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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. 
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 Chapter One 
 
    The early light of dawn shone through the floor-to-ceiling windows, and the warm sunbeams made their way directly to my face. I blinked back sleep as I peered around the lavish bedchamber appointed to me by the King of Sorreyal, and I took in the flowing velvet curtains framing the windows, the four-poster bed, and the mahogany end tables to either side. Then my wandering gaze landed on the olive-skinned beauty in bed beside me. 
 
    The red silk sheets accentuated the hues of her tan skin, and her long dark hair splayed across the pillow like water pouring over a fall. The curve of her hips dipped into the valley of her waist, and her bare shoulders moved ever so slightly with each breath she took. 
 
    Akina was a warrior mage from the Kotar Desert, and she’d been accompanying me ever since I brought peace to the southern lands where she grew up. Her ability to summon a powerful fiery blade made her a force to be reckoned with on the battleground, but I’d discovered a much softer, more alluring side to the desert dweller after I’d removed her from her homeland. 
 
    While we’d been visiting the golden-walled palace of Vallenwood, the capital city of Sorreyal, Akina had the opportunity to try her hand as a baker, and the harsh stoicism of her people faded away as bright happy smiles took over. The amazing warrior woman had been able to accomplish all that on top of achieving our other goals, and she’d helped me have one of my most successful days as the God of Time. 
 
    I wanted to be able to relive this feeling, so I made a new save point, and I had to admit, I’d long been enjoying the benefits of being able to return to a certain moment in time with a wave of will power. 
 
    I snuggled up against her back, and I wrapped my arms around her to pull her closer to me, but my mind wandered over all that had transpired recently. Ever since I’d been summoned to this medieval fantasy world, I’d grown my power exponentially, and now I had the whole world in the palm of my hand. From turning Bastianville into a thriving metropolis to uniting the warring tribes of the Kotar Desert, I’d been a busy man, but I had a feeling the best was yet to come. 
 
    My lips grazed over the skin of Akina’s shoulders, and she shivered slightly in her sleep. It seemed like we’d met a lifetime ago, but that might be due in part to my ability to reset time and redo things as many times as I wanted. As the God of Time, I’d managed to tweak history until it matched my goals, and I made sure my family and I always came out on top. 
 
    “Bash?” Akina asked in a sleepy voice as I nuzzled my nose against her neck. “Is it morning already?” 
 
    “Very much so,” I chuckled. “But we don’t have anywhere to be just yet. We can stay in bed as long as you like.” 
 
    “Well, in that case.” Akina giggled as she pressed her naked ass into my groin. “We shouldn’t waste it.” 
 
    “Oh, I was savoring every moment.” I pressed a kiss against her shoulder as I rubbed my hand up and down her side, but I was distracted by the soft textures of her flesh. 
 
    Despite growing up in one of the harshest environments in the world, Akina still managed to be a perfect example of feminine softness. She was a fearless warrior woman in the streets, but my soft-kissing lover in the sheets. She was perfect. 
 
    Akina let out a quiet gasp as my hand wandered lower and lower, and I could feel the muscles in her hips tense against me. I pressed my already stiffening member into the curves of her ass, and the warrior woman reached her hand back to hold mine close to her. 
 
    “Do you think the other ladies will mind?” Akina asked in a hesitant tone. “I don’t want to hog you all to myself.” 
 
    “I don’t think Caelia or Zenda mind,” I murmured. “They’re just happy to have you as a part of our family.” 
 
    As we spoke, Caelia and Zenda were probably taking advantage of some of the palace’s other amenities like the library and gardens, but I was sure they would be happy that Akina and I had some time to ourselves. My other women had practically demanded I seduce the reserved desert dweller, and they’d welcomed her with open arms from the first time they’d met her. 
 
    My other wives, Mahini, Elisa, and Evangeline, were all back in my homebase, Bastianville, and the three women had their hands full taking care of our growing family. My infant daughter, Sorena, was a firecracker that required twenty-four-seven supervision, Mahini’s rapidly progressing pregnancy made it difficult for her to travel, and while Eva’s fertile womb hadn’t grown to the size of the desert beauty’s, the duke’s daughter decided to remain behind to help them. 
 
    “So,” I said as I planted soft kisses on her shoulders and the back of her neck. “What shall we do to occupy ourselves?” 
 
    “I have an idea,” Akina purred, and she rolled over to face me. 
 
    Our faces were inches apart, and I stared deeply into Akina’s metallic-hued eyes before I claimed her lips with my own. Our kiss was soft, loving, and lingering, but it stirred a fire in my loins nonetheless. I pulled her against me until her breasts were pressed against my chest, and she threw a leg over my hips. The warmth of her crevice washed over my hard cock, and I stifled a groan of desire. 
 
    “You’re so fucking sexy,” I breathed between kisses. “You fit me like a missing puzzle piece.” 
 
    “It feels like I’ve been waiting for you my entire life,” Akina whispered, and she raked her elegant fingers through my messy brown hair. “The moment you showed up, I felt complete.” 
 
    “We have the rest of our lives to enjoy it, too.” I grinned. “But I’m really enjoying your presence right now.” 
 
    Akina moved her hips in a tantalizing manner, and my cock throbbed as it pressed against her soft mound. Her wetness coated my tip, and I ground myself against her for a few moments to prolong the sensation for as long as possible. 
 
    I took the meat of Akina’s hips in hand with a firm grasp, and I guided her motions against my crotch. Our breathing rate increased, and she arched her back with a lustful sigh. The former desert dweller was absolutely irresistible, but I was determined to enjoy every tempting second of it. Knowing I got to spend the rest of our lives together only encouraged my desire even more, so I slowly lifted her leg to give me better access to her warm, moist goodness. 
 
    My throbbing tip lurched against her wetness, and Akina wiggled around until it was rubbing against her opening. I could feel the sensation of her lower lips spreading open for me, and I inhaled sharply as I adjusted the angle of my hips ever so slightly. 
 
    Akina had her hands on my head as I buried my nose in her hair, and she arched her back as I trailed my fingers down her torso. She gasped when my digits slipped over her hardened nipples, and I longed to have them in my mouth. 
 
    “Take me,” she murmured in a husky voice. “Take me now.” 
 
    “My pleasure,” I whispered in her ear, and then I thrust my hard cock inside her tight little pussy in one fluid movement. 
 
    “Oh, Bash!” Akina cried out in a breathy voice. 
 
    “Fuck, you feel good,” I growled as I slid in and out of her. 
 
    I gripped Akina’s thigh firmly, but I could feel the muscles in her legs beginning to shake, and I realized she was already on the verge of an orgasm. Just having my dick inside her had brought her to the edge, but I was determined to throw her off it into the canyons of pleasure, so I repositioned my hand until my fingers could reach her slit. 
 
    With my breathing getting heavier and sweat dappling my forehead, I rubbed the pad of my middle finger against Akina’s node of pleasure. I could feel the heat radiating from her, and I struggled to maintain a grip on her slippery skin. 
 
    “Yes! Yes!” Akina panted. “Right there!” 
 
    I continued to simultaneously fuck and finger her, and I increased the pace of my movements until the sounds of wet slapping filled the air. Then Akina’s entire body stiffened, and even her toes curled inward as the orgasm hit her like a crate of TNT. I ground myself deep inside her, and I could feel the walls of her tunnel tightening around me.  
 
    “Fuuuck,” I groaned, and I struggled to hold onto my self-control. 
 
    When the desert beauty’s orgasm finally subsided, all of her muscles relaxed, and she let out a sigh of delight. I slowed my pace, but I wiggled a little lower so I could bury myself to the hilt in her warm tunnel. 
 
    I pulled Akina closer to me, and I peppered her shoulder, neck, and cheeks with soft kisses. She wiggled her entire body against mine like mating snakes in the sand, and I felt closer to her than ever before. 
 
    We were one. 
 
    “I want to give you the pleasure you give me,” Akina said in a soft voice. “How can I do that for you?” 
 
    “Oh, trust me, you do,” I chuckled. “In fact, it’s sometimes hard to hold myself back from exploding after just a few minutes because you’re so fucking sexy.” 
 
    “You have the stamina of a god,” Akina noted, and I could see the corners of her lips twist into a smile. 
 
    Then Akina rolled over and pushed me onto my back, and I held my breath in awe of her beauty as she climbed on top of me. Her dark hair fell across her shoulders in waves, and her metallic-hued eyes were heavy lidded and full of lust. The desert beauty lowered herself onto my cock, and her lips parted as a silent gasp escaped her. 
 
    Once I was fully sheathed inside her, I felt her shiver with delight, but then she started to rock back and forth to work me even deeper in her tight pussy. I could feel the wall of her cervix, and the unique texture rubbed against my mushroom cap. 
 
    “Fuck,” I moaned, and I grabbed her hips to guide her movements. 
 
    Akina followed my lead, and she began to twist her hips in concentric circles. Her toned abdomen glistened with sweat, and the muscles rippled as she danced on my cock. The desert dweller seemed unfazed by the heat and sweat, but her perky breasts heaved as her breathing grew rapid. 
 
    “Bash!” Akina gasped. “It’s happening again!” 
 
    “Let go,” I urged. “Enjoy it.” 
 
    I thrust my hips upward until I was slamming into her at a rapid pace, and her perfect tits bounced with each movement. 
 
    “Oh! Oh! Oh!” Akina’s mouth hung open, and guttural sounds escaped her throat with each bounce. Her eyes were unfocused, and I could tell she was right on the edge of another glorious orgasm. 
 
    I knew exactly what to do to get her there, too. 
 
    I rose up until I could wrap both of my hands in her thick dark curls, and I held her firmly as I claimed her mouth with my own. My tongue rolled around hers like a Kraken breaking a ship, and I could feel the vibrations of her moans as I swallowed them down. 
 
    With her head held firmly against me, I pressed her down even harder onto my stiff cock, and she began to shake more and more with each thrust. I didn’t relent in my constant attack on her pussy, and she surrendered to my control like a limp rag doll. Her head flung backward, and I licked and nibbled on her exposed neck as I cradled her gently in my arms. She tasted of salt and seduction, and I couldn’t get enough of her. 
 
    Then I picked Akina up and twisted around in one motion until she laid on her back with her hair splayed out over the pillows, but I didn’t let my cock slide out of her in the process, so I dug in deep as she landed. Akina groaned and spread her legs even wider, and I leaned back to hold onto her feet while I thrust in and out of her. 
 
    “Bash!” Akina moaning my name was one of the best sounds I’d ever heard. “Give me a baby? Please?” 
 
    “What?” I blinked sweat out of my eyes as I tried to process her words. “You want to get pregnant?” 
 
    “I want to give you a child.” Akina nodded, but there was an intensity in her gaze that pulled me in. “I want to carry the child of a god.” 
 
    “Oh, fuck,” I growled as a shiver ran up my spine. “That’s hot.” 
 
    I was slamming into the slippery tunnel between her legs with more and more force, but I continued to hold her legs out by her feet to give me perfect access. The bouncing of her breasts drew my attention, and I leaned forward to flick my tongue across a hardened bud.  
 
    Akina arched her back, and her hands wrapped around my head to hold my mouth against her nipple, so I sucked it between my lips before I twisted and twirled my tongue against the tip. The texture of her areola intrigued me, and I suckled until I could hear her breathing rate increase. 
 
    “Yes!” Akina groaned and stiffened. “Don’t stop!” 
 
    I pumped in and out of her while I continued to lick and suck on her breasts, and our skin started to stick together as the sweat turned into a glue, but there was no place I’d rather be stuck. 
 
    “Do you like that?” I asked as I ground my hips in a circular motion with my tip buried deep inside her. “Are you going to cum for me again?” 
 
    “I-I-I don’t know if I can…” Akina whimpered. “It’s just constant waves of pleasure now.” 
 
    “You can do it,” I said in an encouraging tone. 
 
    I leaned back until I could reach her slippery lower lips, and I pressed the pad of my thumb against her clit while I continued to slide in and out of her tight tunnel. The sight of her opening spreading around my girth sent another shiver of delight up my spine, and I could feel my need for release building to an unbearable level. 
 
    “Yes, yes, yes.” Akina’s leg muscles began to twitch, and her toes curled inward once more.  
 
    I plunged my cock as deep as it would go, paused, and then I did it all over again. 
 
    “Oh, shit,” I gasped as I felt myself unravel. “I’m cumming!” 
 
    Akina wrapped her legs around me and pulled me closer against her, and I could feel her ankles twitching against my lower back as the sensations washed over her. I released my tenuous grasp on my self-control, and I let the torrent of my seed explode out of me. My hips jerked as a few more spurts erupted, but the desert beauty did not let go of me, so I collapsed and buried my face in her neck. 
 
    “Wow,” she breathed as she ran delicate fingers through my hair. “Just… Wow!” 
 
    “You’re welcome,” I chuckled. “I hope I gave you what you wanted.” 
 
    “The beginning of our child could already be growing!” Akina’s tone was excited, and it made my heart skip a beat to hear how eager she was to carry my child. 
 
    I rolled to the side so I wouldn’t crush her beneath my weight, but Akina merely snuggled even closer against me. Her gaze was full of love and adoration as she looked up at me, and I couldn’t resist giving her a soft, slow kiss. I was tempted to reset to my save point to enjoy the experience all over again, but I still had plenty of time to do that, and the current moment was more than pleasurable. We’d already made love several times the night before, and it was nice to lay in each other’s arms as we contemplated the possibility of a new life being made. 
 
    The previous night had been a lovely evening spent wining and dining with the nobles who resided in Vallenwood’s palace, and while the event was to celebrate my victory, I knew there was still a lot of work to be done in the capital city. I’d managed to get a good look at the state of the streets during the parade through town, and I had several ideas for how to improve the quality of living within the golden walls. 
 
    I just needed to get King Frederick to listen to me. 
 
    The king of Sorreyal had been coming to me with his problems ever since the fire-breathing nightmare called Smiguel had arrived in the realm, and I’d saved his ass more times than I could count, so I was determined to take a different approach. I didn’t want him to rely on me for everything when he was responsible for the entire kingdom, but I wasn’t going to leave him high and dry, either. 
 
    I needed to find a compromise. 
 
    Akina and I drifted in and out of sleep for a few hours, but then my growling stomach demanded we wake up once and for all. I rang a bell string on the wall, and I headed into the bathroom to rinse off the smell of sex and sweat. My lover giggled as she raced past me, and her naked ass jiggling in front of me only made me slow down so I could enjoy the view. 
 
    A short while later, we were lounging in silk robes while we picked over the breakfast spread a servant had brought to the room, and we were flirting and teasing each other in between bites. Once my stomach was satisfied, I weighed out my options for the rest of the day. The day before had been a busy one for the king, but there was no time like the present when it came to resolving the issues facing the capital city. 
 
    I’d have to meet with him to discuss plans for the future. 
 
    After Akina and I had our fill of breakfast, we went off in search of our companions, Caelia and Zenda. As predicted, the Zaborian historian had her nose in a book about the different territories of Sorreyal, and she didn’t hear us approach until we were right in front of her. My torso blocked her light, and she poked her head up when the shadow fell across the page in front of her. A bright smile lit up her face as soon as she realized it was me, and she put the book to the side and stood up. 
 
    The blue-skinned scholar wrapped her wrists around the back of my head, and she draped her body against me as our lips met. My hands instinctively cradled her lower back, and I could feel her heart racing against my chest.  
 
    “Well, hello,” I chuckled when our lips parted. “Enjoying the peace and quiet?” 
 
    “I was wondering when you’d emerge from bed,” Zenda said with a mischievous twinkle in her eyes. “Caelia and I placed bets. Apparently, she won, because it isn’t sundown yet.” 
 
    “Where is Caelia, by the way?” I asked as I looked from side to side just in case she was somewhere in the library. 
 
    “I believe she went to the market,” Zenda said. “I don’t remember because I was already reading at that point, but I’m pretty sure that’s what she said.” 
 
    “Well, Caels is a big girl,” I said. “I’m sure she’s stocking up on exotic goods from traveling vendors before we go back to Bastianville.” 
 
    “Speaking of,” Zenda said, and she turned to rifle through a pile of books. “We need to update the volumes regarding territories since you claimed a portion of the map around Bastianville for yourself. According to my research, it is the fastest growing town since the founding of Vallenwood.” 
 
    “I’m sure the king has scribes and researchers who keep track of all that,” I said. “We can ask him about it and see if he will let you join them.” 
 
    “Good idea.” Zenda grinned. “I also have some ideas for Vallenwood I think he should hear. There are systems in place in the Zaborial Isles to handle refuse, and I think there’s an aqueduct south of the capital.” 
 
    “What does that mean?” I frowned. “Are we going to sink?” 
 
    “No.” Zenda laughed. “But it would be a better water source if we can figure out how to access it.” 
 
    The Zaborian historian gathered an armful of books and hugged them against her chest like a security blanket, and she flashed me a hopeful smile. She always amazed me with her intelligence and shrewd observational skills, and she continued to be an essential asset on my side. 
 
    “You’re brilliant,” I breathed. “We will take the idea to the king and see what he says.” 
 
    It was late in the afternoon when Caelia returned to the palace, and she clutched several baskets heaping with new purchases. I helped her carry everything to her room, and I assured her we’d be able to bring the items back to Bastianville. I had the fast travel amulet, so all it took was a quick blip, and everything I touched would return to my homebase where the other half of the amulet waited. 
 
    “I think I’m going to suggest some big changes around here,” I said to the dark-skinned shopkeeper as we headed back to the common area. “Vallenwood may be the largest and most populated city in Sorreyal, but it has some serious issues that need to be addressed.” 
 
    “I did make some observations while in the marketplace,” Caelia agreed. “Vallenwood was once a glorious epicenter of trade, but there are far less vendors here than there were when you first brought me.” 
 
    “Do you think Bastianville is to blame for that?” I asked, and we stepped into the common room to join Zenda and Akina on the couches. “We’ve been attracting a lot of merchants and traveling vendors, but I never intended for it to be harmful to Vallenwood’s economy.” 
 
    “No, absolutely not,” Zenda immediately interjected. “Bastianville is hard to access from other realms unless you go through Vallenwood. A thriving town within the kingdom only adds to the allure of the capital. You make the whole realm look better.” 
 
    We continued to discuss the situation in Vallenwood, but all three women made really good points. Zenda suggested more ideas, like a school available to every child in the city, and Caelia shared all her observations from the market. There were whole sections of the city the merchants avoided because of the rampant filth and rodents present, so it seemed like we had our work cut out for us. 
 
    Nothing the God of Winning couldn’t handle. 
 
    It was almost dinner time when I felt ready to take my thoughts to the king, so I sent a servant across the palace to request an audience. I wasn’t surprised when the young man in the red and gold livery of Vallenwood returned with an affirmative response, and I followed him back through the corridors to the king’s chambers. 
 
    King Frederick sat in front of a small round table, and a handful of servants stood behind him awaiting any cue. He gestured with a greasy turkey leg to a chair on the opposite side from him, and I quickly sank into it.  
 
    “Do you want some food?” the king asked, but before I could answer, he turned to beckon one of the servants forward. “Give Sir Sebastian a plate with everything on it. Oh, and a glass of wine. Thank you.” 
 
    “That’s really unnecessary, but thank you.” I pressed my lips into a thin white line. “I’m actually here for another reason. We have business to discuss.” 
 
    “There are few joys in life greater than the enjoyment of food,” King Fred said like he didn’t hear me. “It’s my favorite part of being king, but the nice bed doesn’t hurt, either.” 
 
    “I’m glad you’re enjoying it,” I said. “But this is important. Things need to change, or the situation in Vallenwood will never improve.” 
 
    “What do you suggest?” King Fred sighed, and his shoulders slumped. “I’ve tried everything.” 
 
    “That’s not true,” I countered. “I have some ideas.” 
 
    A silver platter filled with a variety of food was placed in front of me, and another servant placed a glass of wine on my other side. I was distracted for a moment, but I couldn’t help savoring the delicious aromas emanating from the plate. There was a turkey leg, roast beef, slices of honeyed ham, potatoes, mixed greens, and rice. A couple of buttered hot rolls teetered on the edge of the silver platter, but I quickly rescued them and redirected them to my face. 
 
    The king and I discussed all my suggestions while we both finished our meals, and my stomach was more than satisfied when we finally reached an agreement. The king would enact a city-wide cleanup initiative, create a unified schooling system, and fund research into accessing the aqueduct. He debated for longer than I expected when I brought up the idea of releasing nonviolent criminals, but I was determined to show the residents of Vallenwood that they deserved a second chance. 
 
    “Alright, it’s settled,” King Fred said as he steepled his fingers below his chin. “We will make an announcement together very soon, but I want you to guarantee that you’ll continue to assist me in these matters.” 
 
    “Look, it’s your kingdom, your city.” I shrugged. “I don’t want you to fail because that would affect the entire realm, but I also have other responsibilities to focus on. I have a growing family, an army, and a town of my own to run. I can’t promise I’ll stick around forever, but I’m not going to let you drown.” 
 
    “Well, I appreciate that at the very least.” The king sounded disappointed, but I wasn’t going to lie to him just because it was what he wanted to hear. 
 
    He might be a king, but I was a god. 
 
    King Fred called in a scribe, and he dictated instructions on gathering an audience for the announcements. I reiterated many times how it would be most beneficial to take the message directly to the heart of the city, and the king finally relented. A stage would be erected in the market square, and the heralds would spread word of the impending announcement. 
 
    I was eager to move forward with our plans, so I woke up bright and early the day the announcement was to be made. The ladies were all still asleep, but I would update them on how the announcements were received when I returned, and in the meantime, they could get some beauty rest.  
 
    Not that any of them needed it.  
 
    I met up with King Frederick in the foyer of the palace, and we both walked out to the courtyard together. An open-air carriage carried us to the heart of the city, and a sizable crowd had already gathered around the newly built stage. 
 
    King Fred led the way to the center of the wooden platform, and a circle of guards separated him from the crowd. I joined the king and waved to the people in a friendly manner, but the only response was tense whispers. The skepticism on their faces was plain to see, but I knew I could make them feel more hopeful. 
 
    The God of Time was here to switch it up. 
 
    I was a god of the people, and their happiness was paramount to achieving my goals for world domination. With the populace on my side, those other two gods didn’t stand a chance against me, but I shook off my thoughts of my enemies and refocused on the moment at hand. 
 
    The king’s body language was tense and nervous, so I gave him an encouraging smile before we both turned to face the crowd. King Fred lifted his arms to signal for silence, and a hush fell over the gathered masses. 
 
    “Vallenwood is suffering,” King Frederick said in a loud voice. “You are suffering. Things need to change, and the Archduke here has stepped forward to take charge of the situation. We will be enacting some new laws, and relaxing some others.” 
 
    The king began to explain our plan to clean up the city. There were approving nods and claps when he explained about releasing the nonviolent criminals and giving them a second chance, but the booing started as soon as the curfew and alcohol limits were announced. The taunts and jeers were drowning out the king’s voice, and he flashed me a helpless look. 
 
    Shit. 
 
    “Alright, alright!” I shouted as I gestured for silence, and I stepped slightly in front of the king. “This is for the best for everyone. We all want a safer Sorreyal.” 
 
    “Why now?” someone called out. “Why not last year before my father starved to death?” 
 
    “Yeah!” a bunch of people shouted in agreement.  
 
    The voices continued to shout and join together until the crowd emitted a buzzing vibration. The king shrugged and began to leave the platform, but the second he stepped away, the front of the crowd rushed toward the protective circle of guards. 
 
    I caught several things being thrown in my peripheral vision, and a couple vegetables whacked guards in the helmet and face. Things were getting out of control, and it didn’t seem like the city guard would be able to hold them all back for long. The armored soldiers joined their shields together to form a wall, but the people moved in a wave against the barrier in search of weak spots. 
 
    I had to protect the king. 
 
    When I turned around to find King Fred, his personal retinue of guards were surrounded on all sides, and the crowd was pushing them further and further away from the stage. I could barely see the king through the press of bodies between us, but the sunlight glinted off the crown perched atop his head. 
 
    “Fred!” I shouted as I jumped into action. 
 
    I had to get him back to the palace before the angry residents of Vallenwood killed him, but it seemed like that was exactly their intention. I dove into the mass of bodies, and I struggled to maintain my footing as they flowed around me. A few people spotted me and moved to intercept my movement toward the king, but I didn’t hesitate. 
 
    I sucker-punched a large guy in the face, and his head snapped to the side. More people rushed forward to grab at my arms and legs, and I was almost caught up in the wave of the crowd. I had to reach the king, so I shoved back the people holding onto me, and I went on the offensive. This riot was far beyond the abilities of the guard, and I knew our only choice was to retreat back to the palace, but it didn’t seem like I would be getting much help from the soldiers. 
 
    I continued to kick, shove, and punch my way through the crowd, but I could see the king every so often through the ocean of bodies. There was a moment when we made eye contact and time seemed to freeze, but he was swept away from me an instant later. 
 
    “Let me go!” I shouted as I kicked backward to push someone off me.  
 
    I was starting to make some progress through the crowd, but it seemed like the closer I got to the king’s location, the more dense the press of bodies became. The ringing of shouts and roars filled my ears, and the stench of the streets was overpowering, but I blocked out everything except the image of the king in his circle of guards. 
 
    With a stomp of my foot, I activated the fleetness ability of my griffon feather dragonscale boots, and I zoomed past the people standing in my way. Several rioters were knocked off their feet like bowling pins, and I was standing beside the king a moment later. The guards quickly swallowed me inside their protective circle, but we were still far from safety. 
 
    “I have to get you out of here,” I said in a voice loud enough for the king to hear me above the din of the crowd. “They’re after blood.” 
 
    “How do you propose doing that, exactly?” King Fred was jostled as his guards were rammed by peasants on the other side of their shields. “We’re surrounded!” 
 
    “Climb on my back,” I instructed as I turned to kneel in front of him. “I’ll get us both out of here.” 
 
    The king grumbled something about being humiliated, but in the end he chose a chance at escape over his dignity, and he clambered onto my back. The ruler of Sorreyal was lighter than I expected, and it only took me a moment to position him securely. Then I stomped my foot again, and I zipped through the circle of guards at top speed. The armored guards jumped out of the way at the last minute, but they ended up knocking over several of the rioters in the process, so we were given an opening to run through. 
 
    I didn’t slow down as we shoved through the crowd, but my speed allowed me to dart between people like they were moving in slow motion. I could see the empty street beyond the horde, and a moment later, we burst out of the gathered masses. King Fred gasped in a few breaths, but then he tapped me on the shoulder. 
 
    “They’re coming after us!” The king clung to my back, but I could feel the tension in his body. 
 
    I glanced over my shoulder to see a handful of people following us, but they would be eating my dust before they realized where we’d gone. I stomped my foot for the third time, and the streets of Vallenwood flashed by my peripheral vision, but I made a mental note to check the stats on my boots when I got the chance. Then I headed straight to the palace, and I didn’t stop until we entered the courtyard. 
 
    Once the king was on his feet again, I bent over and supported myself on my knees as I caught my breath. My cheeks felt windburned from the dash through the city, but the king was safe, so that was all that mattered. We’d managed to escape the mob intent on bringing him down, and I was glad we’d made it out unharmed. 
 
    “That was crazy,” I said with a shake of my head. “I didn’t expect them to react that way.” 
 
    “Maybe it was too much change,” the king mused. “I can’t even pretend to know what the people want anymore.” 
 
    “Don’t say that,” I said in a reassuring tone. “We will figure this out. We can hold town halls or gather petitions to see what the residents of Vallenwood need from their ruler. This is just a setback.” 
 
    “Another setback in a long line of failures.” King Fred sighed. “I have no heir, no wife, and now, I’ve lost the respect of the people. I have failed.” 
 
    “Things may seem bad now,” I said. “But we can turn it around. We just need to give them some time to process the new changes, and I’m sure everyone will realize it’s for the best.” 
 
    “You don’t understand, Sir Sebastian.” King Fred frowned. “I fully believe you have the power to change Vallenwood, and I’m sure you are capable of fixing the city.” 
 
    “Cool.” I grinned. “So, let’s figure out our next move.” 
 
    Then, once we figured out where we went wrong, I could reset and avoid the mob altogether. 
 
    “No.” King Fred shook his head, and then he reached up and removed the crown from the top of his head. “I can’t do it anymore. Here.” 
 
    The king of Sorreyal handed me his crown, and without another word, he turned and walked inside the palace. I blinked at his departing back for a long moment as I tried to process what just happened. 
 
    Did the king just quit? 
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 Chapter Two 
 
    “Hey, Fred, wait up!” I called out as I ran to catch up with the king. “You’re going to need this back.” 
 
    “No, I’m done!” The king threw up his hands in surrender. “It’s up to you now.” 
 
    “You’re just quitting?” I scoffed. “Can you even do that?” 
 
    “I just did.” The king marched through the palace entrance and headed in the direction of his private suites. 
 
    I paused in the foyer as I tried to decide what to do. King Frederick was obviously not open to changing his mind right now, but maybe after he’d had some time to cool off he would come back around. Everyone had to blow off some steam every now and then. 
 
    I could also just reset to before the mob and before the king quit. 
 
    On the other hand, I’d been cleaning up the kingdom’s messes ever since I’d first arrived in this medieval fantasy world. Maybe now I could actually take charge and make a difference, but I was already responsible for an entire territory and several towns. I had other things to accomplish as well, namely killing the two supposed gods who longed for my demise. 
 
    I wandered back toward the wing of the palace where the ladies and I were staying, and I found the three women gathered in the common area. They looked up in surprise when I entered the room, and Zenda’s sapphire gaze flicked to the clock on the wall. 
 
    “That didn’t take long,” the Zaborian historian observed. “I thought you would be gone for a couple of hours.” 
 
    “Well…” I raked a hand through my hair as I considered how to approach the topic. “Things took a turn for the worst, and now we have even bigger problems to take care of.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” Caelia stood up and gave me a scrutinizing look. “Are you okay? What happened?” 
 
    “One question at a time,” I chuckled. “It started out fine. Everyone was listening closely while the king described the changes we were enacting, but then a riot broke out. The entire mob seemed hellbent on getting the king away from his guards, and I can only imagine what they would have done if they’d gotten the chance.” 
 
    “Oh, no!” Caelia gasped and covered her mouth with one hand. “Was he injured?” 
 
    “No,” I said. “Fortunately, I was able to carry him out of the crowd and back to the palace. Except that was when he handed me his crown and quit.” 
 
    “Quit?” Zenda blinked at me. “Quit what?” 
 
    “Being king,” I sighed. “He’s over it. So, now the entire kingdom is in my hands.” 
 
    I held up the crown to show them, and all the girls rushed forward to inspect it. I’d barely taken the time to look at it myself, so I scanned over the golden filigree and colorful ruby gems embedded in the metal. It had upward points every few inches, and it was heavier than it appeared. 
 
    I imagined it only grew heavier once it was worn regularly. 
 
    While I couldn’t blame the king for being tired of his responsibilities, it couldn’t have happened at a worse time. The God of the Plague was allied with the Goddess of Death, and they were both coming after me. Even though I didn’t need the king’s help to defeat the two foes, it would have been nice to know he had my back. 
 
    “What do we do now?” Zenda asked. “Do we move our homebase to Vallenwood?” 
 
    “I can’t leave my store,” Caelia argued. 
 
    “The palace would nearly fit the entire town,” Akina pointed out. 
 
    “To be honest,” I said with a sad shake of my head. “I’m not sure what to do next. I want to take care of Vallenwood, but I’m needed in Bastianville as well. It’s really going to be a lot to balance on top of defeating the god and goddess.” 
 
    “You won’t be in it alone,” Zenda reminded me in a soft voice. “All of us have your back.” 
 
    “She’s right.” Caelia nodded decisively. “We support whatever decision you make.” 
 
    “I know nothing about ruling a kingdom,” Akina said. “But I will do whatever I can to help.” 
 
    “What about the palace steward?” Zenda tilted her head to the side as the idea occurred to her. “She’s been managing the household functions of the palace for years. I’m sure she’d have the experience required to run the city.” 
 
    “All the royal household staff would be able to help,” I agreed. “I’ll call a meeting with them immediately.” 
 
    I’d spent a few run-throughs getting to know the people who worked for the king, and I’d learned a lot about the ins and outs of the palace. Several people worked together to help things run smoothly, and I knew they had the skills necessary to make a difference in the capital. 
 
    The girls and I continued to discuss possible paths we could take, and I admired their commitment to the betterment of the people. They were eager to help the common man, and I knew the entire kingdom would benefit from a better Vallenwood, so I decided not to reset just yet. 
 
    Instead, I called a page and gave the young man explicit instructions on who to gather together, but then I just had to wait for the arrival of the palace staff. I also sent a messenger to check on the king, but he quickly returned empty-handed with news that King Fred could not be found. I worked the muscle in my jaw as I considered whether or not I should try to find him, but the arrival of my guests distracted me from my thoughts. 
 
    Gervine Drokk, the steward of the king’s household, and the baker, Dael Andres, walked in holding hands, but they quickly separated and claimed a sofa. Arnoch, the treasurer, burped noisily as he came in, and he tossed himself into an arm chair like a teenager catapulting into a bean bag. 
 
    Reschain Freise, the chamberlain, folded his arms together and leaned against the doorway, but Pharen Lacey, the herald, stuck by his side. The head groom, Brommel, and the gardener, Nevil, both trailed dirt behind them as they entered the common room, and the head cook, Jacques, gave them a dirty look as he passed by en route to a sofa. 
 
    The kitchen maids all gathered around my lady companions like a flock of hens, and their feminine giggles filled the room. The last one to arrive was the jester, Montigo, but he reeked like a tavern and stale vomit, so I didn’t linger near him long enough to complain of his tardiness. 
 
    I’d met everyone while I was disguised as a common page, and they were unaware of the knowledge I had about them. I’d learned all about the day-to-day functions of the palace, and I knew which role each person present played. 
 
    Finally, the room was filled with the royal household staff, and I could tell from the curious looks everyone gave me that they didn’t recognize me as the page from a few days before. They all watched me expectantly, but I waited until all eyes were on me before I spoke. 
 
    “Some of you already know who I am,” I began. “Others may have known me while unaware of my true identity. I am Sir Sebastian, the God of Time, and I’ve brought you all here to ask for your help.” 
 
    Several sets of eyes widened in surprise, and a few people muttered to their neighbors about how I didn’t look like a god. Their comments didn’t faze me, and I waited for the chatter to die down before I continued. 
 
    “We have a situation on our hands that I wasn’t prepared for,” I said in an even tone. “King Frederick has abdicated the throne to me. He handed me his crown and walked off. No one can find him, so we have to assume he doesn’t want to be found.” 
 
    “So…” Reschain, the chief chamberlain, said in a thoughtful voice. “Does this mean you are the new king of Sorreyal?” 
 
    “No. Yes. Maybe?” I shook my head. “I’ve already got enough to worry about running my own territory. I can’t be shackled to the throne while my enemies gain more supporters. No, I need someone to rule in my place for the time being.” 
 
    “Perhaps a brother?” The jester burped. “Or an uncle. Nephew? Cousin? They don’t even have to be grown. I remember when kings were little more than children.” 
 
    “I am not from this world,” I reminded them. “I have no relatives here other than my women and my daughter. I left a good soldier in the Kotar Desert to act as Duke of the South, and my other reliable supporters are taking care of Bastianville while I travel.” 
 
    “We shall assist you in any way we can,” Miss Gervine said. “But you must instruct us on the best way to do so.” 
 
    “The populace cannot know the throne is being transferred so suddenly,” Reschain added. “We must keep this between ourselves until we come to a decision.” 
 
    “If you can expand your jurisdiction and duties beyond the palace into the city itself,” I said as I met each of their eyes. “Then perhaps Vallenwood could be saved from the brink of ruin. If you value your home, your jobs, and your kingdom, you will help me make sure the capital runs smoothly.” 
 
    There were nods of approval all around, so I continued to explain the new laws the former king and I had created, and soon, the entire royal household staff had a clear understanding of my plans for Vallenwood. I outlined my next steps, and I explained how I would work with the city guard to enforce the new curfew and alcohol limits. I tailored the little I knew about Earth’s laws into something that was applicable to the capital of the medieval realm. 
 
    “Speaking of moderating alcohol consumption,” I said as I took in the disheveled appearance of both the treasurer and the jester. “We have a few issues with overindulging among us here.” 
 
    The disapproving glares the other staff members directed toward the two alcoholics could have started a fire, but Arnoch avoided their gaze as he picked at his nails in a nonchalant manner. Montigo just burped again and blinked around at the other occupants of the room in confusion. 
 
    “What were we talking about?” the jester asked. 
 
    “You can’t day drink anymore,” I summarized with a sigh. “I need all hands on deck, and that includes you.” 
 
    “Hey, I wasn’t the one who lost their key,” Montigo argued as he pointed a blatant finger at the treasurer. “Even drunker than shit, I’m still sharper than that tool.” 
 
    “The fact that you admit you’re drunk right now speaks volumes.” I resisted the urge to laugh at his odd phrasing, but I didn’t want to jeopardize the point I was making. “But you make a good point.” 
 
    I turned to Arnoch and extended the palm of my hand. He glanced up at me with a confused frown, but then understanding dawned on his face, and he pulled away from me. 
 
    “You’re just as responsible for the security breach on the treasury as the two thieves who managed to steal your key.” I motioned for him to hand it over. “Besides, I don’t have King Fred’s copy of the key, so yours is the only one available.” 
 
    “Fine,” Arnoch groaned, and he pulled the golden chain from around his neck. “It could have been anyone who lost it. I’m good at my job.” 
 
    “You have a second chance to prove yourself,” I pointed out. “I’ll treat you the way your behavior deems you should be treated.” 
 
