work best, I’m going to need you to shield the dragons from sight again at first. Do you think you can do that?” 
 
    Rey nodded. 
 
    “Alright,” I exhaled. 
 
    I quickly laid out the rest of my plan to everyone, starting with Natiya and Indy. 
 
    “Natiya, I think you should stay here on Ethramne and fight,” I said. “Like I mentioned, I want you to dive in to protect our forces while they’re falling back, and then you’ll lead their charge.” 
 
    “Yes, my king,” the queen said with a nod. 
 
    “Indy,” I said next. “Start by flying over the city walls again. We want you entering the city to be a secret, so Rey will shield you until you’re out of the army’s sight. Once you’re inside, start by having Civraz breathe enough dragongleam in front of the other gates you saw, so no one can come out of them. We don’t want anyone surprising us out on the battlefield, and we don’t want any necromancers escaping. After that, come back to this gate. By then, their army should be out of the gate, so seal this one with dragongleam to keep them from retreating.” 
 
    Indy and Natiya gave me determined nods as they mounted their dragons. 
 
    Rey faced them, and I saw the concentration cloud her eyes. My princess took off immediately, and I watched Civraz’s dark form get smaller and smaller in the distance. Luruta’s undead army and gargoyles didn’t so much as glance in his direction, so I took it my dawn warrior’s illusions were holding up well against our enemies. I made sure everyone on our side was aware of Civraz’s signal. 
 
    Ethramne stalked off with one of the two groups of stone guardians. I tasked Abbey and Ellie with making sure Rey had the space to concentrate on keeping the dragon shielded from our enemies’ sight while I hammered out some more details with the commanders. 
 
    Soon, the guardians fanned out wide around Zeratra’s army as the men formed up on their stone steeds. 
 
    The last of the Tongloom pods had just been flung. I watched the smoke-surrounded warriors thrash against the gleaming spirits. By the time it was done, the undead army was having to clear heaps of dead warriors out of their path. 
 
    Still, the undead army showed no signs of flinching away. Once the firing of the pods ceased, and our army formed up to march against them, they immediately started forward. 
 
    I glanced at Artemn. “Do you think you could shield our soldiers from magic attacks from here if you had to? Ethramne and the guardians are going to sweep in to hopefully defend their backs when they run, but if they’re not fast enough…” 
 
    “I can’t say I’ve tried something exactly like that,” Artemn admitted. “Since we won’t be right with them. But I think I can do it.” 
 
    Our army marched steadily toward Luruta’s with the stone guardians to their sides. The undead army appeared to register the movement of our giant gargoyles, but they didn’t seem unnerved despite Ethramne lurking nearby, so I was sure Rey’s illusion was holding up well. 
 
    It didn’t take long for their giant gargoyles to clash with ours. One of the smoky gargoyles immediately swung its fist. Our stone guardian smacked it away with a deep cracking sound and grabbed its enemy by the throat. 
 
    “Sweet Jesus,” I muttered. “This is something I never thought I’d see, even in this world.” 
 
    While the gargoyles grappled, Zeratra’s soldiers blew their warhorns and charged on their stone steeds. The ground seemed to shake with the force of them all galloping in unison. The enemy screamed collectively as they raced to meet them. 
 
    But then, at the last second, our steeds dug their feet into the ground. Clouds of sand and dust were kicked up all around them as they turned tail and ran. 
 
    Like hounds who had spotted a running rabbit, the undead army leaped forward. Flashes of light and trails of shadow shot from the undead warriors’ hands and toward our fleeing men. 
 
    Artemn’s silver eyes narrowed, and her hands balled into fists as she grunted with effort. 
 
    A blinding white shield arced out from our forces in a crackling dome. Luruta’s undead army staggered back a few steps as their powers were repelled. 
 
    The dome flickered away after a split second. 
 
    The undead warriors rallied, but before they could raise their hands again, Ethramne spat out a bone-chilling roar and swept in like a thundercloud. 
 
    A river of gleaming galaxy matter tumbled from her maw and came to rest next to the army. 
 
    Then a deeper, shuddering roar sounded out from the gate. Civraz came barreling out of it, and he filled the whole gateway with his own dragongleam as he passed so the army couldn’t retreat. 
 
    The undead women were in total disarray as Natiya leaped to the ground among them. She shoved several of them into the dragongleam before they even knew what was happening. 
 
    Our soldiers came charging in before Luruta’s forces could recover. I saw a soldier plant the butt of his spear between an undead warrior’s shoulders and shove her headfirst into the dragongleam. His companions followed suit. 
 
    “Crude, but effective,” Abbey murmured next to me. 
 
    All of us winced a little as one of the black gargoyles went bowling into our soldiers at a blow from one of our guardians. 
 
    The guardian bellowed an apology in midair as he dove on his enemy like a gray thunderbolt. Stone cracked against stone as they tumbled across the ground. Our guardian slammed his stony fist into the black gargoyle’s gut. 
 
    Meanwhile, Zeratra’s soldiers on their stony steeds had moved on to clash with Luruta’s hyena-riding regiment.  
 
    Luruta’s army was in chaos as the rearguard panicked and fled from Civraz. Indy shouted commands from his back. The dragon crunched one foe between his jaws and crushed several more against the stone wall with his barbed tail. 
 
    The undead women who had managed to evade Natiya and the dragongleam were forming up. One of them shouted commands to her fellow warriors, and they converged on our army again. 
 
    It was only then that I realized that these undead women seemed to be commanding themselves completely. There were no robe-wearing men in sight, or anyone at all other than the soldiers and the giant gargoyles, who seemed to be doing their own respective things. 
 
    Two undead warriors sent blazing streams of fire at our army. Screams broke out as the closest men had their helms scorched. 
 
    “We have to get in there,” I said to my women. 
 
    I split us into two groups. Tinesi and Rey led eight of the Exalted women from the right. I swept in with my other warriors and a few Exalted women from the left. 
 
    We closed around the undead warriors like a pincer. Fireballs flashed in our direction, but Artemn’s searing white light flared between us. On the other side, I saw Rey’s red shield appear to shield the Exalted women. 
 
    Meikha swept undead warriors into the dragongleam left and right with her wind. Ellie stayed close by my side and clashed blades with several of them, while Artemn and Rey got their shields between us for any bigger magic attacks. I shot down a few soldiers when they staggered into our midst, but otherwise I focused on directing my warriors’ force exactly where it needed to be. 
 
    Soon, we were surrounded by dragongleam filled with struggling warriors. Others laid on the ground entirely limp or shifting feebly. 
 
    Then, from nearby, one of the undead women stirred and limped to her feet. 
 
    She was a shockingly pale woman with silvery-blonde hair and cold green eyes. A crown of icy blue gemstones sat on her head, and her blade was made of gleaming silver, which was a big time rarity in the desert world. 
 
    Twitches racked her body, but she steadied slightly as she shuffled forward. 
 
    Pale blue light rippled up and down the blade’s surface as its owner narrowed her eyes at us. 
 
    “Shit,” I muttered. 
 
    This woman wasn’t done fighting. 
 
    Meikha immediately attempted to sweep her into the dragongleam. The green-eyed warrior staggered against the wind, but then she swept her arm in a wide arc. Suddenly the wind was sent whipping at us, and it was full of tiny ice shards. 
 
    “Shit!” I snarled as some stinging shards hit me on the temple. I raised a hand to shield my eyes. 
 
    Artemn’s shield sprang up, and the rest of the ice rebounded with sharp pings and sizzles. 
 
    Then Artemn stepped forward. The shield flashed away, and the green-eyed woman was suddenly cocooned in white light instead. 
 
    She struggled fiercely, and her distorted scream of rage echoed through the shield in a weird, buzzing way. 
 
    Then the shield flickered out. 
 
    Artemn groaned and sagged back against my arm, and I looked at my silver-eyed warrior with alarm. I had never seen her magic drain her of energy before. If anything, she had trouble keeping it reined in. 
 
    “Too strong,” she mumbled as she struggled to stay upright. 
 
    I shifted so she could brace her weight against me. In front of us, Ellie and Meikha’s blades clashed with the green-eyed warrior’s. 
 
    “She’s fighting to kill,” I said. “We need–” 
 
    Out of nowhere, a dark, scaly snout came hurtling between us. Ellie and Meikha flung themselves back. 
 
    A strangled scream burst out of the green-eyed undead warrior as she went flying across the ground, and her sword clattered to the ground. But she turned her fall into a roll to the side. Then she dodged around Natiya and came sprinting straight at Ellie. 
 
    A blade made of pure, cold blue light flickered into life between her clenched fingers, and she dove at my petite warrior with murder in her eyes.

  

 
   
    Chapter 15 
 
    Ellie and the green-eyed undead warrior tumbled to the ground together in a tangle. My scream was echoed by dozens of mouths around us as the gleaming blue blade flashed within inches of her pearly skin. 
 
    Ellie blocked several blows with her tonfas and hit her opponent with a savage knee to the gut that earned her a pained grunt and hiss. She slammed the green-eyed warrior on the temple with the blunt end of her tomahawk-like blade and rolled away. 
 
    The woman seemed dazed for a moment, but then she just kept going. She hurled herself at Ellie with renewed fury, and now there were two light-blades in her hands. 
 
    My heart leaped into my throat. At this point I would’ve shot the woman, plans be damned, but they were too close together. I didn’t have a clear shot. 
 
    Ellie blocked several blows with her tonfas. Her opponent’s light-swords let out high, piercing clinks every time they rebounded off my petite warrior’s metal blades. 
 
    Then one of them hacked right through the wooden grip of her right-hand weapon. 
 
    Ellie yelped and cringed as the gleaming blade traced over her forearm. She went reeling backward, and she scrambled back on her elbows as her opponent dove on her again. Piercing blue light lanced out of the cut on her arm. 
 
    “This ends now,” I snarled. I yanked my knife from its sheath and took two steps forward. 
 
    But I was passed up by a golden, black-haired blur. 
 
    The green-eyed warrior screamed as Indy rammed her shoulder into her chest. The two women rolled and skidded across the ground together in a turmoil of tangled limbs. Indy landed on top and sank her carbon-fiber knuckles into the woman’s nose once, twice, three times. There was a loud, distinct crunch and another furious scream. 
 
    The light-blades flickered away, but then the green-eyed woman yanked the tiara out of her own hair and smashed it across Indy’s face. 
 
    My princess growled with rage as she was shoved to the side, and the green-eyed warrior sprinted toward Ellie again. 
 
    Ellie had regained herself, and I raised my knife again, too, but this time my magic warriors were at the ready. A white-hot dome flared between my dainty warrior and the green-eyed woman. Answering blue light lanced out of our enemy’s palms as she raised them toward the shield, and Artemn’s fingers trembled. 
 
    Rey stepped forward and wove her fingers through Artemn’s. Red light appeared and wove through the white glow in the same way. The blue light flickered into nothing, and the undead warrior hissed like she had been burned. 
 
    She spat some curse in a language I didn’t recognize. The white and red light etched deep shadows into the cold fury of her face, and she stared through the shield at Ellie with palpable hatred. 
 
    Then Indy came hurtling back in out of nowhere. Before the green-eyed woman could even begin to turn, my princess’ blade came around in a gleaming silver arc. Time seemed to slow, and I saw every muscle in Indy’s golden body tense. 
 
    Her blade hacked cleanly through the woman’s neck. 
 
    Silence fell all around us as the head thudded to the ground, and the woman’s body slumped more quietly after it. 
 
    My warriors’ light shield dimmed, and then vanished. Even with the dragongleam around us, everything seemed incredibly dark all of a sudden, like my eyes had to readjust to the normal world. 
 
    I rushed over to my blue-haired warrior and scooped her into my arms. 
 
    “Are you okay?” I panted. I cradled her wounded wrist and bent close to look at the wound. 
 
    There was no trace of blue light in it now, and the cut seemed like a shallow one. 
 
    “F-fine,” Ellie breathed. Her voice trembled, and it was one of the few times I’d ever heard her sound scared. “I’m alright, John.” 
 
    Everyone rushed in around us, but Abbey bulldozed through them. 
 
    “Here!” she panted as she yanked something out of her rucksack. 
 
    It was a small bundle of cloth. When she unwrapped it, I saw it was a roll of the green, kelp-like bandages of the Life-Savers. 
 
    “I packed it in my rucksack just in case we needed it out here,” she explained. 
 
    “I love you,” I said fervently. I took the bandage myself and wrapped it carefully around Ellie’s wrist. 
 
    My petite warrior gave me a grateful look. 
 
    Then her eyes darted over to the head of the green-eyed warrior. “Why did she hate me so much? She didn’t go after anyone else that way…” 
 
    “I don’t know,” I said, and I frowned as we got to our feet. 
 
    The undead woman had undeniably harbored some inexplicable loathing for my blue-haired woman. 
 
    “This may sound strange…” Meikha began. Her voice was shaky, and she sent an unsettled look at the slain warrior’s head. “But… I think she could sense the life in Ellie. The budding life, I mean.” 
 
    Her tawny eyes traveled down to rest on my petite warrior’s belly. 
 
    “Ellie isn’t even visibly pregnant yet,” I said slowly. Then I sighed. “But then again…” 
 
    Everyone nodded, and I knew I didn’t need to finish the sentence. This was the desert world, where all sorts of magical and mystical shit took place. With that in mind, it didn’t seem all too odd for an undead woman, who had been forced away from death into a life of misery and pain, to sense and loathe the presence of a life that was just unfolding. Something new, pure, and untarnished. 
 
    Meikha had been born with her own magic, and she’d always had an interest in the different peoples of the desert world, along with their respective powers. So out of all my women, I wasn’t surprised that she was the one who had thought of this possibility. 
 
    I steadied my breathing and slowly tuned back into the world around us. 
 
    The battlefield was littered with dead bodies. Only a scant number of them were Zeratra’s soldiers. Other than that, the people heaped on the ground were solely our enemies. 
 
    Except… 
 
    The giant stone guardians were all standing in a huddle nearby. 
 