    “Done.” The treasurer clapped his hands together with an air of finality. “Now, if there’s nothing else, I have an appointment with a stiff drink.” 
 
    “Hear, hear!” Montigo lifted an invisible glass in a toast. “To your failure! I’ll drink to that.” 
 
    “Shut it, fool,” Arnoch hissed with unveiled disgust. “We are nothing alike.” 
 
    “Alright, alright,” I said in a loud voice as I raised my hand to cease the bickering before it could gain steam. “We’re all on the same team here, so I need you to put your bullshit excuses aside and work together. I don’t care if I have to pour out every bottle of wine or booze in this palace, no drinking until your duties are completed.” 
 
    “The people will not like it,” Reschain noted in a reluctant tone. “The guard will see an increase in crimes and violence.” 
 
    “True,” I said. “But the taverns can still serve until curfew, so we aren’t making them go completely cold turkey.” 
 
    Everyone looked at me in confusion, and I sighed as I raked a hand through my hair. I often forgot I grew up in a different world than everyone else, but it was amusing to watch the predictable range of reactions. 
 
    “What do we tell our families?” Jacques asked. 
 
    “Nothing, for now.” I fixed them all with a hard look. “No one else can know the king is gone until we have a better understanding of how to approach the problem of the empty throne. I can’t guarantee that I’ll be here all day every day because I still have other responsibilities, but Vallenwood remains my priority until the situation is resolved.” 
 
    “So, you want us to lie?” Arnoch arched a challenging eyebrow. 
 
    “No more than you already do,” I countered. “I’m sure you spew a bunch of false information to the women you bring to your bedchambers.” 
 
    “I saw him taking one broad on a tour of the treasury,” Montigo interjected in a tattletale tone. 
 
    Everyone’s eyes snapped to my face to see how I would react to the new information, but I kept my composure. It didn’t surprise me after everything I’d learned of the treasurer, but it showed yet another way the Goddess of Death could have known the exact location of the dark crystal previously stored in the king’s treasure room. 
 
    My mind returned to the black-haired, red-lipped beauty I’d encountered in the alleyway of a previous run-through, and I licked my suddenly dry lips. I didn’t have time to think about her or her alliance with the God of the Plague, at least not until I had things under control in the capital. 
 
    “All the more reason to keep the access to the treasury limited,” I said with a brisk nod. “I want the guard around that wing of the palace doubled, and I want them to have overlapping shifts so the hallway is never unsupervised.” 
 
    “Done.” Miss Gervine mirrored my nod. “I’ll alert the captain of the palace guard.” 
 
    I worked the muscle in my jaw as I surveyed the room full of household staff, and I was glad I’d gotten to know them enough to know their strengths and weaknesses. 
 
    “This campaign to clean up Vallenwood is going to work,” I said in a confident voice. “People will be proud of where they live again. Merchants will be drawn to our markets. Travelers will fill the inns. Businesses will thrive.” 
 
    “That’s all well and good for Vallenwood,” Brommel, the head groom, spoke up in a clear voice. “But what’s that got to do with any of us? We’re not going to be the ones sleeping on silk sheets and eating off silver platters. Yet you expect us to carry the brunt of the weight? It doesn’t sound fair.” 
 
    “I’ve asked very little of you,” I pointed out. “As long as you work with the wall guards to monitor the traffic in and out of the city, then you’re free to perform your normal duties. I was planning on giving everyone a huge pay increase to compensate for the new responsibilities, but if you’d rather stay where you are, I’ll make an exception.” 
 
    “How are you supposed to give us a pay increase?” Arnoch scoffed. 
 
    “With the contents of the treasury,” I said with a shrug. “Gotta spend it on something.” 
 
    “Wouldn’t it be wiser to save the funds until the city is thriving once more?” Miss Gervine sounded positively submissive, and it amused me to no end. “We will need to support not only the household staff, but additional workers to assist in our new duties.” 
 
    “There won’t be a thriving city without all of your help,” I said. “I could stay and oversee every detail like King Fred did, but I trust that you know your jobs well enough to grow beyond it. Meanwhile, I have bigger fish to fry.” 
 
    “What could be more important than the capital?” The herald, Pharen, sounded alarmed. 
 
    “Um, a lot of things,” I said, but I didn’t elaborate. “Does anyone else have comments or questions?” 
 
    As I swept my gaze over the gathered staff, I made a point to make eye contact with each and every one of them. Dael had remained silent during the entire meeting, but he had nodded along with everything Miss Gervine had said. The gardener and the maids also hadn’t contributed to the discussion, but I could tell from the looks on their faces that they were all deep in thought. 
 
    “Alright, well, it seems like we are finished for now.” I rubbed my hands together and gave them one last chance to speak up. “Let’s get this city cleaned up.” 
 
    The royal household staff began to file out of the room, and I overheard snippets of their conversations as they trailed into the hallway. Miss Gervine came to a stop right in front of me, and Dael was forced to stand behind her so they didn’t interfere with the flow of bodies. 
 
    “Be warned, Sir Sebastian,” the palace steward said in a low voice, and she fixed me with a shrewd look. “This is not a long-term solution to the problem. The people need representation in the form of a monarch. It is very similar to a parent-child relationship. I will do as you ask for now, but you can’t put off your claim to the crown forever.” 
 
    I nodded in understanding, and the Amazonian-esque woman patted me on the shoulder before she moved on. The baker, Dael, flashed me an apologetic smile as he followed in her wake, and I waved them off with a sigh. 
 
    The steward was right. This wasn’t a long-term solution. 
 
    I needed more minds on the problem. 
 
    The next person I wanted to talk to resided in a tucked away corner of the palace, and the maze-like corridors grew narrow as I neared the chambers designated for the royal mage. Viceroy greeted me with his eyebrows raised in surprise, but he beckoned me inside his rooms after only a brief hesitation. 
 
    “To what do I owe the pleasure of a visit from the God of Time?” The royal mage moved to a low table surrounded by cushions, and after he’d lowered himself into a cross-legged seated position, he gestured to one of the empty spots near him. 
 
    “Thanks.” I sat down and flashed him a grateful smile. “We have a lot to discuss. I took possession of your toy.” 
 
    “You have the crystal?” Viceroy’s eyes narrowed as he scanned me over like he could see through my clothes. 
 
    “Not with me,” I chuckled. “It’s safe. Only I know where.” 
 
    “Oh, good.” Viceroy turned to the steaming teapot before he served us each a cup. 
 
    “Not good,” I countered. “We can’t destroy it, and now my enemies are after it. This all could have been avoided if you’d shown some restraint in your experiments.” 
 
    “You sound like the king,” the royal mage huffed. “Did he send you?” 
 
    “Actually, he’s gone. He handed me the crown and left the palace.” I shrugged. “Looks like I’m in charge now.” 
 
    “I see.” Viceroy sipped his tea as he thought this over, and to his credit, he didn’t seem very shocked. “So, you need my assistance.” 
 
    “I do.” I nodded. “Everyone has a role to play, but I need your help ensuring the safety of the entire capital. Do whatever you have to do to keep potential threats out of the city, and keep an eye on the guards to make sure they’re doing their jobs.” 
 
    “Why me?” I could see him struggling to maintain a neutral expression when he was clearly offended by the task I’d offered him. 
 
    “Isn’t it obvious?” I arched an eyebrow. “You’re the second most powerful wizard in Sorreyal. If anyone can keep the city safe, it’s you. This is your chance to prove that there’s more to you than bitterness and rage. This can be your new toy.” 
 
    “I suppose that makes sense.” Viceroy didn’t meet my gaze for a long moment, but finally, he sighed and slumped his shoulders in defeat. “I will ensure the guards enact your legislation without fail.” 
 
    “Thank you.” I grinned. “Now, I just have to find someone who wants to be king.” 
 
    “Are you not accepting the throne?” Viceroy’s eyebrows rose in alarm. “You seem to be the obvious choice given King Frederick has no living heirs.” 
 
    “I’ve already got enough going on at the moment.” I shook my head. “But that doesn’t mean I’m abandoning Vallenwood, either. I’ll stick around to make sure the transition of power goes smoothly, but then I need to return to Bastianville to oversee my own territory.” 
 
    “I understand.” There was respect in the royal mage’s eyes when his gaze met mine, and I felt instant relief. 
 
    It helped having a powerful wizard on your side. 
 
    After my conversation with the royal mage, my next stop was Bastianville, but I had to gather the three women with me first. Caelia had her purchases bundled into packages, Zenda had two stacks of books, and Akina carried two baskets full of bread she’d made. 
 
    “Ready?” I chuckled, and they all nodded eagerly. 
 
    Everyone laid one hand on my back or shoulders while they grabbed their belongings with the other, and I performed the motions of the fast travel spell. The two amulets were like magnets for each other, and when I released the magic, we were teleported instantaneously across the map to Bastianville. 
 
    We were standing in front of the newly built castle I’d recently commissioned, and the first thing I saw was Elissa standing on the steps leading to the entrance. Our red-haired daughter Sorena was in her arms, but she was no longer the motionless infant she once was. Now, she grabbed at her mother’s dress and lifted her head up to look around. 
 
    “Bash!” the tiny goddess hurried down the stairs with our daughter in her arms, and I rushed forward to wrap my arms around them both. “We missed you!” 
 
    “Likewise,” I said as I planted a kiss on her cheek, and then I mirrored the gesture on Sorena’s head. “I have been eager to see you, but there’s been a lot going on.” 
 
    “Come inside and tell us all about it,” Elissa urged, and she turned to the three women behind me. “I’ll have a servant take your belongings to your rooms.” 
 
    My first wife had slipped effortlessly into the role of duchess, and she ruled with a tenderness I hadn’t expected from the fiery young redhead. She’d grown up with a strong role model, and her father had kept her close to his side while he founded the mining town of Addington, which later became Bastianville. 
 
    “Where’s Mahini?” I asked as I peered over her shoulder into the empty foyer. “How has she been feeling?” 
 
    The desert beauty was close to the end of her pregnancy, and we’d been anticipating the big moment for a while, but it seemed like my next child was a bit more shy than the first. Still, I was eager to see how she was doing, so I entered the castle in a hurry. 
 
    I wasn’t expecting the iridescent blur that launched at me as soon as I stepped into the cathedral ceiling foyer, and the not so little dragon knocking me off my feet. Nameless licked my face like an excited dog, and I scratched all his usual itchy spots until he finally jumped off me. He flapped his wings and returned to the rafters, but I could see the pleased expression in his stardust eyes. 
 
    Baby. Nameless preened his wings casually, but there was no mistaking his voice in my head. 
 
    I wasn’t sure what he meant, but before I could give it further thought, Mahini came down the stairs with the sun shining through the windows to illuminate her like a Renaissance painting. The desert goddess rested one hand on her belly as the other slid down the banister, and I was taken aback by her beauty and grace. 
 
    Evangeline came from the direction of the kitchens a moment later, and the first thing I noticed was how long her blonde hair had grown. The jagged edges jutted out at odd angles, but the sexy duchess pulled it off with effortless grace. Soon, the foyer was filled with the excited voices of all six women as they gossiped and bantered about recent experiences. 
 
    Then the conversation turned to our most pressing predicament: the Vallenwood throne. Elissa was beyond intrigued by the king’s sudden departure, but Mahini seemed more concerned with how much longer I’d be staying in the capital. Evangeline was already blurting out suggestions and ideas, and I struggled to keep up with her rapid-fire words. 
 
    “I sure am a lucky man.” I laughed. “As long as I have all of you, then I know I will come out on top.” 
 
    “Sometimes it’s nice when you’re on bottom,” Eva teased with a wink. 
 
    “Really any position works,” Zenda chimed in, and all the girls giggled. 
 
    It was nice to be all together again, but I realized I hadn’t been gone that long. It just felt like it had been longer because of how many times I redid the same day, but I’d managed to smoke out the thieves before I let time move forward again. The kingless throne wasn’t a problem I could fix with a few resets, but at least I wasn’t facing it alone. 
 
    We had a family dinner together, and I spent most of the meal bouncing Sorena gently on my knee. The infant was still too little to do anything fun, but I still managed to coax a few drool-filled grins out of her. I caught the women watching me closely, and I chuckled as I glanced around at their lustful gazes. 
 
    “You’re really getting excited about me playing with my daughter?” I shook my head. “Women are so strange.” 
 
    “You’re such a great father,” Elissa breathed. “Almost makes me want another baby.” 
 
    “Bash and I have started trying,” Akina announced in a shy voice, and the former desert dweller hugged herself as she glanced around at the other women’s reactions. 
 
    “Ooh, you will make such adorable babies!” Zenda gushed, and the Zaborian bounced up and down as she tugged on Akina’s arm. 
 
    “We will definitely have a beautiful family,” Caelia agreed, and I saw her cast a hopeful smile at her own belly. 
 
    “One baby at a time,” I chuckled, and I reached across the distance between me and Mahini to place my hand over hers. “We’ll be getting a new little one any day now.” 
 
    “The sooner, the better,” Mahini sighed. “This child is aggressive and active. While I’m proud to add a little warrior to the tribe, I wish his first enemy wasn’t my insides.” 
 
    “It’ll be over before you know it,” I reassured her. 
 
    “You’ll be fine,” Elissa agreed. “You’re stronger than me, and I survived it.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t say that,” Mahini argued. “We call you Skullcrusher for a reason.” 
 
    “Still.” Elissa shrugged. “You’re going to conquer this birth like you do everything else.” 
 
    “We’ll be right by your side the whole time, too,” Eva added. 
 
    We finished our meal and moved into the sitting room, but we broke up into smaller groups as we continued to converse. Mahini and I were curled up on one of the sofas, and I massaged her feet while she complained about the aches and pains of pregnancy. My excitement for the birth grew more and more as we talked, but I knew it could still be a while before the newborn made its appearance. 
 
    Nameless curled up in front of the fireplace like a cat, and Zenda took measurements of his growth while noting her findings in her journal. Caelia pulled out a knitting project, and soon, she was giving Eva and Elissa instructions on some simple stitches. Akina served some of her baked goods, and she explained the changes to the process she’d made with a bright gleam of excitement in her metallic-hued eyes. 
 
    I basked in the presence of my entire family, and I wished I never had to leave them ever again, but I knew duty would soon beckon me away. 
 
    I had kingdoms to run and gods to kill. 
 
    We went to bed late in the night, but everyone agreed Mahini deserved a night with me all to herself, so I wrapped my arms around the desert beauty from behind as we drifted off to sleep. I could feel the movements of our child through the skin of her stomach, and I smiled sleepily as imaginings of its face floated through my mind. 
 
    It was pitch black in the room when my eyes opened again, and I blinked around at the shadows as I tried to figure out what had woken me up. When I searched for Mahini in the darkness, my fingers came across wetness coating the sheets. 
 
    “Bash!” The pain and alarm in Mahini’s voice cut me to my core, and I shuffled toward the sound until my hands found her. “Bash, it hurts!” 
 
    “I could be wrong,” I said. “But I think you’re in labor. The baby is coming!” 
 
    I opened the palm of my hand and summoned a flame, but the light of the fire only illuminated my worst fears. The sheets were coated in blood, and Mahini’s nightgown was also red below the waist. The desert goddess gave me a terrified look, and my heart thudded against my chest. 
 
    “Bash, something feels wrong,” Mahini said in a quiet voice, and her chin quivered as she restrained her emotions. 
 
    “Everything is going to be okay,” I said, but I wasn’t sure what to do. 
 
    “I need my mother,” Mahini whimpered, and she reached over to grab my hand firmly. “You have to find her!” 
 
    “I will,” I promised. “But I don’t want to leave you alone. Let me grab the other girls first.” 
 
    Mahini nodded in understanding, but then her face scrunched up in pain. She leaned forward and supported her weight on her arms, and I rubbed her back in an encouraging manner until she shoved me away and pointed at the door. 
 
    “Okay, okay, I’m going.” I only hesitated one more time before I left her in the bedroom in search of the other women. 
 
    Elissa was the first to wake up, and I quickly relayed the situation to her. The fiery redhead jumped into action, and she shook the others awake as I left in search of Mahini’s mother. 
 
    I was satisfied that Mahini wouldn’t be left alone in her condition, but I raced through the streets of Bastianville. Aranini had a room in our castle, but her chambers were empty, so the only other place she could be was the apothecary shop where she’d been spending a lot of her time. Ever since the midwife had arrived in Bastianville from the Kotar Desert, she’d started to volunteer her expertise to the town’s resident herbalist, Theodora. 
 
    I pounded on the door of the apothecary shop until the skin of my knuckles was raw, but I heard the sound of rapid footsteps on the other side of the door. Theodora pulled open the portal as she rubbed the sleep from her eyes, but I rushed inside as soon as there was space for me to pass. 
 
    “Mahini’s in labor,” I said in a rushed voice. “Aranini is needed right now.” 
 
    “Oh, goodness!” Theodora’s face lit up with joy. “Another little one in the castle! How exciting.” 
 
    “We can celebrate once I know Mahini is okay,” I said. “She’s bleeding a lot.” 
 
    “Oh, no.” Theodora’s expression turned serious immediately. “I’ll wake up Aranini.” 
 
    The herbalist returned a short while later with the former desert dweller in tow, and Aranini had a shawl wrapped around her shoulders to cover her nightclothes. Her long dark hair was unbraided, and she rushed past me out into the streets of Bastianville. 
 
    “What happened?” Aranini asked. “Everything looked normal during her last exam.” 
 
    “I-I don’t know.” I raked a hand through my hair. “Is she going to be okay?” 
 
    Aranini stopped mid stride and turned to face me, and the much shorter elderly woman stabbed a finger in my face.  
 
    “If you think I’m going to let anything happen to my daughter or my grandchild, then you don’t know me as well as I thought.” The midwife resumed her fast-paced walk to my castle, but I hurried ahead of her to hold open the door. 
 
    Aranini rushed up the stairs and into my bedroom without another word, and as soon as she was by my wife’s side, I felt myself relax a little. Daughters needed their mothers during labor like a knight needed a squire in battle, and I was glad I’d made the effort to reconnect them. It had taken a perilous journey through the desert sands to find my mother-in-law, but she’d driven a hard bargain. I had to stop the war between the tribes and bring peace to her homeland before she agreed to return to Bastianville with me, but she’d stayed close to Mahini’s side ever since. 
 
    The ladies had lit candles and lanterns around the room, so the blood-soaked sheets were fully illuminated. I felt a knot form in the pit of my stomach, and I swallowed hard. 
 
    “What’s going on?” I asked as Aranini inspected my bleeding wife. “Is she okay? Is the baby okay? Is it coming?” 
 
    “Bash,” Elissa said in a calming voice. “Give her a moment.” 
 
    “Sorry.” I pressed my lips together into a thin white line. “I’m just worried about her.” 
 
    “We won’t leave her side,” Zenda assured me. “But maybe you need to take a bit to breathe. We’re doing everything we can for both of them.” 
 
    “Come on, Bash,” Caelia said as she guided me toward the door. “I’ll make you some tea.” 
 
    Over the course of the next few hours, the girls all took turns keeping me company, but they had their hands full with helping me stay calm. I paced until I was sure I’d worn through the top layer of the floors, and I froze every now and then to listen closely for any new sounds. Mahini growled and roared like a lioness giving birth on the savannah, and I had a feeling she was tapping into all her strength and courage to get through this. 
 
    Zenda attempted to distract me with her esoteric knowledge, but I was too distracted to retain anything she said. Eva gave me a tour of the updated nursery, and Elissa brought Sorena with her when it was her turn to calm me. Akina stress baked, and soon the whole castle was redolent with delicious yeasty aromas. 
 
    But none of it distracted me for long. 
 
    “Why is it taking so long?” I asked when Caelia came down for another shift with me. “Is she going to make it?” 
 
    Before the dark-skinned beauty could form a response, a shrill infant scream filled the air. I dashed up the stairs as fast as my legs would take me, and I barreled through the door just in time to see Aranini placing a crying baby on Mahini’s chest. My heart beat so hard in my chest I thought my ribs might break, but I took a steadying breath as I crossed the distance to my beautiful wife and child. 
 
    The tiny face was scrunched up in distress as it rooted around in search of a nipple, and the moment the baby’s little mouth found its way, a look of relief washed over its face. 
 
    Aranini placed a hand on my shoulder, and I flashed her a grateful smile. 
 
    “It’s a boy,” Mahini’s mother said with obvious pride. 
 
    It felt like my heart would burst out of my chest. 
 
    My first son was born. 
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 Chapter Three 
 
    Mahini’s pale blue eyes were full of emotion when her gaze met mine, and it felt like time held still as I locked the memory away. Her raven hair brushed against her tanned shoulders, and tendrils stuck to her sweat-dappled forehead. Her cheeks were flushed from the level of exertion she’d just performed, but she lifted her chin proudly. 
 
    I was so happy she was okay, and I finally released the tension I’d been holding ever since I woke up to bloody sheets. My shoulders slumped, and I felt moisture in my own eyes. 
 
    Our son had dark hair, and his body was still covered in the gunk of birth, but Mahini didn’t seem to be bothered in the slightest. The umbilical cord wound its way from the child’s belly, and it amazed me to think he had gotten all his nutrients through a rope-like organ. 
 
    “Come meet your son.” Mahini’s voice broke the frozen time sensation. 
 
    I crossed the last few steps to her side, and I lowered myself gently onto the bed beside her. Mahini turned and pressed her forehead against mine, and I caressed her face as I pushed back her sweaty hair. 
 
    “You’re amazing,” I whispered. 
 
    “No, you are.” Mahini’s face lit up with a brilliant smile. “You gave me him.” 
 
    Then my gaze wandered down to the face of my son, and I took in his fuzzy head of dark hair, his darker-toned skin, and his unique marble-like eyes. They were a mixture of blue and brown, like small globes. He stared back up at me without taking his mouth from his mother’s breast, but I was struck by an instant feeling of connection, like we’d known each other already. 
 
    “Hi, buddy,” I murmured as I stroked the top of his head, and I was fascinated by the ridges and bumps beneath his hair. “I’m your dad.” 
 
    “What shall we name him?” Mahini asked in a conspiratorial whisper. “He deserves a strong name, a warrior’s name. He’s been practicing his fighting skills while in the womb, and I can feel his spirit through his latch. Plus, he’s the son of a god.” 
 
    “I don’t know.” I frowned as I thought it over. “It kind of reminds me of the stories from ancient Greece in my world. There were a bunch of gods who lived on top of a very tall mountain, and they would sometimes mate with the mortals, making demigods.” 
 
    “You wish to name our son Demigod?” Mahini struggled to keep her composure. 
 
    “No,” I laughed, and the infant at her breast was startled by the noise. He kicked his feet and stiffened his arms, but he never released the boob. Once he calmed down, I continued. “I was just thinking we could name him after one of the demigods from those stories. I remember a bunch, but the stories kind of get tangled up in my brain.” 
 
    “Tell me one you remember,” Mahini urged. 
 
    “Shouldn’t we wait until you get cleaned up?” I cast a furtive glance at her lower half, but I quickly returned my gaze to her face when I saw the bloody sheets. “You’ve already been through so much since you last slept.” 
 
    “Yes, it is time to cut the cord,” Aranini announced, and she gave her daughter a soft caress on the cheek. “You did well, beloved.” 
 
    “Alright.” Mahini nodded. “Will it hurt me?” 
 
    “No,” her mother assured her. “Nor will it hurt the baby.” 
 
    The midwife tied two pieces of string along the umbilical cord, one close to my son’s navel, and the other a few inches below. Then she handed me a small dagger, and the sharp, clean edge shone in the candlelight. I took a steadying breath, and I gripped the cord in one hand while I sliced through it with the blade. 
 
    Then Mahini’s mother quickly whisked the cord away, and she bundled everything up in the sheets before she carried them away and out of sight. I glanced around the room until I spotted a blanket, and I covered my wife and son with a gentle touch before I laid down beside them once more. It felt like we were inside our own private bubble, and I didn’t want the moment to ever end. 
 
    The two continued to nurse, but every once in a while, the baby would kick his feet like he was already excited to be alive. Aranini returned a short while later, and she carried a small basin, a water skin, and a handful of towels. After she’d gotten everything set up, she came to take the baby and clean him up. 
 
    My son screamed at the top of his lungs as soon as he was removed from his mother’s breast, and we all chuckled in amusement at his ferocious energy. He truly was spirited, but he seemed to calm a little once he was doused in the warm water. His grandmother held him by the back of the head and shoulders, and she gently washed the gunk from his little body. 
 
    “Here, father,” Aranini said as she handed me the clean, swaddled baby. “Mahini is next.” 
 
    “Definitely.” I had some experience holding infants already thanks to my baby girl, so I took my son from her with confidence. He immediately began to squirm and root for a nipple, and he kicked his legs with each unsuccessful attempt. “Whoa, buddy, chill out.” 
 
    Aranini helped Mahini rise to her feet, and the two women walked slowly into the bathroom. A moment later, the midwife returned and swiftly changed the sheets, and she fetched a comfortable outfit for her daughter. Then a fresh and smiling Mahini emerged from the bathroom, and she had her wet hair twisted up on top of her head like a rope. My wife took our son from my arms with a grateful smile, and I helped her mother remake the bed before the three of us laid down again. 
 
    “I’ll check on you both in a few hours.” Aranini kissed her daughter and grandson on the forehead, gave me a respectful nod, and waved goodbye. “Send for me if I’m needed before then.” 
 
    “Thank you, Mother.” Mahini’s gaze was full of gratitude as she watched her mother leave. 
 
    “So, back to what we were talking about,” I said with a smile. “What do you think about Hercules? Orpheus? Arcas?” 
 
    “Those are normal Earth names?” Mahini scoffed. “And I thought the names of Kotar were strange to the majority of Sorreyalians. The last one was the only one that sounded half-normal.” 
 
    “Arcas?” I struggled to remember the story about the son of Zeus, but I’d gone through a phase in middle school where I was obsessed with Greek mythology, so it only took me a moment. “He was the son of the God of Thunder and Callisto, a nymph. He became the king of Arcadia.” 
 
    “A powerful name.” Mahini flashed me a pointed smile. 
 
    “You want to name him Arcas?” I returned her happy expression. “I could get behind that.” 
 
    “Arcas it is.” Mahini’s gaze lowered to the infant now happily suckling once more. “He will be a great man.” 
 
    “Mostly because he has an amazing mother,” I said. “A strong, powerful, loving mother. I’m seriously impressed, Mahini. I can’t even imagine how terrifying it was to go through that.” 
 
    “I had my mother and my sisters with me,” Mahini countered. “A woman just knows what to do, that it will eventually end, and that you’re not alone.” 
 
    “Do you want me to bring the other women in to meet him?” I asked. “I’m sure they’re staying back to give us some privacy.” 
 
    “Please,” Mahini said, and she reached over to push me away with a half-smirk. 
 
    I didn’t have to look far since the other women were all sitting on the floor in the hallway, and it looked like they were all on the verge of sleep. They startled upright and swiped the backs of their hands across their mouths when I came up to them, but a moment later, I was being hugged from all angles. 
 
    “How are they?” Eva asked. 
 
    “Good!” I grinned. “He’s a hungry one, that’s for sure.” 
 
    “Was he a big baby?” Elissa asked. “It seemed like he was going to be big.” 
 
    “He’s baby sized.” I shrugged. “His head was all wrinkled up, though.” 
 
    “We saw Aranini leave,” Caelia said. 
 
    “She didn’t tell us much,” Akina added and furrowed her brow. 
 
    “Aranini was amazing,” I said with an awed shake of my head. “It was worth everything to have her here.” 
 
    “Nameless has been acting anxious,” Zenda added. “He’ll be happy to see you, but I sent him outside to burn some energy.” 
 
    “I’ll fetch him later,” I said. “But for right now, how do you feel about meeting my son?” 
 
    The women all squealed with delight before they bounded to their feet, but I quickly shushed them to calm their excited energy. I didn’t want their first visit to scare the baby, but I loved how eager they were to meet my son. They followed behind me into the bedchamber, and Elissa was the first to reach the side of the bed closest to Mahini. 
 
    “Mahini! He’s perfect.” The redhead had tears streaming from her emerald eyes, and she gave Mahini a sideways hug. 
 
    “I love his dark hair,” Akina said. “The southern lands are strong in his blood.” 
 
    “He’s adorable,” Eva sighed, and I could have sworn I saw heart shapes in her eyes. “I cannot wait to experience it for myself.” 
 
    “I didn’t realize it could be so painful,” Caelia admitted and bit her lip. “I’m a little nervous after seeing it firsthand.” 
 
    “I’m sure every pregnancy is different,” I pointed out in a reassuring voice. “Besides, you have a whole family here to support you just like all of you did for Mahini.” 
 
    Zenda had remained quiet during the introduction, but I caught her studying me with her sapphire eyes. I met her gaze with a smile, and a purple-hued blush darkened her cheeks. 
 
    “I think he looks like you,” the Zaborian said. “He will be very handsome.” 
 
    “We named him after a person from Earth,” Mahini announced. “The son of one of their gods.” 
 
    “That’s fitting,” Eva said with an approving nod. 
 
    “Arcas,” I declared with a proud grin on my face. 
 
    Nameless suddenly burst into the room in a blur of shiny movement, and he screeched to a halt at the bottom of the bed. His eyes seemed larger than usual as he stared directly at the baby, and it seemed like he was waiting for permission. 
 
    “Be gentle,” I said, and the small dragon flashed me a grateful look before he hopped carefully onto the bed. 
 
    The dragon shuffled forward with his body low, and he snuffed his nose against the back of baby Arcas’ head. The infant’s small hands jerked instinctively, and he smacked Nameless in the face. I inhaled sharply as I prepared to drag the giant lizard away from my son, but Nameless merely shook his head before he loudly sneezed. 
 
    Strong baby. There was no mistaking the pleased tone to the dragon’s voice in my head. 
 
    I shooed Nameless away as I laid back down beside my wife and son, and the dragon curled up on the foot of the bed. I could tell he didn’t plan on budging from his spot for a while, but his presence didn’t seem to bother the mother and son.  
 
    The girls all chatted and giggled with Mahini until the new mother was stifling yawns, and then they shuffled out to let her get some rest. I snuggled in beside her, but it felt like mere moments had passed when I heard the whimpering sounds Arcas was making. I rubbed my eyes as I found the floor with my feet, and then I carried the infant to the table to change him. 
 
    “Is everything okay?” Mahini asked in a tired voice. 
 
    “Yeah, just a dirty bottom,” I said, and I put the finishing touches on the baby boy’s clothing situation. “Nothing dad can’t handle.” 
 
    As soon as the words left my mouth, Arcas decided to scream bloody murder. He was like an angry spirit shaking in my hands, and I tried every position imaginable in an attempt to cease his complaints. Mahini quickly crossed the distance to us, and he calmed the instant she took him in her arms. 
 
    “Moms are magic,” I laughed and shook my head. 
 
    “He’s just hungry,” the new mother said with a self-satisfied smile. 
 
    While Mahini sat down and put the baby to her breast, I peeked out the windows to see it was late afternoon. It had been pitch black outside when Mahini’s labor had started, and it seemed like a week had already passed, but it had been less than a day. 
 
    Caelia and Akina came into the bedroom a short while later with trays of food, and they gossiped about Bastianville things while we ate. Zenda read old folk tales to Arcas while Elissa braided Mahini’s hair, and Eva brought in armfuls of baby clothes she’d just retrieved from the seamstress, Bellona. 
 
    The rest of the evening passed quickly, and I was starting to get cabin fever from being in the same room all day, but I was hesitant to leave Mahini’s side. Arcas finally decided to give the breast a break, and his mother laid him on his back in the middle of the bed. We both made silly faces at him until he gave us the tiniest hint of a smile, and I couldn’t help observing how tiny he was in comparison to myself. 
 
    Someday, Arcas would grow into a strong young man, and he would likely be the first in line to inherit my territory. There was a lot I had to teach him before that came to pass, but I knew I had plenty of time for all of that. 
 
    “I can have him sleep in the nursery tonight,” Mahini said. “So you can get some uninterrupted rest.” 
 
    “No need.” I grinned. “I like having him around, and I don’t mind doing my part to take care of him. I won’t be able to stay home every day, so I want to enjoy this time with him as much as possible.” 
 
    “You will need to return to Vallenwood soon,” my wife reminded me. “But I am so happy you were here for his birth. It is funny. Arcas seemed to know when you got home, and he was eager to meet his father.” 
 
    “The feeling was mutual.” I smiled down at the sleeping babe, but he didn’t stay sleeping for long. 
 
    I lost count of how many times I got up to take care of the small infant, and it felt like time stretched on infinitely. I longed for the dawn just to put an end to the repetitive cycles of crying, pooping, and eating, but I knew this was only the first of several such nights. During one diaper change, the little man spit up on me as soon as I picked him up, and the stench of sour milk lingered on my clothes. Another time, Arcas waited until he was completely uncovered, and then he let out a stream of pee that coated the pile of clean linens nearby. 
 
    Arcas also wanted to eat every forty-five minutes, and I couldn’t imagine Mahini being able to get any decent sleep around that schedule, so it made sense for me to handle everything else. The desert beauty flashed me a loving smile every time I returned her son to her, and she didn’t hesitate to bring him to her breast. 
 
    And while it was tiring work, the absolute feeling of love that filled my chest whenever I looked at my son made it all worth it. 
 
    I managed to scrape together a couple of hours of sleep before the sun rose the next morning, and I yawned and stretched before I crawled out of bed. Mahini and Arcas were both still asleep, so I crept downstairs as quietly as I could. 
 
    Akina was pulling some pastries out of the oven when I entered the kitchen, and nearby, Zenda was flipping through the pages of a large book while she sipped a cup of tea. Eva and Elissa were not known to be early risers, but I wondered where Caelia had gone. 
 
    “Good morning,” I greeted with a tired smile. 
 
    “Oh, Bash!” Akina gasped and spun to face me. “I was just getting a tray of food ready for you and Mahini.” 
 
    “She’s still sleeping,” I said. “But I was starting to get tired of being in the same room.” 
 
    “I can take the food up to her later.” Akina nodded. “Why don’t you sit and eat?” 
 
    “Thanks.” I sank into a chair at the table, and Zenda reached across the surface to squeeze my hand. 
 
    “Did you get any sleep last night?” the Zaborian asked. “I heard Arcas waking up every few hours, but Mahini insisted she didn’t want help.” 
 
    “I pieced some snores together.” I gave her a tired smile. “But I wouldn’t trade it for anything.” 
 
    “I’m sure the people of Bastianville would love to see you if you feel like stepping out,” Akina pointed out. “We could even take the baby out to meet his tribe while Mahini sleeps.” 
 
    “That’s a good idea,” I said. “It would be nice to get some fresh air.” 
 
    After I finished eating, I took Mahini’s tray of food from Akina, and I pressed a kiss against the fire mage’s cheek before I headed up the stairs. The new mother was sitting upright in bed with Arcas in her arms, and her face lit up when I entered the room. 
 
    “I brought breakfast,” I said, and I set the tray down on the end table. 
 
    “Thank you.” Mahini looked hungrily at the steamy plate of food. “It’ll have to wait until he gets his fill so I can regain the use of my arms.” 
 
    “Here, let me help.” I flashed her a wink before I scooped up a bite of eggs and directed it toward her mouth. 
 
    Mahini let me feed her while she fed the baby, but she giggled every few bites, and I dropped some toast crumbs on our son’s head. When my wife was satisfied, I carted the dishes away, and when I returned, Mahini was putting Arcas in some clean clothes. 
 
    “So, I was talking to Akina and Zenda, and they suggested I go for a stroll through town.” I lifted my son off the changing table and cradled him against my shoulder. “It would be a good opportunity to introduce Arcas to Bastianville.” 
 
    “I’m not sure if I have the energy to walk through town.” Mahini sighed. 
 
    “You could stay here and get some sleep,” I suggested. “I can handle Arcas for a bit, and besides, he just nursed. I’ll be back before he gets hungry again.” 
 
    “Promise?” Mahini’s lip twisted into a pleased smile. 
 
    “Swear,” I said and gave her a kiss. 
 
    Mahini returned to bed without further complaint, and I gently closed the door behind me as I took Arcas downstairs. Zenda and Akina barely restrained their squeals of delight when presented with the chubby-cheeked baby, and they both hurried to grab cloaks before they followed me out of the castle. Nameless bounded through the door behind us, and he let out an offended chirp before he took to the air. Arcas stared around in obvious amazement, and I watched him track the flight of the shiny dragon across the sky. I knew he could see little more than blurry shapes and shadows at his age, so it didn’t surprise me when his eyes went unfocused a moment later.  
 
    Would my children be able to ride the dragon someday? 
 
    Would I? 
 
    The sun was high in the sky as we made our way to the main street of Bastianville, and there were already clumps of people going in all directions. I waved with the hand not holding the baby, and everyone smiled and called out friendly greetings. Then my father-in-law, Elrin, approached us, and I gave him a warm one-armed hug. 
 
    “Is this the new little one?” he asked in a grandfatherly tone. Arcas stared blindly up at Elissa’s father, but he grabbed onto the elder’s finger with a firm grasp. “Already quite the strong one, isn’t he?” 
 
    “He really is.” I grinned with pride. “His name is Arcas.” 
 
    “Fitting. A strong name for a strong lad.” Elrin patted me on the shoulder before he turned to continue on his way. “Give my best to my daughter, and tell Mahini she did a good job with this one.” 
 
    “Will do,” I chuckled, and I waved him off before I turned back to the street ahead.  
 
    We made it to Caelia’s general store a few moments later, and the two ladies with me bounded up the steps and through the door. The bell chimed to announce our entrance, and the dark-skinned beauty looked up from her ledgers. We crossed the store to the counter, and she cooed softly at the baby before she flashed us a bright smile. 
 
    “It’s a lovely day for a stroll,” the shopkeeper said. “I’m sure the townspeople will be ecstatic to meet the new baby.” 
 
    “He’s been so well behaved,” Zenda said. “He hasn’t even made a peep.” 
 
    “Care to join us?” I waggled my eyebrows temptingly. 
 
    “I have some things to catch up on here,” Caelia sighed. “I might have to delegate more of my responsibilities to my employees since I’ve been gone so much lately.” 
 
    “You have a lot of important things to tend to,” I agreed. “Plus, soon you will have a baby of your own to look after.” 
 
    The shopkeeper blushed but smiled faintly as she put a hand on her belly. 
 
    “Come see me when you’re done touring the town,” Caelia urged after a moment. “I’ll go back home with you. That should give me plenty of time to finish these numbers and inventory lists.” 
 
    “Alright, see you soon,” I said as I leaned over to kiss her cheek, and the other two ladies gave her quick hugs before we left the general store. 
 
    Jaxtom and Torya were walking in our general direction, and the innkeeper’s hand was tucked into the blacksmith’s elbow. They’d seemed like an unlikely pair at first, but it was obvious to anyone with eyes how crazy in love they were with each other. Jax had been one of my first friends in this world, and Torya had always made me feel welcome, so I couldn’t be happier for them. 
 
    “Bash!” The blacksmith jerked his chin in greeting, but then he took in the infant in my arms, and his eyes widened. “Mahini’s?” 
 
    “The very one,” I chuckled. “His name is Arcas.” 
 
    “He’s adorable!” Torya made silly faces at my son, but he merely stared back at her with a scrunched-up expression. “What title does a son of a god have? Lord? Prince?” 
 
    “I’m not sure.” I frowned as I thought it over.  
 
    I wasn’t technically king yet, but if I accepted the rulership of Sorreyal, Arcas would be a prince. If I abdicated my power, he would be the son of the Archduke, and then he’d likely be called lord or baron. Unless his mother was a queen, that is, but I didn’t think Mahini would ever want to take on that responsibility. 
 
    One of the other women might, though. 
 
    Before I could come up with an answer, Riondale came out of the tavern and crossed the distance to us. The general of my army was a younger man, but he held himself with an air of authority befitting his position. 
 
    “Sir, I didn’t expect to see you out and about.” Riondale clasped forearms with my baby-free hand. “Word of your son’s birth has traveled through town faster than Goliath can run.” 
 
    “Well, Ri-Guy, sometimes a guy gets antsy when stuck at home.” I grinned. “Besides, Arcas wanted to meet everyone.” 
 
    “Our future commander surveying his troops?” Riondale chuckled. “If he’s anything like his father, he will put the rest of our soldiers to shame with his skills.” 
 
    “Let’s teach him how to walk first,” I laughed.  
 
    “You seem to have accepted the cloak of fatherhood with the same grace you do everything else,” Torya said in a voice full of pride. “They’re lucky their father is such a natural leader.” 
 
    “Are you home for good, sir?” Riondale asked. 
 
    I exchanged a loaded glance with Zenda and Akina before I shook my head, and the disappointment on the general’s face was plain to see. 
 
    “There’s a situation in Vallenwood that requires my attention,” I explained. “The king… vanished.” 
 
    “You’re going to hunt him down?” Jax’s eyebrows drew together into a solid line. “Well, if you can find a duke in the desert, then you can find King Fred.” 
 
    “He doesn’t want to be found,” I sighed. “And he doesn’t want to be king. He handed me his crown and walked off.” 
 
    “What does that mean for Sorreyal?” Torya tutted. “Or Bastianville, for that matter. Are you going to abandon us for the golden city?” 
 
    “I don’t plan on going anywhere,” I said. “I built my home in Bastianville for a reason. I feel at home here, and all my friends are nearby, but I still owe it to Sorreyal to make sure the kingdom is in good hands.” 
 
    “Don’t look at me.” Riondale held up his hands to ward off the possibility of being given the task of rulership. “I like my job just the way it is.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t dream of it.” I clapped him on the shoulder in a reassuring manner. “But I still need to figure something out.” 
 
    My mind wandered over the idea of crowning one of my women as queen, but it was a big responsibility for one person. Maybe two of them would want to be co-queens? The thought took root, and I envisioned each of my six companions in the role. Elissa would never leave Bastianville while her father lived, and Mahini had formed a strong bond with the town herself. Zenda wouldn’t want anything to take her away from her research, and Akina probably seemed like too much of an outsider still. Evangeline had grown up in the lap of luxury, and she was familiar with the processes of court. Caelia had a head for numbers and organization, but she would be far too shy to be the face of the realm. 
 
    “Excuse me,” I said as I shook my head to clear my running thoughts. “I think I need to go home and talk to my family. I just had a great idea.” 
 
    Zenda and Akina flashed me curious glances, but they didn’t question me as we said our goodbyes and turned toward the castle. As promised, we stopped by the general store to fetch Caelia, and then all four of us headed home. Once we stepped inside, I could hear the sounds of Sorena fussing, so I knew Elissa was nearby. 
 
    “Will you gather Elissa, Mahini, and Eva?” I asked. 
 
    Arcas seemed to think I was asking him because he opened his mouth and released a shrill scream loud enough to wake the dead, and a moment later, the three women were running from all different directions toward the sound.  
 
    “Arcas, what’s wrong?” Mahini eagerly took her son into her arms, and she let out a sigh of relief when he calmed immediately. “Are you hungry again already?” 
 
    “I have an idea,” I said without preamble. “I need to find out what you all think about it.” 
 
    “Alright, Bash,” Elissa said as she bounced toward the sitting room.  
 
    The rest of us followed behind her, and everyone found comfortable seats before they looked at me expectantly. Mahini revealed her breast for Arcas to nurse, and Evangeline held a squirming Sorena in her lap. Elissa tickled the bottom of her daughter’s feet, and she squealed with delight. Akina, Zenda, and Caelia sat gingerly on the couch, and they exchanged a sideways glance with each other before their gaze landed on me. 
 
    “So, you know about King Fred quitting his job as king,” I said. “And we all know it wouldn’t be wise for me to take over his responsibilities while I still have a god and goddess hellbent on my destruction.” 
 
    “You’ve chosen someone to rule in your place?” Mahini tilted her head to the side. 
 
    “Yes.” I scanned over their curious faces as I paused for dramatic effect. “One of you.” 
 
    “One of us?” Elissa frowned. “I cannot leave Bastianville.” 
 
    “And I don’t want to, either,” Mahini quickly added. “We designed this home for our children, and this is where they will grow up.” 
 
    “I agree.” I nodded, but then I turned my gaze to the other four. 
 
    “I-I-I don’t think I would be a good match,” Akina said in a nervous voice. “The people would look at me as an outsider.” 
 
    “On that note,” Zenda said. “I would also be a poor representative of Sorreyal. Most of the Vallenwood population look at me like I’m an abomination or something from another world.” 
 
    Everyone turned to look pointedly at Eva and Caelia, and I watched realization dawn on their faces. 
 
    “I think Caelia and Eva would be perfect co-queens,” I announced. 
 
    Mahini, Elissa, Zenda, and Akina all nodded their heads in agreement, but Caelia and Eva remained silent as they looked around at the rest of us.  
 
    “I suppose that makes sense.” Eva tapped her chin in a thoughtful manner. “Caelia would be able to oversee the economy and infrastructures while I dealt with the diplomatic and authoritative aspects.” 
 
    “Exactly.” I grinned, but then I turned to the shopkeeper. “What do you think, Caels? Do you want to be a queen?” 
 
    “I-I-I would have to give up my shop.” Her voice was just as unsure as her face. “But… if you believe I could do it, I will do whatever is necessary to help the realm.” 
 
    “Good.” I clapped my hands together with an air of finality, and I gave the two soon-to-be queens a wide smile. “You’re going to do great.” 
 
    “I hope you’re right,” Caelia murmured and bit her lip. “Do you think the people of this kingdom will accept two queens?” 
 
    “If you’re crowned by a god, who is going to dare speak against you?” I smirked. 
 
    “And I’ll be by your side the whole time,” Eva promised as she patted the dark-skinned beauty’s hand. “We’re in this together.” 
 
    “Alright,” Caelia relented with a soft smile before she turned to me. “But I don’t believe this to be a permanent solution. Bash, I truly think you should be king. I know you must deal with the God of the Plague first, but eventually, once you have dealt with that, I think you should take the throne. Bastianville has thrived under your rule, and Sorreyal shall, too.” 
 
    “Well, I definitely wouldn’t mind ruling with you by my side.” I winked. “But like you said, first I must deal with my godly duties, so you and Eva shall rule in my stead. And I know you’ll both be great.” 
 
    “Hell yeah, we will.” Eva smirked.  
 
    “Now, we just have to plan the ceremony to crown you both,” I said. “I’ll head back to Vallenwood tonight to get everything in order.” 
 
    “Let me help,” Zenda requested with a twinkle in her sapphire eyes. 
 
    “Obviously, Eva and I should also go with you,” Caelia pointed out. 
 
    “I will guard the babies and their mothers with my life,” Akina swore in a serious tone. “This castle will be a fortress of security as long as your children reside within its walls.” 
 
    “Thanks.” I grinned at the former desert dweller. “I feel better with your sword at their disposal.” 
 
    Eva, Caelia, Zenda, and I blipped to Vallenwood after dinner, and we summoned an emergency meeting with the palace staff. After a quick explanation of my plan, the royal servants all agreed it was a good idea. Miss Gervine in particular seemed excited by the prospect of a female ruler, and the rest just sounded happy they wouldn’t be expected to run the city forever. 
 
    We went over all the details, and once we had a solid plan in place for the ceremony, the girls and I were swept up in a whirlwind of preparations. We were all fitted for new outfits, and a talented blacksmith was hired to fashion two new crowns. 
 
    The morning before the coronation, I blipped everyone from Bastianville who wanted to attend the ceremony. Mahini, Elissa, and Akina all wore beautiful gowns made by Bastianville’s seamstress, Bellona, and even Sorena and Arcas had fashionable blankets wrapped around them. Zenda wore her customary turquoise robes, but she’d added a golden silk scarf. 
 
    Jaxtom, Torya, Elrin, and Riondale waved eagerly from their seats, and a bunch of other long-time residents of Bastianville filled the first few pews before the throne dais. The rest of the space was filled with nobles and rich residents of the capital, but there was still some standing room in the back where the general populace could stand and watch the proceedings. 
 
    It felt a bit like a wedding when a servant turned me away from Caelia and Eva’s rooms by stating I wasn’t to see the future queens until the ceremony, and I found myself experiencing some nervous jitters. I wanted the two women to be accepted by the residents of Vallenwood without question, but I knew there was still a long road ahead of them before the city would thrive once more. 
 
    I waited in the eaves to escort the two to the dais, and my jaw nearly hit the floor when I finally caught sight of them. Evangeline wore a flowy lace gown dyed with crimson hues that dipped low at the neckline, and Caelia shone in a brilliant golden dress that swept across the floor in front of her. 
 
    “You’re both gorgeous,” I breathed with wide eyes. “You look absolutely regal.” 
 
    When I heard the trumpets blare and the herald begin his introductions, I took their hands and tucked them into my elbows. Then I led the two beauties to the stage at the front of the audience chamber, and a round of applause greeted us. The Bastianville crew were especially raucous, but I didn’t begrudge them their celebratory mood. Caelia had been a resident of the small mining town for years before I’d arrived and turned her world upside down, so it was only fitting that all her friends were present for this big moment.  
 
    The three of us took to the stage with our heads held high, but I could feel the nervous energy radiating from the two women on either side of me. There were two thrones situated a few feet apart in the middle of the platform, and I bowed deeply to each woman before I turned to the gathered crowd. 
 
    “King Frederick has abdicated his throne, and therefore, left Sorreyal without a ruler.” My voice carried well over the hushed crowd. “He handed me his crown and left, and while many might see this as a tragedy, I see it as an opportunity.” 
 
    I paused to let my words sink in, and I paced at the front of the platform while I felt every pair of eyes following my movements. There were some furtive whispers washing through the crowd, but I couldn’t make out any specific words. 
 
    “So, with the power granted to me by the former king of Sorreyal, I, the God of Time, hereby crown Evangeline Bullard and Caelia Stone as the co-rulers of the kingdom. All hail your new queens!” 
 
    I lifted my arms above my head, and the gathered audience actually cheered energetically, but another hush fell over the crowd when two servants in red and gold livery brought forward the two crowns. We’d taken King Fred’s crown and melted it down to form the two new ones, but there were still some obvious similarities. Each golden circlet had three rubies at the front, and the gemstones glittered brightly as the servants placed them on Eva and Caelia’s heads. 
 
    The majority of the room rose to their feet as they continued to applaud the new rulers of Sorreyal, but I noticed some of the peasants in the back seemed a bit more hesitant. I knew they’d soon realize how much the two queens would change the capital for the better, and I had utter faith in my wives. 
 
    We celebrated with a parade and a feast that continued long into the night, but we were all eager for bed by the time the last guests left the dance hall. I gave Caelia and Eva tight hugs, and then I took the others home to Bastianville. Thanks to my fast travel amulets, I wouldn’t be isolated from the two new queens, but it did feel weird to arrive back at my castle without them. 
 
    I woke up while it was still dark outside, and Mahini and Arcas were both sleeping peacefully beside me, so I looked around in search of what had woken me up. Then I spotted Zenda standing in the doorway, and the blue-skinned beauty gestured for me to go with her. 
 
    “What is it?” I asked in a whisper once we were in the hallway. 
 
    “I have an idea that I need to discuss with you right away,” she said in an urgent tone. “I think I discovered a magical loophole that will greatly increase your power.” 
 
    My heart thudded in my chest as I followed her down the stairs to the study, and my mind was racing with possibilities. Zenda was not one for false confidence, so I had a good feeling about whatever her idea was. 
 
    I just had to find out. 
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 Chapter Four 
 
    The Zaborian historian led me to a table in the corner of the room piled high with books and journals, and I clearly recognized Zenda’s elegant script on most of the papers. I followed behind her with an inquisitive look on my face, and I could sense the nervous tension in her shoulders. 
 
    “What’s going on?” I asked. 
 
    “I’ve been up all night reading,” Zenda started to explain. “At first, it was Arcas’ frequent bouts of raging tears that kept me awake, but then I started to read about ancient spells of Sorreyal.” 
 
    “Sounds like a sleeping pill in a book if I’ve ever heard of one,” I teased. “But obviously it didn’t lead to a snooze fest.” 
 
    “Well, no,” Zenda sighed. “But it led to a really great idea, so it’s worth the lack of sleep.” 
 
    “And this idea would be…?” I arched a questioning eyebrow. 
 
    “I’m getting to that.” Zenda flashed me a mischievous grin, and she hoisted a large hardback volume from the desk. Then she beckoned for me to follow her over to the sitting chairs before she spread the book open on her lap. Her slender digit slid down the page until she found what she was looking for, and she tapped the paper twice. “Right here. Tempe praesens non durabit, meade tempe praeteritum.” 
 
    I blinked at her for a moment waiting for it to make sense, and Zenda stifled an amused snort.  
 
    “It means ‘the present time will not last, take me to a time now past,’” Zenda translated. “But there are other elements involved in order for the spell to work. The key phrase is what sparked my idea, but I only found a reference to the spell and not the actual instructions.” 
 
    “I’m the God of Time,” I pointed out. “How is a time spell supposed to help me?” 
 
    “It’s not a time spell,” Zenda countered. “It’s a memory spell.” 
 
    While there were a lot of names rolling around in my noggin, I prided myself on my ability to retain all the information I’d gleaned during my tenure as the God of Time, but I was still confused about Zenda’s idea. 
 
    “Bash,” Zenda said softly. “I think you could combine this spell with the fast travel amulets.” 
 
    “What would that do?” I asked. 
 
    “I believe there is a possibility that once they are combined,” Zenda explained, and there was no denying the excited gleam to her sapphire eyes. “Then you will be able to fast travel to anywhere you remember being.” 
 
    “Whoa.” My eyebrows disappeared into my hairline as I processed the idea. 
 
    “Precisely.” The smug look on Zenda’s face was adorable. 
 
    “So, you think you know how to do this?” I leaned forward and rested my elbows on my knees. “What’s stopping us from doing it right now?” 
 
    “I just read a reference to the ancient spell,” Zenda said. “That doesn’t mean I know how to find the actual spell, let alone perform it. This reference book itself is very old, and I found it deep in the Vallenwood library stacks. I don’t recognize the name of the book it was written in.” 
 
    “Show me,” I requested, and I moved to sit on the arm of her chair. 
 
    Zenda’s slender finger pointed to the line on a list titled ‘M,’ and the subsection was magic. It read exactly as she had said, and underneath was simply written L. Havers, Memoirs of Memories. 
 
    “This L. Havers is the author?” I asked. 
 
    “I’m assuming it’s short for lord,” Zenda clarified. “I’ve seen it listed in a similar fashion with other noble authors.” 
 
    “We need to find the original book to get the full spell.” I rubbed my hands together as I thought about how to go about that exactly, but then I turned to flash Zenda a hopeful look. “Any ideas on where it is?” 
 
    “It’s not in the Vallenwood library,” Zenda said immediately. “I believe I have a clear reckoning of the stacks, and this name or title doesn’t ring any bells for me.” 
 
    “I trust your memory when it comes to books,” I chuckled. “You are the historian of the largest library in this entire world, after all.” 
 
    “While I abdicated my duties to the Grand Occulta,” Zenda said in a slightly wistful tone, “I have quickly learned of the massive blind spots the Zaborian library contained. I have gathered more knowledge of Sorreyal in the short time I’ve been here than during my entire tenure of foreign realm studies.” 
 
    “I take it that means the Grand Occulta Athenaeum isn’t likely to have the book we need, either?” I rested my hand on Zenda’s shoulder as the Zaborian shook her head. “Well, at least we know where not to look.” 
 
    “In light of my goals to learn all about this realm,” Zenda said, “I’ve created a list of libraries within the kingdom just in case we were to ever visit those places. I wanted to be prepared for all outcomes.” 
 
    “I see.” I barely restrained a laugh. “In preparation for studying, you did more studying?” 
 
    “Precisely.” Zenda snapped the book shut and pushed herself up from the chair. “I can figure out what libraries to rule out from my list, and we could send runners…” 
 
    “No, this is something we need to take care of together,” I said. “Besides, I can’t let anyone fall prey to my enemies while on a task for me. The God of the Plague could be watching the roads.” 
 
    “You’re right.” Zenda turned and leaned against the front of the desk, but her lips were pressed together into a thin line. “Now isn’t the time to go chasing some ancient spell book. I should have thought of that.” 
 
    “That’s not what I meant,” I said, and I crossed the distance between us in a few short steps. “This is a huge development, Zenda. Think about the advantage I’d have over my enemies if I could pull this off. I’d be guaranteed to win.” 
 
    “You really think so?” Zenda’s shoulders slumped with relief. 
 
    “If there’s one thing I can count on in this world,” I said as I tweaked her pale blue nose, “it’s that brain of yours.” 
 
    “So, what do you want to do next?” Zenda asked, and her blue eyes sparkled with excitement. “I could do some more research to see if I have anything else here that cross-references the spell.” 
 
    We both glanced around at the overpacked study, and the books were spilling out of the shelves onto stacks on the floor. I was sure the beautiful Zaborian had them organized in her own way, and I was also confident there were just as many books in her personal chambers. 
 
    “You mentioned a list of other libraries,” I reminded her. “Are there any close by?” 
 
    “Oh, yes!” Zenda snapped her fingers before she began to rummage in the piles covering the top of the desk, but she finally brandished a sheet of parchment in the air. “Vallenwood was the top of my list, but I managed to cross that one off. It’s the oldest library in the realm, but after that is Arginold Hold. They have restricted sections only the duke or duchess can access.” 
 
    “Or maybe their court wizard,” I said in a thoughtful tone as Master Ako Gray came to mind. The shapeshifting cat wizard was an old friend of mine, and I knew he would be eager to help us on our search. 
 
    “Well, in any case, there are others.” Zenda skimmed her gaze over the list until they lit up over one particular line. “There’s one in your territory. Wyndvale.” 
 
    “That’s not too far away,” I mused.  
 
    It would be incredible to find a way to expand the range of my fast travel amulets, and I couldn’t help daydreaming about everywhere I’d been in this world. I could blip to the Zaborial Isles, the Northern Reaches, or the Kotar Desert in the blink of an eye, and I could dart across the map like a real-life video game. I could be anywhere and everywhere all at once. 
 
    The God of the Plague and the Goddess of Death could team up on me all they wanted, but I was going to be their worst enemy once I got my hands on this spell. 
 
    “Wyndvale’s library is newer,” Zenda said in a cautious voice. “So, there is a chance they won’t have the volume we’re looking for, but it’s close enough to rule out without too much effort. I spoke with a merchant recently who said the Wyndvale library had recently bought a bunch of new books from a famous wizard, so that makes me feel more hopeful.” 
 
    “Did he say what wizard?” I asked. “Was it the L. Havers guy?” 
 
    “He didn’t remember the name of the wizard.” Zenda shook her head. “But he said they hired him to spread the word about their new inventory.” 
 
    “Oh, well,” I said with a one-shoulder shrug. “We’ll see when we get there, I suppose.” 
 
    “Really?” The historian’s entire face lit up, and she tossed the paper behind her to wrap her arms around my neck. 
 
    “Really, really,” I said before I kissed her with teasing, taunting lips. 
 
    I had the urge to knock everything off the surface of the desk and take her right then and there, but I also knew a sound like that would wake the entire castle, so I restrained myself to just a passionate, lingering kiss. 
 
    “When do we leave?” Zenda asked in a breathless voice. 
 
    “Let’s talk to the rest of the family first,” I said. “I want to make sure everything is taken care of on the homefront before leaving town.” 
 
    “Definitely.” The Zaborian was practically glowing with excitement. “I can be patient. I wouldn’t want anything to happen in our absence.” 
 
    When we left the study a short while later, Akina was already in the kitchen baking up something delicious smelling, and we slid in beside her to start hot water for coffee and help cook. With Zenda and I helping, the former desert dweller laid out a healthy spread that covered all the main breakfast requirements. Biscuits, pancakes, and toast were accompanied by eggs, bacon, sausage, and thick sliced ham. Gravy, jams, and maple syrup were placed nearby, and we all stepped back to admire our handiwork. 
 
    “Shall we wake the others?” Akina asked. 
 
    “No need,” Elissa said in a sleepy voice as she entered the room with Sorena in her arms, and the redheaded beauty rubbed her eyes with her baby free hand before she flashed us a tired smile. “That amazing smell could raise the dead.” 
 
    “She’s not wrong,” Mahini said as she came in behind Elissa, and the new mother carried her own infant in the cradle of her arms. “The aromas alone gave me the strength to get down the stairs.” 
 
    “I believe it.” I chuckled as I helped Mahini into a comfortable chair, and Arcas peered up at me with a blank expression as his mother got situated. I rubbed his little twirls of dark hair, and I took my own seat by their side. “We created a feast to summon you from your slumber. It’s like magic, but better.” 
 
    “Akina’s baked goods fill the entire castle with redolent aromas,” Mahini said as she captured a biscuit for herself. 
 
    “Bash made the coffee and tea,” Zenda pointed out in a teasing voice. 
 
    “He’s an excellent supervisor,” Akina agreed with a twinkle in her metallic-hued eyes. 
 
    “It does feel a little strange for Eva and Caelia to be missing from our circle,” Elissa said in a wistful tone. “I know they’re working hard to bring the capital back from the brink of ruin, but it was always nice to hear their laughter among us.” 
 
    “I miss them, too.” I pressed my lips together. “I’ll actually have to make a trip to the capital to talk to them, and I need to see how things are going in the palace. We can all go together if you want.” 
 
    “It might be best to wait until we are all together to explain our idea,” Zenda added. 
 
    The Zaborian’s words immediately caught the attention of the other women, and they all stared at her pointedly until she blushed a deep purple. She shot me an apologetic smile before she met the others’ gaze. 
 
    “Bash and I were talking about an idea,” Zenda explained. “I think I found a way to extend the fast travel amulets to include anywhere Bash remembers being.” 
 
    “That’s incredible!” Mahini’s eyebrows rose. “You wouldn’t be limited by the recall to the twin amulet.” 
 
    “We think so,” I said. “But we have to find the spell first, and from the sound of it, it’s not going to be easy.” 
 
    “Nothing worthy ever is,” Akina said in a sage tone. “You must find this spell.” 
 
    “I’m glad to hear you support this,” I said as I took each woman in my gaze. “It would mean another quest, and I know I’m needed at home.” 
 
    “We can handle things in Bastianville,” Elissa said without hesitation. 
 
    “I agree,” Mahini said with a decisive nod. “Bastianville is mostly run by the Elder Council, but they always heed our word as final decision. Everyone here respects us as they would the God of Time himself.” 
 
    “That’s good to hear.” I grinned. “But would you really be okay with me leaving so soon after Arcas’ birth? You’ll need help with the little guy, and Elissa’s hands are still full with Sorena.” 
 
    “I will guard the babies and their mothers with my life,” Akina swore in a serious voice. The fire mage might have found a passion in baking and homemaking, but she was still a formidable warrior. “You shall have no worries for their comfort or security.” 
 
    “Thanks, Akina,” I said as I flashed the desert beauty a grateful smile. 
 
    “Plus, we have Celeste,” Elissa added. “I gave her a few days off because you were home, but she is more than eager to help us with the babies whenever we need her.” 
 
    “Go to Vallenwood,” Mahini urged. “Get Eva and Caelia’s blessing for your quest, but you will find no argument against you here.” 
 
    Zenda and I exchanged an excited glance, and I took a steadying breath. We could be on the verge of something truly great, and then I would literally have the entire world in the palm of my hand. All my time spent traveling to the far reaches of this fantasy realm would pay off once I had the memory spell, and my enemies would be left in my dust. I could sneak up on them, search the corners of the world, and remain one step ahead of them at all times. 
 
    I just had to get this memory spell. 
 
    We all pigged out on the lavish breakfast spread we’d created, and even the babies eyed their mothers with jealousy as the ladies brought bites to their lips. It was wonderful to hear my women laughing and joking amongst themselves, and the happy faces of my two children was the icing on the cake. I almost had everything I could ever want, but I needed to eliminate the threats against me first. 
 
    As long as the God of the Plague and the Goddess of Death were out there, my family wasn’t completely safe. 
 
    Once we’d all eaten our fill, I helped the ladies clear the dishes, and everyone started to go about their days. Mahini’s mother arrived soon after to examine her daughter and grandson, and the castle was filled with bustling servants. It was something I still needed to get used to, but it was nice to have the help since the family would only continue to grow. 
 
    Zenda was in her study, and she was taking furious notes from a book. She didn’t hear me come in until I cleared my throat, and she looked up with a startled expression. 
 
    “Do you want to go with me to Vallenwood to explain the idea to Caelia and Eva?” I asked. “I figured I’d leave soon so we could have dinner with them in the palace.” 
 
    “Absolutely.” Zenda smiled brightly, and she snapped her journal closed before she tidied up the desk space. “I was just taking some last-minute notes. I want to make sure I have as much information as possible before we leave on this quest.” 
 
    We said our goodbyes to the other three ladies, and the Zaborian held tightly to my shoulder as I performed the fast travel gestures to recall me to my last location. The walls of my castle were almost instantaneously replaced with the lavish wallpaper of the golden-walled palace, and I looked around at the shocked expressions on the faces of the guards. 
 
    Other than the four men guarding the entrance, the foyer was empty, but I knew my way to the throne room, and I had a feeling we would find Eva and Caelia there hard at work. I led Zenda through the winding halls of the Vallenwood palace, and a few moments later, we arrived at the audience chamber. There were more guards on the outside of the large double doors, but they recognized me immediately, and they stood to the side to let us pass. 
 
    “Bash!” Eva’s happy voice cried out across the crowded audience chamber. 
 
    The people standing in front of me parted to give us a clear path to the dais, but the blonde queen was already descending the steps toward me. A wave of “awws” swept through the crowd when my wife launched herself into my arms, and I twirled her around like a ballerina before I deposited her on her feet once more. 
 
    “I missed you, too,” I chuckled, but then I shot a pointed look around at the crowded throne room. “Am I interrupting something? I can wait.” 
 
    “It won’t take long,” Eva said, and she motioned for us to follow her back to the thrones.  
 
    “It’s good to see you, Bash.” Caelia rose to her feet as we approached, and she met me at the foot of the dais to place a delicate kiss on my cheek, but I could tell the gathered masses had put her on edge. “We were almost finished with daily petitions.” 
 
    “Don’t let me stop you,” I said. 
 
    Eva motioned to the eaves of the platform, and a servant rushed forward to receive her whispered instructions, but a few moments later, two chairs were brought from the edges of the room and placed behind the thrones. Zenda and I took our seats as the queens returned to theirs, and the crowd hushed in anticipation. 
 
    There were several more people wishing to air their grievances to the court, and I listened curiously as the peasants described the effects of the new laws and edicts. The majority of the complainers were older, and their arguments were mostly against any change in general, but a few people made good points about being trusted by their leaders. 
 
    Eva and Caelia responded with elegance and grace befitting their positions, and I could tell they were truly interested in the opinions of the people. They listened closely to each speaker, and it wasn’t until the herald announced the time for the general audience was over that they relaxed in their thrones. 
 
    I watched the people of Vallenwood file out of the throne room, and I hoped they would accommodate the new vision we had for Sorreyal. Going from having a king for generations to having a pair of co-queens was a lot to process, but I had a feeling they would see the advantages of their new situation soon enough. 
 
    Eva and Caelia were a force to be reckoned with on their own, and I could only imagine the power the pair had when working together. 
 
    Once the audience chamber was empty, Zenda and I followed the two queens through a side door into an antechamber. Servants waited in the wings to follow behind them and heed their every order, but the two waved them away as they gave me another round of warm greetings. 
 
    “How are things going here?” I asked as Eva and Caelia led the way to a sitting room. “It seems like you are both getting accustomed to the theatrics of court.” 
 
    “It’s a lot sometimes,” Caelia admitted with a sigh. “I think about how many people are looking at me, judging me, cursing me, and I start to panic.” 
 
    “That’s when I remind her who she is,” Eva said as she shot her co-queen a smirk. “Did you know there’s already a remarkable increase in available vendors in the marketplace? She’s amazing.” 
 
    “Oh, hush.” Caelia blushed and kicked her toes in the carpet. “Eva is the real powerhouse. She compels obedience with her very presence, and everyone hangs on her every word.” 
 
    “I think what my co-queen is trying to say,” Eva said with a barely-restrained giggle. “Is that we are having the time of our lives, but we couldn’t do any of it without each other.” 
 
    “Making you two queens was probably one of the best decisions I’ve ever made,” I said with a self-satisfied smile. “You’re both powerful and capable in your own ways, but working as a team has really made you shine.” 
 
    Servants brought in trays of refreshments, and Eva and Caelia thanked them with kind smiles before they gestured for us to help ourselves. Zenda took a cup of tea and a few cookies, but I was happy just to sit and chat. 
 
    “I still think stealing Mahini’s sword on your first day in this world was your best decision,” Caelia said in a teasing voice. “After all, none of us would be where we are if you hadn’t decided to stop and help her.” 
 
    “What kind of monster would let a beautiful lady face a horde of kobolds by herself?” I scoffed in mock offense. 
 
    “I really liked it when you chose not to out me to my father when I hid among your ranks.” Eva laughed. “I remember when my greatest fear was disappointing my father while I made every attempt to do exactly that. He’s coming to visit soon, by the way.” 
 
    “That’s good.” I grinned. “I’m sure this is the last thing he expected to happen when you ran away on a dragon hunt. I’m glad he doesn’t hate me for taking you away from him.” 
 
    “I escaped a life of mediocrity and forced expectations,” Eva said. “It’s his choice whether to be happy for me or not, but he’s really excited about the idea of being a grandfather. It’ll be nice to host him here.” 
 
    “I’ll try my best to be there,” I promised. “But there might be other things pulling me away.” 
 
    “Is everything okay in Bastianville?” Caelia asked with a furrowed brow. 
 
    “More than okay,” I said. “The babies are growing every day, and the staff are taking care of everyone in my absence. Mahini, Elissa, and Akina were adamant we come to Vallenwood, so here we are.” 
 
    “What is so pressing?” Eva scanned me over with sudden interest. “You came here for a reason.” 
 
    “Yes,” I allowed as I raked my hand through my hair, and I shot a sideways glance at Zenda. “We have an idea, but it’s going to be a bit of a quest to see it through.” 
 
    “I think I found a way to allow Bash to fast travel anywhere he remembers being,” Zenda announced with a proud lift of her chin. 
 
    “Oh, how exciting!” Eva’s smoky-gray eyes widened. “Is there anything we can do to help?” 
 
    “We’re looking for an ancient spell book,” Zenda explained. “But I’ve already searched the contents of the Vallenwood library, so I know it’s not here.” 
 
    “That’s unfortunate,” Caelia sighed. “Do you have any idea where it could be?” 
 
    “There’s a few possibilities,” I said. “But the closest one is in Wyndvale. If the book we need isn’t in Wyndvale, then we’ll have to travel to Arginold Hold to search the library there as well.” 
 
    “I see.” Caelia tapped her chin. “Well, you have my blessing. Eva and I can handle things in the capital, and it sounds like Mahini, Elissa, and Akina have Bastianville in their control. You and Zenda are free to search for answers wherever they are.” 
 
    “I agree,” Eva added. “I wish we could do more to help, but the least we can do is make sure the realm is in good hands while you’re busy. Vallenwood is on its way to better days, and I’m sure you will see a lot of progress when you return.” 
 
    “Thank you,” I said as I took one of each of their hands in mine. “I am really proud of how you’ve managed to grow into this new role. You’re both amazing.” 
 
    “You’re one to talk,” Eva teased. 
 
    “When are you leaving?” Caelia asked. 
 
    “Soon,” I said as I exchanged a questioning glance with Zenda. “We still need time to prepare and pack.” 
 
    “Well, if you have some extra time,” Caelia said in a hesitant tone. “Would you mind checking on the general store for me? I worry about them being able to handle things without me.” 
 
    “I can do that.” I grinned. “I’m sure it’s strange to be so far removed from everything you’re familiar with.” 
 
    “Not anymore, thanks to you,” Caelia countered with a soft smile. “I’ve spent more time in palaces since knowing you than I did my entire life previously. I’ve grown accustomed to the softness of silk sheets and the brilliance of curtains so thick they block out all light.” 
 
    “You’re welcome?” I chuckled. “You definitely deserve to live in the lap of luxury. You’ve worked so hard your entire life, now it’s your turn to let others get their hands dirty.” 
 
    “See, Caels?” Eva laughed. “You can let the servants and scribes help.” 
 
    “I know.” Caelia flapped a dismissive hand at her co-queen. “I just feel bad for taking up their time.” 
 
    The four of us had dinner together, and I was surprised the other nobles living in the palace didn’t make an appearance. We drank and talked about previous quests and adventures until it grew late, and the two queens gave me warm hugs before Zenda and I blipped back to Bastianville. 
 
    The castle was quiet when we returned home, and I tried to calm the immediate anxiety in my chest that something bad had happened. After a quick investigation, I found the two moms asleep in bed while Celeste rocked both babies in the nursery. I helped the nursemaid transfer the sleeping babies into their cribs, and then I crawled into bed beside Zenda. I didn’t want to disturb the sleeping mothers, but the Zaborian made no complaints as I snuggled in against her. 
 
    When we woke up the next morning, I was filled with a sense of excitement over our impending quest, and I got a jump start on preparations. I went over my weapons, armor, and other magical items to make sure everything was in perfect condition, but I had to take a few items to be repaired. My griffon feather dragonscale boots still had a lot of uses left, so I didn’t need to use another griffon feather to recharge them before we left, but I made sure all my gear was in order before I continued with my day. 
 
    Caelia’s request was in the forefront of my mind as I headed out of the castle toward the main street of Bastianville, but everything looked to be in order in the general store. I grabbed some essentials and items I knew were consistently needed, like rope, and I also purchased some travel snacks. 
 
    I found Zenda in her room behind a stack of books, and she popped her fuzzy green head up from behind the piles when I knocked on the door.  
 
    “I’m just trying to decide which books to take with us,” Zenda informed me. “I think I’ve narrowed it down to under five.” 
 
    “Any more than that, and we’ll need a packhorse,” I pointed out. “But that’s exactly what I came here to ask. I wanted to see when you thought we should leave.” 
 
    “I should be ready to go by tomorrow morning,” Zenda said. “Who all is coming with us?” 
 
    “I think it will just be me and you this time,” I said. “Oh, and Nameless. I’m sure he’d appreciate getting away from Bastianville for a little while. I’ll let Corvis know we’ll be leaving in the morning so he can have Goliath and another horse ready by then.” 
 
    “This is so exciting!” Zenda gasped and clasped her hands over her chest. “We’ve never been on a quest with just the two of us before. It’s very romantic.” 
 
    “We’ll have plenty of time to enjoy some romance along the way,” I promised with a sly wink. “I wouldn’t let my alone time with you go to waste, now would I?” 
 
    I sat in on the meeting of the Elder Council to the surprise of the leaders of Bastianville, but I was satisfied the town was in good hands. Theodora had expanded her herbalism practice with Aranini’s help, and Torya was talking about constructing a second inn to accommodate the number of visitors coming lately. Riondale gave his reports of the wall watchers, and Jaxtom gave updates on the residents of the town jail. Beyond a couple thieves stealing bread from the bakery, the cells had been empty ever since we’d released the last dragon cult worshiper. 
 