    They were hanging their heads as they gathered around something on the ground. 
 
    I saw what it was, and shock coursed through me. 
 
    “Is that…?” Rey whispered. 
 
    We strode over to the guardians, and I stared at the scene that opened up in front of us. 
 
    The enemy gargoyles all appeared to be dead. Their giant, black-stone body parts were strewn all over the battlefield, and some of them were still smoking visibly. 
 
    All of our giant guardians seemed to be intact, except for one. 
 
    He was in several pieces, but his companions appeared to have carefully rearranged his body to lay it out on the ground. As I watched, they placed the final part in place: his head. 
 
    “Holy shit,” I murmured as I approached. I looked up at the stony beings, and I could see genuine sadness written on their faces. “I’m so sorry. Is there any way to…?” 
 
    “Maybe.” The closest guardian’s expression lifted a little as he looked at me. “We shall carry him home. There, perhaps, our magic will be strong enough to revive him. As long as we find every piece. We appear to be missing a finger at the moment.” 
 
    “I’ll help you search,” I said immediately. 
 
    “We’ll do it, my king,” one of the soldiers offered quickly. 
 
    His associates all agreed, and they hurried forward on foot to assist. 
 
    The guardian turned back to me for a moment. 
 
    “If he truly is gone,” he rumbled, “it would be a great loss, to be sure. But if he could speak right now, I’m certain he would say that he has no regrets. We annihilated a great enemy under your command. We are grateful.” 
 
    He inclined his stony head. 
 
    I closed my eyes for a moment and let out a breath. Then I blinked and looked at the battlefield around me. 
 
    If I hadn’t led this charge, there soon would have been hundreds of more women like these ones. Maybe thousands. 
 
    And this was the last city, the last of the last. It had been fucking monstrous. The absolute worst that this savage world had to offer. 
 
    But I was the one who had reined this in. And now that it was over, I was going to make sure this shit stayed in check, no matter what. There would never be a sight like this on the desert sands again. 
 
    “It is done,” Ellie sighed. My blue-haired warrior looked as reassured as I felt. 
 
    A voice from my other side pulled my attention that way. It was Indy, and her voice was suddenly filled with panic. 
 
    “Where is Natiya?” she asked. “I do not see her anywhere. Ethramne, either.” 
 
    I whipped my head around to look in every direction. 
 
    It was true. 
 
    Natiya and Ethramne were both gone. 
 
    “What’s that sound?” Artemn said suddenly. “Do you hear it?” 
 
    I tilted my head and listened closely. 
 
    Over the rumbling steps of our stone guardians and the clank of the soldiers’ armor, I could hear something. 
 
    It was a high, thin screaming. I thought it sounded like a man’s voice. 
 
    And it was coming from… 
 
    “Look!” Abbey shrieked. 
 
    She pointed through the cloud of dragongleam that blocked the gate. 
 
    Even as I looked, the dragongleam was swept sharply to the side. 
 
    Natiya came striding through. And she wasn’t alone. 
 
    The screaming was coming from her companion. He was a tall, thin man in a swirling silk robe, and he was bent almost double as she pulled him along by the ear. 
 
    Her steps were quick, sharp, and angry. When the man stumbled over his own robes, she jerked him upright by the ear without breaking stride. 
 
    His screaming became a sort of ambient yowl as he succumbed to his fate and stumbled along with her again. 
 
    As soon as she got close, she removed her hand from his ear and shoved him to the ground. He laid there trembling. 
 
    Natiya was trembling, too, but I thought it was with rage. 
 
    “Kneel before King John, vermin,” she snapped at the man. 
 
    He lurched up onto his knees and knelt. 
 
    “Who’s your friend?” I asked the queen with a snort of laughter. 
 
    “This is Lord Scorched-man,” she proclaimed. 
 
    “It’s Lord Scorzhan,” the man mumbled. 
 
    A sharp kick in the back from Natiya made him wince. 
 
    “My apologies,” the queen said in a sudden, deadly purr of a voice. “But a scorched man is what you will be if you don’t provide King John with the truth.” 
 
    A low, ominous growl from Civraz punctuated these words, and the man nodded. 
 
    He lifted his chin and managed not to cower anymore, but the sheen of nervous sweat on his forehead told me enough. 
 
    I paused to ask Natiya the obvious question. “Where’s Ethramne?” 
 
    “I left her to guard something for you,” the queen said in a voice of forced calm. “But first, I think, you will wish to interrogate this slimy excuse for a person. I found him sneaking around near one of the temples inside the city. I left Ethramne to guard over the area so no other rat-men escape from their burrow.” 
 
    I didn’t ask yet what the queen had been doing inside the city. I just nodded and wheeled around to face the man, because I did have some questions for him. 
 
    “Why were the undead warriors out here commanding themselves?” I demanded. 
 
    “The Gods’ Progeny are not meant to act as common foot soldiers,” Lord Scorzhan scoffed. “That is not our destiny. Our Transcended Warriors fight at our behest.” 
 
    His sneering tone and the titles of his men and their warriors told me all I needed to know. 
 
    “So,” I said in a voice of utmost calm. “Let me take a wild guess here. Your ‘destiny’ is to be conquerors of the desert world, yes?” 
 
    Scorzhan’s brows pulled down into an imperious scowl. 
 
    It dissolved into a pained expression as Natiya gave him a kick in the small of the back. 
 
    “That is what we believe, yes,” he said stiffly without meeting my eyes. 
 
    Natiya laughed coldly, and I couldn’t help but do the same. 
 
    “Another guess,” I said. “This glorious destiny of yours is paid for with the blood, sweat, and tears of the undead warrior women. Is that it?” 
 
    The man glowered soundlessly at me until he got another kick from Natiya. 
 
    “Yes,” he finally snapped. “I suppose you could put it that way. But it’s an honor for them. The greatest honor imaginable. Their name is no empty boast. The Transcended Warriors have vanquished death itself, with our aid and protection.” 
 
    “Protection… Right.” I closed my eyes for a few moments and forced myself not to pummel this guy into oblivion. 
 
    Yet. 
 
    Because something about this seemed odd to me. 
 
    Sure, it was pretty characteristic of these scumbags to avoid doing any heavy lifting or grunt work, and striving to save their own skins before anyone else’s. But there was an element missing. 
 
    Something I knew about both necromancers and tyrants– of which these men were both– was that they feared the people they were oppressing would rise up and overthrow them. 
 
    So far, I had seen that manifest in necromancers keeping a close and constant watch over their undead warriors. The women practically weren’t allowed out of their sight. Allowing them out onto the battlefield completely unsupervised just struck me as odd. 
 
    So I questioned the man more sharply, and he finally buckled. 
 
    “Our army was not at the gate because of your approach,” he confessed reluctantly, like every word was being dragged out of him with a great effort. “They– or rather, we– were preparing to march out and conquer the nearest oasis. The real reason the Gods’ Progeny weren’t with them is because we were making final preparations to leave. Then we were going to join them. I’m sure your scouts must have seen all the wagons near the gate?” 
 
    “Yes,” Natiya confirmed with a suspicious look. “They were set up next to the market stalls. I assumed they were simply goods to be sold.” 
 
    “They were our supplies,” the man said. “Some of our, ermm, lesser warriors were going to pull them across the desert.” 
 
    I exhaled slowly through my nose as I thought about what this all meant. 
 
    “So the necromancers are still in the city,” I said. 
 
    “Yes,” the man admitted. 
 
    “‘Yes, my king,’” Natiya corrected him with a smack. 
 
    Scorzhan cringed away from her blow and repeated her words in a mumble. 
 
    Next to me, Indy’s red-gold eyes seemed slightly uneasy, and I sent her a questioning look. 
 
    “When Civraz breathed his dragongleam in the city,” she said slowly, “it cleared away much of the smoke, and I saw that everything looked quite deserted. There was one area where I could not get the smoke to clear at all, however. Both of these things seem quite curious to me, but there was no time to discover why.” 
 
    “Until now,” I finished. 
 
    The nervous sweat on Scorzhan’s forehead doubled. He licked his lips and sent me a nervous look. 
 
    Another boot in the ribs from Natiya got him talking again. 
 
    “There was an uprising recently,” he finally said in a hollow voice. “From the common people. They found out about… about our reborn warriors. They rose against us.” 
 
    “And?” I demanded. 
 
    “And… we were victorious,” Scorzhan mumbled. 
 
    “So, what, you slaughtered the townspeople?” I asked with disgust. 
 
    The necromancer just stared at the ground as he nodded glumly. 
 
    A curt nod and a red-eyed look from Natiya confirmed Scorzhan’s words. 
 
    “I saw the aftermath, my king,” she said grimly. “It is not visible from the sky– as Indy said, it is shrouded in smoke. But rest assured, these men did not clean up after themselves. Quite the opposite, in fact.” 
 
    I thought about the situation in Inanit, and how the most valuable townspeople had been allowed to continue with their work so the necromancers could still have food and other services. 
 
    I faced Scorzhan again. 
 
    “So,” I said. “I’m going to hazard another guess, that you had been living off of the people’s crops, their food, and their labor. But now they’re gone, so you had to go start over somewhere the people could be cowed into submission and allow you to take all their shit for yourself? All while subjecting your ‘honored warriors’ to the worst torment imaginable.” 
 
    The look on the man’s face said it all. I was absolutely correct, and these assholes were the scum of this world, in my opinion. 
 
    “No, this was not the worst torment imaginable.” 
 
    The words surprised me, because they didn’t come from Scorzhan. 
 
    They came from Natiya. 
 
    The queen stepped forward. 
 
    “The Transcended Warriors’ treatment is horrific, to be sure,” she said, and she gave the necromancer a scorching, scarlet glare. Then her voice got soft and poisonous in a way that was even more intimidating than her angry tone, and she trailed her fingers gently over his cheekbone before she looked back at me. “But you said ‘the worst torment imaginable,’ my king, and that is not quite true. The worst torment imaginable has not yet been seen in this world. Soon, however, it shall be. And this man, along with his fellow necromancers, shall be the ones who receive it.” 
 
    She raised one eyebrow and shot me a hopeful look. 
 
    I stared at her, and then at the necromancer, for a long moment. 
 
    I had fully planned on executing all these men with swift savageness as we had in Inanit. But between the look in her eyes and her talk about torment, I knew the queen had a slower and more painful death in mind for these men. 
 
    Real torture. 
 
    The only question was… Was I going to allow it? 
 
    I glanced at the fallen warrior women surrounding us, and fresh rage surged in my gut. 
 
    “The leaders are yours to torment,” I finally told the queen. “This one gets a life of imprisonment if he leads us to them without any trouble. If he plays us false, then you can have him, my queen.” 
 
    The man’s face went slack with relief. 
 
    A grimly pleased smile lifted Natiya’s features. “Just so, your grace. Shall we?” 
 
    “We should release the undead warriors first,” I said. “And make sure their story lines up with his.” 
 
    The undead Transcended Warriors would likely have valuable things to say, although I was almost certain the necromancer had been telling the truth. The story that we had forced from him fit perfectly with the behavior I’d learned to expect from these men. 
 
    Indy sent the undead warriors sliding gently out of the dragongleam with a sweeping motion of her hands. 
 
    They landed in a crouch and slowly straightened up as they surveyed the carnage of the battlefield around them. Their eyes lingered for the longest on the dead green-eyed woman who had been their leader. 
 
    They were racked by so many twitches and shudders that it was difficult to get a read on their facial expressions, but they calmed slightly as they turned to face me. 
 
    All the women seemed to gather around one of their group who looked the least shocked by the new developments. She had sallow skin, jaw-length brown hair, and bright copper eyes. 
 
    I learned that her name was Kesra. She acted as a sort of spokesperson for the other Transcended women, although they chimed in regularly to add things. 
 
    Their story lined up closely with what Scorzhan had told us, with some unsurprising but gruesome additions. 
 
    “The necromancers chained us to posts and locked us outside in the smoke,” she said at one point. She looked at Scorzhan with rage in her eyes. “They claimed we Transcended Warriors were so powerful that if we breathed the foul fumes, then it would be purified through our lungs, and the air would no longer be clouded.” 
 
    The more I heard, the more I was strongly reconsidering my statement about letting Scorzhan off with a simple life of imprisonment, but I saved that particular decision for later. At the moment, I wanted to hammer out our plans for the other necromancers. They were all lurking inside the city, after all. I didn’t doubt that Ethramne would guard them well, but I was itching to track them down and give them all what they deserved. This battle wouldn’t be truly complete until that was done. 
 
    “What the hell is the smoke from, anyway?” I paused to ask. “Or was it just to conceal what was going on in case anyone came looking?” 
 
    “The smoke is residue from the rituals we used to awaken the Transcended Warriors from the dead,” Scorzhan admitted. “We’ve been trying to make it go away for months, but nothing has worked.” 
 
    I shook my head silently and decided it was time to enter the city. 
 
    I made my way into Luruta with my own women, the queens, the Exalted warriors, and the Transcended Warriors of Luruta. 
 
    Walking past the dismembered bodies of the giant smoky gargoyles on the way there was still eerie as fuck, but I managed to stay focused as we entered the oasis. 
 
    A lot of it was just as barren as my scouts had said. I spotted a field or two with young, fragile-looking plant shoots sprouting out of the ground, but in other places, crops had withered or dried up completely. 
 
    “They’re in there,” Scorzhan said nervously. 
 
    The necromancer was pointing right at the massive, ominous cloud of black smoke that hovered in the center of the oasis. 
 
    “Right,” I muttered. 
 
    The women with me all stared at the oasis around us with a disturbed expression, and I shared their feelings entirely. 
 
    We approached the smoky area a little more closely, and soon Indy thudded to the ground next to us on Civraz. The dragon let out a low rumble of dislike as he swung his head through the black smoke that laced the air. 
 
    Then something made me stop. 
 
    We were near the base of a hilltop that was completely shrouded in the dark smoke. Now that we were close, I could see that there was a circle of spikes sticking out of the ground around the nearest temple. Each one had the skull of a person on it. 
 