    After the meeting, I toured the town walls in search of any weaknesses, and I surveyed the farmland being tilled outside the barrier. Children helped their parents in the gardens, and dogs barked to announce my arrival, but it was just as idyllic and peaceful as I could have hoped. Bastianville would continue to thrive in my absence, and I was free to pursue my search for arcane knowledge. 
 
    The sun was setting when I finally returned to the castle, and my four women were gathered in the sitting room while servants made our dinner. I greeted everyone with a sweet kiss and a smile before I took my seat, and once I settled into my chair, Zenda continued what she was saying. 
 
    “There are so many books I haven’t read yet,” the Zaborian historian said. “Plus, I want to write a few of my own. I’ve already started a lengthy piece on dragon development, and to my knowledge, the concept is one of a kind. I can only hope we find what we’re looking for, but I know as long as Bash is involved, we will be sure to succeed.” 
 
    “Your unwavering faith is flattering,” I laughed. “There’s a very real possibility that we won’t find what we’re looking for right away, but I’m not going to give up at the first sign of failure.” 
 
    “I’m sure everything will work out just fine,” Elissa said. 
 
    “Do you think your enemies are watching the town?” Mahini asked and pursed her lips. “They could be waiting for you to leave before they strike.” 
 
    “They’ve picked the wrong town if that’s their plan,” I said. “Riondale and the entire army are here, and I know the entire town would stand between any foe and our family. Still, better safe than sorry, so I’d like all three of you to stay close to home while I’m gone.” 
 
    “They will not leave my sight,” Akina swore. 
 
    “Unless we are using the bathroom for the hundredth time that day,” Elissa added.  
 
    “It looks like we’ll be leaving in the morning,” I said. “Unless anyone has anything I need to do first?” 
 
    “I have a few ideas,” Elissa teased with a wink. 
 
    Just then, Sorena started crying from the nursery, and a moment later, Arcas’ shrieks were added to hers to create a cacophony of noise that had us all on our feet instantly. The two babies were calmed once they were picked up and given attention, but I made sure to spend plenty of time with my children before I called it a night. 
 
    Zenda and I met in the foyer before dawn the next morning, and the bulbous pack slung over her shoulder belied the literary contents within. The others came down to see us off, and I gave everyone warm hugs and kisses before we left the castle.  
 
    I made a new save point as the two of us rode beneath the gateway out of the town, and I cast one last glance at Bastianville over my shoulder before I turned to the open road ahead of us. It was a beautiful day, and the weather was perfect for a brisk ride, so I urged Goliath into a faster pace. Zenda’s mare pushed herself to keep up, and soon we were running down the road with abandon. Nameless let out a series of happy chirps as he tracked our path across the sky, and it felt really good to feel the wind on my face again. 
 
    Then something in my peripheral vision caught my attention, and I inhaled sharply. I watched closely for several moments, but my initial suspicions were only confirmed when I saw the same thing multiple times. Something darted from one tree shadow to another, but the consistent movements were unmistakable. 
 
    We were being followed by a dark shadow. 
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 Chapter Five 
 
    Whoever or whatever was following us, it was definitely a threat, but I knew I still had the advantage thanks to my time manipulation powers, so I reset to my save point with a wave of my will power. 
 
    Chime. 
 
    We were sitting on our horses’ backs just inside the walls of Bastianville an instant later, but I could still feel the adrenaline pumping through my veins as the alarm sound faded. Zenda flashed me a bright smile over her shoulder as we rode beneath the archway of the gate, but her expression faltered when she picked up on my serious demeanor. 
 
    “Bash?” the Zaborian historian asked with a worried frown. “Is everything okay?” 
 
    “I’m not entirely sure,” I admitted. “It looks like there’s someone or something following us.” 
 
    “But we haven’t gone anywhere yet,” Zenda pointed out. 
 
    I glanced to either side of the road in front of the gate, and I didn’t spot any ominous shadows within the tree line. Could our follower have been inside Bastianville’s walls? Or had they been waiting outside the city for me to leave town? There was no telling who or what it was based on the shapeless shadows I’d glimpsed during the previous run-through, but I had a strong feeling that my godly enemies were behind it. 
 
    Who else would be preoccupied with my comings and goings? 
 
    Other than the God of the Plague and his associate, the Goddess of Death, I’d defeated all who had opposed me, and to my knowledge, I had no other enemies. 
 
    “Let me rephrase that,” I chuckled. “We will be followed once we hit the road. I don’t see the shadow yet, but I’ll let you know when I do.” 
 
    “Oh.” Zenda furrowed her eyebrows as she looked around us. “Should we reschedule our quest for another time? I wouldn’t want to put us at unnecessary risk.” 
 
    “No,” I said with a shake of my head. “I’m the God of Time, remember? I can handle a stalker, and I’d feel much more comfortable if any threats after us were headed away from Bastianville and the babies.” 
 
    “So, you want to keep going?” Zenda’s face was hopeful.  
 
    “Absolutely.” I grinned. “You seriously don’t think I’d let a little setback halt our entire quest, do you?” 
 
    “I just don’t want to distract you from more important things to go chasing after a possibility.” Zenda pressed her lips into a tight smile. “This could all end up being a waste of time, and I’d feel awful about taking you away from family for nothing.” 
 
    “If this works,” I said, “then it will be worth every minute. Even if it doesn’t, I wouldn’t consider any time spent with you to be wasted. Besides, you are my family, too.” 
 
    “I hope you’re right.” Zenda repositioned the reins in her hands. 
 
    “Let’s find out,” I suggested, and I clicked my heels against Goliath’s flanks. 
 
    The white stallion trotted down the path away from Bastianville, and the Zaborian followed behind me after only a moment of hesitation. I wasn’t paying as much attention to the lovely weather this time, and my gaze constantly scanned the trees to either side of us in search of the shadowy figure stalking us. 
 
    The dark outline of Nameless’ flying form swept over the ground in front of me, and I glanced skyward to see the iridescent dragon soaring with outstretched wings. The adolescent lizard was more powerful than he appeared, and I fondly remembered the moment he blasted the Hydra with his lightning breath. With Nameless watching over us from the skies, any enemy following us never even stood a chance. 
 
    Unless our stalker was a god or goddess. 
 
    Was it the Goddess of Death? 
 
    The emerald-green eyes and dark hair framing her pale face flashed before my eyes, and the blood-red rouge on her lips highlighted the white teeth I’d glimpsed when she smirked. The Goddess of Death and I had never met face to face in this lifetime, but I’d encountered her firsthand in a previous run-through. To say I was intrigued was an understatement, and while I wasn’t intimidated, I’d gathered enough information to know she was deadly. 
 
    I’d learned from a letter the God of the Plague had sent her that the two of them were working together to conquer this world, but with the shrewd intelligence of the Zaborian historian, the firepower of the dragon over our heads, and my own abilities at our disposal, I knew no one could stand in our way. 
 
    Not even the Goddess of Death. 
 
    “Do you see anything?” Zenda asked in a low voice as she rode up beside me. 
 
    I’d been scanning the sides of the road while I was lost in thought, but I hadn’t picked up on any movement yet. I pulled Goliath to a slower pace, and I inspected the trees around us. Suddenly, a black shadow darted from one trunk to another in my peripherals, but it was gone again the instant I turned my head in that direction. 
 
    “We’re definitely being followed,” I said under my breath. “But it doesn’t seem like they are going to attack us any time soon. Let’s lead them on a wild goose chase that takes them far away from Bastianville.” 
 
    “That makes sense.” Zenda bit her lip as she glanced around at the trees. “I’m just glad I have you by my side. Whoever is following us is idiotic if they think they can win this game.” 
 
    We rode onward in silence for a while, and I managed to catch the movement of the dark shadow in my peripheral vision a couple of times, but I couldn’t make out any details. They managed to stay just on the edge of my vision range, and they waited until my attention was turned before moving. 
 
    “They’re not very good at masking themselves,” I murmured. “Unless we’re supposed to know we’re being followed. It might just be an attempt to track my location and cause paranoia.” 
 
    “You mean like a follower of your enemies who is keeping tabs on you?” Zenda frowned. “Well, that’s even less of a threat. They don’t have to know what we’re looking for. We can muddy the waters a bit by asking for numerous titles and authors that include the one we really want.” 
 
    “The less information we give out, the less likely we are to be caught in a trap.” I watched Nameless fly through the sky for a moment, and I wondered how much he understood about human relations. “A distraction ruse is a good idea, but the people of Wyndvale are loyal followers of mine. They’ll help us, and they won’t listen to the lies of a stranger.” 
 
    The day lengthened, and the sun arched through the sky above our heads until it was no longer shining directly in our eyes. The road began to stretch to the north, and I knew we would arrive in Wyndvale in a couple of days if we rode at a leisurely pace. I wanted to waste as much of my stalker’s time as possible, and maybe if I stalled long enough, I’d find out exactly who it was. 
 
    “Why haven’t they attacked already?” Zenda asked a few hours later in a low voice. “They must have been waiting outside the walls of Bastianville, and now, you’re basically alone.” 
 
    “Far from it,” I chuckled. “I have you and Nameless. Besides, I can handle a mysterious stalker. Probably just an overeager fan who’s too shy to introduce themselves just yet.” 
 
    My lighthearted demeanor seemed to put my lover at ease, and she relaxed her shoulders as she nudged her heels against her mare’s flanks. My confidence was honest enough since I’d won every challenge I’d faced since arriving in this medieval world. One hundred percent completion had always been my goal, and that hadn’t changed. I knew in my heart I would do anything necessary to ensure the safety of my loved ones, and I set my chin at a proud angle as I returned my focus to the road. 
 
    We continued to veer slightly to the north until the sun was setting to my left side, and a chill breeze was coming directly at our faces. Despite the summer sun and blue skies I’d grown accustomed to in Bastianville, the closer we got to the mountains, the colder the air became. I’d traveled this way before, and I had formed a connection with the townspeople from the moment we met. I had to petition the king for the mountain village to become a part of my territory because of the loyalty the villagers had shown me during my visits. They were good people, and I wanted to do everything in my power to make their lives better. 
 
    It was all part of being a god, but I believed that was where I would truly make a difference. All the connections I’d created because I’d taken the time to learn about people lifted me up, and I didn’t want to let anyone down. 
 
    “Tell me an Earth story,” Zenda requested sometime later. “Take my mind off our shadow friend. I’m starting to get anxious, and I can’t ride and read at the same time.” 
 
    “Alright.” I flashed her a reassuring smile, but I also scanned our surroundings for the shadow figure making her nervous. I didn’t see anything, but I knew it would only be a matter of time until I had another sighting. “What kind of story? Funny? Sad? Romantic?” 
 
    “Um… Funny?” Zenda shrugged. 
 
    I scrunched up my nose as I tried to think of a good story to tell her, and I had a memory flash of one of my favorite movies. It was a funny story, but it would be even more hilarious if the God of Time was the narrator. 
 
    “Alright, so there were these two friends, Bill and Ted.” I grinned as I remembered the time traveling duo. “They’re in a band, but they end up getting an assignment in their history class.” 
 
    I began to explain the hilarious movie to the beautiful Zaborian, and her reactions were priceless. Zenda was immediately intrigued by the mention of history, and the more she learned about the story, the more connections she drew to our current quest. 
 
    “We are going to make you a magical time machine!” Zenda whispered excitedly. “Adventures of Bill, Ted, and Bash!” 
 
    “It would be fun to hang out with Keanu Reeves and Alex Winter,” I chuckled. 
 
    “I thought they were Bill and Ted.” Zenda tilted her head to the side in confusion. 
 
    “In the movie they are,” I said. “They’re actors-- You know what, never mind, it’s just a funny story. The more I think about it, Earth was really weird.” 
 
    “I can agree with you on that,” Zenda said with a sage nod. “The things you have described… Well, it’s clearly from another world.” 
 
    “The Zaborial Isles feel like an alien planet,” I pointed out. 
 
    “Alien?” Another adorable head tilt. 
 
    “From space,” I said as I pointed to the sky, and the look of shock and awe on Zenda’s face was equal parts cute and amusing. 
 
    “Like birds?” Zenda breathed. 
 
    “No. Well, maybe.” I laughed. “There’s a lot of debate about what aliens are actually like. A lot of people claim to have been abducted, but in general, society treats them like freaks.” 
 
    “How strange.” Zenda pressed her lips together, and her sapphire eyes turned to the tree line. “How do you feel about your enemies both being from Earth?” 
 
    “I’m not sure.” I frowned. “On the one hand, it seems like there’s a greater purpose behind our arrival in this world. All of us were brought here for a reason, right?” 
 
    “Perhaps they were summoned to be a challenge for you, the conqueror of realms.” The look of pride on Zenda’s face was unmistakable. “Like toys.” 
 
    “While it seems like there is something toying with our lives,” I said in a hesitant tone, “I don’t think I received any specific favoritism to support that.” 
 
    “True.” Zenda’s eyes twinkled. “You had to earn every ounce of power for yourself.” 
 
    “Exactly.” I grinned at the blue-skinned beauty. “And every heart connected to mine.” 
 
    The Zaborian historian let me claim her hand across the distance between our horses, and I quickly brushed my lips against the back of her fingers before her mare carried her out of reach. I wasn’t going to let any opportunity for a little romance go to waste, and no matter what happened, I wanted to make this trip enjoyable for my blue-skinned lover. 
 
    We waited until the sun was hovering over the horizon to our left before we started to look for a good camping location, but it didn’t take long to find a clearing near a small stream. Nameless noticed us leave the road, and the dragon swooped out of the air and plopped down in front of us to lead the way. The horses drank their fill while we prepared for the night, and once I had a little fire burning, I warmed up some of our dinner rations. Zenda unpacked our dishware, and we listened to the crackle of the fire while we enjoyed our meal. 
 
    Nameless shuffled through the underbrush for a few moments before a high-pitched squeal pierced the air, but the sound was cut off by a crunch a moment later, and the dragon returned with a rabbit in his jaws. He was certainly an efficient hunter, and he’d become quite independent lately. 
 
    Once my belly was full, I leaned back, supported my weight on my arms, and gazed up at the stars visible through the canopy of leaves over our head. The sparkling lights looked completely different from the constellations I’d grown up seeing, but there was a magical feeling to that. I was far away from my mediocre life on Earth, and a whole world of possibilities lay before me. 
 
    “Do you see the dragon constellation?” Zenda asked as she pointed to a curving formation of stars. 
 
    “Just as shiny as Nameless,” I said. 
 
    I am star born. The dragon had paused his rabbit munching to peer at me with his stardust eyes, and his voice sounded assured in my head. 
 
    “Is he speaking to you?” Zenda’s sapphire eyes widened. 
 
    “He sure is.” I grinned. “He said he is star born.” 
 
    “What does that mean?” Curiosity immediately lit up the historian’s pale blue face. 
 
    “Who knows.” I shrugged. “It is an odd thing to say, even for a dragon.” 
 
    “It seems like most things dragons say are odd.” Zenda smirked. “I really wish I could have been in Sorreyal while you were hunting Smiguel. The tales are so compelling.” 
 
    “Hey, there’s a lot of other stories we can make all on our own.” I smirked. “Take this trip, for example. It might be like my previous journeys to Wyndvale, but it’s also completely different because I’m here with you.” 
 
    “What happened during your previous trips?” Zenda cuddled up against me, and I wrapped my arm around her shoulders. 
 
    “The first time I ever visited Wyndvale was while I was on my way to Arginold Hold, and the town used to be in the Duke of Arginold’s territory.” My eyes went unfocused as I remembered one of my earliest adventures in Sorreyal. “When we arrived in the small mountain village, the town was besieged by mercenaries looking for me. With Mahini, Elissa, and Eva’s help, we killed them all before they hurt anyone in town.” 
 
    “I’m sure they were grateful for that,” Zenda said. “It’s good you arrived when you did.” 
 
    “A god is never late, nor is he early,” I quipped. “He arrives precisely when he is meant to.” 
 
    Zenda got that look in her eyes that said she was going to write my words down as soon as she got her hands on paper and ink. I got up and retrieved her journal, and the grateful smile I received made it entirely worth it.  
 
    As I turned to hand her the notebook, I spotted the top of a dark hood sticking out from the bushes on the edge of the circle of firelight. It was gone when I blinked, but I knew I wasn’t imagining things. 
 
    “We should take turns watching over the campsite,” I said quietly as I turned back to my lover. “I wouldn’t want our stalker friend to take advantage of us while we slept.” 
 
    “True.” A flash of disappointment crossed Zenda’s face. “Although, I was hoping to get some cuddles with you tonight.” 
 
    “I’ll see what I can do.” I smirked. “But my number one priority is keeping you safe.” 
 
    “I understand.” Zenda smiled sweetly, but then she looked pointedly at her journal. “Can I have that now?” 
 
    “Of course.” I laughed as I handed it over, and I sat down next to her while she jotted some crisp lines in her journal. “I can’t wait ‘til we get to Wyndvale, and I can introduce you to all the nice townspeople. They’re going to love you.” 
 
    “I find it very interesting that such a small secluded village would find it necessary to build a library.” Zenda’s eyebrows creased in a thoughtful manner. “I’m not complaining, but it is unusual. Libraries are a common feature of larger towns and cities where travelers come from all over. I think it speaks to the standard of living within Wyndvale.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” I asked. 
 
    “Reading is a luxury many cannot afford,” Zenda pointed out. “While a lot of people have to perform menial tasks and hard labor in order to earn a living, the rich and powerful have the time to sit back and study academic literature.” 
 
    “I see.” I nodded. “So, if Wyndvale felt the need for a library, then the majority of the residents are well off enough to enjoy some leisurely reading.” 
 
    “Exactly.” Zenda grinned. “Of course, with you as the leader of this territory, it comes as no surprise.” 
 
    “Do you think Bastianville needs a library?” I asked. 
 
    “Oh, of course!” Zenda giggled. “Why do you think I’ve been gathering so many books? I want to create a thorough history of the entire world, and bring education to all children.” 
 
    “We should get to work on that when we get back,” I suggested. 
 
    “Really?” Zenda’s face split with an ear-to-ear grin. “I’ve been eyeing one of the older houses in town. It’s near the main street, but not directly on it, and it is large enough for my needs.” 
 
    “I’ll make it happen,” I promised. 
 
    Then I heard a twig snap in the shadows of the forest, and my head whipped toward the direction of the sound. Nameless tilted his head as well, but he didn’t act defensive or threatened. The flap of a cloak tail disappeared into the darkness beyond the light of the fire, but it was unmistakable. It was a person following us, and I had a strong feeling it was someone I’d met in a previous run-through. 
 
    The Goddess of Death. 
 
    “Is something wrong?” Zenda asked as she followed my gaze into the forest. “Do you see something?” 
 
    “I did.” I nodded, but then I turned back to the fire. “I’m almost certain I know who it is.” 
 
    “The goddess you told us about?” Zenda always seemed to connect the dots faster than I could blink. 
 
    “The God of the Plague seems to be a bit of a recluse at the moment,” I said. “He’s sent others to do his dirty work on multiple occasions, but most recently, the goddess was on a mission for him. If she’s the one doing the grunt work, it would make sense it’s her out there.” 
 
    “You’re right,” Zenda agreed. “Lark and Noa wouldn’t have been able to get into the treasury without her guidance, but from what you said, it seemed they hardly mentioned meeting the God of the Plague.” 
 
    The two thieves had infiltrated the ranks of the palace staff in Vallenwood, but the king had already brought me in to root out spies. After I followed the pair around and got to know them, I watched them die at the hands of the Goddess of Death before I reset. I’d saved their lives the next run-through, and I’d urged them to go to Bastianville to get a second chance at life. I hadn’t heard any updates on if they’d made it yet, but the trip from the capital city was quite a journey when you couldn’t fast travel. 
 
    I hoped Lark and Noa did come to Bastianville, and maybe after they’d gotten to start fresh, they would be more willing to tell me everything they knew about the two supposed immortals. I’d killed the God of the Purge in the Zaborial Isles, but I had to retrieve a special amulet that protected me from his mind control powers. Once he couldn’t use me like a puppet as he had done to so many others, I was able to deal him a fatal blow. 
 
    His dying words were of Hitler. 
 
    It seemed as though he had been summoned from the era of the dictator of doom and was likely a soldier in Hitler’s army. Did this mean he’d been in this fantasy world for that long? 
 
    “Bash? Bash!” Zenda shook me with a laugh. “You’re zoning out again. What are you thinking about?” 
 
    “The trip to the Zaborial Isles,” I admitted, but then I lowered my voice to a low whisper. “I can’t help but wonder what the powers of these others are. The Purge guy could control minds, even mine, but he seems to be the weakest among us. What do these new bastards have in store for us?” 
 
    “Surely nothing that could beat you,” Zenda said. “I have never seen you fail at anything you set out to do.” 
 
    “Time versus death and plague,” I chuckled. 
 
    The two of us continued to talk about everything we were up against until the moon rose into the space in the canopy above our heads, but I let Zenda take the first round of sleep time. I sat by the fire standing guard, and I sensed more than saw the shadowy figure watching me. 
 
    If she was going to watch me and not attack, I might as well put on a show. I could give her something to take back to her master, and maybe the two of them would think twice before making a move. The letter from the God of the Plague did mention how I was too powerful to face head-on, but of course they would want to keep me under surveillance. 
 
    I could go one of two ways. I could withhold information, resist any urges to use my powers in the open, and appear less threatening so I could shock them later when I revealed my true abilities. Or I could lean into being on display, and I could show the Goddess of Death exactly what she was up against. If she saw even a glimpse of my full potential, she would be running scared back to her master. 
 
    There was minimal movement in the shadows beneath the trees as I considered my options, and I wasn’t going to wake Zenda up for a while, but the blue-skinned beauty soon emerged from the tent with a sleepy smile. 
 
    “Your turn.” She gestured to the tent. “Get some sleep.” 
 
    “I worry about you being out here alone,” I argued. 
 
    “I’ll sit right in front of the tent entrance,” the Zaborian suggested. “I can reach in and shake your foot the second I hear a noise.” 
 
    “Alright,” I relented, and I crawled inside the tent. 
 
    I fell asleep faster than I thought, and it was almost dawn when I woke again. I let Zenda nap while I broke down the campsite, and once I had the fire smothered and the horses packed, I woke her up. We worked together to quickly take down the temporary dwelling, but it only took us a few moments to get back on the road. Nameless laid napping in a pile of leaves until the last possible moment, but then he jumped into the air and took flight. I wondered if he’d gotten much sleep the night before, but he was starting to seem more nocturnal as he grew. 
 
    Zenda and I shared a bag of trail mix between us as we rode, and we both had our cloaks pulled tightly around our torsos as the wind swept over us. The road began to angle and curve upward until it felt like we were going straight up, but the path leveled out after the steep rise. The trees started to shift from the broad-leafed deciduous trees to the evergreen coniferous trees, and the clay and dirt of the road grew muddy in the shadows. 
 
    Once we were on the other side of the hill, the wind ceased its constant whipping around our faces, and I pushed back the hood of my cloak. Then I flashed Zenda a broad smile, and I pointed to the top of the next small mountain. 
 
    “Wyndvale is at the top,” I explained. “And Arginold Hold is beyond that to the northeast. If we don’t find what we need here, we’ll go to see Ako.” 
 
    If any of my friends and followers could keep pace with me, it was the shapeshifting wizard wielder of the Razmadan ghost swords. He wouldn’t be intimidated by the idea of the Goddess of Death stalking my every movement, and I was certain the extravagant cat-man would be open to putting on a show for our audience. 
 
    It was late in the afternoon when the first roofs of Wyndvale came into view, but the sight encouraged us to increase our pace. I made a new save point with a mental command as we paused at the top of a ridge to gaze at the distant town, and I savored the moment before we continued onward. The horses’ breaths created puffs of steam in the chilly evening air, and I spotted a few ice crystals on Goliath’s eyelashes. I felt bad for the warhorse, but the sturdy stallion had faced far worse and continued to hold himself with pride. 
 
    We passed what used to be a field of wildflowers, but now it was mostly just tall grasses and scrub brush. I frowned as I thought about the colorful buds that had previously decorated the meadow, but maybe it was just the off season. 
 
    Eventually, I saw a man leading a horse and wagon full of sawed logs on the road ahead of us, and he paused to stare at me as I approached. The stock looked to be good Wyndvale lumber, and I made a mental note to express how beautiful the wood elements of my castle turned out to the mayor of the lumber town. We’d created a circular flow of trade within my territory, and it seemed as though everyone was prospering. 
 
    “Good evening,” I greeted with a friendly smile. “Headed to Wyndvale?” 
 
    “Aye,” the man grunted. “Going home for the night, but it’s harvest day, so it’s taking me longer to get there.” 
 
    “Well, I hope to catch you in the tavern later.” I waved as we passed him by and continued toward the small mountain town. 
 
    The streets of Wyndvale were quiet when we trotted between the first row of buildings, and I led the way to the inn where I’d stayed previously. Nameless landed on the roof of the inn, and he turned in a circle a few times before he settled into a perch. It was getting dark, so the dragon didn’t draw much attention in the growing shadows, and for that I was thankful. A stablehand met us out in the street and offered to take our horses, and he said he’d bring our baggage to our room later. We paid him and walked inside the inn, and the innkeeper’s face lit up when we entered the common room. 
 
    “Why! Sir Sebastian, our lord and benefactor in the flesh!” Chaz Worthy stepped out from behind the counter, and he opened his beefy arms up for me to hug him. 
 
    The dark-skinned giant was a teddy bear of a man, and he owned the quaint bed and breakfast style establishment where I’d always stayed while in Wyndvale. His wife wasn’t as involved in the business as her husband was, but she would occasionally grace the guests with a lute performance. 
 
    “Chaz, my friend,” I said as I fell into his arms, and we both patted each other firmly on the back a few times. “It is so good to see you.” 
 
    “What brings you to our fair town?” the innkeeper asked as he released me from his bro embrace. “Taking a new beautiful companion on a tour through your holdings?” 
 
    “In so many words,” I laughed, but I gestured for the blue-skinned beauty to come forward. “This is the lovely Zenda, daughter of the High Priest of the Zaborial Isles. She left her homeland to join me in Sorreyal, and we are on an academic mission.” 
 
    “Ah, a woman of the mind,” Chaz said with a broad smile, and his large hands engulfed my lover’s dainty fingers as he shook her hand. “It is a pleasure to meet you, Zenda. You’ve got a good one here, but I’m sure I don’t have to tell you that.” 
 
    “We’re looking for a room,” I said. “Got anything available?” 
 
    “Absolutely,” Chaz said, and he clapped his hands together before he returned to business.  
 
    Chaz put us up in a room with a king-sized bed and a view of the hillside below the town, and it wasn’t long before our possessions were brought upstairs for us. We changed out of our dirty road clothes and bathed before redressing, and then I escorted the blue-skinned beauty to the local tavern. Nameless took flight behind us, but he returned to a perched position on the tavern roof as we jogged up the steps. The dragon made a good watchman, and I felt like I could relax as long as he was standing guard. 
 
    Dom Surly was the first person I saw when we entered the tavern, and he was stooped over a table as he wiped it down. His stained gray apron hung loosely around him, and his general disheveled appearance was in stark contrast to his uptight and well-groomed wife. Elizabeth saw me a moment later, and she quickly ushered me through the small crowd to her best booth. 
 
    Zenda and I slid onto the cushioned seats as the tavern owner dashed off to retrieve some beverages, and as soon as she walked away, I could sense several pairs of eyes turn in our direction. I pretended not to notice, but I didn’t sense any hostility. These people were my followers, and their quality of living had drastically improved ever since I took control over their town. 
 
    Once our drinks arrived in the hands of a smiling Elizabeth, I surveyed the room over the rim of my mug. There were several familiar faces in the small crowd, but there were even more I’d never seen before. Wyndvale was busier than it had been the last time I visited, and I was pleased to see the increase in business. 
 
    “Sir Sebastian?” a timid male voice asked. 
 
    I turned to see a thin auburn-haired young man with an ear-to-ear grin on his face, and I recognized him as one of my favorite drinking buddies in town. 
 
    “Jonas!” I rose from the table and clasped his forearm with mine. “Sit, have a drink with us.” 
 
    “I would love to, but…” The young man glanced over his shoulder, and I followed his gaze to a beautiful girl with dirty-blonde hair. “I’m here with someone.” 
 
    “I understand,” I chuckled. “Well, good for you.” 
 
    Several other people came up to either introduce themselves or see if I remembered them, and then I spotted Chaz Worthy and his wife enter the tavern. I waved them over, and the couple grabbed drinks before they joined us at our table. 
 
    “Chaz says you’re here on an academic mission,” the innkeeper’s wife said with a warm smile. “What are you searching for?” 
 
    “Well, we heard about the new library,” I explained as I cast a sideways glance at Zenda. 
 
    “I’m a scholar,” the Zaborian added. “I’m in search of several volumes, and I’ve heard good things about your inventory.” 
 
    “Ah, yes, it’s been quite a fun adventure.” Chaz took a long slurp from his mug. “Adorno championed the whole project, and he even traveled to Vallenwood to get books himself.” 
 
    “Is that where most of your inventory comes from?” I asked. 
 
    “Not entirely,” the innkeeper said. “There’s a wizard who donated a huge load of books once word spread about our project.” 
 
    “That’s exciting,” I said. “We’ll check it out first thing in the morning.” 
 
    “Do my eyes deceive me?” a deep masculine voice asked from behind me. “Is it truly the God of Time?” 
 
    I peered over my shoulder, but I immediately smiled when I saw the mayor of Wyndvale. Adorno pulled up a chair to the table, and we shook hands over the wooden surface. Then I introduced him to Zenda, and he asked a few follow-up questions about her homeland before I redirected the conversation. 
 
    “How have you been?” I asked in a friendly tone. “It seems like things are good in Wyndvale.” 
 
    “Ah, yes, very good.” Adorno’s eyes twinkled over the rim as he took a swig of his beer. “We’ve opened a new library, and several new businesses have come to town.” 
 
    “I heard about the library,” I said. “That’s actually why we’re here.” 
 
    “So, it’s not just a social call?” Adorno chuckled. “I mean no offense, I’m sure the life of a god is busy enough.” 
 
    “Who says I can’t do both?” I laughed. “I’m here tonight, aren’t I?” 
 
    “Well, the library is closed at the moment,” the mayor pointed out. “But I am very glad to see you this evening.” 
 
    “The feeling is mutual.” I raised my mug in a toast, and the rest of the table’s occupants clinked their glasses against mine. 
 
    “Anything specific you’re hoping to find in the library?” Adorno asked as his gaze flicked between me and Zenda. “I transported a lot of the inventory myself, and I remember a few of the titles I saw.” 
 
    “There’s quite a list, actually,” Zenda said in a cautious tone. “It would be simpler just to scan the shelves in person.” 
 
    “Well, I hope you find everything you’re looking for,” Adorno said with a wide smile. “Let me know if you need any assistance.” 
 
    We thanked the mayor, and after a while of small talk, he left our table to mingle with the other patrons. Chaz and his wife stayed for a while longer, and the innkeeper’s wife even graced us with a song on her lute. It was late in the night when we finally returned to the inn, and Nameless reflected the light of the torches lining the street like a disco ball. 
 
    Zenda and I climbed the steps to our room while yawning, and it was clear we were both ready for a good night’s sleep. With Nameless watching the building, I knew we were safe from watching eyes, and I doubted the Goddess of Death would have the balls to attack us in our sleep in the middle of town. 
 
    “I am so sleepy,” Zenda admitted with a tired smile. “I forgot how difficult it is to travel for multiple days. My bottom is still numb from the saddle.” 
 
    “Well, you can get as much sleep as you need,” I said. “We’ll head over to the library after breakfast, and we can spend the rest of the day combing through the stacks.” 
 
    “That sounds lovely,” the Zaborian sighed. 
 
    Zenda crawled into bed, but I did a lap around the inn to lock doors and windows before I joined her. Better safe than sorry, and I wanted to get some good sleep as well. 
 
    It felt like only a few moments had passed when the sound of bells ringing awakened me, and then I heard the frantic shouting from outside our room. I rushed to the window, but as soon as I pulled back the curtains, I could see the angry glow of a fire and the thick black plumes of smoke rising above the other buildings. 
 
    “-- fire, the library is on fire!” a voice shouted as a villager ran through the streets. 
 
    Fuck. 
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 Chapter Six 
 
    I turned and shook Zenda awake, and her sapphire eyes went as wide as saucers when she learned of the situation. We both pulled on clothes and rushed out of the tavern, and we followed the flow of bodies streaming in the direction of the library. 
 
    There was a bucket line of villagers from the town well, but the sloshes of liquid did little to combat the ferocious blaze eating away at the log building. I raked my hands through my hair as I stared at the flames, and it seemed like any potential leads contained within were lost to the fire. 
 
    “What do we do, Bash?” Zenda asked in a defeated tone. “What if the only full version of the spell was contained inside?” 
 
    “I’m going to fix it.” I pressed my lips into a thin line. 
 
    The crowd of villagers all cried out in despair as they watched their beloved new library go up in flames, but no one was dumb enough to rush into the fire. The heat of the blaze washed over us like a massive bonfire, and soon a hush fell over the people. 
 
    I set my chin at a determined angle as I decided what to do next, but the choice seemed obvious. The library may be too far gone right now, but I could always change that with a wave of my will power. 
 
    Chime. 
 
    Zenda and I were on horseback at the top of a ridge, and the rooftops of Wyndvale were barely visible through the trees on the side of the hill before us. We only had a few hours before the library would catch fire, but I knew that was plenty of time to save the books. 
 
    “I have bad news,” I said to the beautiful Zaborian as we continued to ride toward Wyndvale. “If we don’t do something to stop it, there’s going to be a fire in the library tonight.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” Zenda frowned as she whipped her head to face me. “Did you have a premonition?” 
 
    “Something like that.” I pressed my lips together. “But if we want to save the books, we need to get to the library before the sun goes down.” 
 
    “You don’t need to tell me twice,” Zenda said, and she tapped her heels against her mare’s flanks. 
 
    The horse lunged forward at a faster pace, and Goliath quickly matched her speed. We passed by the barren wildflower meadow and the lumberjack as he returned to town with his harvest, but this time, I didn’t slow down to chat with him. The trees swept past us as we ran up the rocky road toward Wyndvale, and our faces were flushed from the wind when we finally reached the small mountain village. 
 
    Our horses’ hooves clomped in the muddy street winding through the town, but we didn’t stop until we arrived at the library. Zenda didn’t question how I knew which building it was, and she quickly lashed her horse to the pole outside before she darted up the steps. I had to hurry to catch up to her, but the atmosphere of the library hit me all at once as soon as I entered the space. 
 
    The smell of old paper and dust tickled my nose, but Zenda inhaled eagerly with a bright smile. The shelves were so tall they blocked out the light of the sconces on the walls, but there was a table near the door full of candles. A small desk was situated on the other side of the entrance, and a mousy old woman with small half-moon glasses at the end of her nose sat behind it. 
 
    “May I help you find something?” the librarian asked in a curious voice. 
 
    “We’re looking for anything on the topic of magic,” Zenda said instantly, and she didn’t hesitate to head into the stacks as soon as the librarian gave her directions. 
 
    I grabbed a candle and lit it before I followed the Zaborian historian through the rows of shelves, and I held the flame above her head to illuminate the books she was scanning over. I knew it was best to stay out of her way when she was on the hunt for a specific volume, but I was enjoying watching her eyes twinkle with delight. 
 
    Zenda’s entire demeanor had relaxed the moment we’d stepped into the library, and it was clear to anyone with eyes how comfortable she felt when she was surrounded by books. The intelligent Zaborian had spent the majority of her life within the confines of the greatest library in the world, but she didn’t act haughty or superior to the cramped log cabin style collection. 
 
    Books were books, and she obviously loved every single one of them. 
 
    “Do you realize how smart our children are going to be?” I asked in a low voice as I followed her into another row. 
 
    “I hope so,” the Zaborian breathed and flashed me a loving smile. “With my brains and your brawn, they’ll be unstoppable.” 
 
    “Indeed,” I chuckled. 
 
    “I’m surprised by how many volumes they managed to acquire,” the Zaborian said as she turned her attention back to the shelves. “I wouldn’t have expected such a variety in this small of a town.” 
 
    “I guess it just goes to show how much Wyndvale is thriving,” I said. “But Bastianville’s library will be even bigger.” 
 
    “Oh, I’m sure of it.” Zenda giggled, but then her eyes brightened as she honed in on one book. “This is it.” 
 
    “You found the book by Lord Havers?” I raised my eyebrows. 
 
    “No,” Zenda laughed. “I just meant, this is the beginning of the section on magic.” 
 
    I turned to help her scan over the titles on the book bindings, and I was surprised to see the name of my shapeshifting wizard friend listed as an author on multiple volumes. 
 
    “Is this the infamous Ako Gray who accompanied you in the search for the Duke of Edinburg?” Zenda asked in a curious tone as though she could read my thoughts. 
 
    “The one and the same,” I confirmed. “He’s the court wizard of Arginold Hold, but it looks like he’s been pretty busy committing things to the page. He’s traveled all over the world, so I’m curious what all he’s learned.” 
 
    “I was going to say we should take all of the books on magic,” Zenda said. “But after seeing how many are here, I wouldn’t want to remove so much of their inventory.” 
 
    “We wouldn’t be able to store or carry that many books anyway,” I agreed. “We’ll just have to find the ones with the information we need.” 
 
    “That could take some time,” Zenda admitted. “I’ll have to skim over every book.” 
 
    “I don’t think whoever plans on starting the fire would do so while we were still inside,” I said. 
 
    “You think it’s arson?” Zenda’s eyebrows rose. “I assumed it would be accidental in some way.” 
 
    “It’s no coincidence the library is threatened as soon as we reach Wyndvale,” I pointed out. “But if we get what we need before that can happen, then I think we can prevent the fire altogether.” 
 
    “Why don’t you stand watch while I start combing through these volumes,” Zenda suggested. “See if our shadow friend is lurking around outside the building.” 
 
    “That’s a good idea.” I nodded. “I’ll check on you soon.” 
 
    I made a lap around the outside row of books, and I peered out the two windows that broke up the lines of shelves. There was nothing but forest and other buildings on the other side of the glass, but looks could be deceiving.  
 
    After I ensured there was no one else in the library, I circled around the outside of the building. 
 
    I peered into the shadows of the trees on the edge of the village behind the library, but I didn’t see any movements or signs of our stalker. If the Goddess of Death was following us, then I was confident she had been the one to start the fire. She’d somehow learned of the purpose of our quest, and she’d attempted to thwart us without facing us directly. 
 
    Nameless squawked at me from the roof of the library, and I held my hand over my eyes to block out the sun as I looked up at him. He flapped his wings and lowered himself to the ground in front of me, and he followed me like a puppy dog as I made another circuit around the building. 
 
    I noticed a few people further down the street froze when they spotted the dragon at my side, and several turned and went in the other direction as fast as they could. I hadn’t had the chance to talk to the mayor yet, or I would have warned him of the dragon’s presence in his town, but I knew the worst that could happen was the big lizard eliciting fear in the townspeople. 
 
    Nameless was harmless as long as he wasn’t threatened. Or hungry. 
 
    The dragon returned to the roof of the library when I went back inside, and it took me a little while to find the historian among the stacks of books. She sat on the floor with a pile of literature beside her, and her eyebrows were creased in concentration as she scanned the page in front of her. 
 
    “Find anything?” I asked. 
 
    “Nothing yet,” she sighed. “I’m not going to give up, though.” 
 
    “Everything is quiet outside,” I reported. “Nameless is watching over us from the rooftop.” 
 
    “I’m sure he will alert you if he sees anything out of the ordinary,” Zenda said. “He’s a good dragon.” 
 
    “Yeah, I think he’s just happy to be on another adventure.” I grinned. 
 
    “Has he said anything to you recently?” Zenda asked. 
 
    “Not really.” I shrugged. “When he does, it’s just a few words. I know he is capable of communicating with me, but he rarely resorts to actual words to do so.” 
 
    Suddenly, I heard footsteps behind us, and I turned to see the elderly librarian shuffling into our current row. She peered at us shrewdly, but she didn’t say anything until she was only a couple of steps away from me. 
 
    “I would be happy to help you locate something,” she offered in a soft voice. “Most people take the book they want with them to read in the comfort of their own homes.” 
 
    “We’re visiting Wyndvale,” I said. “We haven’t stopped at the inn to get a room yet, but I was going to ask if it’s okay if we take a few of the books with us.” 
 
    “That’s fine.” The librarian folded her hands in front of her as she nodded. “Mr. Worthy will likely return them for you as well.” 
 
    “I’m so sorry,” Zenda said from her spot on the floor. “I just need some more time to find what I’m looking for. It’s hard to explain exactly what that is, so it’s more a process of trial and error.” 
 
    “I see.” The librarian pursed her lips together, and she turned back toward her desk without another word. 
 
    I flashed Zenda an amused smile as the elderly lady disappeared behind the shelves, but then I left her to her reading once more. I took up a seat on the stoop leading into the library, and I watched the people walking by. Many of them smiled and waved at me as they passed, but none of them went out of their way to speak to me. 
 
    That was okay with me since I wanted to stay focused on my guarding duties, and my gaze constantly scanned over my surroundings. The sounds of chickens and goats met my ears from deeper in the town, and the laughter of children rang out like a song. Aromas of meals being cooked wafted into my nose, and my stomach growled. We would have to get something to eat as soon as we were done at the library, but we would have plenty of time to relax once we found the book we needed. 
 
    Zenda summoned me sooner than I expected, and she excitedly pointed to a page of a book she held cradled in her arms. I peered over her shoulder and read the text out loud. 
 
    “Many magic users claim an effective memory spell, but none come close to the clarity contained within Lord Havers’ books.” I flashed Zenda a hopeful smile before I continued down the page. “Not only did I learn the properties of magic necessary for the spell, but I also discovered the broader scope of his works.” 
 
    “This was written by Ako Gray,” Zenda said in an excited whisper. “He studied Lord Havers’ books, which means he must know where to find them!” 
 
    “So, there’s not a copy of the original text here?” I asked. 
 
    “Unfortunately not,” Zenda confirmed. “But Master Gray would have had to read the original text in order to summarize it. He has to be able to help us.” 
 
    “Next stop, Arginold Hold,” I said with a decisive nod. “What should we do with these books?” 
 
    “I’ll help the librarian reshelve them,” Zenda said. “But what’s going to happen to the library when we leave? Is it still going to catch on fire?” 
 
    “I’m not going to let that happen,” I assured the historian. “I’m fairly certain our shadow stalker is the arsonist, so if we leave, then they may follow us without starting the fire.” 
 
    “You think Wyndvale will be safer if we leave?” Zenda’s eyebrows drew together into a concerned frown. “I wouldn’t want anything to happen to these nice people.” 
 
    “I’ll make sure they’re safe,” I said. “It’s my job to protect them.” 
 
    “Alright, well, I want to take a couple of these books written by Master Gray,” Zenda said as she started to rifle through her piles. “I would like to get to know him better before we arrive in Arginold Hold.” 
 
    “Smart.” I grinned. “He’s going to be so happy to see us.” 
 
    “I didn’t get much of a chance to speak with him at your surprise party,” Zenda said in a disappointed tone. “I’m looking forward to having a quieter atmosphere for our next discussion.” 
 
    “I’m sure he’d love to let you pick his brain,” I said, and I held open my arms while she stacked her chosen volumes on them. “He’s one of the smartest men I’ve ever met, but he knows this well, and he has no issue showing his confident side.” 
 
    “Sounds like someone else I know,” the Zaborian teased with a wink. 
 
    The librarian came over to check on us a few moments later, and Zenda explained that she’d found what she was looking for. The two ladies worked together to put the remaining books back on the shelves, and I carried the stack of texts the blue-skinned historian had chosen outside to our horses. 
 
    We still hadn’t gotten a room for the night, so I had to finagle the hardback volumes into the packs hanging over our horses’ rumps. Once everything was put away, I rejoined the two women inside, and I helped them with the last few books before Zenda and I left. 
 
    Nameless chirped as he swooped down over my head, and I flashed the shiny dragon a broad smile. He followed us down the street toward the inn, and he caught more than one astonished look from the townspeople walking around us. No one seemed scared or alarmed, and I wondered how well known the dragon’s presence was. It was probably common knowledge that the God of Time had a lightning-breathing familiar by his side, but it was hard to keep something so large and eye-catching a secret for long. 
 
    Chaz Worthy again greeted me with a tight embrace when we entered the inn, and he set us up in his best room once more. The stablehand brought up our stuff, and we bathed off the road grime. This time, I made a lap around the perimeter of the town to check for our shadow friend before we headed toward the tavern. I glanced up as Nameless landed on the roof of the bar, and I sent a silent plea for him to watch our backs before I stepped inside. 
 
    We ordered some food and drinks, but our meal was often interrupted by the friendly townspeople. Chaz and his wife joined us during this run-through as well, and I waved the mayor over as soon as he walked in. I wished I could spend the rest of the night socializing with the residents of Wyndvale, but I was worried that I might be causing more harm than good by leading my stalker into their midst. 
 
    “We’ll be leaving tonight,” I announced. 
 
    “Very well,” Zenda said with a dip of her head. 
 
    “But I’ll let you take a nap at the inn first if you want,” I offered with a warm smile. “I know it’s going to be harder to ride while we’re sleepy.” 
 
    “Why so soon, Great One?” Adorno sounded alarmed. “You’ve only just arrived. Have we done something to offend you?” 
 
    “Not at all,” I hurriedly assured the leader of the small mountain village. “I have powerful enemies on my tail, and I would hate to have anything bad happen to my people because of it. I must lead them away where they can’t hurt anyone.” 
 
    Adorno seemed mollified by my words, and he settled back into an entertaining conversation about some recent town antics. I didn’t drink as much as I had during my first run-through since I wanted to be sharp when we hit the road. I couldn’t afford to make any mistakes with a goddess following me, and I wanted to make sure we led her away from Wyndvale before she could start the fire at the library. 
 
    I let Zenda nap in the inn while I stood watch from the porch, but the shadows were quiet and still until the moon began to rise over the treetops. I waited until I had the horses packed and ready to go before I shook the Zaborian beauty awake, and we hit the road a short while later. I could feel the tiredness in my body, but I pushed onward. I needed to draw our stalker away from Wyndvale, and I wasn’t going to stop for a break until I knew our shadow friend was following us.  
 
    When I saw the flicker of movement in the trees to my right, I let out a sigh of relief.  
 
    The Wyndvale library was safe. 
 
    Now, I just had to deal with our follower while we made our way to Arginold Hold, and I contemplated different ways to draw them out of the shadows and confront them once and for all. I could set a trap with magic of some kind, or even a simple snare made from rope, but it would be hard to set everything up without our stalker seeing us do it. 
 
    There were other ways to draw our shadow friend out of hiding, but perhaps it was better to let them think they’d avoided detection for the moment. It would be hard to learn anything about my enemy if they ran away, and as long as they were following me, then they weren’t doing anything to my family or friends back in Bastianville. 
 
    The moon was settling toward the western horizon when we finally took a break, and I had Zenda and Nameless stay close to the tent while I stole a few hours of sleep. We made sure to eat as much as we could before we left again, but I made a new save point as we got back on the road to Arginold Hold. 
 
    After hours of riding, the sun came up once more, and the path ahead was illuminated in radiant sunrays. Zenda’s sapphire eyes sparkled in the light, and the bright smile she flashed me only added to her radiance. While I hadn’t gotten very much sleep, I was feeling strong, and I was ready to face whatever the day had in store for us. 
 
    “Do you think there’s anyone still watching Bastianville?” Zenda asked out of the blue. “I know there’s only one person following us, but it could be possible to leave someone behind to keep an eye on the rest of the family as well.” 
 
    “That’s a good point,” I said. “I’ll blip back the next time we stop to check on everything.” 
 
    “I would hate for anything to happen to them while you were occupied with my hunch.” Zenda pressed her lips together into a thin line. 
 
    “It’s more than a hunch,” I reminded her. “You’ve found multiple mentions of the spell, and I’m convinced we will find what we’re looking for in Arginold Hold.” 
 
    “Do you really think Master Gray will help us?” Zenda flashed me a worried frown. 
 
    “Of course,” I laughed. “What are friends for?” 
 
    Once we stopped for a midday meal, I used my fast travel amulets to return to Bastianville, and I materialized directly in front of a flour-covered Akina. Her wide metallic eyes and flushed cheeks alerted me something was amiss, but she immediately flashed me a wide smile as soon as she realized it was me. 
 
    “You scared me,” the desert warrior admitted. “I didn’t realize wearing the amulet would mean you popping into existence when I was least expecting it. I tossed my flour bowl into the air.” 
 
    “If there was a way to let you know ahead of time, I would do it,” I chuckled. 
 
    I helped the baking woman clean up the mess in the kitchen before I went to check on the others, but I didn’t want to leave Zenda alone in the woods for long. She had Nameless to watch her back, but there was no telling what our shadow friend would do once I wasn’t around. 
 
    Mahini was in the nursery with both babies, and the coos and gurgles brought a smile to my face. I kissed everyone in greeting, and I discussed household topics for a moment before I continued. Then I found Elissa with a clipboard and a list down the street from our castle, and I gave her a quizzical look as I approached. 
 
    “I’m overseeing the addition of new housing,” the beautiful redhead explained after she’d pressed a kiss against my lips. “Our army continues to grow, and Riondale needs someplace for the new recruits to live.” 
 
    “That’s awesome.” I grinned, but then I remembered the purpose of my visit. “Has there been any reports of suspicious activity outside the walls?” 
 
    “Nothing.” Elissa shrugged. “Why?” 
 
    “Someone has been following me across the countryside,” I said. “I am pretty sure it’s the Goddess of Death, but I wanted to check in just in case there were more people watching Bastianville.” 
 
    “I haven’t heard anything,” Elissa said. “But I’ll speak to Riondale about increasing patrols. We won’t let anyone inside the walls who aren’t properly vetted and searched. I got this, don’t worry.” 
 
    “I know you can handle it,” I said with a loving smile. “I’m lucky to have you by my side to help take care of our people.” 
 
    “They’re looking to you to keep them safe, but even a god can’t be everywhere at once.” Elissa rubbed my upper arm affectionately. “Besides, I would be bored out of my mind without tasks to occupy myself. Being a new mother means I jump at any chance to get out of the house and talk to actual adults.” 
 
    “You’re an amazing mother,” I assured her. “Make sure you take some time to yourself to rest and relax. It’ll be good for the baby if you take good care of your own body and mind.” 
 
    “I’ll do that.” Elissa grinned. “I wouldn’t want you to worry about either one of us.” 
 
    A short while later, I returned to the road where Zenda and Nameless waited, and we headed toward Arginold Hold once more. I knew it would take us a few days of travel to reach the northern stronghold, and while I wanted to get there as soon as possible, I knew it wouldn’t help if I pushed us to the breaking point. I set a decent, steady pace, and my beautiful lover and I were able to chat while we rode. 
 
    We still rode until after the sun had set before we stopped to make camp, and I built a fire while Zenda took care of the horses. Once our meal was cooking and the tent was pitched, we sat on a log to watch the crackling flames. I closed my eyes and listened to the sounds of the forest, and except for the chirp of insects and calls of birds, I didn’t hear anything. 
 
    Was our follower still out there? 
 
    I peered into the shadows beyond the light of the fire, but it was hard to see into the darkness. I thought I spotted a brief gleam of green eyes reflecting the flames, but it disappeared an instant later. They were definitely still watching us, but they were doing a better job of remaining undetected. Maybe I could do something that would cause her to come out of the shadows, and I decided to put on a show for our audience. 
 
    “This is pretty romantic,” I said to the blue-skinned beauty at my side as I wrapped an arm around her shoulders. “I’m glad you’re here with me.” 
 
    Zenda tilted her head up to give me access to her lips, and I cradled her cheek in my hand while I brushed my mouth against hers. The kiss was soft and tender, but I left a dangling promise for more to come. Zenda’s eyes were closed when I finally pulled back, but her desire was plain to see when she opened them again. 
 
    “You are such a good kisser,” the Zaborian reported. 
 
    “That’s not all I’m good at,” I reminded her in a teasing tone. 
 
    We kissed again, but before she could pull away from my embrace, I picked her up and pulled her onto my lap. Her groin pressed against my crotch, and I could already feel my body responding to her warm presence. I stroked her back while our kiss deepened, and soon, we were both breathing in ragged gasps. Zenda swept her fingers through the brown tendrils of my hair, and she held me firmly as she pressed her body against mine. 
 
    “I want you,” I breathed in her ear. “Right here, right now.” 
 
    “What about our shadow friend?” the Zaborian whispered as she cast a furtive glance into the shadows. “Won’t they see?” 
 
    “Maybe.” I shrugged. “Who cares?” 
 
    “What if they attack while we’re in a… vulnerable position?” Zenda bit her bottom lip, but I could see how much she wanted me in her sapphire gaze. 
 
    “I can handle it,” I promised her. “You think I’m any less deadly when I’m naked?” 
 
    “No,” Zenda giggled, and she began to pull on my clothes. “But you can prove it if you want.” 
 
    “I’ll prove a lot more than that,” I said, and I pulled my shirt over my head. 
 
    Zenda’s lips twisted into a seductive smile as she untied the lashes holding her turquoise robes on her body, and the thin fabric fell from her pale blue shoulders like water cascading down a fall. The beautiful Zaborian fit into our natural surroundings like she was a mythical forest creature herself, but here she was, in the flesh, surrendering herself to me. 
 
    I was one lucky god. 
 
    The intelligent scholar would seem to be demure and modest to the outside eye, but I knew she had a wild side hidden beneath her silk robes. Her curly green hair was growing longer with each passing day, and now it was long enough to run my fingers through it. I clung to her as intensely as she did me, and I could feel both our body temperatures rising as our kiss continued to deepen. 
 
    “Should we escape into the tent?” Zenda whispered in my ear when we finally came up for air. 
 
    “I’m fine here.” I grinned. “But I understand if you’re uncomfortable with that.” 
 
    Zenda pondered my offer for a moment, and while a purple-tinged blush darkened her cheeks, an amused smile stretched her lips. She looked around the firelit clearing like she would find unexpected companions, but there was nothing except the horses and dragon on the other side of the fire. I knew what she was looking for, or rather, who, but I wasn’t worried about having an audience. 
 
    “Let’s put on a good show,” the Zaborian finally said with a mischievous smirk. “Show her what she’s missing.” 
 
    My body instantly responded to her words, and the blue-skinned beauty picked up on the increased stiffness in my pants. The idea of her being willing to make love in front of someone aroused me in unexpected ways, and I realized how much she must trust me to protect her. 
 
    “Take these off,” Zenda commanded as she tugged at the waist of my pants. “I want to see you.” 
 
    I undid my pants, but I had to lift my hips to wiggle them off my body. The feeling of dirt against my butt had me grabbing my discarded shirt to use as a barrier between me and the ground. When I turned my attention back to the beautiful Zaborian, she’d removed the pants of her robes, and her hands roamed over her pale blue flesh. 
 
    I watched as she caressed herself, and I licked my lips as every muscle in my body wanted to devour her from head to toe. I pulled her back onto my lap, and I let my mouth and hands do whatever they wanted. I trailed my fingers along the skin of her back, and I licked and sucked on her breasts, neck, and shoulders. 
 
    Zenda shivered in my arms, but her skin was warm to the touch, so I knew it wasn’t caused by an external chill. She clung to my shoulders like she would be washed out to sea if she let go, and we rode the waves of desire coursing through us until we couldn’t bear it any longer. 
 
    “I need you,” the beautiful Zaborian breathed. “Now.” 
 
    I didn’t need to be told twice, so I lifted her hips and repositioned her on top of my cock. I could feel her bare lower lips sliding open around my mushroom cap, and we both inhaled sharply as she slid down my shaft. Once I was buried deep inside her, she rolled her hips from side to side. 
 
    “Yesss,” Zenda moaned as her eyelids fluttered. “Just like that.” 
 
    “You feel so tight,” I murmured and gripped her firmly in my arms. 
 
    “I can feel every inch of you,” Zenda said, and she arched her back as she drove her hips downward. 
 
    I planted my feet firmly in the ground as I lifted my own hips to meet hers, and she gasped as the motion caused her to erupt into a bone-rattling orgasm. Her entire body shook with pleasure, and her eyes rolled back in her head. I wiggled around to elongate the sensation, and she let out a ragged breath. 
 
    “Oh, oh, oh!” A line creased Zenda’s thin eyebrows as she pulled her lower lip between her teeth. 
 
    “Does that feel good?” I asked in a husky voice as she slowly caught her breath and came back to reality. 
 
    “Amazing,” Zenda breathed, and her sapphire eyes sparkled with emotion when her gaze met mine. “I want to make you feel good like that.” 
 
    “There’s no rush,” I chuckled. “I enjoy watching you squirm.” 
 
    “I enjoy everything about you,” Zenda countered with a wink, and before I could respond, she began to move up and down my slick cock. Her love juices coated my shaft, but I could still feel her internal muscles flexing around my girth. 
 
    Zenda increased her pace bit by bit until she was bouncing up and down so fast my thighs were clapping against her ass, and the slapping sounds added a percussive element to the soundtrack of her moans and cries. I lost myself in my senses as I enjoyed the moment, and I almost forgot there could be someone watching from the shadows. 
 
    I hoped they liked the show. 
 
    “Good girl,” I complimented as Zenda continued to ride me like an out of control stallion, and I grasped her hips in both hands to guide her movements. “Fuck me harder.” 
 
    “You… Feel… So… Good!” Zenda gasped out as her sapphire eyes went unfocused once more. 
 
    I could feel the muscles in her lower half stiffening as another climax hit her like a freight train, and she froze like a deer in headlights as the sensations washed over her. I couldn’t help myself, though, and I ground myself so deep inside her I could feel the texture of her cervix against my tip. This sent Zenda over the edge into the abyss of bliss, and she jerked like she was having a seizure. 
 
    “Yes! Yes!” Zenda’s voice grew louder and louder with each repetition. “More!” 
 
    I felt myself nearing the edge, and I didn’t want to shorten our pleasurable experience, so I lifted her up by the knees as I rose to my feet. Zenda instantly grabbed onto the back of my neck to hold her upper body against me, and she giggled as I walked her over to the closest tree.  
 
    Then I placed her on her feet before I spun her around, and the blue-skinned beauty wiggled her ass as she planted her hands on the trunk of the tree. I gripped her cheeks until I could see the moist opening between them, and I thrust forward to bury myself to the hilt in one swift motion. 
 
    “Ooh!” Zenda let out a guttural groan as I plunged deep inside her. “Mmm… Yes, Bash!” 
 
    The beautiful Zaborian was being loud enough for the entire forest to hear her, so I was certain our shadow friend had picked up on our shenanigans, but I wasn’t about to tell her to be quieter. Her sounds were like music to my ears, and every gasp encouraged me to fuck her harder. 
 
    Zenda arched her back, and I reached around her neck with one hand. I put a small amount of pressure on her throat, and I felt her melt in my hand. The immediate submission filled my blood with fire, and I growled as I slammed in and out of her tight pussy. 
 
    “Don’t stop,” Zenda begged as she began to shake again. 
 
    I did as she commanded, and a moment later, I could feel the walls of her tunnel tightening around my shaft like an oiled fist. I held onto my self-control for as long as I could, but I could feel the tingling in my balls. Once her shivering ceased, I was ready to get my own, and I spun her around to face me. 
 
    I braced one arm between the tree and her back as I lifted her leg up with the other, and I was back inside her warm entrance an instant later. I thrust in and out until her juices were dripping down both of our thighs, and I claimed her lips as the sensations overwhelmed me. 
 
    Our tongues danced as my entire body went numb, and the next thing I knew, I was spurting out load after load into her welcoming pussy. Zenda twitched as each additional motion sent her into orgasmic shivers, and we rested our foreheads together as we caught our breath. 
 
    “You’re amazing,” Zenda panted. 
 
    “That’s just because you’re so fucking sexy,” I countered, and I finally looked up at our surroundings. 
 
    My eyes immediately locked with the emerald gaze of the Goddess of Death as she stood in the middle of our campsite, and the lust in her eyes was clear as day. While her sudden presence inside the ring of light was surprising, it confirmed all my suspicions. 
 
    The Goddess of Death was the one following us. 
 
    The God of Time was never wrong. 
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 Chapter Seven 
 
    “Hey!” I shouted as I disconnected from Zenda to face the goddess in our midst. 
 
    I couldn’t believe our stalker had revealed herself while we were making love, but I couldn’t blame the goddess for being aroused. The Goddess of Death was my enemy, and yet, I didn’t sense any hostility in her body language. Nameless was nowhere to be seen, but I knew the dragon wouldn’t have let a threat get past him if he was nearby. 
 
    Unless the goddess had some way to mask herself from him. 
 
    “Halt!” Zenda called out as she lifted the palm of her hand. 
 
    The Goddess of Death froze in place for a moment as we stared her down, and her emerald eyes were wide as an internal battle waged in her gaze. I wondered why she hesitated and what was holding her back, but I couldn’t begin to know her motives from the brief interactions we’d had so far.  
 
    The dark-haired cloaked woman opened her mouth to speak, but then she thought better of it and shook her head before she darted away. I chased after her without a second thought, and my bare feet barely touched the ground as I sprinted in her wake. 
 
    “Chs!” I shouted as I extended my hand, and shards of ice shot at my enemy’s feet. 
 
    The goddess jumped out of the way, and she veered to the side so fast, I had to skid to a halt in order to adjust my direction. While she wasn’t the best at hiding her presence from me, she certainly was fast, but even with me making the first attack, she still remained in flight. I was impressed by the agile way she moved through the forest, and without my griffon feather boots, I was barely able to stay on her tail. 
 
    I considered resetting to my save point to get the upper hand, but I’d already gained a lot of information in this run-through. The Goddess of Death may be working with the God of the Plague, but something told me she didn’t want me dead as badly as her colleague did. She hadn’t attacked us directly yet, but there was no telling what she’d been about to do before I noticed her presence. 
 
    Imagine dying while in the throes of passion. 
 
    There were worse ways to die, and I knew from personal experience. 
 
    The shadows suddenly swallowed my target like she’d vanished through a portal to another dimension, and I slowed my pace as I searched for a trail. When I couldn’t find any trace of her passing on the ground or in the trees, I returned to our campsite. My body was charged with adrenaline, so I’d forgotten I was naked until the heat of the fire warmed my chilled skin, and I flashed Zenda an amused smile. The beautiful historian had already pulled her turquoise-colored clothing back on, and she held a torch aloft as she searched the darkness for me. 
 
    “I told you I was just as capable when naked,” I chuckled. “Although, I would have caught her if I’d been wearing my armor.” 
 
    “Where did she go?” Zenda asked as she peered at the shadows I’d emerged from. 
 
    “Not far,” I said. “But we’re making progress.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” Zenda tilted her head. “She walked right into our campsite while we weren’t paying attention.” 
 
    “Just like we wanted,” I said in a confident tone. “It was obvious she liked what she was seeing, and it almost seemed like she was about to join in.” 
 
    “Sleeping with the enemy could have benefits,” Zenda allowed in a thoughtful tone, but she kept her voice low enough so any listening ears couldn’t hear her words. “Interfering with their partnership would undermine their power, and bringing her to your side could completely derail their plans for world domination.” 
 
    “Would you really be able to trust her after she’d allied herself with the God of the Plague?” I gave Zenda a quizzical look as I pulled on my clothes. “We don’t know anything about her, but I know he poisoned a harmless tree creature. Plus, the God of the Plague is the one responsible for the monster attacks in the Kotar Desert, and for all we know, the goddess helped him.” 
 
    “I don’t know.” Zenda shrugged. “But this goddess is a woman, and I know from personal experience how that translates directly into a weakness to your charms. I was planning on remaining alone before I met you, and now I can’t imagine life without you. She could end up being the same way, but even if you don’t trust her, you could still use her to your advantage.” 
 
    “I’ll think about it,” I said, but then I turned my attention back to the campsite. “Is anything missing? Maybe we caught her stealing and didn’t realize it.” 
 
    “I thought of that,” Zenda said. “But I accounted for all of our belongings after I got dressed.” 
 
    “That was fast,” I said as my eyebrows lifted. 
 
    “Benefits of the robes,” Zenda countered. “There are many logical reasons for the Zaborian style of dress. With common solid colors, you look uniform no matter the day. Plus, you don’t have to mix and match pants and shirts. It frees up a lot of time and mental energy for other more important tasks.” 
 
    “I didn’t realize there was that much thought put into it,” I laughed. “It makes sense, though. Albert Einstein did something similar for the same reasons.” 
 
    “Was he an intellectual?” Zenda asked. 
 
    “One of the smartest,” I confirmed. “If it wasn’t for him, our worlds would probably be more alike. He changed a lot of things and altered the course of the future.” 
 
    “Then I am in good company.” Zenda flashed me a bright smile. 
 
    We were too wound up from our encounter with the Goddess of Death to sleep for a while, but Zenda fell asleep before I did. I heard Nameless return to camp shortly before my lover and I switched places, and I relaxed a little knowing the powerful dragon would stay nearby. 
 
    The iridescent flying lizard munched happily on a large goose, and feathers flew into his face until he sneezed. Chunks of meat flew in all directions, and I had to jump to the side to avoid being caught in the blast. I shook my head in amusement as Nameless returned to his meal, but I gave him a silent command to watch Zenda’s back before I crawled into the tent to take her place. 
 
    Death follows you. The dragon’s voice was clear as day inside my head, and I sat bolt upright in the tent as I processed his words. 
 
    Do you see a woman? I asked in my head. 
 
    Instead of a reply, I had a sudden flash of an image in my mind, but I instantly recognized the Goddess of Death. While the image Nameless shared with me only showed half her face peeking out from behind a tree, I would know those green eyes anywhere. It was like the dragon was sharing a memory with me, but I could even smell things. There was a scent of roses in the air, and I remembered the same aroma being present in her room. 
 
    Except, Nameless didn’t seem alarmed. 
 
    Don’t let her anywhere near Zenda! I commanded with an emphatic wave of my will power. 
 
    Sleep. The dragon sounded amused. 
 
    I let out a deep sigh before I did as he said, but my dreams were plagued by a recurring image: the Goddess of Death. Zenda’s words floated through my mind as I envisioned what would happen if I turned my enemy over to my side. Would I be able to kill her if I didn’t choose that path? I still had no idea what the goddess was capable of or what her motives were, and she’d ignored several opportunities to attack us, but she’d also started a fire in an effort to thwart our quest. 
 
    I would have to learn more about her in order to discover her true character. 
 
    The pale lavender sky greeted my eyes as I woke up shortly before dawn, and Zenda smiled sleepily at me as I crawled out of the tent. I urged her to get some more sleep before we hit the road again, and we fell into our normal routine for the rest of the day. We talked about our visitor from the night before while we rode through the dense forest, but we both agreed to keep going. 
 
    It took us less time than I expected to reach Arginold Hold, and I paused as the thick stone walls came into view. I made a new save point as I continued toward the gate, and I was about to begin my normal routine of persuading the guards into letting us pass when a group of eight armed men in the Arginold colors poured through the gates. We were surrounded a moment later, and I reached over my shoulder for the hilt of the panabas strapped to my back. 
 
    “Great One! Great One!” the soldiers chanted. 
 
    “The Great One of Legend has returned!” 
 
    “Make way for the Great One!” 
 
    I realized the men surrounding us were not there to stop us, and I let my hand drop away from my weapon. Then I flashed Zenda an amused smile before I waved for silence from our entourage. 
 
    “I have come to see the duchess and her wizard,” I announced. “Please, take me to them at once.” 
 
    The guards saluted before they snapped into a formation around us, and they shouted for people to clear the path as we made our way into the city. The onlookers crowded to either side of the street as we passed by, and I gave them a few friendly waves as we drew closer to the castle. The guards shouted and shoved the crowd back until they began to disperse, but a few followed in our wake for a while before heading home. 
 
    Stay out of sight, I commanded the dragon soaring through the clouds above our heads. Wait until no one is watching to land on the castle roof. 
 
    As usual, Nameless answered without words, but his obedience was relayed through the bond we shared. 
 
    With the streets empty, I lost myself in thoughts of previous adventures. 
 
    The first time I visited Arginold Hold, I’d remained incognito in order to undermine the former duke and his evil wizard, but ever since Duchess Jaketta had taken over the territory, I’d been able to march through the streets with all the pomp and circumstance. I hadn’t seen Ako as often as I would have liked since he’d been appointed the magical guardian of this territory, but other important quests had kept me away. I was ready to make up for lost time, but I knew I would have to make pleasantries with the duchess before I pulled her court wizard away. 
 
    I wondered how they were reacting to the changes in Sorreyal politics, namely, the coronation of Eva and Caelia as co-queens. 
 
    In any case, I’d find out soon enough, and I straightened my shoulders as the castle came into view. The cold climate of the northern territory was amplified by the gray stone everywhere the eye could see, and the horses’ hooves echoed down the now empty street. Once we arrived in the courtyard, a couple of stablehands stepped up to take our horses’ reins, and we both dismounted. The guards stood in formation as we made our way to the entrance, and the lead soldier saluted when I glanced back at them. 
 
    The interior of the castle was less cold and depressing than it had been during my first visit, and I noticed the new elements the duchess had introduced. There were vases of fresh flowers in front of the windows, and the curtains were pulled back to allow the small amount of sunlight inside. The foyer and connecting hallways were all carpeted in a light green that reminded me of spring meadows, and the smell of fresh baked goods wafted from the direction of the kitchens. 
 
    Two guards stood just inside the entrance, and one of them led us to the duchess. I was a little surprised when he directed me to a quiet hallway leading to Duchess Jaketta’s personal chambers. I exchanged a loaded glance with Zenda before we knocked on the door in front of us, but I put a smile on my face as the door opened. 
 
    A servant in a black jacket and white shirt opened the door, and he lifted his eyebrows expectantly when I didn’t immediately speak. He reminded me of a penguin with his slicked down dark hair, pale face, and twitchy mustache, but I was pulled out of my thoughts when he cleared his throat. 
 
    “I am Sir Sebastian,” I said. “I am here to see Duchess Jaketta.” 
 
    “I’m afraid the duchess--” the man started to say before he was cut off. 
 
    “The Archduke? Let him in! Open the door!” a feminine voice called from behind the door. 
 
    The servant obediently stepped to the side so Zenda and I could enter the room, and I glanced around at the lushly decorated study. A fire blazed in the fireplace, and the dark wood tables and shelves were accented by velvet upholstered chairs.  
 
    And sitting on one of these chairs with her legs crossed and toe bobbing was the duchess of Arginold Hold. 
 
    “Please, have a seat, Sir Sebastian,” the duchess urged. 
 
    Duchess Jaketta held a book open in one hand and a glass of wine in the other, but her face was lit up with a bright smile as I entered the room. Her silver streaked brown hair was twisted into an intricately braided bun perched on top of her head, and the faint laugh lines around her lips belied her age despite the heavy makeup she wore. 
 
    The smile on her face fell as soon as her eyes landed on Zenda, and I frowned as the duchess suppressed a wrinkled nose when the Zaborian came up to say hello. I wasn’t going to tolerate anyone being rude or disrespectful to one of my women, but I didn’t want to cause unnecessary drama before I got what I needed. 
 
    “Is there a problem?” I asked. 
 
    “No, no, it’s nothing,” Duchess Jaketta tutted. “Please, sit. I will call for service.” 
 
    “I would like to address any issues before it complicates things later,” I persisted. “Zenda has done nothing wrong, so why do you act offended by her presence?” 
 
    Duchess Jaketta looked back and forth between us for a moment, and I could tell she was torn on what to do. I hoped she would be honest with me and approach this like an adult, but no matter how she responded, I knew I was in the right. 
 
    “I heard the daughter of the High Priest was traveling with you, but I had hoped it was just a rumor,” the duchess finally admitted. “He’s been… Less than friendly in response to my efforts to educate myself.” 
 
    “So, your issue is with Zenda’s father?” I shook my head. “That has nothing to do with her. Besides, how do you even communicate with anyone that far away?” 
 
    “Ako is helping me,” Duchess Jaketta explained, and she put her wine and book down before clasping her hands together in her lap. “If you have a seat, I am more than willing to explain, but the topic is… sensitive.” 
 
    “Alright,” I allowed, and I motioned for Zenda to sit as I claimed a chair of my own. “Go on.” 
 
    Duchess Jaketta looked back and forth between us as she wrung her hands in an anxious manner, and I could tell she was hesitant to say more. I had superiority over her in every way, so I wasn’t going to let any secrets slide in my domain. 
 
    “I am not the prettiest woman,” the duchess began. “Nor am I the smartest, but that doesn’t mean I don’t also deserve love.” 
 
    “What does any of this have to do with love?” I frowned. “You’re not trying to hook up with the High Priest of the Zaborial Isles, are you? Didn’t anyone tell you long-distance relationships never work?” 
 
    “Not Zeydon!” Duchess Jaketta gasped. “How could I bed a man that old?” 
 
    “Alright, so how does your love life have anything to do with how you treated Zenda?” I leaned forward and rested my elbows on my knees, but the look on my face was stern. 
 
    “I was trying to impress someone by learning their language!” Duchess Jaketta threw her hands in the air in exasperation. “I thought if I learned from the most respectable man in their land, and I spoke in the language while a particular person was present, then the one I admire would fall in love.” 
 
    “So, all of this is because the High Priest won’t tutor you on the Zaborian language?” I shook my head in awe at the woman’s audacity, but I found it amusing that she felt the need to go to such lengths to get someone’s attention. 
 
    Maybe she just needed a little help. 
 
    “Is this a Zaborian you are admiring?” Zenda asked. 
 
    “No,” Duchess Jaketta said, and she bit her lip. “But he’s been there before, and he said it was the most beautiful thing he’s ever seen. I wish to remind him of beauty so maybe… Well, maybe he will think I am beautiful, too.” 
 
    I suddenly realized who the object of her affection was. 
 
    Ako. 
 
    I had to do something before the romantic drama destroyed the leadership of the northern territory. I couldn’t have a duke or duchess being rude to a woman of higher standing than them, and creating uncomfortable tensions with other realms didn’t help, either. While I understood Duchess Jaketta’s intentions were innocent enough, she could cause some very real harm with her carelessness. 
 
    At least the way she treated her employees had improved, and from what I’d seen so far, the duchess was following the advice I’d given her during my last visit. I knew the king chose her for a reason beyond being a noble, but he had asked me to pick the court wizard to serve her, so I felt obligated to help them both. 
 
    “Let me talk to him,” I suggested. “I think I can handle this without you going to the High Priest with your problems. Maybe Zenda can help? We will figure it out.” 
 
    “Speak with whom?” the duchess asked as she pursed her lips. “I haven’t revealed an identity.” 
 
    “Oh, you absolutely did,” I chuckled. “But I would have known anyway. I’m a god, remember? So, just let me help you.” 
 