    I inhaled slowly through my nose and turned to Scorzhan. 
 
    “Who do those belong to?” I asked. 
 
    The necromancer stayed silent, and he looked away with a sullen expression, but then Natiya smacked him across the face with the flat of her blade. 
 
    His hand flew up to the faint line of blood now blooming on his jaw. 
 
    “Oops,” the queen said carelessly. 
 
    I had to smirk a little. “Answer me.” 
 
    “They are the heads of the townsfolk,” Scorzhan mumbled. “We put those there after their first uprising, to warn the others. Of course, it was unsuccessful, and now there are no townsfolk remaining, as I said.” 
 
    The Transcended Warriors nodded along with his words. 
 
    I paced around the area with my own warriors at my side, and I was sickened by what I saw. Close to the temples, I spotted the fenced-in posts and now-empty chains that the Transcended women had been locked to. Further off, the streets were choked with dead bodies. The crops were brown and withered. Houses were empty and dark-windowed, with their doors hanging open and their yards wilting. Many were home to still more dead bodies. They looked like normal people– well, normal for the desert world, at least– who had simply had the misfortune to be born in this necromancer-infested hellhole. 
 
    “Alright,” I said. I kept my words slow and deliberate, mostly just to keep myself from shouting them and spitting in this bastard’s face. “I’ll tell you what’s going to happen.” 
 
    Everyone looked at me attentively, Scorzhan most of all. 
 
    “Natiya,” I said. “You mentioned you can imbue dragongleam with any property whatsoever?” 
 
    “Anything,” she confirmed. 
 
    “Does that include, uhh, some type of highly toxic quality that turns the region below it into an utter wasteland, and shrivels the flesh off of the bones of anyone inside it?” 
 
    The queen’s eyes flared with deadly excitement. 
 
    “Why, yes, my king,” she purred. “That could certainly be accomplished. Especially with Indy and Civraz here. Your princess is quite skilled with the dragongleam, especially for one so new to it.” 
 
    “Do it,” I commanded. 
 
    “Your justice shall be swift and merciless,” the queen promised. “We shall start by working with the stone guardians to knock down the city walls into a heap of rubble. That way, the full wreckage of this oasis will be visible to all as a reminder of what happens to anyone who crosses King John. After the walls are down, we shall raze the city while filling it with dragongleam. So enchanted, the substance will rot the ground and wither any remaining crops into blackened wisps. Buildings will crumble and disintegrate at its touch. It will sow the air inside it with a foul poison that annihilates anyone unlucky enough to inhale it. And it will stand forever, so anyone who comes this way in the future will see the results of your justice.” 
 
    I gave her just the shadow of a smile. “Good.” 
 
    I shot one last disgusted look at the necromancer, and the whole nightmarish scene around us. 
 
    Then I turned on my heel and walked away. 
 
    “Wait!” Scorzhan said quickly. “What about me? You said I would be imprisoned…” 
 
    I stopped in my tracks and turned to look at Natiya. 
 
    “He stays,” I said simply. 
 
    “Yes, my king.” 
 
    I walked away from the necromancer’s wordless wail of protest without looking back.

  

 
   
    Chapter 16 
 
    With the Transcended Warriors of Luruta, the Exalted women of Zeratra, and my own warriors at my side, I crossed the short distance to the nearest oasis I had created. Zeratra’s army and the stone guardians followed us closely. Once we got there, the latter two groups dispersed into the oasis for the time being. 
 
    Under the shade of the trees with the women, I passed around drinks from the massive cooler I had in my truck. The thing had promised to keep things cold for up to ten days, and I had to say it was delivering pretty damn well so far. A portion of the ice had melted, but as long as I drained the water regularly and kept my truck out of the direct sun, the beverages were kept to a cool temperature that was incredibly reviving out in the desert world. 
 
    The Transcended Warriors still seemed shocked that I was leading them to safety, much less sharing drinks. The coolness of the drinks themselves seemed to rob them of words entirely at first, and they spent several minutes gulping down the chilled beverages in silence. 
 
    But after what they had been through, I felt they more than deserved the chance to hydrate and reorient themselves. 
 
    We watched from afar as Civraz swung his barbed tail into the wall like a wrecking ball, and a portion of it crumbled. More went tumbling at blows and kicks from the giant stone guardians. 
 
    Luruta’s undead women didn’t seem too dismayed by the sight of their city walls being torn down. Instead, they looked a mixture of awed and pensive. 
 
    Finally, the one named Kesra turned to me. 
 
    “I am satisfied with the justice our former masters are receiving, your grace,” she said quietly. “But I have yet to ask what fate our new master has in mind for us.” 
 
    She gave me a pointed look. 
 
    “I have zero plans on being your master,” I said firmly. “Your king, sure. But today marks the last day you’re going to be forced to do things against your will. Ever.” 
 
    The Transcended women all gazed at me with wide, disbelieving eyes. 
 
    Then their eyes darted over to the city walls that were being knocked down, and the necromancer-filled city that would soon be wilting under poisonous dragongleam with their old masters sealed inside. Their gazes came to rest on the Exalted women, most of whom still showed the occasional twitch or jerk in their stride when they weren’t in battle. 
 
    “You have been raised, too,” Kesra said softly to Tinesi. “And you fight at King John’s command.” 
 
    “I do fight under his command,” Tinesi allowed. Her shadow nodded and did a little bow in my direction. “But I fight at his side purely by choice. He did not ask it of us... rather, we would not be left behind from this battle. King John freed us, the Exalted Ones, from our former masters, the Scazaths, who were very much like your own… what was it… Gods’ Progeny?” 
 
    Kesra nodded, and a bitter smile twisted her mouth at the name. 
 
    But her face cleared up as she replied. “We are grateful and honored that you chose to help us win freedom from our masters.” 
 
    The word “freedom” seemed almost foreign to her, and I was reminded of how the Exalted women had reacted when I had introduced them to this new reality. 
 
    Then she turned back to Tinesi. 
 
    “And now that the battle is over,” she ventured. “What will you Exalted warriors do?” 
 
    “We planned to return to our city, Zeratra,” Tinesi replied. “Back when King John freed us, some of us chose to pass on from this life. It was what many of us craved, and King John allowed us this choice. Some of us wished to remain alive, and so we have. Several live a peaceful life, looking down on our oasis from the serenity of the mountains. For myself, I still choose to fight in the arenas. But if I am killed in battle, I will be laid to rest.” 
 
    “Just like that?” Kesra asked with wide eyes. “No matter what?” 
 
    “No matter what,” Tinesi said with a nod. “And if anyone so much as thought to dishonor my choice, they would have King John to answer to.” 
 
    I nodded firmly, and Kesra looked awed. 
 
    “I am sure you wish to know what sort of fate King John has in mind for you,” Tinesi went on. “I do not doubt that it will be one that honors your wishes. If I may, my king, I would like to suggest one option in particular.” 
 
    “Go ahead,” I said with a smile. 
 
    “At your command, there were more cities where necromancy was found and eradicated by the queens,” Tinesi said. “I have no doubt those warriors are still reveling in their newfound freedom. But they may still struggle to adjust... some things are difficult to unlearn... Yet until that is done, it is impossible to be truly at peace with oneself. With your permission, and the Transcended Warriors’ approval, I thought perhaps we... the Exalted and the Transcended, I mean... could split up into a few groups and go to those oases as emissaries, of a sort. Or ambassadors, you might say. There would be some Exalted and some Transcended in each group.” 
 
    “Ambassadors,” I said thoughtfully. “And what would your purpose be?” 
 
    “When I was first freed,” Tinesi said, “I found a sense of comfort and purpose in not only being liberated with others of my kind... my fellow Exalted warriors, who understood what I’d been through... but also in working together with them to bring a sense of order and justice for ourselves and all warriors, as you commanded. And since the Transcended Warriors no longer have a city of their own, I thought they might find fulfillment having an experience like mine in these other cities, where there are raised warriors like us who are still adjusting. Each one has a queen to oversee it, after all, and to ensure your commands are being upheld. I think the process would be beneficial for all of us.” 
 
    “I love this idea,” the red-haired Exalted woman named Kyrmani said eagerly. “Out of all the warriors you have liberated, the Exalted have been free the longest. So we could provide direction and encouragement to those warriors who are new to freedom.” 
 
    “And,” Ambryn added, “once the Transcended have processed this freedom more, they may wish to explore other options, as some of us did. Like passing on.” 
 
    The Transcended Warriors were silent and solemn as they listened, and their eyes were both thoughtful and wary. 
 
    “If that is their wish,” the Exalted warrior continued, “then perhaps we could help with that process too, as we did with our fellow warriors who chose such a fate.” 
 
    The Exalted warriors all murmured their approval of this idea, and their faces looked more alive than I had ever seen them. 
 
    “I think it’s a great idea, too,” I said. I glanced at the Transcended Warriors. “How do you feel about that? You can have some time to think, if you’d like… and if you have other ideas, then the choice is entirely yours. Whatever it is, I’ll see it through.” 
 
    The Transcended women were silent for several long moments. I wasn’t sure if they were weighing the suggestion or just processing the idea of having a choice, but I waited patiently while I sipped my drink with my warriors next to me. 
 
    The Transcended moved closer together, and they had a murmured discussion that lasted for a few minutes. 
 
    Then Kesra stepped forward again. She bowed to me and then to Tinesi. 
 
    “This is an honorable fate,” she said softly. “And a better one than we ever could have dreamed of. Not only would we be entering a world where we are free warriors, but helping to instate this reality for others. We are grateful to accept this offer, my king.” 
 
    “Then it’s settled,” I said. I couldn’t help but grin at the suddenly giddy expressions on the warriors’ faces. Some of them were even crinkling up their noses in between smiles, like the feeling made them have to sneeze. “You’ll split into groups, with some Exalted and some Transcended in each one, and then you’ll head out to the liberated oases. Like Tinesi mentioned, there’ll be a queen stationed at each one, at least for a while.” 
 
    “A queen,” Kesra repeated, and she still looked awed at the concept. “Like your fierce companion named Natiya?” 
 
    “Yep.” I nodded and glanced at the distant form of Ethramne with Natiya on her back. “She’s the queen of an oasis named Colbiri, and she has eight sisters who have ruled with her. Having them at my side for this process has been amazing. They really care about warrior women, and they want the best for all of you. They’re warriors themselves, and they fought in the arenas regularly back in their own city.” 
 
    As I talked about the queens, the Transcended Warriors listened like they were suddenly little girls sitting around a fire listening to a fairytale. This magic didn’t seem to have faded for the Exalted women, either, and they hung on my every word as I talked about the queens. 
 
    The sun was setting now. Everyone fell silent as a new light flared into existence, one that was just as bright and bloody as the setting sun. 
 
    “Holy shit,” Abbey murmured. 
 
    Like Natiya had promised, the walls of the city were now nothing but heaps of rubble. The stone guardians had retreated to a safe distance, and now the dragons were flying low over the city, breathing dragongleam over it. 
 
    The substance rushed from their scaly maws in glittering torrents. Normally, dragongleam was made up of starry galaxies contained in a rose-gold haze that gave it an almost dreamy appearance. But this was something altogether different. The galaxies were a mixture of white and red, and the haze they spun through was pure scarlet. It tumbled through the air and pooled as high as the highest buildings in the city. Soon it outshone the setting sun. 
 
    We all watched with awe as buildings crumbled under the touch of the dragongleam. It happened slowly at first, and if I squinted, I could see chunks of rock crumbling and falling from the buildings. Then the process sped up. The buildings switched to melting into low black puddles, and the dragongleam settled on top of them. 
 
    In the distance, I heard a chorus of high, thin screams. 
 
    In another world with a different context, it would have been a disturbing sound. But sitting as I was with the women who had suffered at the hands of these twisted men, and seeing the Transcended Warriors’ expressions now, the sound gave me a sense of peace and completion. 
 
    “Look,” Kesra whispered. 
 
    Her finger shook slightly as she pointed toward the center of the city. 
 
    She was pointing at the low hill that was dotted with necromancers’ temples. It rose from the land like a bald gray head, and spired temples jutted up like a crown around the top of it. 
 
    The bloody glow of the dragongleam was most concentrated there. As the galaxy matter settled, things got both hazier and brighter. If I squinted, I could recognize the distant shape of the iron posts that I’d glimpsed when we were in the city... the ones where the Gods’ Progeny had chained up their warriors and forced them to breathe the foul smoke that clogged the air there. 
 
    Now there were new forms chained to those posts: The men of the Gods’ Progeny. 
 
    “Natiya and Indy are so fucking badass,” Abbey whispered. “And John, you… holy shit. You’ve surpassed kingship at this point. You’re a fucking unstoppable power in this land. You’re like your own force of nature here. Like gravity.” 
 
    Most of our companions looked utterly baffled at the word ‘gravity,’ which I guessed didn’t have the same name, or maybe hadn’t even been pondered all too much, here in the desert world. But my own warriors all nodded wisely. Between all the documentaries and YouTube videos they had devoured back home by now, it was instantly recognizable to them. 
 
    “What goes up must come down,” Meikha said. “And all evil men must fall to King John.” 
 
    My other warriors murmured their agreement, and the Exalted and Transcended women all joined in. 
 
    A small, breathless laugh escaped me at how fucking insane this all was when I really thought about it. 
 
    I was sitting in a mystical oasis of my own creation with two groups of undead warrior women, both of whom I had freed from the clutches of evil necromancers. Not only that, I was now watching while my black-haired lover and the queen of Colbiri razed those bastards’ city to the ground and gave them their own taste of misery in the process. 
 
    And it would be the last taste of anything they ever had. 
 
    The stars had come out by the time eleven dark shapes thudded to the ground nearby. The two dragon-riders slid to the ground. Nearby, the giant stone guardians laid down the makeshift sling they had carried with the body of their fallen companion wrapped tightly inside. They gave me respectful nods as they stomped over to sit nearby and talk in their low, stony voices. 
 