    “Thank you, Your Grace.” Jaketta looked a little embarrassed, but she settled back into her chair with a sigh of relief. 
 
    “Why don’t you send for him?” I suggested. “I’d love to see him.” 
 
    The duchess had shown signs of possessiveness over her court wizard in the past, but I didn’t think it was anything the shapeshifter couldn’t handle. A woman with a crush did odd things, but all they wanted was love and affection. If Ako saw Jaketta in a romantic way, I was more than happy to help them get through their nervousness, but if the court wizard wasn’t interested, I would try to soften the blow of rejection for the duchess. 
 
    “Alright,” the duchess relented, and she curled her fingers to peer at her nails in a bored manner. “I understand the two of you have a… unique friendship, and I wouldn’t want to interfere with that… even if I could.” 
 
    The way Duchess Jaketta lingered over her words combined with the look in her eyes made it clear that I would have to stay on her good side if I wanted easy access to my friend. Little did she know, there was no way I was going to play games with lesser nobles while I was saving the world from two would-be world rulers.  
 
    I was the God of Time, and if it wasn’t for me, she never would have been given her current title. I’d initiated a mastermind plot to get the previous duke killed by his own court wizard, and I would do it again if I had to, but I hoped it didn’t reach that point. It didn’t seem as though the duchess had heard the news about the transition of power in Vallenwood, but maybe it was time to remind her who truly held all the cards in this situation. 
 
    I flashed Zenda a sideways glance, but she seemed content to let me take the lead in this interaction, and I wondered if the duchess had offended her. It was worth checking in on later, but I knew the Zaborian was familiar with political niceties. 
 
    “Thank you so much for your hospitality, Your Grace,” I said with a polite incline of my head, but I held her gaze firmly with mine. “I will have to repay the kindness the next time you are in Vallenwood. I’m sure the two queens, Eva and Caelia, would be happy to host a dinner for your visit.” 
 
    “Aren’t they… your wives?” Jaketta couldn’t hide the internal battle she was currently waging with herself, and I was pleased to see her putting the pieces together so quickly. “What happened to King Frederick?” 
 
    “He abdicated.” I shrugged. “And while he handed me his crown, I still have more important things to give my attention to, so I crowned the two archduchesses instead.” 
 
    “Y-Y-You crowned them?” the duchess asked as her eyes went wide, and I saw her swallow hard. “Your Grace, it would be my pleasure to join you in the golden halls for an evening meal, and I will alert you as soon as I am able to travel such a distance.” 
 
    That was better. 
 
    I could see respect as well as envy in her gaze, but she made no further comment. After a few moments of silence, I reminded her about summoning Ako, and she rang a small bell until a servant stepped into the room. Once the duchess had given the man her instructions and sent him on his way, I sparked a new topic of conversation to lighten the mood. 
 
    “How much Zaborian have you learned so far?” I asked. “I know a little.” 
 
    “Yes, I’ve heard of your travels to the fair islands.” Duchess Jaketta glanced at Zenda. “It seems you brought home a few pretty trophies.” 
 
    “It was difficult to stay behind when the most powerful man in the world just stole your heart,” Zenda said as she cast a loving smile at me, but she kept her tone diplomatically neutral as she continued. “He saved my people from a madman drunk on power, and then continued on to free another island from slaver pirates. To say Bash conquered the Eastern Ocean is an understatement. I’m sure he would be happy to help you navigate the waters.” 
 
    “That would be lovely,” the duchess said, and she pressed her lips into a firm, forced smile. “I hope to travel someday, but my duties keep me tethered to the fortress. It must be so nice to have no responsibilities and go wherever you want.” 
 
    “We wouldn’t know,” I countered in a hard voice, and the duchess snapped her mouth shut. 
 
    While I didn’t like Duchess Jaketta as a person, she had improved the quality of life in her territory, so I wasn’t trying to start a fight. However, I couldn’t sit back while she subtly insulted my lover right in front of me, and if she continued, we would get up and leave. 
 
    Thankfully, Ako stepped into the sitting room a moment later, and the silence in the room was deafening. The shapeshifter cast a curious glance at our expressions, but his flashy smile never faltered. I’d seen the cat-man in a few precarious moments, but it didn’t seem like anything could harsh his chill vibe. 
 
    I rose to my feet as he crossed the room toward us, and we fell into a brotherly hug a moment later. No matter what weird tensions the duchess was causing, I was happy to see my friend, and I was eager to get him away from his liege so we could speak freely. 
 
    “Master Gray,” I said in an overly formal tone as I pulled Zenda to her feet. “You remember my lovely companion, Zenda?” 
 
    “The princess of the Zaborial Isles herself,” the wizard chuckled, and he reached out his hand to shake Zenda’s. “It is wonderful to see you again, and I hope we have a chance to actually converse this time.” 
 
    “I agree.” Zenda’s sapphire eyes twinkled, and she struggled to contain her excitement. “There is much we must discuss.” 
 
    The Zaborian had spent every chance she could reading the books written by the shapeshifting wizard, and her respect for him continued to grow as she learned more about him. The historian was brimming with questions and comments about particular segments of his works. 
 
    I could tell Ako was also intrigued by her words as we all returned to our seats, and Duchess Jaketta cleared her throat as daintily as she could to return the focus back to her. 
 
    The three of us worked in tandem to appease the duchess until she finally released us from her presence, but I made a mental note to just seek Ako out directly next time instead of dealing with all the courtly pleasantries. We followed the shapeshifter out of the study, and he led us to the wizard’s tower. I remembered the way from my previous visits, so it was easy to keep pace with the cat-wizard as we walked. 
 
    “I have a lot to tell you,” I said in a low voice. “I came here in search of a spell that I think you may have in your possession. It could be a game changer.” 
 
    “You think I have it?” Ako snorted, but then a serious expression crossed his face. “Actually, that is possible. I still have a lot of the books I recently acquired, and some of them contain ancient spells. I wouldn’t think something so outdated would be a game changer.” 
 
    “I’ll explain more once we’re in private,” I said. 
 
    The cat-wizard led us to the tower and down into the caverns below before we spoke again. Ako had transformed the space into something like an armory, and I could tell several objects had magical enchantments. It was a lot better than the caged werewolves that had previously occupied the space, but I didn’t see any books yet. 
 
    “What’s going on?” Ako asked when we were safe from listening guards or servants. “Things seemed tense with Jakie when I showed up. Is everything okay?” 
 
    “Are we free to speak openly?” I asked as I cast a glance around the space like I would find hidden cameras. 
 
    “I have the entire tower coated in a shrouding spell,” Ako said. “Eavesdropping, whether natural or magical, is completely forbidden.” 
 
    “Well, she seemed upset about Zenda being with me because of some differing opinions with the High Priest,” I explained. “But it wasn’t anything I couldn’t handle. All I had to do was remind her who wore the crown in this realm.” 
 
    “Your friend, King Frederick,” Ako said like he was agreeing with me. 
 
    “I can’t believe you weren’t alerted about the coronation,” I laughed. “Eva and Caelia are co-queens now since King Fred gave up his crown and disappeared.” 
 
    “Wow.” Ako’s eyebrows rose sharply. “I’m surprised you didn’t take the throne for yourself.” 
 
    “I have other things to take care of first,” I said. “Which brings me to the purpose for our visit.” 
 
    “I read your books,” Zenda added. “You reviewed the findings of Lord Havers, but we need the original text.” 
 
    We quickly caught the shapeshifter up on our goal to increase the ability of the fast travel amulets, and I explained about the two supposed immortals seeking my demise. As I expected, the wizard showed no signs of fear when he learned of the looming threat, and instead, he offered his services in whatever capacity I needed. 
 
    “We just need the book that contains the memory spell,” I said. 
 
    Zenda pulled out her journal, and she showed Ako the pages of notes she’d taken about our current mission, including references to her sources. He was obviously impressed, and an instant later, his eyes lit up with recognition. 
 
    “I have it,” the wizard said in a confident tone. “Give me just a moment to fetch it.” 
 
    Ako trotted up the stairs to a different section of his tower, and Zenda strolled around the room peering at the mysterious weapons. Many of them looked like alien swords because they had a faint neon glow, but I knew the shapeshifter had a fascination with magical weapons. 
 
    The wizard had several books in his arms when he returned, and he flashed Zenda a pleased smile. 
 
    “Everything the lady needs to learn the works of Lord Havers,” the cat-man declared, and he slid them into the Zaborian’s arms. “There’s more to it than just the words of the spell, and combining it with other magic may make it more difficult… Unless you know the concepts behind the instructions, but you need to read the full bibliography to understand him.” 
 
    “I can handle that.” Zenda grinned from ear to ear. 
 
    “I hope this provides you with the answers you need,” Ako said with a flourishing bow. “I’m happy to help.” 
 
    “Thank you, Ako,” I said, and I clasped his forearm. “Seriously. I thought this quest was going to be a lot harder, but you’ve already managed to give us exactly what we were looking for.” 
 
    “I want to dig right in,” Zenda said, and she already had the book at the top of the stack open with her nose buried inside. 
 
    “Does this mean the two of you will be leaving?” Ako tried to sound nonchalant, but the disappointment in his tone was obvious. 
 
    “We can stay a little longer,” I assured him. “There’s some other things I wanted to pick your brain on.” 
 
    “By all means,” Ako chuckled. 
 
    I explained about the dark crystal contained inside my treasury, and I expressed my desire to protect it from any robbery attempts. Ako happily taught me an easy spell for protection, but he informed me the effects would fade unless they were tethered to an energy source. The wizard handed me a few white crystals that seemed to hum with power, and he told me all about how he’d captured the remaining magical essence of unusable artifacts to fuel them. 
 
    With my magical home security spell and all of Lord Havers’ books in our possession, all that remained was to enjoy our visit. Ako wanted to see the dragon up close for himself, so the three of us went out into the back gardens where we would be safer from prying eyes. I didn’t want Nameless’ presence to cause any drama, and I knew it would be for the best if he kept a low profile. 
 
    I sent a mental command to the dragon, and Nameless met us on the grass of the back lawn a moment later. He sniffed the cat-man quizzically as he circled around him, but I could tell from the way his tail flicked back and forth that he approved of the wizard’s presence among us. 
 
    “He’s a big one already,” Ako said as he stuck out his hand for the dragon to sniff. “Very elegantly colored.” 
 
    Nameless snorted and rubbed his head against the wizard’s hand, and the shapeshifter started discovering all of the dragon’s itchy spots with his roaming fingers. Then the flying lizard did something I’d never seen before. He pranced around with his wings half-lifted, and he tilted his head to the sky before he spat out a spray of sparkles. It reminded me of fireworks and TV static combined. 
 
    “That’s new,” I noted. 
 
    “I’m sure he’s just showing off because he can sense my magic,” Ako said as he flashed me a teasing grin. “Plus, I have a way with animals, especially magical creatures.” 
 
    “Do you think our stalker is nearby?” Zenda asked in a low voice as she glanced around at the shadows of the gardens. 
 
    We were surrounded by shrubs and hedges as tall as I was, but I was sure the Goddess of Death hadn’t wandered far. There was a very good chance she was watching us at the moment, but after seeing the look of arousal on her face during our last encounter, I wasn’t worried about her attacking me while I was visiting Ako. 
 
    “Probably.” I shrugged. “I hope she likes what she sees.” 
 
    “It sounds like we have an obligation,” Ako said with a sideways smirk. “The presence of an audience is nothing without a performance!” 
 
    “Good idea.” I grinned. “What do you have in mind?” 
 
    “Well, it’s been a while since I was able to break a sweat,” the cat-wizard said with a mischievous twinkle in his honey-colored eyes. “Perhaps a duel would liven things up?” 
 
    “I wouldn’t want to hurt you,” I said in a hesitant voice. 
 
    “I’m a big boy, Sir Bash,” Ako laughed. “Unless you don’t think you could keep up with me?” 
 
    “That’s not in question,” I chuckled. “Alright, you’re on.” 
 
    “Nameless and I will watch from the sidelines,” Zenda said as she stepped back to the edge of the lawn, and the dragon followed behind her. 
 
    Once the pair were settled on the grass, Ako and I strode into the wide-open space of grass, and we faced each other across a distance of twenty to thirty feet. It had been a while since I’d seen the cat-wizard in action, but that was also true in regards to myself. I’d learned a few things during my recent adventures, and I was ready to show my friend a little bit of my potential. 
 
    It would just be a bonus if the Goddess of Death was impressed with the spectacle. 
 
    I made a new save point just in case I made a fool of myself, but it wouldn’t hurt to have a fallback once I learned all the shapeshifter’s moves. All I had to do was mirror or counter his every move until he conceded, but with his cat-like pride, that was easier said than done. 
 
    “I’m tempted to ban you from using your boots,” Ako said in a loud enough voice for me to hear him across the distance between us. “But I think I’ve come up with a good countermeasure.” 
 
    “Are you experimenting with ways to take me down?” I teased, but I knew the shapeshifter was completely loyal to me. 
 
    “Hey, if you can find a way to increase your speed, then others could, too.” Ako shrugged. “I’m just preparing myself for all possible circumstances.” 
 
    “Smart.” I grinned. “But you’re still not going to win.” 
 
    “We’ll see about that.” Ako rubbed his hands together, and then he started to perform the complex motions required to summon his ghost blades, the Razmadan. 
 
    I was familiar with the weapons he summoned, but I knew my shield spell would still halt their blows. I started to remember every skill the shapeshifter had used in battle, and I had to admit, he could soon take Viceroy’s place as the most powerful wizard in Sorreyal. Not only could he transform his body into various levels of a large feline, but he was skilled in multiple fighting styles as well as an arsenal of spells. The intelligent cat-wizard had traveled the world and learned from many different people, and he was known for digging up ancient spells most had forgotten. 
 
    Ako was certainly powerful, but I knew I was stronger. 
 
    I was the God of Time, so I could maneuver any outcome I wanted. 
 
    “Why don’t we fight for points?” I suggested. “Zenda can keep track and make judgment calls about what counts.” 
 
    “Are you sure Zenda would be an impartial judge?” Ako called back. “I have a feeling she’d favor me a little too much when tallying points.” 
 
    “That doesn’t scare me,” I countered. “Unless you’re scared you’ll be beaten.” 
 
    “Sir Bash,” Ako chuckled. “You are a god. I already know I’m losing this match, but I want to challenge myself to see how long I can last.” 
 
    Zenda overheard our line of dialogue, and she rose to her feet before she cleared her throat. 
 
    “Neutralize your opponent completely to win,” the Zaborian instructed. “Each time you make the other immobile will count.” 
 
    “Deal.” I nodded, and Ako mirrored my motion. 
 
    We faced each other with determined expressions, and excitement caused my heart rate to increase. I was eager to master all the shapeshifter’s techniques, and it never hurt to flex my magical muscles. Especially if it attracted the attention of our beautiful stalker. 
 
    “Go!” Zenda yelled with a flourish of her arms. 
 
    Before I could blink, a gust of wind blew at me, and the force of the air nearly knocked me backward. I quickly performed the nullifying spell to dismantle the elemental attack, and the rough breeze against my face suddenly faded. I didn’t wait for him to cast another spell, and I summoned my vines beneath his feet. The green tendrils curled out of the soil, and they slowly wrapped themselves around Ako’s ankles. The shapeshifter noticed the bindings around his feet, and I could hear his laughter ringing out over the lawn. I was glad he was so easygoing, and his lighthearted demeanor made every encounter with him fun. 
 
    Then Ako released his ghost sword spell before he sprayed fire from his hands directly at his own feet, and the vines let out shrill whines as they fell back and withered. I winced as I felt their pain as my own for a brief moment, but while Ako was distracted, I was building an ice wall between the two of us.  
 
    Once my barrier was complete, I attempted to draw another attack from Ako, but while I was leaning around the edge of the ice wall, the ground began to shake beneath my feet. I jumped forward and somersaulted across the lawn, and when I looked back, the ice wall had fallen into a sinkhole. 
 
    I decided to switch things up and go on the offensive, so I continued my forward movement as I pulled my panabas free from over my shoulders. I cast another ice spell as I crossed the distance to Ako, but I directed the chill at the sharp edge of my blade in order to blunt it. 
 
    I didn’t want to kill my friend, after all. 
 
    “Nice wall,” Ako complimented as I drew closer to him, but his body language remained calm and casual. 
 
    “I made it just for you,” I teased before I launched myself into the air with my frozen-edged panabas swinging in an X shape in front of me. 
 
    I came down on Ako quickly, but he held a shield spell firmly in place as my blades landed against the barrier. He held both hands up with the palms extended, and I could sense the magical energy he was pouring into his spell. I fell back and cast nullify again, and the shimmering barrier vanished. 
 
    Ako immediately went on the offensive, and he darted toward me while simultaneously casting the spell for his Razmadan. I was left scrambling to summon a shield with my panabas in hand, but at the last possible moment, I dropped the frozen-edged blades and pulled on my own earth magic. I clenched my fists and lifted them over my head to summon a wall of dense mud around me, and the ghost swords couldn’t slice through the sludge well enough to land a blow. 
 
    We continued on for quite some time, and I tried to memorize everything Ako used to combat me. I knew I could win this game, but first I had to reset. 
 
    Chime. 
 
    I spammed respawns as I learned all of Ako’s moves, and as I grew more and more comfortable with his arsenal, I began to get the sensation of being watched. I knew the Goddess of Death was out there watching the duel, and the thought caused adrenaline to course through my veins. 
 
    Chime. 
 
    Chime. 
 
    Chime. 
 
    Finally, I felt confident in my ability to counter every single move Ako could make, and I faced him for a final run-through. I cast nullify before the first wind attack ever reached me, and I continued to negate all of his spells until he pulled out metal blades. 
 
    I knew that part was coming already, so I was able to easily deflect or dodge every blow until his movements grew more and more erratic. I saw a confused but determined expression cross my friend’s face, and I knew he was close to the end of his limits. I didn’t want to completely humiliate him in front of our audience, so I decided it was time to put an end to it. 
 
    “It’s over,” I announced with an air of finality as I summoned my vines once more. 
 
    This time, though, I poured as much energy as I could into the plant creatures, and their green tendrils grew at such a rapid pace that Ako was wrapped in a cocoon of vines before he could counter the attack. 
 
    “Bash wins this match!” Zenda announced as the shapeshifter struggled against the restraints. 
 
    As soon as the Zaborian declared my victory, I gave the mental command to release the cat-wizard, and the vines retreated back into the ground. The three of us trotted toward the center of the lawn, and we were all laughing as we discussed the various aspects of the duel, but then something instinctual told me to look behind me. 
 
    When I spun around, I came face to face with the Goddess of Death. 
 
    Her hood was pushed back, and she stood less than fifty feet away from us, but she didn’t move to attack. Her emerald-green eyes stared at me across the distance, and her lips parted like she was about to speak, but then she thought better of it and closed her mouth. 
 
    I wanted to know what she had to say. 
 
    It was time to confront her. 
 
    The God of Time had a few questions for the mistress of death. 
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 Chapter Eight 
 
    “Chs!” I shouted as I blasted two fistfuls of ice at her feet. 
 
    I wasn’t about to let the Goddess of Death run off into the shadows before I had the chance to ask her a few questions, and I was pleased to see my spell latch to her feet and restrict her movements. For extra security, I summoned my vines to restrain her even further, and once she was bound and motionless, the three of us crossed the distance to the beautiful goddess. 
 
    My heart thudded in my chest as questions spun around my brain, and I took a steadying breath. I needed to stay in complete control of the situation, and I had to make sure I gained more information than I gave away. I’d already shown her what I was capable of both in battle and in bed, so how she responded would tell me a lot about her as a person. 
 
    “Hello,” I said once we were within speaking range. “It’s nice of you to join us this evening.” 
 
    “Yeah, whatever,” the goddess scoffed. “You made your point. Can you let me go now?” 
 
    “What’s the rush?” Ako asked in a friendly tone. “We could always go another round if you wanted to jump in.” 
 
    “It’s cool, I have other things to do.” The goddess’ eyes flicked from one of us to another. “Sorry for crashing your party, but I was just leaving.” 
 
    “Not so fast,” I said. “We need to talk.” 
 
    “I have nothing to say to you,” the woman retorted. 
 
    “I have a feeling that’s not actually the case here,” I said. “You’re going to answer my questions, and if you are honest, I might consider letting you go.” 
 
    The Goddess of Death met my gaze for a long silent moment as she considered her next move, but then I saw a look of surrender enter her emerald eyes. I had her right where I wanted her, and it was time to find out what was really going on. 
 
    “Fine,” she huffed. “If you promise to let me go, I’ll answer your stupid questions.” 
 
    “Sure.” I nodded. “The more forthright you are, the faster this will go.” 
 
    “I get it, dude.” The goddess sighed. “Can we just get on with it?” 
 
    The dialect and accent she used were straight from modern America, and my curiosity was ramped up to a million. It seemed like we had a lot to talk about, and I tried to decide what to ask first. I exchanged a glance with my companions before I cleared my throat and asked the first thing that came to mind. 
 
    “Why are you following me?” I asked. 
 
    “I was bored.” She shrugged as much as she could beneath the vine restraints. 
 
    “No one instructed you to do so?” I pressed. 
 
    “Like who?” the goddess countered. 
 
    “The God of the Plague,” I stated calmly, and her emerald eyes widened before she regained her composure. 
 
    “Who’s that?” she asked in a nonchalant tone. 
 
    “Like I already said, this will go faster if you’re honest with me.” I fixed her with a hard stare. “Do you really think you can fool me?” 
 
    “Maybe, maybe not.” The goddess flashed me a smile. “It was worth a shot.” 
 
    This conversation was going nowhere fast, but I knew with enough time that I could get all the information out of her. I just needed to find out what they planned to do next so I could thwart their quest for world domination, but with the way she was acting, it would be easier said than done. 
 
    “Alright, let me try something else.” I worked the muscle in my jaw as I thought about what to ask, but it would be a lot easier if she would cooperate. “Tell me about yourself.” 
 
    “Barf.” The goddess rolled her eyes. “Not interested. Let’s talk about you instead.” 
 
    “You do seem really curious about me,” I said. 
 
    “Who wouldn’t be?” she countered with a raised eyebrow. “You’re the top player in the game, the one to beat to win the whole pot.” 
 
    “Is that what you’re trying to do?” I pressed. “Beat me and win the game?” 
 
    “Why else would we all be brought to the same world?” the goddess asked, but I had a feeling she knew a lot more than she was revealing. 
 
    This conversational cat and mouse game was going nowhere, and I had to admit, she didn’t seem very intimidated by me, or scared for herself in her current predicament. Even completely immobilized, the goddess exuded a confident air, and an easy smile curled the corners of her lips.  
 
    There was something she wasn’t telling me. 
 
    “You’re from Earth.” It was more of a statement than a question, but the goddess nodded her head. “Where did you live? I was in Idaho.” 
 
    “Oh, really?” She laughed. “I grew up in Sacramento.” 
 
    Now we were getting somewhere. 
 
    “How long ago were you summoned to this world?” I asked as casually as I could, but she took the bait. 
 
    “Longer than you,” she retorted in a sarcastic tone. 
 
    “I bet you’ve seen a lot of really cool things, then,” I said. 
 
    “Look, dude,” the goddess sighed. “I answered your questions, and I don’t want to fight you, but I’m done being harassed by you.” 
 
    “I don’t think you have much of a choice,” Ako pointed out. 
 
    “We always have a choice,” she countered as her green eyes seemed to glow with an internal energy, and an instant later, all my vines decayed at a rapid pace. 
 
    As the restraints fell away from the Goddess of Death, she withdrew two small daggers and jammed them into the ice chunks on her feet. Then, with two deft flicks of her wrists, the cold shackles cracked in half. She was on the run a moment later, and I rushed to follow in her wake. 
 
    The goddess dove into the hedges lining the lawn as I stomped my foot to activate my dragonscale griffon feather boots, but by the time I zoomed through the brush, she was nowhere to be seen. It was highly likely that she was hiding somewhere close by, but I couldn’t rule out the possibility of her having some kind of teleportation magic. 
 
    She was a goddess after all. 
 
    I looked for the goddess for a little while longer, and I considered resetting to my save point so I could try again, but I knew it wasn’t the last encounter I would have with the deadly beauty. She had some kind of magic that caused my vines to die, but with death as her domain, it made sense. 
 
    In the end, I decided to let her go this time, and I was thinking about what I’d learned from our brief interaction as I made my way back to my companions. Once again, Nameless had not interfered with her sudden appearance in our midst, and I wondered if she had some kind of power over the dragon, or if he just didn’t consider her to be a threat. 
 
    “What happened?” Zenda asked with a worried frown. 
 
    “Did you find her?” Ako added. 
 
    “No,” I said. “But it’s okay. Next time, she will come to me.” 
 
    “You think she will continue to follow us?” Zenda asked. “I’m getting a little tired of being watched at all times.” 
 
    “Hey, it can be fun sometimes,” I teased, and the Zaborian’s cheeks flushed a purple hue as the memory of our exhibitionism came to mind. 
 
    We followed Ako back inside the castle, and he instructed servants to lead us to our room. Our belongings were already stacked near the bed, and we pulled on comfortable clothes before we climbed under the covers. Whatever the Goddess of Death was up to could wait until tomorrow, but I’d let her stalk me for long enough. 
 
    It was time to lose our tail. 
 
    The next day, we enjoyed breakfast with Ako and the duchess, and I remembered wanting to help them communicate with each other. I flashed Zenda a wink before I cleared my throat and pushed my empty plate away, and the table’s occupants all looked at me curiously. 
 
    “Thank you for this lovely meal, Your Grace,” I said to the duchess with a polite smile. “But we must depart soon since our quest for knowledge is completed. Would you like Zenda and I to spend some time tutoring you in Zaborian before we return home?” 
 
    “You’re learning Zaborian?” Ako asked his liege in a shocked tone. “When did that start?” 
 
    “It hasn’t yet,” Jaketta sighed as she pinched the bridge of her nose. “It was supposed to be a surprise… for you.” 
 
    “For me?” Ako’s eyebrows rose into his hairline. “That would be pretty impressive, but why didn’t you ask me for help?” 
 
    “I tried to ask the High Priest,” the duchess admitted with a sheepish smile. “I don’t think he likes me, though.” 
 
    “I’m sure he’s a very busy man,” the cat-wizard allowed. “But what made you want to surprise me like that?” 
 
    “I-I-I don’t know.” A dark blush covered Jaketta’s cheeks. “I suppose I would prefer you to like me better.” 
 
    “I already like you a lot,” Ako said in a reassuring tone, and a soft smile crossed his face. “You don’t have to do anything special.” 
 
    I smiled while they continued to exchange sentiments, and it was clear the two felt the same way about the other. Another near disaster avoided, and all I had to do was initiate some communication. I hoped they continued to talk openly with each other, but that would be for them to figure out. 
 
    “We will have to return your hospitality soon,” I said as the conversation wound down. “I look forward to hosting you in either Vallenwood or Bastianville.” 
 
    “I’ve never been to your little stronghold before,” the duchess said in a thoughtful tone. “It just might be worth the trip. Ako would of course ensure my safety during my travels, but I would have to make sure my own territory is doing well before I leave it in the hands of my courtiers.” 
 
    “I totally understand,” I assured her. “Let me know if I can help in any way, but it seems like you are doing a fine job with Arginold Hold. I look forward to seeing what you accomplish in the future.” 
 
    “Thank you so much, Your Grace,” Duchess Jaketta said with a demure blush. “I will continue doing the good work here in Arginold.” 
 
    Zenda, Nameless, and I gathered our belongings and the horses before we blipped back to Bastianville, and we rematerialized in the middle of the street in front of the bakery. I glanced up at the store just as Akina came outside, and the desert beauty held a basket full of fresh pastries. Her face lit up with a radiant smile when she spotted us, and she hurried down the steps to enter the circle of my arms. 
 
    “How goes the quest?” she asked as our feet turned toward the castle. 
 
    “We found what we were looking for,” I reported. “Now that we are home, we just have to figure out how to combine the spell with the amulets.” 
 
    “Don’t worry,” Zenda said. “I will give it my full attention until we figure it out.” 
 
    I let out a contented sigh as soon as I stepped inside the welcoming atmosphere of the castle, and I dropped my bags by the door before I went in search of the other two women. Zenda took her armfuls of books into her personal chambers, and Akina carried her basket of baked goods into the kitchen. Nameless dug into the barrel of dried meat chunks we kept in the foyer before he carried his treat into the rafters, and I was free to find my children and their mothers. 
 
    Mahini and Elissa were both in the nursery, and the nursemaid, Celeste, stood nearby. Sorena and Arcas were both in their cribs, but I could tell by the lack of whining and crying that they were likely asleep. 
 
    “Arcas will scream the instant he wets himself,” Mahini was explaining to the nanny. “But as soon as his bottom is dry, he has to eat before he will fall back asleep.” 
 
    “I understand.” The young woman gave the two mothers an encouraging smile. “I’ve got everything under control. I promise.” 
 
    The three women noticed my arrival a moment later, and after I gave my two wives hello kisses, I offered the teen girl a sideways hug. I’d known the young lady ever since she’d won a competition to become a member of my entourage, and I was glad she’d joined the ranks of Bastianville’s residents. Being able to give her a job so she could provide for herself was the least I could do, and I knew she’d feel like a member of the family before my kids could walk. 
 
    “Are you home for good, my love?” Elissa asked as she batted her eyes at me. “I feel like I haven’t seen you in ages.” 
 
    “I think so,” I said. “We finished our quest, in any case. Zenda has the books she needs to recreate the memory spell, and then we just have to figure out how to combine it with the amulets. I’ll be fast traveling around the world before you know it.” 
 
    “That is good news.” Mahini flashed me a rare smile. “It would be nice to visit the southern lands without having to travel across the entire desert.” 
 
    “And to be able to see Eva and Caelia whenever we wanted to,” Elissa added. 
 
    “There will be a lot of benefits to increasing the powers of the amulets,” I agreed. “I have total faith in Zenda, and we’ll go on a tour of all our favorite places as soon as we can.” 
 
    “I’m glad you’re home,” Mahini said. “Arcas has demanded a lot of my energy even with Celeste’s help, but I have a little saved up just for you.” 
 
    “I’ll make sure not to take it for granted.” I smiled.  
 
    The three of us left the nursery in Celeste’s capable hands, and we joined Akina and Zenda in the kitchen where the two ladies were emptying the basket of baked goods. 
 
    “Did you get tired of making them yourself?” I asked as I eyed the sweet assortment of pastries. 
 
    “These are made in an attempt to mimic my recipe,” Akina explained. “The baker wants me to try them and give him some notes on ways to enhance the flavor profiles.” 
 
    “Wow, that’s really cool.” I grinned. “You’ve gotten really good at baking, so I don’t expect the baker to be able to compete, but I’d be happy to help with your current research.” 
 
    “I’d hoped you all would,” Akina said as she handed me an apple turnover. “You can be honest. I’ll make sure to soften the words before I report back to the baker.” 
 
    With a few glasses of milk and sticky fingers, the five of us devoured the contents of Akina’s basket, and my stomach was more than satisfied when we reached the bottom. 
 
    “Just the energy refresh I needed to fuel me through my research,” Zenda complimented the desert beauty with a smile. “I’ll keep everyone updated on my progress.” 
 
    “Let me know if we can help,” Elissa said in an encouraging tone. “I may not be the smartest person in the realm, but my father made sure I received a decent education.” 
 
    “I would like that.” Zenda grinned. “But I know it can be a bit dull. We could take the volumes outside and enjoy the nice weather while we read.” 
 
    “Ooh, yes!” Elissa clapped her hands. “Let’s do it.” 
 
    The two women disappeared down the hallway, and I turned to the two former desert dwellers with a quizzical look.  
 
    “What would you two like to do today?” I asked. “I’m open to anything.” 
 
    “It’s been much too long since I’ve trained with the recruits,” Mahini pointed out. “If I’m to regain my fighting form, then I need to start working extra hard.” 
 
    “I could use some exercise as well,” Akina agreed as she wiped her hands of any residual flour. 
 
    “Alright, let’s go find Riondale,” I suggested. 
 
    The three of us dressed in well-worn clothes that were already stained from previous practice sessions, and we went off in search of the general of my army. We found him leading a group of young men in formation toward the training fields on the edge of town, and we stepped into his ranks before he noticed our presence. As the soldiers lined up with stiff backs and blank faces, we followed their example, but Riondale burst into a huge grin as soon as his gaze landed on the three of us. 
 
    “How long have you been there?” the general asked. “I’m getting lax on my spatial awareness.” 
 
    “We wanted to join in with whatever drills you’re running today,” I explained with a chuckle. “Surprising you was just a bonus.” 
 
    “The more the merrier.” The general gave me a crisp nod. “Although, I’m sure you would be better at leading the drills than I am.” 
 
    “I’ll be the judge of that,” I teased. 
 
    The three of us followed along with the rest of the soldiers as Riondale started warm-ups, and it didn’t take long to get my heart rate up. I still hadn’t broken a sweat, but I could feel the muscles in my arms and legs begin to relax. After everyone was a little flushed in the face, the general started drills of specific sword thrusts, and the sound of synchronized movements swept over the group. 
 
    It reminded me of tribal drums. 
 
    I lost myself in the rhythm of it for a while, but then Riondale switched things up again. We followed along with the soldiers until their daily regimen was complete, and once everyone was dismissed, we congregated around the water barrel. 
 
    “I heard the Great One was humble enough to stand shoulder to shoulder with his men,” one of the soldiers I didn’t recognize said with an awed shake of his head. “But to be by your side while going through daily drills was the experience of a lifetime. Thank you, Great One.” 
 
    “You’re very welcome.” I patted him on the shoulder before I handed him a full ladle of water. “Don’t forget to hydrate. We can’t have our finest soldiers weakened.” 
 
    The soldier saluted before he slurped up a good amount of water, and the barrel-side conversation moved on to other topics. There were excited exchanges about the upcoming market day, and many men expressed their eagerness to meet an eligible lady. These men wanted to put down roots in Bastianville, and they considered the growing town their home. 
 
    “It warms my heart to listen to you speak of your lives,” I said to the gathered soldiers. “I hope all of you continue to grow closer until it feels like you’re brothers-in-arms are a part of your family regardless of blood.” 
 
    “You’ve certainly created a powerful family,” one of the other soldiers quipped. “With a house full of women warriors, no one would dare attempt to harm your household.” 
 
    Akina and Mahini exchanged knowing glances, and my chest puffed out with pride. Being the husband of powerful, talented, intelligent women was definitely one of the highlights of my godly experience, but it also reminded me of the women’s ability to handle an intruder. If they could face bandits, pirates, and monsters by my side, then they were more than capable of protecting our home, but I knew I would still worry whenever I was away. 
 
    After the soldiers began to disperse, we walked a few laps around town while we talked about the progress being made all over. The walls were reinforced, and smaller barriers surrounded the farmland just outside of town. Not only did it mark the divide between property ownership, but it was tall enough to challenge even a horse. The fields were rich with color, and there were several groups of people tending to the crops. 
 
    The main street was bustling with patrons going from shop to shop, and I could hear laughter emanating from the tavern door. The ringing of a hammer against an anvil rang out as we neared Jaxtom’s smithy, and the burly man waved with his hammer over his head when he noticed us approaching. 
 
    Jax wore a leather apron over his bare chest, and the dark tan he’d acquired showed the hours he’d spent in the sun already. He clenched a glowing red chunk of metal in pincers, and his hammer hung casually from his other hand. 
 
    “How’s business?” I asked. 
 
    “Well, the army continues to grow, and the new recruits sometimes get in the habit of breaking shit,” Jax grunted. “So, I’ve got my hands full. It pays well enough, but I haven’t done many custom orders lately.” 
 
    “Maybe you need another apprentice,” I pointed out. 
 
    “Arcas is still too little,” Jax countered with a wink. 
 
    “Are you trying to steal my son away?” I laughed. 
 
    “Like anyone would stand a chance,” Mahini scoffed. “That boy loves his father.” 
 
    “I’ll think about it,” Jax said with a relenting smile. “I haven’t had a new apprentice in a long time, and Janus is just as busy as I am. I still give him some free time to work on his personal projects, but his stuff usually ends up as a strange sculpture with no purpose.” 
 
    “They call it art in my world.” I smirked. “Some people made a lot of money that way. Maybe I could look at them and see if we want to decorate our castle with them.” 
 
    “I bet he’d like that,” Jax said, and a pleased expression spread across his face.  
 
    After we visited with the blacksmith for a while, the three of us made our way back to the castle when our stomachs started to growl. Elissa and Zenda were taking a break from studying the books by Lord Havers, and we all worked together to put together some food for our midday meal. 
 
    We talked about the day’s events while we ate, but the conversation soon turned to my recent quest. The four women asked me more clarifying questions about my encounter with the Goddess of Death, and it seemed like she’d been heavy on their minds ever since I’d returned home. 
 
    “Perhaps you should give her another chance to speak her mind,” Elissa suggested in a hesitant tone. “If she wanted to attack you, she could have. So, what other motives would she have?” 
 
    “She could be trying to trick us into showing weakness,” Mahini said in a harsh tone. “We have to be very careful about who we trust, especially with the little ones to think of.” 
 
    “Our home is a fortress of protection,” Akina assured the new mother. “No threats will get past me.” 
 
    “The goddess is sneaky,” I warned. “She seemed to pop up when I least expected it, and she disappeared before I could follow her trail. She might have some sort of magical ability that prevents detection, so we must remain vigilant.” 
 
    “What if you could lure her to your side?” Zenda suggested, and the other girls fell into a thoughtful silence. “Earn her true loyalty until she agrees to ally herself with you instead of the God of the Plague.” 
 
    “That could be exactly what she wants us to think,” I pointed out. “Maybe she’s trying to be a double agent, for instance. We can’t rule anything out just yet.” 
 
    “You could at least make an offering of peace to see how she reacts,” Elissa urged. “Isn’t it possible that she could have gotten herself into a tough situation and needs help?” 
 
    “Then she should have just come out and said so,” I said. “If she approaches me again, I’ll give her the chance to explain herself, but if she shows any hostility, I won’t hesitate to neutralize her.” 
 
    “You have all the power here,” Zenda reminded me. “Nothing can happen unless you allow it. Why not tempt her to come out of hiding with a projected sense of security?” 
 
    “You mean trick her into feeling safe?” I arched an eyebrow. “Would we really be able to trust her if we had to trick her into an alliance?” 
 
    “Except she won’t be in danger if she complies with you,” Mahini said. “You can make her feel safe without being deceitful.” 
 
    “Okay, that makes sense.” I worked the muscle in my jaw. “You really think she would side with us?” 
 
    “She’d be a fool not to,” Zenda said. 
 
    “Survival instincts will have her clinging to you before long,” Akina added with a glint in her metallic eyes. “Once the God of the Plague is eliminated, she either joins us or dies.” 
 
    The desert beauty’s ominous words hung in the air as we all envisioned the worst-case scenario where I had to battle the Goddess of Death to the death, but I didn’t want it to come to that. Until she showed the intent to harm us, I wouldn’t hurt her, either. 
 
    In the meantime, I wasn’t going to worry about the possible emerald eyes watching me from a distance, and I went about my life as the ruler of the western territory. Between the two babies, four women, an army of soldiers, and general townsfolk seeking my attention, I was a busy god. While I remained calm and cool on the outside, my thoughts continued to circle around the same topic. 
 
    The Goddess of Death. 
 
    The look in her eyes when she watched Zenda and I making love lingered in my mind, and I felt my body respond at random times whenever the goddess occupied my thoughts. I resisted the urges and thoughts, but I knew I wanted to explore the possibility of an alliance with the beautiful but deadly goddess. 
 
    Days passed without incident, and my schedule remained just as busy. On top of my regular routine, I spent a great deal of time with Zenda as we attempted to break the code on the memory spell. The Zaborian historian wanted to master the original concept of the magic before we attempted to alter it to fit our needs, so hours passed while I focused on specific memories while trying the spell. 
 
    I made some progress, and I was able to get a quick flash of an old memory before it faded away. 
 
    Eva and Caelia also sent a runner with updates on Vallenwood, and it seemed all was well in the capital. They reported being well received by the people of the city, but they expressed a desire to see me as soon as I was able.  
 
    I also took the time to install my magical home security system, and once I had tethered the spell to the charged crystal, I was confident in the safety of Viceroy’s Toy. I tied the spell to my key so it would be deactivated whenever I needed access to the wealth contained within, but I had the only copy. The contents of my treasury continued to grow as taxes and tithes flowed in from the rest of my holdings, but portions were allotted for various expenses like the army and Elder Council budgets. Still, I was a wealthy man, and it would take me lifetimes to spend the gold piled in my treasury. 
 
    Arcas and Sorena continued to grow and bond with our family as the days passed, and I tried to give them as much of my time and attention as I could. There would be periods of time when I couldn’t be home with them, but I wanted them to always know they were important to me. With their loving and capable mothers supporting them, I knew they would be fine regardless of how often I was around. 
 
    As promised, I also helped Zenda begin the process of making a library in town, and I made a deal with the owner of an empty house for cheaper rent by spamming respawns until I found the right dialogue tree. With the location secured, Zenda began drawing plans for layout and design. It was a large project on top of the other things she was already working on, but I knew she was capable of handling everything. 
 
    It was late in the evening a few nights after my return from my northern quest, and my family and I were lounging in the sitting room while we digested our dinners. The babies nursed, and Zenda was deeply invested in a book. Akina scratched Nameless in all his itchy spots, and the dragon was practically purring in her lap. 
 
    Then I suddenly heard a shuffling sound from above us, and we all tilted our heads upward in unison.  
 
    Crouched on a beam running across the tall ceilings was the Goddess of Death, and her green eyes glowed in the lights of the lanterns placed all around the room. I had no idea how she’d managed to evade detection while sneaking inside the castle, but I made a mental note to increase my protection measures. 
 
    I wasn’t going to let another intruder sneak by undetected. 
 
    “Is that her?” Mahini asked as she narrowed her icy-blue eyes at the goddess. 
 
    “Yep,” I confirmed, and I pressed my lips together as I considered what to do next. 
 
    I didn’t want my children to be anywhere near one of my enemies, but the goddess’ behavior made her loyalties confusing. In any case, I wouldn’t allow her anywhere near my offspring until I personally determined she wasn’t a threat, so I quickly motioned for the two mothers to take the babies away. Mahini and Elissa hesitated for a brief moment before they obeyed, but they returned more quickly than I expected. 
 
    “She’s still up there?” Elissa asked in a disbelieving tone. 
 
    “Hasn’t moved,” Akina said, and her metallic eyes were alight with protective bloodlust. Despite her new love of baking, her eager smile showed how ready she was to fight for the ones she loved, and I knew she would do anything she could to protect the babies. 
 
    “You know we can see you, right?” Zenda called up into the rafters. 
 
    “What are you doing up there, anyway?” Elissa added in a curious tone. 
 
    “Wouldn’t it be easier to just talk to us like a normal person?” Akina said. 
 
    We all stared up at the ceiling for a while, but the goddess didn’t respond. I kept her emerald-green eyes locked on mine, and she bit her lower lip. She was obviously torn on what to do, so I decided to encourage her. 
 
    “I promise I won’t hurt you,” I said. “Or try to wrap you up in my vines. As long as you remain peaceful, I will leave you be.” 
 
    The goddess thought about it for a moment before she nodded, and then she dropped from the rafter to the floor in a fluid movement. She landed on her feet in a crouched position, but she quickly rose to her full height and lifted her chin to a determined angle. 
 
    “You don’t strike me as being afraid of me,” I pointed out. “Why do you hesitate to approach me?” 
 
    “We’re enemies, aren’t we?” the goddess asked as she arched a questioning eyebrow. “Why the hell would I expect you to remain civil?” 
 
    “Not everyone rushes to fight before asking questions,” I said. “I’d like to think I take the smarter approach to conflict. Knowledge is a weapon as sharp as a blade.” 
 
    “Oh, yeah?” The goddess smirked. “I’ve learned quite a bit since I came to this world, so maybe I’m more powerful than I thought.” 
 
    “We are only ever as powerful as we ourselves think we are,” I said in a sage tone, and the goddess rolled her eyes. 
 
    “I didn’t think you’d be a philosopher god.” The boredom in her voice was obvious, but she made no move to leave. 
 
    “What do you want?” I asked in a blunt tone. “Why are you in my home?” 
 
    “I-I-I…” The goddess blinked at me for a moment as she struggled to find a response, but I didn’t want to give her a chance to formulate a lie. 
 
    “Are you spying on us for the God of the Plague, or are you here for your own reasons?” I pressed. “Do you have a death wish, or do you need a favor?” 
 
    “Alright, alright, chill dude,” the goddess said as she held up her hands in surrender. “I can tell this is really important to you, so I won’t waste your time, but I know things that would blow your mind.” 
 
    “Prove it,” I countered as I crossed my arms over my chest. 
 
    “Bash,” Mahini said in a low voice as she placed a cautious hand on my arm. “This could be a diversion. We need to make sure there aren’t others with her.” 
 
    I nodded, and the desert beauty rushed off to make sure our perimeter was secure. Akina followed her lead by taking a defensive stance near the entrance of the sitting room, but Elissa and Zenda seemed content to sit on the couch.  
 
    The goddess stood in the center of the room, and she wrung her hands in an anxious manner. 
 
    “What did you come here for?” I asked again. “Did the God of the Plague send you? What is he planning?” 
 
    “I told you I would talk,” the goddess said in a stubborn voice. “Just give me a minute to collect my thoughts. It’s hard to know where to start.” 
 
    “The beginning is always good,” I suggested. 
 
    “Oh, boy,” she sighed. “Well, then I hope we can all get comfortable, because we may be here for a while.” 
 
    “Or you’re just stalling until your colleagues can surround us,” I said with a defiant gleam in my eye. “Your presence here is granted only on the condition that you speak, and so far you’ve said a whole lot of nothing.” 
 
    “There’s no one else.” The goddess shrugged. “I prefer to work alone. Other people tend to fuck everything up.” 
 
    “Teamwork makes the dream work.” I smirked. “But I can see where you’re coming from. I just need to know what’s going on before I arrest you for trespassing.” 
 
    “You really don’t give up, huh?” An amused smile tugged on her lips as she shook her head in awe. 
 
    “And I never will.” I gave her a pointed look. 
 
    “Fine!” The Goddess of Death plopped down into a sitting chair with an air of defeat. “I will tell you everything.” 
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 Chapter Nine 
 
    I stared at the Goddess of Death in silence for a moment as I waited for her to start, and the other women got comfortable so they could listen closely. The dark-haired woman before me seemed harmless enough from an outside perspective, but I wasn’t going to let my guard down as long as she was in my presence. 
 
    “Start at the beginning,” I encouraged. “You’re from Sacramento. What was that like?” 
 
    “I was raised by my dad,” the goddess said with a shrug. “My mother died when I was really little. She suffered from a brain aneurysm, but at least she wasn’t in pain for long. She named me Tiffany Anne Smith, but I’ve always gone by Tiff. If you try to call me Tiffany, I’ll kick your ass.” 
 
    “Duly noted,” I said with a smirk. This goddess had spunk. “That had to be hard, though, growing up like that. I had a single mom who passed away.” 
 
    “Yeah, well, my dad wasn’t the greatest.” Tiff tried to sound nonchalant, but her emerald eyes unfocused as she was lost in memories. “I mean, I get it. He was a vet, and he came back home all fucked up in the head. Losing my mother sent him over the edge.” 
 
    A solemn silence hung in the air as we all envisioned the rough childhood this woman had endured, and I was beginning to see how she’d become the way she was. Losing a parent at a young age was traumatizing, but she seemed like she was comfortable with death since it was the basis for her powers. 
 
    “So, how did you get to this realm?” Zenda asked in a studious voice. 
 
    “I’m getting to that.” Tiff rolled her eyes and seemed to regain her blasé attitude. “But, as I’m sure you can imagine, I mostly kept to myself as a kid, and I was a bit of a loner when I started high school… I didn’t have many friends, but I had more than a few enemies.” 
 
    “Enemies?” I frowned. 
 
    “Bullies,” Tiff clarified as she pursed her lips. “There were these four girls, cheerleaders, who plagued my every step. It was like they were robots programmed to destroy me.” 
 
    “Did you stand up for yourself?” I asked, but the goddess shook her head. 
 
    “What’s a cheerleader?” Elissa asked in a curious tone. “Is it like a general?” 
 
    “They’re supposed to work up the energy of the crowd during sporting events,” I explained. “They usually end up being a clique of popular girls who pick on anyone they see as inferior.” 
 
    “That’s awful.” Zenda’s sapphire eyes filled with sympathy for our strange guest. “Being a leader means supporting those who follow in your footsteps.” 
 
    “The only place they led anyone was to the bathroom to purge,” Tiff scoffed. “I hated them, but I wasn’t dumb enough to do anything while we were on school property. They had the principal’s attention, but I’m pretty sure that was just because he was a pedophile.” 
 
    “Gross.” I wrinkled my nose in disgust. “He should have been reported.” 
 
    “Yeah, whatever.” Tiff shrugged. “Anyway, I just wanted to explain the backstory to avoid questions during the good parts.” 
 
    “Alright,” I chuckled. “We’ll try to restrain ourselves.” 
 
    Mahini returned to the sitting room a moment later, and she reported zero activity around the perimeter of the castle. The desert beauty eyed the goddess cautiously, but my wife’s body language revealed the tension and anxiety she felt in our guest’s presence. 
 
    “Has she told you where the God of the Plague is located yet?” the warrior woman asked in a terse tone. 
 
    “Not yet,” I said. “But she’s starting to explain some things.” 
 
    “Hello! I’m right here.” Tiff scowled. “Don’t talk about me like I’m invisible.” 
 
    “By all means, carry on,” Mahini said, and she pressed her lips into a thin white line as she leaned against the doorframe. She and Akina exchanged glances and nods, so I knew they were both thinking about the same thing: the safety of the children. 
 
    I wasn’t sure if I could trust the goddess or not, but as long as she was openly sharing information with us, then I was inclined to give her the chance to explain. I wasn’t going to let her get the opportunity to do anything nefarious, but I was still grateful to have capable warrior women guarding our home. 
 
    “So, you had some bullies,” I said as I returned to the conversation at hand. “What does that have to do with how you got here?” 
 
    “Everything,” Tiff said. “It would have been a normal day if they hadn’t interfered. They set the events in motion that led to me arriving in this strange world.” 
 
    “And what does a normal day look like for someone who would become the Goddess of Death?” I asked, and I tried to mask the amusement I felt from my voice. She made it seem as though she was a harmless innocent, but I knew she wouldn’t have come so far in this world if she hadn’t resorted to brutality. I’d watched her murder two men without remorse in a previous run-through, after all. 
 
    “You do realize I wasn’t a goddess on Earth, right?” Tiff seemed to pick up on my thoughts, and she narrowed her emerald eyes. “Despite a fascination with the morbid and absurd, I was just a normal teenager. I listened to angry music and wrote in my diary about how much I hated my dad.” 
 
    “Yeah, you seem like you were one of the goth kids in high school,” I said. 
 
    “And?” Tiff glared at me. “What’s wrong with that?” 
 
    “Nothing.” I held up my hands in surrender. “Just making an observation.” 
 
    “What’s a goth kid?” Zenda asked, and I glanced over to see her taking notes on the conversation in her journal. 
 
    “Someone who is always wearing black, and they try to look like vampires,” I explained, but I saw the goddess’ eyes flash with anger at my description as she leaned forward. “Well, how would you describe it, then?” 
 
    “Anyone who is in love with the macabre and morbid,” Tiff huffed. “Duh.” 
 
    “Anyway, we’re getting off-topic,” I said, and I gestured for the goddess to continue her story. “It was a regular day?” 
 
    “Yeah, it was a Saturday, so there wasn’t any school.” Tiff settled back into her chair. “My dad had to work, but I was bored at home, so I went to the mall.” 
 
    “What is a ma--” Zenda started to say. 
 
    “A group of shops in one building,” I said before she could even finish her sentence. 
 
    It was almost like Tiff and I were speaking a different language, but it was strangely nice to have a conversation with someone who understood the world I had come from. 
 
    A sudden shrill cry from the nursery had us all looking in the direction of the door, and the two mothers instantly headed toward the sound of the crying children. I wanted to hear more of Tiff’s story, but I also didn’t want to interrupt my children’s routines. This could take a while, but it was already late in the evening, and the babies were tired, so I decided a change of scenery might be a good idea. 
 
    “Let’s go outside,” I suggested to the goddess. “We can talk more openly without waking the babies.” 
 
    “Alright.” Tiff pushed herself to her feet. “Lead the way, dude.” 
 
    Akina and Zenda started to follow behind us, but I motioned for them to stay behind as I led the goddess to the entrance of the castle. I could always catch them up on the pertinent information later, but it would go a lot smoother if I didn’t have to explain every reference to modern America. 
 
    “I’m sorry for making your babies cry,” Tiff said as we walked along the side of the castle to the gardens behind the building. “To be honest, I’m kind of surprised you have kids in the first place. Aren’t you worried about what will happen to them when you go back to Earth?” 
 
    “Go back?” I frowned. “Why would I do that?” 
 
    Tiffany stared at me in confused silence for a moment, but then she shrugged and turned away. We walked through the flowerbeds full of sleeping blooms, and Tiff trailed the tips of her fingers across the outside of the petals. The flowers began to decay and die before my eyes, but she didn’t pay them any more attention. If she could kill with a touch, then she was more dangerous than I’d imagined, so I would have to make sure I kept my guard up. 
 
    I suddenly heard the flutter of leathery wings, and I spotted Nameless land on a branch in a nearby tree. I could just barely make out the stardust gleam in his eyes, but I could tell he was curious about our visitor. She stared back at him with a blank face, but a subtle smile tugged at the corners of her lips. 
 
    Why wasn’t the dragon threatened by the goddess? 
 
    “Your dragon is cute,” Tiff observed as her gaze returned to my face. 
 
    “He’s called Nameless,” I said. “He isn’t usually so friendly with strangers.” 
 
    “I’ve always had a way with animals,” Tiff said as if this explained everything. “It was like they could always tell I didn’t have any friends.” 
 
    “But if you didn’t have bullies, you wouldn’t have ended up here,” I pointed out. “How exactly did that happen, anyway?” 
 
    “Well, like I said, I was at the mall while my dad was at work.” Tiff trailed her finger along the top of a hedge, and I watched in awe as the leaves shriveled and changed into a variety of brown colors. “I was sitting on a bench that ran along the outside of a fountain when the bitches from school showed up.” 
 
    “What did they do to you?” I had a bad feeling about where this story was going, and I couldn’t hide the empathy I felt for the lonely teen she described in her story. 
 
    “They started calling me names and pulling on my clothes,” Tiff said, and I could tell from the tone of her voice that the memory still pained her. “It was like they were compelled to point out everything they didn’t like about me.” 
 
    “They were bitches,” I said. “You shouldn’t let it get to you.” 
 
    “Oh, really?” Tiff scoffed and fixed me with a heated look. “And what about when they started to dunk my head into the water fountain because they wanted to wash off my weird makeup? Should I have just let that go, too?” 
 
    “Okay, no, that’s fucked up,” I agreed with a wince. “Were there any security guards or people around who could help you?” 
 
    “Any time I got the chance to look around, I just saw people watching and not doing anything.” Tiff glared into the shadows at the edge of the gardens. “No one cared that they were killing me.” 
 
    “Wow.” I shook my head in awe. “I’m surprised you managed to survive that.” 
 
    “I don’t think I did,” Tiff muttered in a low voice. 
 
    “What do you mean?” I frowned. 
 
    “I started to black out under the water,” Tiff said. “When I opened my eyes again, I was laying on a stone platform in an underground grotto.” 
 
    “So, the last thing you remember from Earth was being drowned by those cheerleaders?” I worked the muscle in my jaw. “I’m sorry. What they did to you was fucked up, but I’m sure they were punished for it after everyone found out what happened to you.” 
 
    “I don’t know.” Tiff shrugged, and a pained look crossed her face. “I doubted anyone cared.” 
 
    “But you were given another shot at life,” I pointed out. 
 
    Tiff strolled through the garden paths without replying for a moment, and she kept her gaze cast downward at the plants. There was a trail of decaying vegetation in her wake, and I wondered how long it would take her to kill the whole garden. Hopefully, she finished her story before it came to that, but I could always replant. This could be my only chance to learn about the mysterious Goddess of Death. 
 
    “Are you sure this isn’t hell?” Tiff asked as she cast a worried glance over her shoulder. “Maybe we’re being punished.” 
 
    “There’s no way I’d have this much fun in hell,” I argued. “I’ve gotten everything I ever wanted in this world, and other than you and your master trying to tear me down, I’m beloved by all.” 
 
    “So, maybe it’s heaven for you and hell for me.” Tiff smirked. “In any case, being summoned to this world didn’t change who I am. I’m still that lone wolf going through life without a pack.” 
 
    “Isn’t the God of the Plague part of your pack?” I asked. “You two are working together, after all.” 
 
    “I guess…” Tiff fell into silence and looked away. 
 
    Nameless watched from his tree branch while the goddess roamed the gardens, and there was obvious curiosity in his eyes. 
 
    I let her be for a moment to let her gather her thoughts, but this conversation was far from over.  
 
    “What happened when you woke up in the grotto?” I asked in an effort to get the conversation moving again. 
 
    “I woke up like this.” Tiff turned to me with a smirk on her face, and she held up her hands with a flourish. “I didn’t know that at first, though. I opened my eyes to see a crazy weirdo standing over me, and he kept insisting I would be his slave so he could use my powers for himself.” 
 
    “Weird sorcerers are all the rage these days,” I chuckled. “The one who summoned me had fourteen men with him, and he was trying to kill me because he thought that would give him my powers.” 
 
    “Obviously, that worked out for him,” Tiff said in a dry tone. 
 
    “So, what did you do?” I pressed. “You don’t strike me as slave material.” 
 
    “Right?” Tiff snorted. “I didn’t even know about my powers yet, but when he went to grab me, I wrapped my hand around his wrist.” 
 
    After seeing what she could do to plants, I could only imagine the deadly effect she had on a human, and I shuddered as the image of decaying flesh passed through my mind. 
 
    “He died?” I asked, and the goddess nodded in confirmation. 
 
    “It took a little while,” she added. “But after his dried-up corpse was lying on the ground in front of me, I started to look around at my surroundings. There was a weird text floating in the air that said I was a goddess among other things.” 
 
    “You can kill with a single touch,” I observed. “But I’m sure that’s not the end of your powers.” 
 
    “You could say that,” Tiff said in a vague tone. “It took me a while to learn how to control it, though. There were a lot of accidents along the way, and for years I refused to touch a single living thing. I didn’t want to destroy everything I touched.” 
 
    “How do you control it?” I asked. 
 
    “It’s like a mental dam,” Tiff explained with a shrug. “I have to hold back the dark energy.” 
 
    “That sounds exhausting,” I said. “I’m surprised word didn’t spread about you.” 
 
    “It did at first,” she admitted. “Anywhere I went, villagers would chase me away with torches and pitchforks. I could have killed them all, but what would be the point? Live in an empty village by myself? I’d rather die.” 
 
    “How long have you been here?” I asked. 
 
    I had asked that question during our interaction in Arginold Hold, but she’d merely quipped that it had been longer than I’d been here. I was hoping she would be less withholding during this encounter, but so far she seemed willing to tell me everything. I just had to guide the conversation toward the information I really needed to know, such as the God of the Plague’s location and plans. 
 
    “Well, it was the late eighties when I got here,” Tiff said in a thoughtful tone. “But it’s hard to keep track of time in this world, so there’s no telling how much time will have passed by the time I return to Earth.” 
 
    “You keep talking about going back,” I said with a confused shake of my head. “What makes you think that’s even possible?” 
 
    The Goddess of Death eyed me for a long moment, and a twinkle of excitement gleamed in her emerald eyes before she schooled her expression once more. 
 
    “Anything is possible,” she countered with a shrug. 
 
    “But how do you know you’d even survive going back? If you died when you were summoned, what would happen if you returned home?” I frowned. “There wasn’t any mention of a return trip in my instructions.” 
 
    “I’ve figured some things out over the years.” Tiff turned away from me to continue her casual stroll through the gardens, and I followed a few paces behind her. Then she paused and turned to face me again, and she tilted her head to the side as she peered up at me. “What about you? What year was it when you were summoned?” 
 
    “About forty years after you,” I said. “I worked in a call center where people could ask for help with technology.” 
 
    “You mean like telling people how to rewind their VHS tapes?” Tiff smirked. “Sounds like a challenging job.” 
 
    “Things have changed a lot since the eighties,” I laughed. “But that’s beside the point. That was then, and this is now. I left Earth behind when I accepted my role as the God of Time.” 
 
    “So, you’re basically from the future?” Tiff’s face lit up. “Were there spaceships? Holograms? Brain implants?” 
 
    “Well, things didn’t change that much,” I corrected in an amused tone. “But the internet certainly puts the entire world at your fingertips, and everyone carries around a tiny but powerful computer everywhere they go.” 
 
    “It must have sucked to come back to the dark ages after experiencing futuristic technology,” Tiff said as she wrinkled her nose. 
 
    “Actually, it was kind of a relief,” I admitted. “I don’t feel the need to escape my day-to-day life through video games anymore.” 
 
    “That’s because your life is a game now,” Tiff said with an understanding nod. 
 
    Nameless’ curiosity finally got the better of him, and the dragon hopped down from his tree branch into the garden before he trotted over to us with a wagging tail. 
 
    “He’s like a big puppy,” Tiff said as she held out her hand for the dragon to sniff. 
 
    Nameless inhaled the goddess’ scent a few times before he stepped close enough for her to touch him, and her face was alight with wonder as she caressed his iridescent scales. Tiff had probably never touched a dragon before, and I was surprised by how quickly he took to her. 
 
    The dragon even rolled over onto his back, and Tiff kneeled in the grass so she could scratch the scales of his stomach. Nameless wiggled happily like a horse itching its back in the dirt, and his tongue hung out the corner of his mouth as his eyes half-closed. 
 
    “He likes you,” I observed. “Did you do something to him that made him more docile?” 
 
    “Are you accusing me of giving your dragon some dope?” Tiff laughed. “How am I supposed to overpower a flying fucking lizard? No, he just knows I’m cool.” 
 
    “It has been kind of cool to get to know you better,” I said with a small smile. “Thanks for sharing the story about how you got here, but I still have so many questions.” 
 
    “I figured you would.” Tiff smirked as she rose to her feet, and she crossed her arms over her chest as she cocked one hip to the side. “What would you like to know?” 
 
    “We’re both from Earth,” I said. “And so was the God of the Purge, but he was from Hitler-era Germany. What about the God of the Plague? Where is he from?” 
 
    “Everyone has come from different times and places so far,” Tiff said without directly answering my question. “There used to be a lot more of us, you know.” 
 
    “Oh, really?” I lifted my eyebrows in surprise. “What happened to them?” 
 
    “They died.” She shrugged. “This game is to the death, and not even immortals are safe from fate.” 
 
    “Did you kill them?” I asked. 
 
    “A few.” Tiff narrowed her eyes. “It was them or me, so I made the only choice I could. I want to go back to Earth, but not like that.” 
 
    “Yeah, dying sucks,” I said as I thought about the countless deaths I’d suffered since I’d first arrived in this medieval world. 
 
    “Well, it wasn’t easy, in any case.” Tiff shook her head as she reminisced about the other gods she’d faced. “You’re the first player I’ve met who didn’t go straight into a life-or-death battle with me.” 
 
    “What about the God of the Plague,” I said. “Aren’t you allies?” 
 
    “I guess.” Tiff shrugged again. “But I had to prove that he couldn’t beat me first.” 
 
    I couldn’t help seeing the goddess in a new light of appreciation now that I’d learned more about her, but it was even more obvious than ever before how deadly and dangerous she really was. I kept a safe distance between us so she couldn’t reach out and grab me, but I knew I could just reset to my save point if she ended up catching me off guard. 
 
    “You call them players,” I said as I thought about what she’d said so far. “But every single one has been called a god so far.” 
 
    “Or goddess,” Tiff corrected. “There were a few other women in the early years. There was the Goddess of Fate, as well as one for each season, but they were some of the dumbest people I’ve ever met.” 
 
    “How long ago did they die?” I asked, and I racked my brain for any reference to gods or goddesses from when I first arrived in this world. 
 
    “Long before you arrived,” Tiff snorted. “The God of War led many of them into a ferocious battle, and no towns were safe from their destruction as they swept over the land. At the end of the war, there were only me and a few others remaining. We all separated and went into hiding, but over time, we found each other and battled again.” 
 
    “Why isn’t the war mentioned in any of Sorreyal’s history?” I frowned. “You would think something like that would be noteworthy.” 
 
    “I think everyone just wanted to forget about it,” Tiff said. “I didn’t make sure it was written down or anything, either.” 
 
    “What changed?” I asked. “There obviously isn’t a war of gods still going on in Sorreyal.” 
 
    “I teamed up with Plague to end the war.” Tiff pressed her lips into a thin white line, and her shoulders stiffened as the painful memories washed over her. “He convinced me that was the only way we would survive the battle. The God of the Purge showed up and started to use everyone as his personal puppets, and it seemed like the end was near. I was outnumbered and outgunned, but with the two of us working together, we ended up as the last three players standing.” 
 
    “Why didn’t you kill the God of the Purge, then?” I asked. 
 
    If the mind controlling madman had died before my interaction with him, I never would have learned that he was from Earth, but it would have saved me a lot of time and energy that I spent chasing him down. 
 
    “We were all injured from the battle,” the goddess explained. “Purge ran off almost immediately, and the two of us went deeper into hiding to stay off his radar.” 
 
    “So you just stood back as he manipulated tons of people into following him?” I scoffed. “You could have put a stop to it.” 
 
    “And steal your fun?” Tiff laughed. “You had everything under control. Thank you for that, by the way. I was able to come out of hiding after you killed him.” 
 
    “I do what I can.” I worked the muscle in my jaw as I thought about how my actions and decisions led to this moment. 
 
    I’d first heard of the God of the Purge while I was hunting Smiguel, the fire-breathing dragon, and I’d encountered a group of his followers led by one of his priestesses. Sarosh stood against me for as long as she could, but in the end, my logic and compassion for humanity showed her the error of her ways. We’d teamed up again in the Zaborial Isles when I was after arcane knowledge, and I’d ended up killing the God of the Purge before returning home. 
 
    Now, Sarosh was my priestess, and she led my church here in my homebase. I’d turned her to my side, and I counted her as one of my most loyal followers. 
 
    Could I do the same with the Goddess of Death? 
 
    While Tiff hadn’t shown any hostility toward me or my family, I still wasn’t comfortable with the idea of her showing up inside my castle whenever she wanted to. She had come to me for a reason, but she didn’t seem eager to share her true motivations with me just yet. 
 
    Was the goddess just keeping me occupied while the God of the Plague made moves against me? 
 
    I couldn’t rule anything out, but I had to admit, I was dying of curiosity about this beautiful, mysterious woman. Tiff had suffered a lot in her life, and while she put on a nonchalant mask and acted like she didn’t care, I could tell there was something in her heart saying she was on the wrong side. 
 
    “Why have you been following me?” I asked when it didn’t seem like the goddess was going to continue her story without prompting. “Tell me the truth. Did the God of the Plague send you to watch me?” 
 
    “He doesn’t know I’m here,” Tiff admitted in a quiet voice, and she looked away. “And I don’t plan on telling him any time soon.” 
 
    “You don’t trust him,” I said as more of a statement than a question. 
 
    “I don’t trust anyone,” Tiff countered, and her green eyes snapped back to mine. “Trust gets you killed.” 
 
    “Sometimes.” I shrugged. “I think there are still plenty of good, trustworthy people in the world. You just have to give them a chance to do the right thing.” 
 
    “Aren’t you an optimist?” Tiff’s lips tugged into the familiar smirk. “I’m sure you’ve encountered your fair share of assholes, though. You don’t get anywhere in this world without stepping on a few toes.” 
 
    “There have been some challenges along the way,” I allowed. “Nothing I couldn’t handle.” 
 
    “Yeah, you seem pretty capable,” Tiff observed. “That’s why I came to you. Well, that and because I don’t really have anyone else to ask for help.” 
 
    “You need my help?” I frowned. “What could you possibly need from me?” 
 
    Tiff sighed as her shoulders slumped in defeat, but she didn’t respond right away. I gave her some space to sort out her thoughts, but I could tell I was getting close to the real truth. 
 
    “There’s a lot more going on than you know about,” she said after a few moments of silence. “There are dangers out there hiding in the shadows, and another great war of the gods is looming in the future. I can feel it.” 
 
    “But you’re all set, right?” I arched an eyebrow. “You and the God of the Plague are allies, so a little war shouldn’t scare you.” 
 
    “I’m not scared.” Tiff lifted her chin to a stubborn angle. “I just want to make sure I end up on the right side. The winning side.” 
 
    “So, you’re questioning your alliance with the God of the Plague?” I struggled to restrain the grin that attempted to spread across my face. 
 
    This was the best possible scenario that could have unfolded, and if the Goddess of Death was in my debt, then maybe she’d think twice about standing against me in this future war. 
 
    “I question everything,” Tiff said. “That’s how I’ve survived as long as I have. Trust no one, and no one will be able to betray you.” 
 
    “Then why trust me?” I crossed my arms. “I could kill you right now.” 
 
    “You won’t,” Tiff asserted confidently. “You’re not like that. You’re different from the other players. I sense something special about you, but I can’t quite put my finger on it.” 
 
    We walked through the gardens a few more times as we talked, and I caught a few curious glances from passing townspeople walking down the street, but no one stopped to question us. There would likely be rumors about the mysterious visitor spreading like wildfire by morning, but I didn’t care. It would all be worth it if I managed to get the upper hand against my enemies. 
 
    “You seem like one of the good guys,” Tiff admitted after a while, and I turned to see her staring after some of the townsfolk walking off down the street. “No one has anything bad to say about you, and people flock to you like feathers on tar. What’s your secret?” 
 
    “Wouldn’t you like to know?” I chuckled. “Maybe if you stick around, you will learn more about me, but right now, you’re the one answering the questions.” 
 
    “You want me to stick around?” The twinkle of mischief in her emerald eyes was plain to see, and I had a quick memory flash of the aroused expression on her face when she’d watched Zenda and I making love. 
 
    “I’d have to insist on a few conditions at first,” I said in a cautious voice. “I still don’t know whose side you’re on or what you really want.” 
 
    “I want to survive the game, just like you,” Tiff said in an adamant tone. “I don’t want to die of some mysterious plague in a fucking fantasy world.” 
 
    “You don’t have any desire to rule this land?” I frowned. “You could have everything you ever wanted here.” 
 
    “Maybe.” Tiff shrugged. “But I also want to win. There’s only one way to do that.” 
 
    “Oh, yeah?” I questioned. 
 
    Tiff strode away from me without continuing to explain, and I followed behind her at a slower pace. She eyed the towering walls of the castle, and her gaze swept over the quiet street on the other side of the building. There were still distant noises of people gathered in the taverns, and the faint sound of music floated along the breeze. 
 
    “This is quite a town you’ve got here,” she said in an admiring tone. “I used to have a place kind of like this, but no one really knew who I was.” 
 
    “It must have sucked to feel so alone,” I said. “I can understand why you would choose to ally yourself with someone, even if it was the God of the Plague.” 
 
    “I didn’t really have a choice.” Tiff hugged herself and rubbed her arms. “I could join him or die.” 
 
    “We always have a choice,” I said in a reassuring voice. “Like right now, for instance. You’ve chosen to remain peaceful and cordial when you could have attacked me. I know there’s more you’re not telling me, but as long as you’re honest, I can be patient.” 
 
    “Why are you being so nice to me?” Tiff narrowed her eyes with obvious suspicion. “Why not just kill me and be done with it?” 
 
    “Curiosity killed the cat.” I smirked. “But satisfaction brought it back.” 
 
    “Whatever, dude.” Tiff rolled her eyes, but I could see her struggling to restrain a smile at the same time. “Why are you so weird?” 
 
    “I could ask you the same thing,” I countered. “You’re the one who was hiding in my rafters like a bat.” 
 
    “Hey, bats are cool!” Tiff laughed, and the sound reminded me just how young she was when she came here. 
 
    “Yeah, well, you came off as a little creepy,” I pointed out. “It’s almost like you would prefer to watch from a distance than join in on the fun.” 
 
    Tiff blushed a crimson hue and avoided my gaze, and I had a feeling I knew exactly what she was thinking about. There was no mistaking the look of desire in her eyes when she’d watched me in action, but if it led to a peace agreement between us, then it was worth it. 
 
    “I’m sorry for sneaking up on your family,” Tiff said in a quiet voice. “I was trying to wait until you were alone before revealing myself.” 
 
    “You had more than one opportunity to do so while you were stalking us through the forest,” I reminded her. “It seemed like you wanted to say something, but you kept chickening out.” 
 
    “I still don’t know how to tell you…” Tiff bit her dark red lips as her emerald eyes filled with doubt. “What if you say no? I would have revealed too much. No, I need to know I can trust you first.” 
 
    “How am I supposed to help you if I don’t know what’s going on?” I led the way back to where Nameless was lounging on the grass, and Tiff squatted by his head to give the dragon some more scratches. “You have to be honest with me so I can do the same with you.” 
 
    “I-I-I just… I have worked so hard to get where I am,” Tiff said and ran a hand through her hair. “I could lose all the progress I’ve made over the years, and for what?” 
 
    “Then why come at all?” I pressed. 
 
    “I don’t have any other choice,” Tiff sighed, and she pinched the bridge of her nose. “There’s no one else strong enough to help me.” 
 
    “And what do I get for helping you?” I frowned as I held her gaze firmly with mine. “What would stop you from stabbing me in the back as soon as you got what you wanted?” 
 
    “Gratitude?” Tiff shrugged. “You can always say no…” 
 
    “Tell me,” I insisted. 
 
    Tiff stared up at me with doubt circling her gaze, and I watched her wage an internal war with herself. She had already shared so much information with me, so I wondered what was making her hold back now. She was obviously scared of something, but maybe she didn’t want to admit it. Showing any signs of weakness could put her at a disadvantage, but I wouldn’t be able to do anything if she wasn’t honest with me. 
 
    “I think I’m in danger,” she admitted in a defeated voice, and her shoulders slumped. “Plague sent me on a mission, but I have a bad feeling about it.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” I stepped a little closer to her as I continued to lock her eyes with mine. “What is the mission?” 
 
    “He sent me to fetch something.” Tiff bit her bottom lip as she gathered the courage to tell me more. “But I think it’s his way of getting rid of me. My failure to retrieve an item in the recent past has put me on his bad side, and I don’t think he is going to tolerate any more mistakes.” 
 