    Indy flung herself into my arms right away. Her eyes were like two shifting orbs of every fiery shade I could imagine. Blood red, molten gold, copper starfire, and flaming amaranth swirled around the bronze of her pupils, and rose-gold sparkles shot through them as she pressed herself into my arms. 
 
    “I gave the foul men what they deserved,” she said softly. “It felt good.” 
 
    “Enacting your justice is most invigorating,” Natiya agreed. Her golden skin glowed under the bloody light that reached us from the distance. “We shall all sleep peacefully tonight, I’m sure.” 
 
    As silence fell, I realized I did feel incredibly at peace. 
 
    We had just accomplished the feat we’d set out to do, which was absolutely the wildest thing this world had ever seen. And we had done it in the most savage and unflinching way imaginable. 
 
    “Everything is falling into place,” I said with a calm smile, and all my warriors shook their heads. 
 
    “Things did not simply fall into place, John,” my princess said solemnly. “You put them there.” 
 
    We retreated further into the cover of the trees and camped out near a rushing waterfall. Despite laying on the mossy ground, I slept better than I ever had in my life. 
 
    Early the next morning, I called a meeting with the commanders, gargoyles, and warrior women. We decided on heading back to Miray, with me driving my truck to each oasis in between, and then waiting for the army to catch up before I drove to the next. 
 
    We got started right away, so we could make at least one of the journeys before the day got really hot. Then we rested there until sundown and took off again. 
 
    The sun had just fallen by the time we reached Miray. The mass of rose-gold dragongleam overhead was more enchanting than ever, and it seemed especially gentle after the bloody, glowing masterpiece Indy and Natiya had made of Luruta. 
 
    Some of the other queens were waiting for us, and they had good news. 
 
    “The final oases have been scouted,” Maisira announced. “Kortico had no necromancy, but the backers were a disgrace.” 
 
    “Thankfully, we were there to remedy things,” Diari said with a sly smile. “We took the city with a firm hand in the name of Induya and her mighty king. They will do no more wrong to their warriors, I promise you.” 
 
    My princess glowed with delight, and a deep smirk settled over my face. 
 
    “I wholeheartedly approve,” I said. “What about the others?” 
 
    “Necromancy was found and ended in two,” Maisira said with more grimness. Then her face lifted again. “We followed your commands with the same methods we used elsewhere, with great success. In one, the people held a day of feasts, frolics, and fierce arena battles in your honor.” 
 
    “The other was more difficult,” Diari said grimly. “The situation was resolved without a necromancer left alive, but the warriors were in bad shape. We stationed one of the dragons there with Orika while the dust settles.” 
 
    “She is the fiercest of us,” Natiya said with a smile. “I pity anyone who thinks to cross her.” 
 
    “I think that city would definitely be a good candidate for that ambassador thing you were talking about, Tinesi,” I said. 
 
    I worked together with the Exalted women to explain the idea to the queens, and they leaped on it right away. 
 
    “One of us shall remain stationed at each of these oases,” Temerine declared. “We can oversee things and make sure the backers remain in line.” 
 
    “Won’t you be sad to leave your homeland?” I asked. “Although…” 
 
    “Things are different now,” Natiya finished. “Thanks to you, my king, we now have roads to connect the desert cities, and we can travel between them to visit each other regularly once things have settled.” 
 
    “We can send caravans out,” Sabree agreed. “They can stop at the lovely resting areas you have provided and still make good time traveling by night. It won’t be as fast as the warriors were when traveling on their stone steeds, much less the pace of flying on dragonback, but it can be accomplished with time.” 
 
    “It really is a whole different world now,” Natiya mused. “A much better one, as I’m sure we all agree.” 
 
    “John?” Indy laid her hand on my arm, and excitement was written on her golden features. “Civraz says he wishes to speak with us. All of us.” 
 
    I got to my feet and followed Indy to the center of the oasis. 
 
    There was a wide-open stretch of mossy ground here. A glimmering blue stream sliced across the edge, and another waterfall rushed nearby. But the most noteworthy feature here was the dragons. 
 
    This was where the largest amount of them seemed to gather in one place, and they rose like dark hills from the land. As we approached, one raised its dark maw and belched dragongleam up to join the gleaming galaxy overhead. 
 
    Civraz lowered his head toward Indy, and a rose-gold haze flashed through his gaze when their eyes met. 
 
    “Civraz says the dragons have been discussing what they saw on their journeys to the different oases,” she said after a few moments. “They were horrified by what they saw. The tales of Luruta especially disturbed them all.” 
 
    “Yeah, that was really grim,” I said with a glance at the Transcended warriors. They all nodded solemnly at me in between sending dazzled looks at the dragons. “Thankfully, we were able to put a stop to it. For good.” 
 
    Indy nodded as she relayed my words, and then she turned back to me. 
 
    “That is why the dragons wish to talk to us now,” she explained. “What they saw was awful, but taking action to stop it moved them greatly. They say they enjoyed ending the existence of such horrible men, but even more, they loved the peace and silence that fell after they were gone. And the people showered them with gifts... handmade saddles, rare meats and fruits, beds of fragrant leaves and blossoms to sleep on, balm to rub between their fingers…” 
 
    “All well-deserved, I’m sure,” I said with a grin. I fucking loved the picture of dragons rubbing lotion on their scaly hands. 
 
    Indy smiled in agreement. 
 
    “He says they wish to play a part in upholding this peace,” she said. “And not just for the handsome gifts, although they are quite nice. One of the dragons, Nizrith, was even bathed in a hot steam bath and massaged with scented oils. But most of all they feel that playing this part is something they were always waiting for, although they did not know it. They would like your input on this undertaking.” 
 
    I nodded and looked at the dragons. Their huge, dark eyes were bright with life, and almost more intelligent than any being had a right to. 
 
    “First, I want to thank them,” I said. “All of them. This task would’ve been a hell of a lot harder without them, and it might have cost us more. They made a massive difference in this.” 
 
    Indy passed my words on, and the dragons all dipped their heads and let out soft, gentle snorts that just about blew me over. 
 
    “They say the gratitude is mutual,” Indy said, and she let out a small giggle as she reached out to steady herself against Civraz’s scaly jaw. “And that they were quite impressed with us humans, but you most of all. They say you possess both the fury of a dragon and the most wise calculation they have suspected is possible of people.” 
 
    My eyebrows shot up, and I decided this was definitely going onto the list of my favorite compliments I’d ever received. 
 
    “Thanks,” I said with a chuckle. “And I think it’s a great idea to keep the dragons involved in keeping this world necromancy-free.” 
 
    Not only that, but this wish fit perfectly with the queens’ desire to stay stationed in the cities. 
 
    I had no doubt that the queens themselves were more than capable of keeping people in line. But I had learned that the one thing fiercer than a desert queen was a desert queen with a dragon at her command. 
 
    And that wasn’t the only awesome part. 
 
    “Now you guys will be able to visit each other whenever you want,” I said, and I couldn’t help but join in as the queens shared elated smiles. 
 
    “Not only that,” Natiya said. “But we will be able to keep better watch over the cities. If I have counted correctly, there are twelve cities where necromancy was discovered. One of them was Luruta, which is now out of the equation, of course. But now, with your permission, my king, I have a proposal.” 
 
    I nodded and gestured for her to continue. 
 
    “We can have eight of us queens stationed permanently at eight oases,” she said. “With your permission, I would keep Colbiri as my residence, since we have no council to rule over the people there. But perhaps I or my sisters could visit the other cities on dragonback to stay there periodically and ensure all is going as planned.” 
 
    “An exciting venture,” Sabree said with enthusiasm. 
 
    “And a welcome challenge,” Temerine added. “We will spend our time upholding justice and thinking of clever new ways to remind the people of their king. Not only that, but we will be ready to throw the grandest days of celebration when you arrive.” 
 
    “I can’t say no to that,” I said with a chuckle. “But I’ll be happy just knowing you’re carrying out my commands the way you have been. You’ve been beyond instrumental in this, my queens, and you definitely deserve some special treatment yourselves.” 
 
    The queens all tossed their hair in an adorably familiar way. 
 
    “Then it is all settled,” Natiya declared. “I cannot wait to put our plans into action.” 
 
    “I feel the same,” I said with a grin. “But for now, I think we could all use some rest.” 
 
    Everyone agreed. After another glowing few moments, we separated and wove our way across the oasis. 
 
    The queens settled near the center where the dragons were collected. The Exalted women and Transcended Warriors bunched together by one of the gleaming water pools. I followed my own warriors toward the hill where we had made our campsite on all our visits here so far. 
 
    “I’m going to go grab some drinks,” I announced, and I ducked off in the direction of the truck. 
 
    Indy immediately veered to the side to follow me. Her long fingers reached out and snatched Abbey’s arm to pull her along with us. 
 
    But then Indy froze in her tracks. 
 
    “What?” I asked with a hint of alarm. I almost expected to see some monstrous foe looming over us. 
 
    But when she turned toward me, my princess’ eyes were alive with a look I was very much familiar with, and it had nothing to do with battles or foes. 
 
    “If I’m not mistaken,” she purred, “for tonight, we have this lovely bedroom on wheels all to ourselves.” 
 
    I raised my eyebrows as I resumed my stroll toward the trailer. “I guess that’s true.” 
 
    As soon as we were inside, Indy closed all the blinds and locked the door. 
 
    She turned to me with a sultry promise in her red-gold eyes. “Have a seat, my king.”

  

 
   
    Chapter 17 
 
    Indy’s clothes were off almost before I could blink. 
 
    She moved on to Abbey’s a little more slowly. 
 
    “Abbey,” my princess purred. “We have been getting to know each other much better lately, and I have loved every moment of it.” 
 
    “M-me, too,” the pink-haired woman stuttered as Indy’s fingers traced along her jaw. 
 
    “But there are some areas of our relationship we have yet to explore,” Indy said. Her voice was coy, but her eyes had all the subtlety of a firework going off. “Perhaps we should do this now. I know many of your strengths, for example, but few of your weaknesses.” 
 
    “Mmm-hmmm,” Abbey said in a trembling voice. She seemed torn between watching Indy’s red-gold eyes and the long finger that was trailing slowly down toward her nipples. “My weaknesses include… King John… and also, smoking-hot, dragon-riding warrior princesses with s-stunning, fiery eyes…” 
 
    She trailed off at Indy’s touch, and a little shiver went through her whole body. 
 
    My princess sent me a sultry sideways glance as her fingers teased a few soft gasps from the pink-haired woman. Then she pulled her into a kiss. One of her hands tangled in Abbey’s pink curls, while the other made short work of her loose silk pants. 
 
    Then my princess gripped Abbey firmly by her shoulders and turned her around. 
 
    “Abbey will pleasure the king now,” she announced. “And I shall watch.” 
 
    She settled back on one of the plush chairs, folded her legs beneath her, and waited. 
 
    Normally I was far from the type of man who liked an audience, but having my princess’ fiery eyes fixed on me while I had my way with Abbey was more than fine by me. 
 
    But first I looked to my pink-haired woman to make sure she was okay with this. 
 
    “Oof,” I chuckled as I was almost thrown backward by her haste to take off my pants. I sank down into the chair opposite from Indy and leaned back as Abbey finished yanking them off my ankles. 
 
    “Now then,” Indy purred. “Abbey, give King John a kiss first.” 
 
    Abbey perched in my lap and kissed me with a breathless urgency that made me want to have my way with her right then and there. My hands immediately leaped up to her waist. 
 
    But when I tried to pull her down, Abbey sent me a pleading look. 
 
    “Let me please you, my king,” she murmured. 
 
    “Patience has many rewards,” Indy added with a tantalizing smile. 
 
    “Mmmm,” I mumbled, but I was highly distracted by the sight and feeling of Abbey’s lips grazing against my cock. 
 
    I sat back and sighed as she took more and more of me into her mouth. 
 
    “Deeper, Abbey,” Indy insisted. “You must...” 
 
    “Princess,” I growled half-jokingly. 
 
    “Actually…” Abbey pulled back and gave me a shy look. “John, it’s kinda hot when Indy bosses me around.” 
 
    I raised my eyebrows as I looked between the two women, and then I shrugged and chuckled. 
 
    “Let’s see where this goes, then,” I said, and my voice got a little unsteady as Abbey wrapped her lips around my cock again. 
 
    “Good girl,” Indy murmured as the pink-haired woman swallowed more of my length. She even got up and put one hand in her pink curls and pushed it further, but then she paused. “Is this agreeable to you, Abbey? Or shall I stop?” 
 
    “Umm, this is so fucking agreeable to me,” Abbey breathed after a quick retreat. “This is, like, a fantasy I never knew I had.” 
 
    “Very well then,” Indy purred. She kept a close watch on Abbey as she moved her hand back to her hair and pushed. 
 
    Abbey stopped, and her breath was feather-light against my skin as she slowly took me to the hilt. 
 
    I groaned softly as her throat hugged the entirety of my cock. 
 
    “Very nice,” Indy said softly. “Such a good girl. You are pleasing the king. Faster, now.” 
 
    Indy went on guiding the pink-haired woman with both her words and her hands. This wasn’t the type of thing I had ever envisioned happening, but I couldn’t deny it was incredibly hot watching my princess get bossy with her. 
 
    My breath hitched when Abbey sped up her pace. Soon my hands jumped to her pink hair, and her enthusiasm spiked even more as she bobbed her head up and down with me guiding her movements. 
 
    “Alright,” I panted. “This is incredibly hot, but I need things to get more personal, like, now.” 
 
    I didn’t wait for an answer from Indy. I just whisked Abbey up into my arms and settled her into my lap. 
 
    Indy’s eyes widened playfully, and she gave me a coy smile. 
 
    “Very kingly of you, John,” she purred. “I love it when you take command.” 
 
    She sat back and watched hungrily as I lifted Abbey into the air. 
 
    The pink-haired woman trembled in my arms as I lowered her onto my cock. She accepted every inch of me with small shivers and gasps, and she let out a tiny moan when I bottomed out in her completely. 
 
    I sent my hips into quick, steady thrusts. 
 
    I was unsurprised but incredibly turned on when Indy crawled forward to put her head between Abbey’s legs. 
 
    The pink-haired woman’s moans took on a new pitch as I fucked her from behind and Indy teased her from the front. My princess alternated between putting her tongue to good use and stealing glances up at us. 
 
    Combined with the taut feel of Abbey’s passage around my cock and the way she writhed helplessly in my arms, the sight just spurred my pulse even faster. I tested my pink-haired woman’s limits as I bottomed out in her again and again. She moved one of my hands up to her throat, and I gripped it lightly around the sides as I upped my tempo. 
 
    Indy sat back, and her fingers were busy between her own legs as she watched. 
 
    I slowed my pace and sent her an admonishing look that was mostly teasing. 
 
    “Princess…” 
 
    Indy’s hand retreated, and her face took on an incredibly chaste expression. 
 
    “Yes, John?” she asked innocently. 
 
    I smirked and shook my head. “Nothing.” 
 
    Abbey let out a tiny giggle, but it immediately hitched up into a moan as I renewed my thrusts. 
 
    Indy’s innocent look morphed into a wicked smile as she watched me have my way with Abbey. Soon the trailer was rocking slightly with the force of my thrusts, and the pink-haired woman’s quivering moans were broken up as she bounced on my cock. 
 
    She squirmed against me when her climax shot through her, and then she lapsed back in my arms as she surrendered to the spasms that racked her body. 
 
    The next thing I knew, my pink-haired woman was forcibly snatched from my arms by Indy’s hands. 
 
    “It is my turn now,” the princess breathed unsteadily as she threw herself into my arms. 
 
    She straddled me and rode me with a wildness I hadn’t seen in her before, and my hands immediately moved to cup her ass as she took Abbey’s place. 
 
    Something about my grip seemed to melt my princess’ headstrong fierceness, and she was like putty in my hands as I changed positions to stand up and press her against the wall. 
 
    Pleasure and need blazed through me, but I took my time and quested with my fingers into the tightness of her passage. 
 
    She was soaking wet, and she moaned with helpless longing as I held her prisoner with my body weight. 
 
    “John,” she whined, and sparks of yearning danced through her fiery eyes. “Do not torment me… please… I need you…” 
 
    I grinned and slowly pulled my hand back. “Since you asked so nicely.” 
 
    I moved my lips to hers and guided my cock to her entrance. Her lips trembled against mine as I pressed my length slowly into the taut embrace of her pussy. 
 
    My patience went up in smoke. I pushed her thighs further apart and smoothed her hair back so I could close my teeth around the silky skin of her neck. She shivered and whimpered with pleasure as I accelerated my thrusts. 
 
    I pulled back just enough to stare into her burning eyes while I fucked her. Then I traced my hands over her small dark nipples and sent my hips into overdrive until her moans peaked. 
 
    Heat traced down my spine as her walls started to flutter around me. She clutched my shoulders and wailed, and the whole trailer rocked as she spasmed and squirmed into my thrusts. 
 
    I continued to fuck her with fevered speed until she climaxed for a second time. Then I locked eyes with her and plunged my cock into her quivering depths one last time. 
 
    I groaned and braced myself against the side of the trailer as I exploded inside her. Rose-gold and red-hot sparkles danced through each other, and red-orange rippled through her eyes like waves of magma. She contorted her body to accept every inch of me as I sent cum rushing into her womb. 
 
    “Mmm-mmm…” Indy’s voice was husky from moaning as she tilted her head back and closed her eyes. “I cannot wait to be bearing your children, John.” 
 
    The words made me feel fucking supercharged, and I stared into her stunning eyes for several long moments before I slowly pulled back. 
 
    “That’s what you want?” I asked softly as I traced my knuckles over her cheekbone. 
 
    “Very much,” my princess murmured. “A child that is yours and mine… What could be more fierce, and more beautiful?” 
 
    I had no answer for that, and I pulled both of the women into my arms as I collapsed down into the lounge seat again. 
 
    “You know,” Abbey said thoughtfully. “Maybe we should space this out a little. I mean, imagine all of us being pregnant at once.” 
 
    She froze in place like she’d said too much, and her blue eyes were suddenly shy as she slowly met my gaze. 
 
    “Whatever you want…” I finally managed, “I want the same. But… if you did want that… and if it did happen all at once… I promise you, we’d make it work.” 
 
    Abbey sent me a giddy smile, and a blush shot through her cheeks. 
 
    We remembered to snatch the drinks we had promised before we headed up to the hill where we’d be sleeping that night. 
 
    My other warriors were sprawled out on the mossy ground with the blankets and pillows from my truck. I settled onto the ground next to them, and my heart felt like it was going to fucking explode as I looked around. 
 
    Four of my warrior women had now confessed that they wanted to have my children, and one of them was already on her way to doing so. 
 
    “Hoooly shit,” I breathed softly to myself. 
 
    I glanced down and saw a smile lift the corners of Abbey’s mouth as she cuddled against me. On my other side, a final shower of sparks shot through Indy’s eyes before they fluttered shut, and she rested her head against my shoulder. 
 
    Despite the excitement bouncing around in my chest, it didn’t take long for me to spin down into sleep. I dreamed about tiny, fiery-eyed children wearing toddler-sized leather armor. 
 
    As I woke up and looked around me, I felt like I had entered another dream, and one that was just as good. Everything I had just accomplished and everything that lay ahead of me was fucking amazing beyond my wildest dreams. 
 
    We decided that I would remain at this oasis with my warriors for a few days while the queens, Exalted women, and Transcended Warriors established themselves at the oases like we had discussed. A dragon would carry each group of women to their destination, and the army of Zeratra would split up to ride after them. Once it was clear that everything was well under control, I would head home with my warriors for a few days. 
 
    Kep had plenty of food, water, and toys to occupy him at home, but I knew the little dude was bound to be missing us by now, especially Artemn. What we had accomplished here was fucking exhilarating, and I had enjoyed sleeping in these stunning oases and bathing under mystical waterfalls, but I was also itching to get back to Earth for a good long sleep in our plush and modern master bedroom, plus a steaming hot shower to sweep the dust of the desert world off me. 
 
    We planned to return to the desert world not long after that to ensure things were going alright, and to visit an oasis or two. 
 
    Shortly before the queens left, Natiya approached me. 
 
    “My king,” she said with a deep bow. “I have been thinking about something.” 
 
    “What is it?” I asked with some intrigue. 
 
    Natiya’s red-gold eyes were thoughtful, and she seemed to be pondering the best way to say whatever was on her mind. 
 
    Finally, she shrugged as if she’d decided to just be blunt. 
 
    “I wish to be deposed as queen,” she said. Her voice was formal, but it was firm and steady. 
 
    I stared at her for a long moment, and I was filled with disbelief. “What? Why?” 
 
    Possibilities crowded into my mind, but each one seemed more unlikely than the last. It seemed impossible that these fierce, badass, passionate warrior queens could grow tired of their role. 
 
    “I adore the roles we have agreed on for me and my sisters, your grace,” she said quickly. “In fact, I have never felt more passionate about anything in my life. To enact your rule in this way is the most noble fate I ever could have imagined for myself, and I embrace it with my entire being. What I meant to say is… You are the king. It is only fitting that your own women, who fight at your side and live as your counterparts, should be referred to as the queens... them, and no one else.” 
 
    I absorbed this in silence for a moment, and I realized it did make total sense. 
 
    “My sisters and I have all agreed on this,” Natiya went on. “And if your grace finds it agreeable, we would suggest that our new titles be High Magistrates. We will still have the same authority you granted us to carry out your rule, and the name will be more fitting to our roles. Meanwhile, your own lovely women can take up the titles they alone deserve.” 
 
    Having these nine fierce, loyal warrior queens at my service had been something that awed me from day one. But the fact that they were willingly... no, happily... relinquishing their titles as queens floored me more than anything. 
 
    “Are you sure?” I asked. “I mean, you’ve been queens for…” 
 
    “Quite a long time,” she finished with a smile. “But in this case, something good is giving way to allow for something far greater... a united rule of the desert world under your name, with us working tirelessly to enforce it. I can think of no fate more fitting for me and my sisters.” 
 
    I could only shake my head with amazement, and I gave my new High Magistrate a look of utmost appreciation. “Thank you, Natiya.” 
 
    Natiya bowed again. Then she practically sprang upright with the boundless energy she seemed to possess. 
 
    “Shall I depart with my sisters now?” she asked. “We have prepared and packed, and the dragons are ready. We are excited to ensure that things have settled, and to tell the people that their king and his six lovely queens plan to tour their oases sometime in the future.” 
 
    “Sure thing,” I said with a smile. “Take as long as you need. This is sure as hell a nice place to wait.” 
 
    “Of course, your grace.” She smiled, but then she hesitated for a moment before she went on. “There is something else… But I do not want to waste your time with trifles…” 
 
    “Oh, I think I have time for a good trifle,” I joked, but then I gave her a curious look. “What is it?” 
 
    “I spoke to Imircane some more before she departed,” Natiya explained. “And she mentioned that a few of her kind may have departed to an oasis called Sentyra. It seemed like a wild guess on her part, and I cannot think of any information they might have that she doesn’t, but I thought you might be curious.” 
 
    “I am,” I admitted. “Is that one of the oases you scouted earlier?” 
 
    “One of the first,” Natiya confirmed. “Diari and Ilvi took control of it. It was quite large, though, and they had their hands full with ensuring the safety of all the warriors and the common people, and setting up a new backers’ system besides. Regardless, I do not think it would have occurred to them back then to ask questions about this matter.” 
 
    “Right,” I murmured. “Well… Maybe I’ll head over there with my women to check it out, then.” 
 
    Natiya bowed. “Yes, my king.” 
 
    And with that, my new High Magistrates departed. 
 
    I shared Natiya’s words with my women, and they immediately perked up with interest. 
 
    Meikha especially looked fascinated, and when I suggested that we go check out Sentyra, she leaped with excitement. 
 
    “I guess there’s nothing to stop us from going right now,” I reflected. “It’s a nice cool night, and who knows? These wolf-women might have similar habits to Imircane, with the way she visited the arenas. Maybe we can find them.” 
 
    “And if not,” Rey put in. “I’m sure they’ll be more than happy to turn their quarters over to King John.” 
 
    “And his queens,” I reminded her with a smile. 
 
    My warriors all glowed, and they all sprang to their feet and raced each other to the cab. 
 
    I took the time to look over my map, and then we took off toward the oasis called Sentyra. The drive took us just over an hour, and it took us past four more oases that I had created. 
 
    Between them, I noticed there were small green shoots and buds creeping out of the cracks between the road and the desert sands. Some of them even had tiny, vivid flowers blooming on them. 
 
    I was just about to comment on this when the city came into sight. My warriors all inhaled sharply, and I eased off the gas as I stared ahead in confusion. 
 
    Higher up, I could see the lights of a city. But its lower half was obscured by… 
 
    “This might be one of the weirdest questions I’ve ever asked,” I said slowly. “But is that a wall, or, like, a thousand wolves?” 
 
    My women’s eyes were wide as they shook their heads with uncertainty. 
 
    Far ahead, my truck’s lights were reflecting off what appeared to be thousands of blood-red eyes, which were set into the tufted heads of half as many giant wolves. 
 
    But they were all standing stock-still, and as I roamed my eyes over them, I saw that they were stacked on top of each other. 
 
    Which I decided was highly unlikely. 
 
    Still, I slowed our pace slightly as I directed the truck closer to the wolf wall. 
 
    When we were within fifty feet, I could see that the wolves themselves were made of bronze. Their shapes were molded together in an odd, undulating way, but their faces and giant front paws were all clearly defined. Their eyes were made of giant rubies, and their bared teeth looked like polished ivory. 
 
    On one side, they formed a massive archway that I probably could’ve driven three Spitfires through and had room to spare. 
 
    I directed my truck toward it and looked at what waited for us inside. 
 
    “Whoooa,” Abbey whispered. 
 
    Inside the city, the street was wide and cobbled. It was lined with stucco buildings that towered high overhead, and they were all joined by staircases, terraces, and small, arched bridges. 
 
    But it was what lay beyond them that was jaw-dropping. 
 
    The land opened out into a huge, sprawling town square. Inside it, there were revelers of every kind imaginable: There were elves, orcs, and even dwarves, which I had only seen a few of in the desert world. They mingled freely with what looked like hags, trolls, fairies, and a variety of other fantastical creatures, with the odd human thrown in. 
 
    Regardless of what race they were, they were all wearing red. There were old crones in rose-colored silk shawls, warrior women in blood-red tunics with their backers in deep burgundy velvet. Everyone everywhere was dressed in some shade of red. 
 
    A good portion of them were engaged in something that seemed part war-dance and part conga line. They swayed and staggered and sang, and they all seemed to be orbiting around something in the center of the square. 
 
    Several things, in fact. 
 
    “Are those…?” I breathed. 
 
    “Yes,” Meikha said softly. 
 
    In the center of the town square, there were three tall, looming wolf-women just like Imircane, and her relative Veligula. 
 
    They all had similar purple-black hair, but their giant faces were a little different. One had blue eyes, while another’s irises were a deep violet. The third had one black eye and one brown eye. 
 
    Then those eyes all snapped straight to me. 
 
    I slowed my truck as I neared the edge of the town square. The people hadn’t seemed to hear me over the sounds of their drunken revelry and chanting, but I was closer now. That and the sight of all three wolf-women flowing to their feet made the people whirl around to stare at me with wide, unblinking eyes. 
 
    Maybe I was imagining things, but I could’ve sworn I saw something on their faces that I didn’t often see in the desert world. Not just the usual awe and amazement, but something like recognition. They were staring at my truck like it was something that haunted their dreams. 
 
    “Well,” I said with a dry chuckle. “Now that they know we’re here, we may as well introduce ourselves.” 
 
    My women all nodded, and they shot slightly nervous looks at the three wolf-women before they hopped out of the cab with me. 
 
    But as they prowled around to join me with their ornamental weapons in hand, they didn’t show a trace of fear. They walked like the badass, cutthroat queens they were. 
 
    When we reached the square, the people parted like the Red Sea in front of us. As I passed by, they finally seemed assured that my warriors and I weren’t some type of divine hallucination. They all jumped like they’d just touched a live wire, and then they collectively sank to their knees as we passed. 
 
    Finally, we reached the wolf-women. They were standing next to a cluster of people in long velvet robes who were all dripping with jewels of every color imaginable. 
 
    The people all stared at me with amazement, and when our eyes met, they quickly dropped to their knees. 
 
    The wolf-women were the last to kneel, but they did it with the most expression. They folded their gray-furred knees and slowly lowered their pale foreheads to the ground in front of me. 
 
    Then they raised their heads again, and their eyes were shining. 
 
    “King John,” one of them greeted me. Despite her young appearance, her voice was low and extremely husky, like an old grandmother who had gone hoarse from telling too many tales around the fireplace. “We are honored that you chose to visit us so soon.” 
 
    As one, the three wolf-women reached up to tug their black-chained amulets loose. 
 
    A hushed, shocked murmur ran through the crowd as the wolf-sphinxes transformed into human-looking women. They were garbed in red silk dresses with long, ruby-stranded tassels that swayed around their ankles and wrists. More rubies glinted at their fingers and throats. 
 
    I got the impression that this transformation was a sight that was extremely unexpected, and maybe even unprecedented, to the people around us. Even the council looked shocked, and I wondered if it was unusual for these beings to assume their human form. 
 
    “Now we may kneel properly,” another one of the wolf-women said. 
 
    They all knelt. When I gestured for them to rise, they stepped forward. 
 
    “I am Ekahmay,” the purple-eyed woman said formally. “These are my sisters, Oshona and Utheyen. We are what you might call the guests of honor at this celebration, which is being held in your honor.” 
 
    “Oh?” I asked with slight confusion. 
 
    “We have dreamed long of your arrival,” the blue-eyed Oshona put in. “When the necromancers surrounded the city stronghold, the council took the people inside and barred the doors on our advice. The filthy necromancers laid siege to them, and their hopes grew thin.” 
 
    “We were down to eating rats and leather,” one of the council members put in. “And even the strongest were wavering on the edge of defeat, wondering whether we should open the doors and bend our knees to those vile men… or poison ourselves and be done with it.” 
 
    “But we told the people to wait.” Utheyen looked at me with her mismatched eyes and smiled. “This world, we have sensed, is trying to build itself again. We felt a power... your power... and with it, a great stirring in the land near and far. And when the dark road appeared, we counseled the people of Sentyra to wait. Knowledge and strength would come to us on dark wings, I knew. And it did.” 
 
    “The people have showered us with many gifts for our wise counsel,” Oshona said, and she waved the glittering rings on her fingers. “Including the place of honor at this celebration. But we saved the choicest of gifts for you, the king. They are your right, and your glory.” 
 
    The women’s wise, ancient eyes were full of awe as they looked at me. 
 
    “Thank you,” I said, but then I frowned with confusion as I looked at the wolf-woman named Utheyen. “What did you mean, the world is trying to build itself again?” 
 
    “This is happening in many ways, I believe,” she replied. “On one level, I can sense the life that has been missing from the land for so long. It is still growing even now, trying to knit the land together into one stretch of green and blue.” 
 
    I thought about the grass and flowers I had seen growing by the road. 
 
    “Holy shit,” Abbey breathed. 
 
    “And that is not the only growth,” Ekahmay added. “The people are growing, too. There is more togetherness in this world, I sense, than has ever been seen. It is obvious here... there is a harmony that we have never seen before between the backers, the council, the warriors, and the common people. But I can sense that it is elsewhere, too. And it has been brought by you. The world walker.” 
 
    The three wolf-women all sank to their knees again. 
 
    I barely even had time to start contemplating what all this meant. The council had been waiting respectfully for the three sisters to finish their speech, but now one of them stepped forward, a tall, gray-haired woman. 
 
    “My king,” she said reverently. “We are grateful and honored by your presence. Will you stay and feast with us?” 
 
    I glanced at my women, and they all sent me warm smiles. 
 
    “We’ll stay,” I said with a grin. 
 
    “Wonderful,” the woman sang. She sprang into motion and snapped her fingers at the servants as she ordered them around, and then she turned back to me. “We are still in the process of building your villa, and a new throne room for you, of course. But you are welcome to take our own quarters...” 
 
    “Thanks,” I said quickly. “But we’re actually not staying overnight. We wanted to stop by and pay our respects, but we’ve got business elsewhere.” 
 
    The woman’s face fell slightly, but then she nodded. “Of course, your grace. I know you must have many things to see to. Here…” 
 
    She led me over to the table that the servants were setting up. More were hurrying in with plates and platters full of steaming food and chilled drinks, and I realized these people really hadn’t been kidding about there being a feast. 
 
    I sat down with my queens. Knowing that food in the desert world could be a total wild card, we ate cautiously at first, but it ended up being near the top of the list as far as desert cuisine went. 
 
    As we finished off a round of dragonturtle custard and honeyed wine, people started reeling off with songs and toasts for me and my queens. 
 
    To my surprise, the purple-eyed Ekahmay soon pulled out a golden-stringed harp and got to her feet. 
 
    Her throaty voice was somehow both strong and light as she started to sing. 
 
    He walked between worlds, 
 
    And ended the scourge 
 
    And proved himself 
 
    The king. 
 
    The dragons took wing 
 
    Their stars rising 
 
    And they breathed the wrath 
 
    Of the king (the king!) 
 
    The crowd around us started to shout along with ‘the king!’ as each verse ended. 
 
    The foul men seethed 
 
    Their blades unsheathed 
 
    But they wept, and fell, and died, 
 
    At the hand of the king (the king!) 
 
    Soon the whole square was packed with people who were more riotous than ever, and they cheered my name until their voices were hoarse. 
 
    All in all, it was the best night I’d ever spent with a horde of complete strangers. 
 
    But as we drove away, it was the words of the wolf-women that were etched into my mind. 
 
    Abbey seemed to be feeling the same way. In the passenger seat, I saw her staring at the green plants that were sprouting along the sides of the road. 
 
    Finally she looked at me and then gestured at the empty desert around us. 
 
    “Imagine if all of this was green someday,” she said softly. “Because of you.” 
 
    This had been on my mind too, but my eyes still bulged hearing it out loud. 
 
    “As if it wasn’t enough to be the guiding and uniting force of all the peoples of this world,” Artemn teased. 
 
    I chuckled in response, but more than anything, I felt the deepest sense of completion. 
 
    We were now up to five farseeing wolf-women, who by all signs were the wisest and most ancient sources of knowledge in this world, that had proclaimed me not just a liberator, but also a source of life and the uniter of peoples. 
 
    By the time we got back to the oasis named Miray, my world was spinning all over again. 
 
    The next days in Miray with my six newly titled queens passed like fleeting dreams. Days under shady green trees were broken up by nights beneath starry dragongleam, with swims in cool water and meals seared in dragongleam by my former princess, now queen, mixed in. Natiya and her sisters returned one by one to report that all was well, and we spent some time celebrating with them as well. We even hashed out some plans to set up a regular communication between desert cities with Spectrids once things had fully settled. The small, wyvern-like creatures would be able to rest and shelter at the oases I had created and pass between cities in a matter of days, sometimes up to a few weeks depending on the distance. For now, messages would be carried on dragonback, since the dragons could cover ground more quickly and could bear a human messenger with them. 
 
    The thing that was most surprising to me was that it wasn’t just the dragons and High Magistrates who wanted to stay involved in the situation. 
 
    One day, the giant stone guardians approached me. 
 
    “These last few days have proven that if a single necromancer lives, the threat to Deninde persists,” their leader boomed. “Thanks to you, we have ensured that none remain. But in case any would think to rise and claim their place, I think it would be best for everyone to have one of us guardians stationed at each oasis.” 
 
    “Are you sure?” I asked cautiously. “What about your fallen companion?” 
 
    The giant gargoyle rumbled thoughtfully and nodded. “We have found the final bit of him… With your permission, we would like to bring him home to Deninde, where he can perhaps be revived. After that, we would brief the rest of our number on the situation, assure them that the threat is resolved, and then fly out to the oases in question.” 
 
    “That sounds agreeable to me,” I said, and I inclined my head respectfully to the gargoyle. “I won’t forget your role in all this.” 
 
    “Nor shall we forget your leadership,” the guardian boomed. “Thank you, King John.” 
 
    I returned the stony beings’ collective bow. There was a rush of hot air as they all took wing at once, and I stepped back under the trees to get out of the desert dust they kicked up with their flight. 
 
    Then I stood back with my warriors and watched them fade into the bright blue sky. 
 
    I wrapped my arms around Ellie from behind. She stood with her hands clasped over her belly, and I twined my fingers through hers to rest them there. 
 
    “I guess we’re saying goodbye to this Miray for now,” I said as I nodded my head at the oasis around us. “But it won’t be too long until we’re saying hello to ours, my queen.” 
 
    My blue-haired warrior turned to me with her eyes shining. “I can’t wait.” 
 
    “Oh!” Indy paused us with a hand on my arm. “I almost forgot…” 
 
    She led us toward the center of the oasis and gestured toward something under the shade of the trees. 
 
    At first I thought it was one of the smaller dragons. Then I realized it was a massive caravan that was stuffed full of goods of every kind imaginable. 
 
    “Our lovely High Magistrates chose the choicest goods for you to bring home on this trip,” my princess said with a smile. “Whatever we can’t bring with us, the dragons will keep under guard here until our return.” 
 
    “I can’t think of better guardians for my treasures,” I said with a chuckle. 
 
    Several pairs of dark eyes blinked sleepily down at me, and Civraz let out a soft, low trill. 
 
    Before we said our goodbyes, we focused on shifting as much of the goods as we cared to into my truck.  
 
    There were bronze boxes, wooden chests, wicker baskets, clay vessels, and glass jars full of goods. I cracked open a few of the vessels and saw heaps of jewelry, golden compasses, colorful feathers, and shells. There were also exotic furs, bolts of fine cloths, and silk gloves. 
 
    The caravan also held whole stacks of books and bundles of scrolls, and I carefully shifted as many of them as I could into the trailer with Meikha in mind. 
 
    I also grabbed a pair of fire opal earrings that would be perfect with Indy’s eyes. Then I picked up some manacles made of gleaming white gold, along with a matching collar. Both were set with silvery diamonds that gleamed and winked in the light. 
 
    “Perhaps those are from the ancient times,” Meikha said thoughtfully as she raised her head from one of the scrolls. “When the nobles and royals were taken as captives and ransomed. Only the finest manacles could be used for such prisoners.” 
 
    Whatever they were made for, stashing the manacles and collar in my bag earned me a blush and a smile from Artemn, and I gave my silver-eyed warrior a wink. 
 
    I spotted a ceremonial gold morningstar and lifted it carefully from the wagon. It had a fine but sturdy gold chain with a ruby at the end that was as big as my fist. Five thin bands of gold wrapped around it, and they had golden spikes jutting out of them that looked like sun rays. Rey’s eyes glowed at me as I pressed it into her arms. 
 
    For Abbey, I chose an amulet with an egg-sized sapphire that held tiny golden flecks. 
 
    “Is this for me?” she breathed as she stared at it. 
 
    I held it up to compare it with her eyes and smiled. “It’s a perfect match.” 
 
    Then I gave Ellie a tiny, jeweled dagger with a gold scabbard and a gem-studded leather strap. I thought it was meant to be strapped around someone’s thigh as a garter knife, but I could absolutely see my women fastening it around our baby’s waist for her first photo shoot. My blue-haired warrior smiled from ear to ear as she clutched the little dagger to her chest. 
 
    But out of everything we found, my favorite were the crowns. 
 
    There were almost two dozen of them, and I guessed that Meikha was right in guessing that some of this stuff was from the ancient days of the desert world. 
 
    With so many to pick from, I was able to find the perfect ones for my women. 
 
    Rey’s was a golden tiara set with a rounded, egg-sized ruby in the center. Ellie’s was like a wreath of silver waves with sapphires emphasizing every crest. Indy’s was a golden, fire opal-encrusted circlet that was shaped into small points like dancing flames. Artemn’s was a platinum diadem that perfectly matched the manacles we’d found with its silvery, star-like gems. Meikha’s was a copper, garnet-encrusted crown made up of swirling lines and arcs, with tiny figures on it that looked to be half-bird and half-angel. 
 
    I looked around at my queens who were now draped in fine clothes, jewels, and gems of every kind. 
 
    “Alright,” I sighed with satisfaction. “I think we’re all set.” 
 
    “Not so fast!” Abbey sang. A smile lifted her lips as she held up a golden crown. “It’s time for John to be showered with gifts now.” 
 
    I chuckled and shook my head, but my warriors immediately went into a frenzy finding finery for me to wear with my golden, jewel-encrusted bracers. 
 
    By the time they were done, I was wearing a soft suede jerkin with matching boots, a sand-silk vest, the golden crown, and a ridiculous amount of other desert gems. 
 
    “Aaaaalright,” I snorted as I nudged the crown a little higher on my head. “I think now we’re definitely good to go.” 
 
    My women all gave me matching smiles. “Yes, my king.” 
 
    I drove off into the sunset with my warrior women in the cab and my trailer stuffed full of treasures. My battles were won. I was the king of this whole fucking world. I had just extinguished the biggest threat imaginable to this savage place and connected it in a way that no one had dreamed was even possible. The desert was now studded with pockets of fresh new life where before there had only been death, monsters, and dry, dusty ground. 
 
    Meanwhile, I was heading back home with the most precious new life of all in my blue-haired warrior’s belly. 
 
    A huge smile split my face, and it only widened at my warriors’ next words. 
 
    “On the road agaaaain…”

  

 
   
    Epilogue 
 
    An overwhelming chorus of cheers rained on me and my women as we strode through the desert city named Aeryllis. 
 
    It was the biggest and richest desert oasis that my High Magistrates had secured on my behalf. Under a decade ago, its citizens had been cowering in their houses with necromancers roaming the streets, and mourning the times when their city had thrived. 
 
    Because of me, today they were necromancer free and having nightly arena battles held strictly between the living. Blood, glory, and excitement reigned with the perfect balance of savageness and justice that I never would’ve imagined was possible in this world before I became king. The streets were packed with life and excitement. 
 
    According to Natiya, this was more excited than they’d ever been. When we had first entered, people had scattered in front of the bodyguards that surrounded me and my warriors. The men were bristling with weapons of every kind imaginable, although by all appearances, the most likely threat they were protecting us from was a fucking stampede of excited and adoring people. 
 
    Now that they knew it was me, the people were pressing close again. Faces I had never seen were bunched up with excitement as hundreds of voices chanted my name. Fingers pointed at us from every direction. All around us street dancers gyrated, tumblers pranced and rolled, and jugglers flung jeweled daggers through the air with astonishing speed. Vendors queued up to offer us their finest wares and bizarrest foods, like desert hawk cooked in cheed leaves and spicy spiscettle soup. 
 
    And at my sides, my women had never been more stunning. 
 
    Ellie was glowing in her usual blue porcelain corset and pink shoulder armor that was shaped to look like flowers. Miray walked hand-in-hand with her. Our oldest daughter’s blue hair had been done in the same elaborate braids as her mother’s. When she looked my way, a pair of eyes the same gray color as my own stared back at me. But they were bigger than mine, and they were framed by thick, dark lashes like Ellie’s. Our child shared her mom’s pale, pearly skin, too, along with a set of rounded lips that made her look like she was always in a state of wonder. They curved up into a smile as she glanced at me. 
 
    On Meikha’s shoulders, my tawny-eyed warrior wore her golden plate armor with swirling arcs that evoked the look of the wind. It gleamed along with the matching gorget that was shaped into a falcon’s head with polished amber eyes. Lyneri, our tawny-eyed daughter, was tracing her fingers over its beak as she finally relaxed into her mother’s arms. She had been longing to walk, but sometimes she was swept into the air by her own wind if she was too full of energy, which tended to lend the phrase “bouncing off the walls” a whole new meaning.  
 
    Rey wore a glimmering dress made of fine chainmail that somehow managed to be both skimpy and warlike. The blood-red rubies that swung from its hem echoed the massive red gem that hung from her golden morningstar. Our daughter, Nilua, was now old enough to ensure there weren’t five or six illusions of her running around, so she was allowed to walk at my strawberry-blonde warrior’s side. 
 
    Indy was a picture of regal savagery in her gleaming scale-mail and braided copper hair rings. My stunning Light Bearer had her decorative sword sheathed on one hip, and our daughter clutched against the other. 
 
    Gineya, or Gina, as we called her, had Indy’s red-gold eyes and dark, glossy hair. Her skin was a paler gold than her mother’s, like the color of clover honey. Despite being the youngest, she was already the most headstrong of our children. And despite her tiny size, she looked around with the same proud, imperious expression as her mother. 
 
    Artemn’s chain-skirt clinked together with every step, and the silvery diamonds in her white-gold collar necklace gleamed in the light of the dragongleam that lit the city. She was holding hands with Amiha, whose hair was the same platinum, white-blonde color that made up half of her mother’s hair. Her little wings were completely black, though. She took after her mother in a lot of ways, from her silver eyes to the tiny sparks that flew from her fingertips when she got too excited. But she had her father’s smile and a love for puns that constantly made Artemn roll her eyes and fight off giggles. 
 
    On my left side, Abbey glanced down at our blue-eyed daughter Ileia, who was cuddled into her arms.  
 
    She leaned closer to speak to me. “Should this one be in the scrapbook as ‘Ileia’s first honor guard,’ or ‘Ileia’s first arena visit?’” 
 
    “Definitely both,” I said with a chuckle. 
 
    The honor guard had been something I’d raised with Natiya ahead of time, and she had more than delivered. Our guard had been selected, trained, and well-honed by the High Magistrate herself. She had seen that their training was the best, and I had done the same for their weapons and armor. They wore oiled steel ringmail and carried gleaming steel spears that had never before been seen in the desert world. Other than myself, my women, and now my women’s bodyguards, the only people in the desert world I had provided with Earthly steel were the High Magistrates themselves. 
 
    I had toured the desert oases regularly since I had worked with the queens to eradicate necromancy, and I had to say, this was one of the most beautiful. It had still been half in ruins the first time I’d been here, but now it was thriving. 
 
    At the moment, we had entered the colorful shade of a forest made of wildflowers with blossoms as big as umbrellas that towered high over our heads. Despite its wild beauty, it was as much a part of the city as the rest of the oasis. Wide cobbled streets wound through the giant stems, and polished wooden buildings were strewn across the ground like giant acorns. Residents crowded onto balconies, terraces, and roofs to see us pass, and some even toppled off with screeches as the people became too closely-packed. 
 
    I noticed with approval that our guards raised their spears and shields cautiously when we passed the terraces, and I trusted they were skilled enough not to turn any potentially well-meaning but clumsy people into human shish kebabs. 
 
    Soon we reached the arena we were headed for. The guards hemmed us in closely as we descended the spacious staircase and made our way onto the platform Natiya had built specially for our visits. People screamed, bellowed, and chanted my name as I took my place on the throne with my women around me. 
 
    Next to us, Natiya herself stood back and raised a golden, trumpet-shaped bullhorn to her lips to address the crowd. They immediately fell silent to listen. 
 
    “Citizens of Aeryllis,” she called. The people let out a chorus of cheers and then all hushed each other. “Today we welcome King John, his warrior queens, and their daughters to your fair city!” 
 
    Roars of approval rocked the stadium, and I glanced over at the girls to make sure their earmuffs were in place. They looked snug enough, and Gina was staring around at the crowd with a haughty but mildly interested expression like she’d done this a thousand times before. Miray had visited the desert world on a few occasions, but she still had a hint of her mother’s shyness. 
 
    “As is custom,” Natiya went on, “all fights tonight will earn five times their usual fare. Not only that, but the king’s own warrior queens will grace our arena with their presence!” 
 
    Deafening cheers, shrieks, and whistles pummeled my ears, and Natiya smiled as she raised her hands. 
 
    “With that said…” she finished. “Let the night begin!” 
 
    Dancers poured into the arena to put on a show for me and my warriors. Miray pointed, oohed, and aahed as acrobats flipped, spun, and twirled through the air and waged choreographed battles with wooden swords and gilded shields. Meanwhile, Gina cheered every time a blow was struck. 
 
    Soon the real arena fighters took their place. Like I had commanded, all the fights tonight were to ten-blood. 
 
    By now, my little girls had seen plenty of their mothers and aunties sparring in the arenas I had set up at home. They had seen blood spilled and wounds wrapped with the Life-Savers’ bandages that we kept a stock of, and it all fascinated them. 
 
    Indy gave me an excited look as she transferred Gina to my lap. Then she glanced around to make sure nothing was happening in the arena to draw any ear-splitting roars from the crowd, and she gently removed one of Gina’s earplugs. 
 
    “Remember,” she said solemnly, “this fight isn’t dangerous for mama at all. I may get a tiny scratch or two, but if I do, we shall heal it just like we do at home. You can finally see the Life-Savers, too.” 
 
    Gina nodded, and she sat up tall and straight like she was eager to prove she could handle this. 
 
    Indy ducked behind the curtained area to change with her fellow warriors, and Gina immediately cuddled into my arms. Miray inched closer to me on the seat and leaned her head against my arm. 
 
    When my warriors emerged again, they were wearing the battle-ready leather armor that had been crafted for them by Abbey. It was the latest version of my pink-haired leatherworker’s carbon fiber-reinforced armor, and it was more than capable of repelling strikes from the inferior weapons of the desert world. 
 
    This was Indy’s first time back in the arena in a while. We had been waiting until all our daughters were able to fully understand that nothing was going to happen to their mothers, and my black-haired warrior had been dying with anticipation to get out there again. 
 
    The crowd launched onto their feet as soon as my warriors reappeared, and their names were on everyone’s lips as they prowled down into the arena. 
 
    They faced off against a team of fierce wood nymphs with leaves tattooed intricately up and down their arms. The nymphs fought with wickedly sharp deerhorn blades, but Natiya had told me they were known for always having an extra weapon or five up their sleeves. 
 
    “Begin,” the lead mediator boomed. 
 
    The warriors all whipped into motion. 
 
    Three nymphs decided to close around Rey at once. My strawberry-blonde warrior whirled her morningstar to keep them at a distance. Then she slipped between two, took a slight strike against her arm in passing, but slammed the third with a gleaming red strike that had the whole crowd screeching. 
 
    “One blood for Boll,” the lead mediator boomed. “One blood for King John.” 
 
    Ellie blocked two blows, evaded a third, and brought the fight to three blood in a matter of seconds. When a nymph tried to make her pay for it, she spun aside and clouted her with the blunt side of her weapon. Next to me, Miray hammered her hands together and crowed with triumph. 
 
    On the other side of the arena, one nymph clashed blades with Meikha. Another came racing in, yanked a bone dart from her shirt, and buried it in my wind warrior’s shoulder from behind. 
 
    “Two blood for Boll,” the lead mediator boomed. 
 
    My tawny-eyed warrior hissed with pain as she tugged the dart free. She drew a sharp cry from the nymph in front of her as she lashed out with her rapier and spun away. 
 
    “Four blood for King John.” 
 
    Meikha turned her falcon-like eyes on the dart’s owner and hurled it into the nymph’s bicep. 
 
    Meanwhile, Artemn’s white-hot shield flared to ward off her opponent’s deer-horn blade. My winged warrior spun and abruptly went on the offensive. Her footwork was impeccable as she pressed the nymph across the arena. She moved with as much assurance as if she had choreographed this like the arena dancers, but at the same time, her moves were completely unpredictable. I recognized the touch of my warriors’ well-honed zui quan style in several of her moves. Her opponent snarled in pain as the butt of the spear rapped her on the temple. Then the weapon’s blade sliced across her thigh. Her groan was swallowed up in the crowd’s roar. 
 
    “Five blood for King John.” 
 
    Things sped up to a feverish pace. Crashes and clangs rang out in sharp, staccato bursts as the warriors clashed, spun away, and clashed again. 
 
    The crowd worked themselves into a frenzy as my women pulled every trick in their arsenal. Indy and Ellie pulled one of their pro-wrestling inspired stunts to knock down two opponents at once, and Gina and Miray started doing a war dance with Abbey on the platform. 
 
    Rey delivered a crushing blow with her morningstar that drew whistles and low “ooohs” from the crowd. 
 
    “Six blood for King John.” 
 
    It was like my women could do no wrong. They were the fiercest thing this city had ever seen, and from the way the audience was screaming themselves hoarse, I knew these people would never forget it. 
 
    Artemn rammed a nymph’s lower back with the butt of her spear, spun her weapon, and slashed her opponent’s calf. Then she used the spear shaft like a fucking bat to slam an approaching nymph in the knees. 
 
    “Getttt herrrr!” Amiha hissed with pure glee. 
 
    Ellie slashed the staggering nymph on the arm and spun to meet the blow of another. Then she dropped to one knee and jabbed the point of her stabbing blade into her opponent’s thigh. 
 
    “Eight and nine blood for King John.” 
 
    Nearby, Indy drew shrieks and howls of approval from the crowd by sending a nymph sprawling with her chain-whip. In the blink of an eye she was on her. My princess’ eyes flared blood red with triumph as she delivered the final strike with savage precision. 
 
    “Ten blood for King John!” the lead gargoyle thundered. “Our winners are Induya Fire-Heart, Little Cobra, Artemn Stormstrike, Meikha Swiftrage, and Reyhan the Red Dawn!” 
 
    The crowd howled their approval at a deafening volume, and the dragongleam overhead seemed to shake from the force of their screams. 
 
    After a parade and a new statue unveiling, the evening was a whirlwind of celebrations that were mostly held in the privacy of the throne room. A select few were allowed in to present the king with their finest goods or demonstrate their skills. 
 
    Shocking displays of magic, fire, and water made our little girls shriek with delight. We sampled different desert delicacies while we watched, from seared star steak to racketfruit jelly. Abbey was bold enough to try the scorpion soup, but all of us declined a cup of silk-roach milk. 
 
    “I don’t even want to know what that is or how it’s made,” I said with a chuckle. 
 
    When the night was over, Natiya offered the royal villa to us. 
 
    “All oases have been instructed to keep such quarters prepared for your arrival,” she announced. “If you wish to stay, it is at your full disposal, my king. The little princesses are most welcome here.” 
 
    She smiled slyly and produced six gleaming, child-sized tiaras that matched their mothers’ crowns perfectly. 
 
    Miray shrieked with joy. She quivered in place as Natiya carefully nestled the tiara on top of her blue braids. The High Magistrate waited for Gina to finish tossing her hair with pride before she did the same for her. Natiya placed the rest of the crowns on the girls’ heads with practiced hands, and then she stood back and clapped her hands together. 
 
    “I don’t think we’ll stay,” I decided with a smile. “Next time, probably. But for tonight, we’re headed home.” 
 
    “Very well, my king.” Natiya got to her feet and gave me a deep bow. “The servants should have prepared your caravan by now.” 
 
    I didn’t pretend to be surprised. I just chuckled and allowed her to continue. 
 
    “It is stocked with your warriors’ winnings, of course,” she went on, “and a variety of other gifts and delicacies. You have my word, though, there is no silk-roach milk inside.” 
 
    “You know me too well,” I laughed. 
 
    Natiya escorted us outside with the honor guard, and she chatted with us while the servants loaded the goods into my new trailer. 
 
    It was one of my many latest investments, and I’d had it custom-made. It was the same fiery red-orange shades as Spitfire’s cab, and it had both a windowed resting area and a roomy storage area for any valuables I cared to take home. 
 
    The servants moved slowly and carefully around my truck, like it was a wild animal that might bite them if they startled it. At the same time they stared at its gleaming, glossy metal with open awe, and one of them almost skewered his companion with the dragon-scale spears he was loading inside. 
 
    “Careful, now,” Natiya giggled with her usual childlike excitement. “We don’t want to have to use up the Life-Saver bandages I’ve packed for the king.” 
 
    “Of course,” the servant said hastily. “My king, it was an accident.” 
 
    “Forgiven,” I chuckled. “I think we’ve got plenty to get by, anyway.” 
 
    “Very good,” Natiya said with a leisurely stretch. Then she ran her eyes over my truck with her usual combination of intrigue and resignation. “You remain full of mysteries, my king.” 
 
    “Everyone’s gotta have some mysteries,” I said with a shrug. “You have some of your own. Like how you managed to whip up such an impressive guard for us, for instance.” 
 
    Natiya smiled wryly at my subject-change, but her red-gold eyes brightened at the mention of the guards. 
 
    “I still train with them myself whenever I’m here,” she said proudly. “We drill thrice a day. They’ve been speaking about nothing but your arrival for weeks now. I’m certain they are your most loyal devotees, although you have many, I must admit. Especially after tonight.” 
 
    She cast an admiring look at my warrior women. 
 
    “Well, I appreciate it,” I said as I ushered the girls into the trailer, along with Meikha, Indy, and Artemn. “Along with everything else you do.” 
 
    “I live to serve, my king,” Natiya said with a modest smile. “I hope you will return soon, whether it be to here or Colbiri. Or Mahandra. I have grown to greatly enjoy my stays there. I’ve had a whole district built for you, modeled off the Queensyard district of my homeland. I named it Kingsyard, of course.” 
 
    “Of course.” I grinned. “We’d love to come stay sometime.” 
 
    We finished saying our goodbyes to the High Magistrate, and she embraced my women fiercely. 
 
    Then she knelt to me. 
 
    “We’re past this,” I said firmly as I offered her a hand up. 
 
    She accepted it, but shook her head stoutly. “Never, my king.” 
 
    She stood back with the guards and waved until we were out of sight. 
 
    “Aeryllis was a good time,” I commented. I glanced over at Rey, who sat in the passenger seat, and then back at Abbey, who was lounging with her legs sticking out of the doghouse. “Are you guys sad we’re not staying?” 
 
    “Nope,” Abbey said breezily. “We have plenty of time for that in the future. In the meantime, I’m excited for our upcoming trip.” 
 
    With our newest trailer complete, I had decided to follow the trip to the desert world with a road trip to Florida, followed by a private plane flight to our island in the Bahamas. 
 
    We had vacationed there several times, but this would be our first time staying in the new villa I’d had built. And this would be the first road trip that took us so far south, too. On our past visits to the island, we had flown all the way. 
 
    As usual, I couldn’t fucking wait to go kick back on the island with my women. And by ‘kick back’ I meant snorkeling, diving, sunning ourselves, and waging bloody arena sparring sessions in the privacy of our own arena that I had commissioned recently. 
 
    I was fine living with the fact that there was a whole collection of architects, builders, and landscapers who now viewed me as probably the most eccentric rich dude they’d ever met in their damn lives. Especially considering the fact that I’d had them build the arena at the crest of a hill, with an electric fence around its base that was topped with barbed wire. 
 
    But I didn’t give a fuck. Having the arena built had been worth every damn penny to me, and knowing that none of the people who staffed the donkeys’ quarters could stumble on my warriors’ magic displays was well worth it. 
 
    Plus, I’d quickly learned that billionaires could do whatever the fuck they wanted. 
 
    Abbey chanted praises to the foggy portal with practiced eloquence, and soon we were sailing through its misty heights with the glowing lights around us. 
 
    “Whew!” my pink-haired woman breathed as soon as we landed. “I swear, that gets funner every time.” 
 
    “What was that verse you recited from?” I chuckled. “The Book of the Dead, or the Book of Abbey?” 
 
    “I borrowed a little from the Prose Edda, actually,” she giggled. “And a little something from ‘the Teachings of Ptahhotep.’” 
 
    “Ptahhh-ho-tep,” Rey repeated in a mutter. “A mighty name.” 
 
    The girls were all yawns and sleepy mumbles as we headed into the cabin, and Gina was actually dozing in Indy’s arms. 
 
    “Hush little Gina, don’t say a word,” my black-haired queen chanted softly. “Mama has bought you a donkey herd…” 
 
    “And if that donkey herd don’t bray,” Abbey added under her breath. “Abbey’s gonna make you the best vambrace. Okay, I’m going to do that regardless…” 
 
    “The donkeys shall do whatever Gina wishes,” Indy sniffed. “They are noble creatures. They would never disobey a princess.” 
 
    “What about that one who decided to try and eat your scarf for lunch?” Artemn snickered. 
 
    “I forgave him long ago,” Indy said stoutly. “He was quite hungry, I’m sure. Otherwise he would not have touched such a magnificent scarf.” 
 
    Once the girls were tucked in bed, Ellie and Indy came and joined me in the master bedroom. 
 
    “That went wonderfully,” my blue-haired warrior said with a dainty yawn. “Don’t you think?” 
 
    “Couldn’t have gone better,” I said with a grin. “I’m sure they’re going to be acting the whole fight out tomorrow.” 
 
    Ellie smiled sleepily. “Are we still leaving tomorrow?” 
 
    “As long as you’re up for it.” 
 
    All my warriors nodded vigorously. 
 
    “With that being said…” I stretched and sighed, and I just finished my sentence by falling into bed. 
 
    My women quickly followed. 
 
    Sleep claimed me quickly. 
 
    I woke up first, which was a rare occurrence for me. As I got to my feet, Artemn immediately slipped out of bed and followed. 
 
    I enjoyed a cup of decaf with my winged warrior, and then breakfasted with the rest of my queens and my little girls. 
 
    We decided to get an early start on our trip, and this time Ellie and Miray joined me in the cab. 
 
    Before we got on the highway, we stopped for the obligatory smoothie. Miray annihilated her Tiny Bruiser in the passenger seat while Ellie went to town on her Ginger Zombie from the doghouse. I sipped my Java Barrage more slowly. 
 
    Miray gave my drink a look of mingled curiosity and longing. “When can I have jitter juice, daddy?” 
 
    “Uhhhh.” I shot her a sideways glance and then chuckled. “Ask your mother.” 
 
    “Mommy...” 
 
    “You may have jitter juice when you are twelve,” Ellie allowed. “That’s what the Earth doctors say.” 
 
    Miray scowled adorably, but didn’t say anything. 
 
    I knew at this point that silence only meant she was hatching some sort of plot, so I quickly raised a new topic... one I knew my little girl was just as excited for. 
 
    “Are you ready to surprise Gina and Aunt Indy?” 
 
    “Ooooh!” she squeaked immediately. 
 
    Part of this trip to the island involved surprising Indy and Gina with a donkey foal to add to their collection. 
 
    There were several adults in the herd now, but foals were a little harder to come by. This one had recently been deemed old enough to make the journey, along with its mother, although getting them there had been a bit of a tricky task. 
 
    But I was sure this was going to be more than worth it, because according to both my warrior queen and our black-haired daughter, the only thing better than a donkey was a baby donkey. 
 
    “Auntie will faint!” Miray giggled. 
 
    “Quite the opposite, I think,” Ellie said with a smile. “In fact, I packed your earmuffs for the occasion.” 
 
    “And some for all of us, hopefully,” I teased. “Miray, you didn’t say anything to Gina or Indy, right?” 
 
    “I kept the secret,” Miray said with a proud smile. 
 
    I had never felt more carefree than I did on my journey south with my women and my little girls. 
 
    The trailer was incredibly spacious, but still, there were thirteen of us. When it came to resting at night, I typically opted for the most luxurious hotels I could hunt down. After all, no matter what state, country, or world we were in, my women loved nothing more than a hot bath. 
 
    Since we could more than afford to pay extra at this point, I made it my mission for us to stay at as many Ritz-Carlton locations as possible. In Colorado, I decided having our own private access floor was pretty fucking cool. The floor-to-ceiling windows, marble bathrooms, and oversized tubs were big time favorites for my women. The two fireplaces and six TVs were absolutely the definition of extra, but not quite as much as the piano, which none of us played, or not very well, at least, or having my clothes pressed twice a day. 
 
    In the morning, I decided to FaceTime Nick just for the hell of it. 
 
    “Yoooo,” my friend picked up immediately. His default facial expression lay somewhere between lazy and mischievous, but it took on a rare tinge of awe as his eyes registered my surroundings. “Where the fuuunngicidal, fandangling, fribbling heck are you, bossman?” 
 
    “Amazing save,” I snorted. I had instructed my friend to keep a squeaky-clean mouth on our phone calls lately, and true to character, he was doing it in the most absurd manner imaginable, which had been getting increasingly amusing lately. “I’m at the Ritz.” 
 
    “Holy scaffmaster,” he muttered. “Where you headed?” 
 
    “Florida,” I said nonchalantly. “And then the Bahamas, sort of.” 
 
    “Sounds like a good time,” my friend said appreciatively. “How’s the fam?” 
 
    Nick had long since accepted the fact that I had six stunning lovers in my life. By now, his former disbelief had been replaced with glee at the chance to surprise and awe my daughters whenever they came to visit. I had never seen his clever mischief put to such wholesome uses before, and it made my damn day every time. He had even managed to hold off on teaching them anything about the art of troublemaking. 
 
    Yet. 
 
    I chatted with Nick for a while about how things were going with his shops. Saying that business had been booming would be an understatement, although my wily friend had always done an amazing job of dispersing the sales of jewels as far as timing and methods went. He had a whole collection of pawnshops at this point. 
 
    The more upscale Portland location had become by far the most bizarre and adored place in the region with its gold-plated prosthetics, gem-studded hats, bedazzled dentures, and fine jewelry. People seemed to have decided it was the perfect combination of fascinating and upscale, and even the snootiest of rich Portlanders showed up to turn out their pockets despite the oddness of the neighboring store. That one was also owned by Nick, and it sold all the items that had been deemed a little too eyebrow-raising for the upscale store. These mostly consisted of artifacts I had brought back from the desert world, and it was frequented by cosplayers and collectors alike. 
 
    We decided to go to the local zoo that day. My little girls delighted in swimming elephants, swinging orangutans, and roaring lions. There was a museum right next to it. The girls were all fascinated by the dinosaurs, fossils, Egyptian mummies, and ancient artifacts, although it didn’t truly compete with some of the shit they’d already seen in the desert world. I chuckled as I imagined delivering something like a fossilized gorsican to these people and seeing their reaction. 
 
    The next day we resumed our road trip, and by the end of the week, we had meandered down to Florida. 
 
    I immediately decided the peninsula was a little too sweaty and chaotic for my taste, but by the time we were boarding a chartered seaplane to head to our own private island, I had forgotten all about it. 
 
    Mostly because I was giddy as I realized this was officially the last time I’d ever be chartering a plane. 
 
    My own selection of private air transportation was already in the works, complete with two different jets and a seaplane for my varying needs. 
 
    Did I mention being a billionaire was fucking awesome? 
 
    My warrior women put on a brave show as we stepped from the dock onto the plane, but as soon as the girls were plastered to the windows, I saw my warriors exchange a slightly nervous look. Flying over the ocean was something they still hadn’t entirely warmed up to. 
 
    But considering they had grown up in the oceanless, planeless desert world, I couldn’t quite say I blamed them. 
 
    Once we were soaring smoothly through the air they began to relax, and they looked at the azure waters opening up below us with their usual expressions of wonder. 
 
    My fierce warriors still paled when we started descending toward that water, though, and I honestly may have had the tiniest “oh, shit” moment myself as we neared its serene surface. But the pilots sent us skimming down onto the water with ease. My warriors’ smiles returned as the plane bobbed and swayed toward the dock. Their faces were full of exhilaration as we got off the plane. 
 
    Despite the fact that I had frequently visited another world full of desert monsters, magic, necromancers, and all sorts of other crazy shit, walking into our new island home felt surreal. 
 
    Inside, tall cathedral-style ceilings opened up above us. The mantel was made from mother of pearl, and the rugs were Indian silk. 
 
    Because, as per my new motto, everyone deserved to be a little extra sometimes, even me. 
 
    Hell, especially me. I was the fucking king of the desert world. 
 
    We passed into a massive, high-ceilinged room with a private bar, marble top table, lounge area, and floor-to-ceiling windows, complete with sliding doors that led out to the patio. Outside, there was an oversized infinity pool, and it sat side by side with a hot tub where we could soak under the stars and gaze at the ocean that was just a stone’s throw away, right off our own white sand beach. 
 
    “I still cannot believe this is mine,” I breathed. 
 
    There had been a time when I was leasing Spitfire and clinging to the simple hope of making the old dreamboat my own. 
 
    Now, she was a stunning, custom-done masterpiece that I could drive across the country with my women at will. And the truck was only one of the many incredible things I had to my name. 
 
    I now had three luxury cars, two cabins, and a private island to my name. I had hundreds of billions of dollars sitting in my bank account. I had six stunning women, six amazing children, and more to come. 
 
    And despite my circumstances having improved beyond my wildest dreams, I felt proud that I was still me. I treated my women like the glorious, badass, unstoppable warriors they were and continued to provide them with the best weapons, training, and equipment in existence, all while raising what I was sure were the fiercest youngsters either world would ever see. 
 
    But I still had the magical desert world where I was a king of all the oases waiting for me to visit any time I chose. 
 
    I was the maker of the new oases that now studded the desert like lush green stars, and the creator of the roads that connected one arena city to another. 
 
    If this wasn’t having it all, then nothing was. 
 
      
 
    The End 
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    Want to find other authors like me? 
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