    I worked the muscle in my jaw as I remembered how the Goddess of Death had hired two thieves to infiltrate the Vallenwood palace, but their attempt to rob the king’s treasury failed horribly thanks to me. Apparently, the goddess had also suffered from the events in the capital, but it was hard to sympathize with her on that since I’d watched her kill the two thieves in a previous run-through. Tiff didn’t have any memory of our first meeting, but it had made a lasting impression on me. 
 
    “So, you think it’s a trap?” I pressed my lips together. “Why would he turn against you like that?” 
 
    “Plague is convinced this is a winner take all type of game.” Tiff’s eyes clouded with an internal darkness. “He allied with me as long as it suited his needs, but now, he probably considers me to be a liability he needs to remove from the game.” 
 
    The God of the Plague had sent the goddess on a retrieval mission, but I had a feeling I knew what he was after. I’d taken the dark crystal out of the treasury in Vallenwood, but the two gods probably didn’t realize I was the reason they failed to acquire the powerful artifact. Viceroy’s Toy was safely locked inside my own vault, but I didn’t have to tell the Goddess of Death that. 
 
    In the meantime, I could keep tabs on her a lot more easily if I was traveling with her on a mission for the God of the Plague. Plus, the chance to gather more intel on my enemy was too good to pass up. 
 
    For a moment, I considered resetting to my save point, but I didn’t want to clue Tiff in on my abilities too soon, so I decided to let time continue forward. Besides, I’d already accomplished a favorable outcome. 
 
    “Alright,” I said in a decisive tone. “I’ll help you, but on one condition. After you get what you want, you have to give me all the information I need to defeat the God of the Plague.” 
 
    The Goddess of Death took a deep breath before she nodded in agreement. I had her right where I wanted her, and it seemed like everything was falling into place. With her on my side, the God of the Plague wouldn’t stand a chance, so making her trust me was the obvious next step. 
 
    The God of Time would win this game. 
 
    No matter what. 
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 Chapter Ten 
 
    Tiff cast me a sidelong glance as we went back inside the castle, and I sensed an intense longing in her eyes. This was a woman who felt alone in both her former world and her current one, but she’d taken the first step to creating a lasting friendship with me. Her vulnerability called to me to protect her, but I knew the deadly goddess was more than capable of defending herself. 
 
    “So, the gods and goddesses can be killed,” I said as I led the way into the foyer. “Not so immortal, it seems.” 
 
    “Rumor has it that you are the only one who cannot die,” Tiff said in a curious tone. “You have beaten death, and now you’re on your way to conquering the rest of the world.” 
 
    “I can die,” I said in a vague manner. “I just don’t let that stop me from kicking ass.” 
 
    “You’ll have to explain that one to me later,” Tiff said as she narrowed her green eyes at me. “But for now, we should really focus on the mission Plague sent me on.” 
 
    “Right.” I nodded. “Then afterward you can tell me everything you know in complete detail.” 
 
    “Fine,” Tiff huffed, and she plopped down on the sofa in the sitting room. “If you can help me survive this mission, I will owe you my life. Knowledge is a small price to pay.” 
 
    “You really think the God of the Plague means to get you out of the way so he can dominate the entire world by himself?” I shook my head in awe. “That’s gotta strike a nerve after you stood by him for so long. Personally, I wouldn’t be able to trust him, but I don’t have a great track record with other deities.” 
 
    “Plague is driven by ambition and the pursuit of power,” Tiff said. “He only cares about himself, and anyone helping him is a disposable pawn to be used as a shield before being discarded. I helped him out of necessity, but… Well, there’s a lot more to the story.” 
 
    “You don’t want to be beholden to him anymore,” I said as more of a statement than a question, but the goddess nodded in confirmation. “But what if this mission he sent you on isn’t a trap? Will you return to his side?” 
 
    “I-I-I don’t know.” Tiff frowned. “My gut tells me that Plague is setting me up, but I suppose there’s always a chance it could just be unfounded paranoia. I also don’t have a great track record with other players, and I’ve gotten pretty good at seeing the red flags of betrayal.” 
 
    “So, you were friends with some of the others?” I settled into an armchair opposite the sofa, and I rested my elbows on my knees while I cradled my chin in my hands. “It sounds like it got pretty complicated.” 
 
    “There were others who offered up alliances,” Tiff explained. “But after a few key mistakes, which left me close to death, I learned not to trust anyone. Not Plague, or even you for that matter.” 
 
    “If you don’t trust me, then what are you even doing here?” I arched a challenging eyebrow. “You came to me for a reason.” 
 
    “Yeah, you’re strong and powerful.” Tiff shrugged. “I thought you could help me because you’ve never been defeated before, but that doesn’t mean I trust you. Yet…” 
 
    “I get it.” I smirked. “I’m not ready to trust you, either, but I’m open to giving you the benefit of the doubt because you’ve been very open and honest with me. Still, the second I sense deceit, I won’t hesitate to protect my territory by any means necessary.” 
 
    “Heard loud and clear.” Tiff swallowed hard. “You gotta see it from my side, though. I’m putting myself at great risk by coming to you. If Plague finds out… Well, a fatal mission might not be the worst plan he has for me.” 
 
    “Alright, tell me about this mission,” I said as I rubbed my hands together. “The sooner we make a plan, the sooner we can both get some sleep. I’ll give you a room here, but I’ll be watching you, so don’t try anything funny.” 
 
    “I’m not known for my sense of humor,” Tiff said in a dry tone. “Besides, do you seriously think I’m dumb enough to do anything nefarious while you have a fucking dragon hanging out?” 
 
    “You’re right.” I smirked. “Nameless would blast you into next week in the blink of an eye, but he seems to like you for some reason, so I’ll be guarding your room personally.” 
 
    “What if your groupies don’t want you to help me?” Tiff asked with a defiant lift of her chin. “Who actually wears the pants around here?” 
 
    “You will never speak of my women like that again, or you can consider my offer of help revoked.” I fixed the goddess with a hard stare. “They deserve respect first and foremost, and you’re lucky none of them heard you, or you’d be staring down several blades.” 
 
    “Alright, alright, chill out,” Tiff chuckled as she held up her hands in surrender. “Maybe I went too far, but it’s probably just because I’m jealous that you get to have a family here while the rest of us are isolated.” 
 
    “You made your choices,” I reminded her. “It seems to me that most of your decisions were driven by fear and hate more so than love and openness. That’s why you’re alone, and the sooner you learn to open up and let people in, the sooner you will have people supporting you.” 
 
    Tiff rolled her eyes, but she didn’t respond right away. Her gaze roamed the shelves lining the study walls, and I could tell she was trying to maintain her composure. It seemed I’d struck a nerve, but if she could face reality, then maybe she could learn and grow from it. 
 
    “So, this mission,” I said as I attempted to regain control over the conversation. “What exactly are you supposed to do?” 
 
    “Plague has been after a particular magical artifact for a while now, but he’s been gathering anything that contains magic for years.” Tiff frowned. “His current obsession is King Frederick’s black crystal. Plague believes the stone’s power could fuel an army’s worth of blades. It could make all the difference in the final battle.” 
 
    “This crystal…” I said in an effort to make it seem like I knew nothing about the matter even though the object of her mission was currently in my possession. “What does it do?” 
 
    “According to Plague, it makes any weapon poisonous when joined with the steel.” Tiff shrugged. “But he’s pretty capable of spreading poison and disease without the aid of a magic rock. He just wants to give his army the ultimate advantage.” 
 
    “How big is his army?” I asked with a worried frown. 
 
    “Nice try, dude.” Tiff smirked. “No details about Plague until you help me survive this mission.” 
 
    “My bad,” I chuckled. “You can’t blame me for trying, though.” 
 
    “So, we need to get to this cave network on the northern edge of Sorreyal as soon as possible,” Tiff said in an urgent tone. “If the crystal is there, I’m supposed to return it to Plague before the next full moon.” 
 
    “Why the urgency?” A crease formed between my eyebrows. “What is he planning?” 
 
    “Let’s just get through this mission first,” Tiff said to remind me of our deal. “When this is all over, I will answer all of your questions. I promise.” 
 
    “This definitely feels like a trap,” I said as I thought about the black crystal hiding in my vault. “What makes either of you think the crystal is there?” 
 
    There was no way my enemies knew its location, or I’d be facing a full-force assault, but there was also no way the crystal was in some distant network of caves. Whatever information led the God of the Plague to send Tiff to that location was either falsified or just plain wrong. 
 
    “There are mentions of artifacts being hidden in the caves,” Tiff explained. “The references didn’t specify what the pieces were, but it’s possibly a hiding place used by mages in this realm.” 
 
    “Or it’s a trap leading to your demise,” I said. “We can’t let our guard down even if it seems like all is well. There’s no telling what tricks Plague could have in store for you.” 
 
    “You better not leave me high and dry if it turns into an ugly situation,” Tiff said as she shot me a challenging glare. “Otherwise, I won’t be giving you any information.” 
 
    “We have a deal.” I nodded curtly. “You can count on me to honor my word.” 
 
    “Ditto.” Tiff smirked. “So, when are we leaving?” 
 
    “I’ll have to talk to my family first,” I said in a cautious tone. “I need to make sure my homebase is secure before I leave again.” 
 
    “You don’t trust your army and walls to keep your people safe?” Tiff arched an eyebrow, and I wondered if she was attempting to gather information about me while seeking my help. “It seems like your followers are capable of defending themselves.” 
 
    “I’ve taught them well,” I allowed. “And I’ve certainly strived to increase the overall safety of my territory, but I still have an obligation to enhance their lives. Besides, I have a few tasks I have to accomplish before I can go anywhere.” 
 
    “What are you hiding?” Tiff narrowed her emerald eyes. “There’s something you’re not telling me.” 
 
    “The information sharing goes both ways,” I pointed out. “There’s still plenty you haven’t shared with me. Once I know I can trust you, I will open up more, but for right now, I don’t have to tell you anything. I just have to get you through this mission alive.” 
 
    “Whatever.” Tiff rolled her eyes. “I’ll find out sooner or later. I have a skill for sniffing out secrets.” 
 
    “Do as you wish.” I shrugged. “But I think we should call it a night. I’ll talk to the ladies in the morning, and we can start preparing for our quest.” 
 
    I led her upstairs to an empty room on the second floor, and Tiff cast me one last glance over her shoulder before she disappeared behind the door. Then I took a deep breath as I finally began to process everything that had happened since we’d spotted the Goddess of Death in the rafters. I took up a position outside her door, but after a while, I sank to the floor. I wasn’t going to let her go unguarded even if it meant I stayed up all night to watch her, but I knew I could take a nap once one of my women took over my guard duties. 
 
    It was only a few hours before dawn when Akina crept down the hallway, and she squatted down beside me with a quizzical look. 
 
    “What are you doing on the floor?” the desert warrior asked. 
 
    “I’m watching Tiff’s door,” I explained. “She’s still sleeping.” 
 
    “You let her stay here?” Akina’s eyebrows rose in alarm. “Do you think she is trustworthy enough to be in the same castle as the babies?” 
 
    “No.” I gave my lover a wry smile. “That’s why I’m sitting here. I’m not going to let her go anywhere without supervision, especially not near the babies.” 
 
    “You look exhausted,” Akina said in a sympathetic tone. “Why don’t you let me take over after I get the breakfast pastries in the oven? I will wake you the moment anything strange happens.” 
 
    “Alright,” I allowed with a grateful smile. “I suppose I could use the sleep.” 
 
    Akina flashed me a cheeky grin before she disappeared down the stairs, but it was only a few moments before she returned. Speckles of flour dotted the tan skin of her cheeks, and the scent of woodsmoke clung to her. 
 
    “You’re good to go,” she said as she motioned for me to get up. “Get some sleep. I’ll wake you soon.” 
 
    “Thanks.” I pressed a kiss against her cheek despite the flour flavor of her flesh, and then I made my way to my own bedchambers. 
 
    I passed out with my boots still on, and I slept with confidence in Akina’s ability to protect our family. She wouldn’t let the Goddess of Death move an inch without watching her like a hawk, and I hoped Tiff was smart enough to behave appropriately. 
 
    It was only a few hours later when I woke up again, and I blinked up into Elissa’s emerald eyes. Her gaze was full of love and adoration, and a smile tugged on my lips as I lifted myself into a sitting position. 
 
    “Good morning,” I chuckled. 
 
    “That woman is still here,” Elissa said. “Does that mean she has joined our side?” 
 
    “Not exactly.” I worked the muscle in my jaw. “She agreed to tell me everything she knows about the God of the Plague if I help her accomplish her mission.” 
 
    “Bash, it could be a trap,” Elissa said in a worried tone. “The God of the Plague could be trying to separate us from you in an effort to overpower you.” 
 
    “Let him try,” I chuckled. “I’m ready to get him out of the way. It’ll just be to my benefit if he comes to me since I wouldn’t have to hunt him down.” 
 
    “I trust you.” Elissa smiled, and a brilliant twinkle lit her beautiful gemstone eyes. “You can do anything!” 
 
    A few moments later, I sat at the table with Zenda, Elissa, and Mahini. I had to pull Akina’s pastries out of the oven, and Elissa helped me spread the frosting drizzle over the tops. By the time the desert warrior and the Goddess of Death joined us, the baked goods were nearly cool enough to eat. 
 
    “Aww, thanks Bash.” Akina’s cheeks lifted as her face broke into a big smile. “I was worried they would burn.” 
 
    “I wasn’t about to let your newest delicacies be ruined,” I said with a wink. 
 
    “How did you sleep?” Zenda asked the goddess in our midst. “The mattress in that room is new, so it may still be a little on the firm side.” 
 
    “It was fine,” Tiff assured the scholar, and her gaze flicked from one woman to another. “Did Bash already tell you what’s going on?” 
 
    “A bit…” Mahini frowned as she turned her icy-blue gaze to me. “But, please, explain.” 
 
    “Tiff needs my help,” I said as I made room at the table for everyone, and I paused for a moment to make sure the newcomers also had pastries and milk. “She explained her situation, and I think it would be to both of our advantages to work together on her mission.” 
 
    “What exactly does that mean?” Mahini questioned and shot Tiff a look. “What is her mission?” 
 
    “Well,” I said as I ran a hand through my hair. “She’s after a magical artifact the God of the Plague wants to strengthen the power of his army.” 
 
    “So, you’re going to get to it first,” Zenda said. “To make sure it doesn’t end up in the wrong hands.” 
 
    “Basically.” I shrugged. “But Tiff here thinks this mission is actually a ruse to trap her. She doesn’t want to go alone just in case.” 
 
    “And you said yes, of course,” Elissa chuckled. 
 
    “Sounds like Bash,” Akina agreed. 
 
    “Oh, really?” I laughed. “What does that mean?” 
 
    “You’ve never been one to turn away from someone in need of help,” Zenda explained. “Even if they had previously been on the opposite side.” 
 
    “You’ve done this before?” Tiff arched an eyebrow at me. “Helped an enemy?” 
 
    “Not exactly.” I smiled. “But I’ve certainly come up with some creative ways to eliminate my enemies while also helping my followers have a better life.” 
 
    “That sounds interesting,” Tiff chuckled. “You’ll have to share some stories of your previous conquests.” 
 
    “Maybe.” I shrugged. “But for now, I really want to hear everyone’s opinions about this mission.” 
 
    The women all exchanged glances, and it seemed like they shared some sort of telepathic communication because they all turned to me as one. The four women knew me well, and the looks of approval on their faces showed their acceptance of my unique way of handling challenges. 
 
    “Obviously, you need to make sure Tiff makes it through the mission,” Mahini said. 
 
    “You think so?” I raised my eyebrows in surprise. I’d expected the former desert dweller to argue against the mission since I’d only recently returned home, and our baby was only a few weeks old. “Wouldn’t you rather me stay here?” 
 
    “I’ve never expected you to stay home for long,” Mahini said with a shake of her head. “You’re an adventurer at heart, and that’s one of the reasons I love you. It wouldn’t be right for me to stand between you and the call of the road.” 
 
    “I agree.” Elissa nodded. “You can handle anything, Bash, so I’m not worried about how this mission will turn out. You will win yet again, I just know it.” 
 
    “Where exactly are you going?” Zenda asked, and I could tell she was pulling up a mental map of Sorreyal. 
 
    “To a cave network near the northern boundary,” Tiff said in a cautious tone. “It’ll take us a few weeks to get there.” 
 
    “I haven’t heard any references to caves in that area,” Zenda mused in a thoughtful tone. “You’ll have to write down everything you observe. There could be unique species of cave dwelling animal life waiting to be discovered.” 
 
    “I’ll take notes on everything,” I promised. 
 
    “Do you need any further assistance on the road?” Akina asked. “I could travel with you to help watch your back while you sleep.” 
 
    “I would rather you stay here and keep the babies safe,” I said. “If there’s even a small chance this could be a way to get me away from home so an attack can be made in my absence, then I want to make sure I have the most powerful warriors standing between my children and my enemies.” 
 
    “I lay my life down in their service,” Akina said with an air of solemnity. “No harm shall come to them while I still breathe.” 
 
    “You’re an intense one,” Tiff observed as she pressed her lips into a slight smile. “Do you do everything to the death, or is that just the Kotar way?” 
 
    “You must know little of the southern deserts,” Mahini said in a warning tone as she quickly came to her fellow desert dweller’s aid. “The harsh sands cull weakness like a forest fire destroying invasive plants. Only the strong can survive.” 
 
    “Oh, I’m sure.” Tiff’s emerald eyes twinkled with mischief, and I realized a part of her enjoyed stirring up shit just for the sake of entertainment. 
 
    “You do realize we are not the same as the bullies who attacked you in your old world, right?” Zenda’s sapphire eyes searched the goddess’ face. “You came here because you need our help, so maybe try to remember that when you’re talking to us.” 
 
    “I meant no offense.” Tiff lifted her hands in surrender. “I was just pointing out how intense the scary one is. I could practically feel her staring through the bedroom door before I woke up.” 
 
    “In any case, it doesn’t seem like anyone has any objections to my newest quest,” I said as I brought the conversation back to the topic at hand. “If there’s anything that needs to be addressed before I leave, just let me know. I’m going to make sure everything is good to go first.” 
 
    “Alright,” Elissa said. “The Elder Council brought up a few things I wanted to run by you.” 
 
    “Plus, there’s some decisions to be made about the library,” Zenda added. 
 
    “I’m sure everything will work out just fine,” Mahini assured me. “Even if there’s something that needs attention while you’re gone, I’m sure we can handle it.” 
 
    “Yes, stay focused on your mission,” Akina urged. “Don’t let your guard down for any reason.” 
 
    “Alright, alright, I’m not going to try to kill him in his sleep,” Tiff interjected in an annoyed tone. “You all keep acting like I am this evil bitch, but I’m just doing what I have to do in order to survive. I doubt any of you would make different choices if you were in my shoes.” 
 
    “We need to give her the benefit of the doubt,” I said to my women with a comforting smile. “I will bring Nameless with us to watch my back, and I can always blip back home to make sure everyone is okay.” 
 
    After we discussed the plans for the mission, we split up to go about our days. I met with Zenda in the study as she perused the books by Lord Havers, and she updated me on her research. The Zaborian historian was confident she’d have the secrets of the memory spell unlocked by the time I returned to Bastianville, and she cautioned me to keep our attempts to extend my fast travel magic hidden from the goddess. 
 
    “There’s no telling what she will do if she finds out what all you’ll be capable of once you master the spell,” Zenda said. “There would be nowhere for her to hide from you if she betrayed you, but that probably won’t stop her from trying.” 
 
    “I’ll keep Tiff’s attention on other things until we can finish combining the spell with the amulets,” I agreed. “The more she stays focused on the mission, the less energy she’ll have to put her nose in my business.” 
 
    “Please be careful, Bash.” Zenda’s sapphire eyes were full of concern as she tilted her head up to meet my gaze. “While you’re the most powerful man I’ve ever known, you have a big heart, and I’d hate to see someone take advantage of your good nature.” 
 
    “Trust me,” I said with a confident smirk. “I know who I can count on. I’ll sleep with one eye open, and I’ll make sure nothing shady happens.” 
 
    With faith that our efforts to combine the memory spell with the fast travel amulets would continue in my absence, I went about the rest of my preparations for the quest. It felt like I’d barely unpacked my bags from the previous excursion before I was called away again, but I was a pro at packing for an adventure by this point. 
 
    I went over all my gear and weapons with a shrewd eye, but there were a few items I knew I would be taking without question. My panabas were freshly sharpened and oiled until the edges gleamed in the light, and I made sure my dragonscale armor was in perfect condition with all the buffs refilled. My griffon feather boots still had plenty of uses remaining, so I didn’t worry about enchanting them again. 
 
    My magic would be able to fill any gaps in my arsenal, and I knew my spells were strong enough to defend myself without any weapons. Still, there was no telling what all Tiff was capable of, so I’d have to keep a close watch on her until I figured out all her powers. Killing plant life and crazy sorcerers was one thing, but surviving against the mind controlling madman, the God of the Purge, was no easy feat. 
 
    Tiff had to have some serious firepower. 
 
    I packed up some various lengths of rope, and I wondered if I’d have to use it to restrain the goddess eventually. I wouldn’t hesitate to immobilize her if she threatened me, and I would be prepared either way. As long as she cooperated with me, I wouldn’t make a move against her, but the moment she tried to betray me would be her last moment of freedom. 
 
    Even though I had agreed to help her with this mission, I still didn’t trust her. 
 
    After my gear was ready, I checked in with Riondale about increasing security protocols around the town. We also arranged for a regular patrol to travel to my other holdings to ensure the safety of the entire territory, and I felt confident leaving my people in his capable hands. 
 
    Word traveled about my pending departure, and I was stopped by Sarosh in the late afternoon after I’d spent the day getting ready for my quest. Mahini and Akina had visited her in the Bastian Church to seek solace from their anxiety over the Goddess of Death, but I was sure they would feel much better once this mission was completed. The priestess was concerned about the rumors of the goddess’ presence, and she warned me not to trust her. 
 
    “Did your former master mention her or the God of the Plague?” I asked as I took in the worried look in her eyes. “If you know something, it could be useful, even if it seems trivial.” 
 
    “No, he only said there were others who wished him harm.” Sarosh pressed her lips into a thin white line. “But I could tell there were forces that terrified him. Perhaps it was her.” 
 
    “I will keep that in mind,” I assured her. “You have nothing to worry about, I promise.” 
 
    “I trust you, Bash,” Sarosh said in an adamant tone. “But I know you often see the good in people even when it’s hidden beneath their darkness.” 
 
    “We should all strive to see people for their potential more so than their past,” I said. “You and I were once on opposing sides of the battle, but what would have happened if I hadn’t seen the good in you?” 
 
    “I would likely be dead,” Sarosh sighed. “I am grateful for your mercy and forgiveness, but I wish to remind you of the power of these other gods. If they are anywhere close to the God of the Purge, then you will have your work cut out for you when you’re facing two at once.” 
 
    “Hey, I killed Purgy,” I reminded her. “I can handle Death and Plague, too.” 
 
    “I believe you.” Sarosh gave me a hopeful smile. “Just come back to us in one piece, alright?” 
 
    “I’ll see you soon,” I promised before I went about my business. 
 
    While I was going through town to gather my supplies, Mahini and Akina were keeping a close eye on Tiff, and I found them in a tense silence when I returned home. 
 
    “What’s going on?” I asked as I looked from one stoic face to the next. “I figured you’d be making friendship bracelets by now.” 
 
    “Ha, ha,” Tiff huffed as she rolled her eyes. “If your two watchdogs would let me get a single word out without verbally attacking me, then maybe we’d be able to bond.” 
 
    “Did she just call us dogs?” Akina asked Mahini in a terse voice. 
 
    “Alright, alright,” I said as I stepped into the center of the triangle, and the three women all looked at me expectantly. “Tiff, you can’t expect me to trust you yet, so keeping you well supervised was necessary. Maybe if you were a little less hostile, then you wouldn’t feel upset by their reactions.” 
 
    “Hey, I’m not the hostile one,” Tiff said as she threw up her hands. 
 
    “We agreed that Bash should help you,” Mahini reminded the goddess. “I can tell there is some good in you, no matter how hard you try to hide it. Don’t make me regret that.” 
 
    “Bash is willing to give you a chance,” Akina added. “So, I am, too. But the second you betray us, I won’t hesitate to shove my fire blade down your throat.” 
 
    “Whoa, girl, take it easy,” Tiff teased with a smirk. “I’m not very good at sword swallowing, but I doubt you could lay a hand on me, so let’s just agree to peace for now.” 
 
    There was a heated look exchanged between the three women, and I knew we had a long road ahead of us before there would be any trust in the Goddess of Death. I wasn’t going to try to convince anyone to change their minds, though. Tiff was the only one who could do that, and her actions would speak for themselves. 
 
    I designed a pack that I could strap onto Nameless, and I stuffed it with dried meat and one of my old shirts he used to snuggle up in. There would come a day when the dragon would be large enough to carry more than a small bag, but at least he was able to hold onto his own rations. 
 
    We spent one more night in Bastianville while my women and I took turns guarding Tiff’s door, but after a quiet night, I began my final list of preparations before leaving town. I found Corvis and retrieved an additional horse for the goddess to ride, and I shined Goliath’s saddle and bridle to a mahogany glow. Once our rations and gear were packed into saddlebags, I made a round of goodbyes before I parted ways with my family. 
 
    Arcas and Sorena both seemed to sense my pending absence, and the two babies wiggled and whined until I held them each for several moments. I planted warm kisses on their foreheads after I returned them to their mothers’ arms, but then I turned my kissing lips to my lovely ladies. Zenda wrapped her arms around my neck as she draped her slender frame against mine, and her kiss was soft and lingering. Akina ran her fingers through my hair as her tongue delved into the depths of my mouth with a burning passion, and Elissa peppered my entire face with kisses. Mahini and I shared a long look that spoke way more than words could ever describe, and when I kissed her, there was a respect and understanding in our embrace. 
 
    Once we were outside the castle, Tiff swung herself into her saddle with a fluid grace that spoke to experience on horseback, but after spending so long in this medieval fantasy world, it didn’t surprise me. It had taken me a few resets to be able to maneuver my mount in an efficient manner, but she had the advantage of years to practice. 
 
    Nameless watched from a nearby rooftop roost, but I could feel his stardust eyes following my every step. He wasn’t about to let me leave without him, and I had no intention of doing so. I would need his help if I got into a difficult situation with the Goddess of Death, and his firepower would give me the upper hand no matter what we were up against. 
 
    “Be safe, husband,” Elissa urged as she waved her baby-free hand over her head, and her long red curls swept across her face. 
 
    “Go swiftly, my love,” Mahini said with an encouraging look, but I could see in her icy-blue gaze that she was already starting to miss me. 
 
    “I’ll have a surprise for you when you get back,” Zenda promised. 
 
    “Don’t worry about anything, Bash,” Akina insisted. “We have everything under control.” 
 
    “I love you all,” I said before I climbed onto Goliath’s saddle, and I waved one more time as I nudged my heels against the stallion’s flanks. 
 
    I led the way toward the gate leading to the east side of Bastianville, and Tiff followed a few paces behind me. I glanced over my shoulder to see her gazing around at the town with a curious expression on her face, but it only made me eager to take her away from my hometown.  
 
    I didn’t want to take any chances. 
 
    Nameless swooped by overhead, and his flight quickly overtook us. The iridescent dragon rose higher and higher into the sky, but he stayed visible until I rode beneath the gateway. Once the open road was ahead of us, Nameless picked up his pace, but I knew he would stay close enough to keep track of us. 
 
    “He’s faster than I expected,” Tiff observed as her emerald eyes followed the dragon’s path. “I mean, I don’t know what I was expecting… I’ve never seen a dragon in real life before.” 
 
    “Really?” I asked. “Did you hear anything about Smiguel?” 
 
    “Only that there was a dragon killed by the God of Time,” Tiff said. “I guess there used to be more dragons, but I’m not sure what happened to them.” 
 
    “Maybe Nameless will be able to tell me someday,” I said in a thoughtful tone as I returned my gaze to the gravel road ahead of us. “But he’s nothing like Smiguel. I don’t think they were related, but I have no way of knowing for sure.” 
 
    “It’s pretty cool that you got to fight an actual real-life dragon,” Tiff said, and I could hear how impressed she was in her voice. “That’s like something straight out of a fantasy novel.” 
 
    “Or a video game,” I agreed. 
 
    “Nah, this isn’t anything like Tetris or Pac-Man,” Tiff argued. “This is more like a tabletop game except you’re pulled into it yourself.” 
 
    “Maybe,” I chuckled. “There’s been a lot of advancements made in video games since the eighties, but I think being kind of a gaming nerd gave me a lot of advantages here.” 
 
    “You’re lucky,” Tiff said. “My old life didn’t give me any advantages.” 
 
    “Maybe, maybe not.” I shrugged. “If you continue to see just the bad side of things, then you won’t notice anything good.” 
 
    “Don’t act like you’re going to change my entire personality after a few days with you,” Tiff scoffed and lifted her nose in the air. “I am who I am.” 
 
    “You do you,” I said in a nonchalant tone. 
 
    We rode for hours without saying another word, and the sun carved a path across the sky. Occasionally, I spotted Nameless flitting in and out of clouds, but I often had to look away as soon as the light reflected off his shimmering scales. We put a lot of distance behind us, and I was impressed by Tiff’s ability to ride for long periods of time without a break.  
 
    The days continued in much the same way as we passed through Wyndvale and continued on to the northwest, but we veered from the main road before we reached Arginold Hold. I made a new save point each morning, and we soon fell into a comfortable routine. We trekked into the wilderness in a general north direction, but I found myself getting confused by the similar-looking trees on all sides. 
 
    “Do you have this cave network marked on a map or something?” I asked as we made our way deeper into the forest. 
 
    “I know where it is,” Tiff assured me. 
 
    When she didn’t say anything more, I fell into silence again. I was lost in thought for the rest of the day, but it was close to dusk when I had a strange feeling wash over me. It was like I could sense danger coming, so I pulled Goliath to a halt. Tiff followed my lead as she shot me a confused look, but I held a finger to my lips as I stared around at the shadows beneath the trees. 
 
    “Something’s wrong,” I said in a low voice. 
 
    Before Tiff could say anything in response, a strange shape emerged from the shadows of the forest, and I struggled to keep my jaw from hitting the ground. The weird creature before me looked like it was straight out of a nightmare, and it took me a second to believe my own eyes. 
 
    It was like a horse, if equines had eight legs, and the entire thing looked sallow and starved. There was a face full of eyes, and I could see sharp fangs protruding from the monster’s maw. 
 
    “What the fuck,” I said under my breath. 
 
    It was definitely time to reset to my save point, and I wondered how Tiff would respond to my monster attack prediction. It was my moment to show the Goddess of Death a little of what I was capable of, but maybe I could learn more about her in the process. 
 
    Only time would tell. 
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 Chapter Eleven 
 
    Chime. 
 
    It was the beginning of the day again, and Tiff and I had just hit the road after breaking down our simple campsite. The Goddess of Death sat astride her mare with a straight back and chin lifted in pride, but I had to tell her what lay ahead, even if it spoiled her good mood. 
 
    “Hey, Tiff, hold up,” I said as I trotted up beside her. “We need to talk.” 
 
    “Okay…” Tiff flashed me a confused look. “You’re acting weird, what’s going on?” 
 
    “There’s something coming today,” I said. “A monster attack.” 
 
    “How do you know?” Tiff narrowed her emerald eyes in suspicion. “Is this something you planned?” 
 
    “I don’t have anything to do with it,” I said. “But I know it’s coming.” 
 
    “But how?” Tiff pressed. “Are you a fortune teller or something?” 
 
    “You could say that.” I smirked. “Chalk it up to my godly abilities.” 
 
    The emerald eyes of the goddess flashed with curiosity, but she bit her tongue as we rode down the road a ways. I didn’t know if she believed me or not, but she would have to face the truth soon enough. We needed a plan for how to deal with the monsters, and in order to do that, we needed to work together. 
 
    “So, you’re telling me that you can see into the future?” Tiff persisted. “Do you get visions or dreams or something?” 
 
    “It’s hard to explain,” I said. “Maybe someday you’ll understand, but for right now, you just have to trust me. We need to face these monsters as a team, or things could go south really fast.” 
 
    “Fine, whatever.” Tiff rolled her eyes before she turned her attention back to the road. “Keep your secrets.” 
 
    “How should we handle the monsters?” I asked in an effort to redirect the topic back to the matter at hand. 
 
    “Well, what kind were they?” Tiff asked. “I won’t know how to deal with them until I know what they are.” 
 
    “They were like a mixture of spiders and horses with a touch of nightmare thrown in for spice,” I said. “I’m sure they have a weakness. Everything does.” 
 
    “Maybe.” Tiff didn’t sound convinced. 
 
    “Do you know what they are?” I asked. “I’ve never seen anything like it before.” 
 
    “Your description doesn’t ring a bell, but I haven’t seen everything in this world.” She cast a sideways glance at me, and a small smile tugged on the corners of her lips. “Not yet, anyway.” 
 
    The hint of innuendo in her tone had heat rising to my cheeks, but I cleared my throat and returned my attention to the task ahead of us. With the goddess and the dragon at my side, I was sure we could make quick work of our weird enemies, but I wouldn’t know until we tried. 
 
    Tiff pushed the question about my future knowledge, but I remained adamant that I would explain everything eventually. For the moment, there was no reason to show the goddess my full hand. There was still the possibility that this whole quest was just a ruse to gain my trust before betraying me, but I wasn’t going to be an easy mark to con. 
 
    “Why don’t you just wait and see for yourself if I’m right or not,” I said with an air of finality that I hoped would shut down the question for good. 
 
    Tiff dropped the subject rather reluctantly, but after we rode in silence for a while, the conversation picked back up again in regards to the nature of our enemy. I didn’t know the answers to a lot of her questions, but she brought up some good points. If the monsters were part spider, they could potentially be weak to fire, but with the horse aspect, mud could be more effective at immobilizing them. I pushed aside the image of Artax sinking into the mud pit in The NeverEnding Story, and I prepared myself for the fight ahead of us. 
 
    The day continued, and I began to feel more and more tension as the battle ahead drew ever closer. I watched the sun arch overhead with some trepidation, but I knew I could always keep the upper hand thanks to my abilities to reset time. Whatever happened with these monsters, I would be able to find their weakness, and I could prove to Tiff that I was capable of protecting her at the same time. 
 
    “Bash,” Tiff suddenly gasped as she pulled her mare to a halt. “Did you see that?” 
 
    The time for the monsters was almost upon us, and I cast a quick glance around at the shadows of the forest. I didn’t see anything beneath the trees, but I had a strong feeling of being watched. The hair on the back of my neck stood on end, and I swallowed hard as I prepared myself for what was to come. 
 
    Then a blue-skinned creature suddenly lunged out of the undergrowth, and Tiff stiffened as it came within her line of sight. The monster’s eight spindly legs were bony, and the skin was pulled taut over its frame. If it weren’t for the countless eyes covering its entire head, I might have felt sorry for the emaciated creature, but it was too creepy to have any sympathy for. Besides, I could tell its fangs were deadly enough, so perhaps there was another reason for its starved appearance. 
 
    “You were right,” Tiff admitted in a low voice as her mare slowly backed away from the monster. “How on Earth did you know?” 
 
    “Is that really the priority right now?” I asked as I pulled on Goliath’s reins until the stallion retreated with minimal reluctance. “Shouldn’t we be focused on how we’re going to get through this?” 
 
    “Is the God of Time scared of some spidey-horses?” Tiff snickered. “Maybe you’re not as powerful as I thought you were.” 
 
    “I’m worried about your safety,” I said. “While I’ve seen you kill some plants, and I know you’re skilled with your daggers, I don’t know how you’ll face this challenge.” 
 
    “Aww, that’s cute.” Tiff smirked. “But don’t worry about me. I can handle a few weird-ass monsters.” 
 
    “That makes two of us,” I countered. 
 
    “Shall we?” Tiff flashed me a broad smile as she dismounted, and she was already crossing the distance to the monster before I could respond. 
 
    I hurried after her, but first, I gave Goliath the command to guard the mare. I wasn’t sure how much the stallion understood me, but the experienced warhorse always seemed to pick up on my meaning. He was naturally protective of anyone in his herd, and I’d seen him charge straight at danger multiple times. This time, however, I needed him to stay out of the way, so I hoped he got the message. 
 
    Nameless was nowhere to be seen, but I had a feeling he would show up once he heard sounds of a battle below him. The curious dragon could never resist sticking his nose into my fights, but so far, it had worked out in my favor. 
 
    I had my panabas in my fists before I caught up to Tiff, but by the time I reached her, she was already twirling daggers in her hands as she eyed the monster in front of us. She lunged faster than I could blink, and the goddess darted forward to slash at one of the beast’s eight legs. 
 
    The hideous creature let out a shriek, and it snapped its jaw in Tiff’s direction, but the agile goddess was already rolling away out of its reach. I stepped into the opening her movement provided me, and I slashed at the same limb my companion had aimed at. My strong blow sliced through the bony appendage, and the howl of pain the beast emitted hurt my ears like a flash bang. 
 
    “You did it!” Tiff whooped out a victory call. 
 
    Before I could celebrate anything, I watched in horror as the monster’s leg regrew before my eyes. Its loud shrieking subsided slowly, and I worked the muscle in my jaw as my ears continued to ring from the high-pitched sound. If it could regrow limbs, then I wasn’t going to waste any time trying to amputate its legs, so I focused on its head instead. I swung my panabas through the air over my head, but the creature was wicked quick. The monster trampled around us in a circle, and it slammed into trees as it attempted to avoid the slashes of my blades. 
 
    Tiff stepped in to every spot I couldn’t cover, and together, we poked and prodded the beast off the road and into the forest. It was difficult to land any hits with it moving so quickly, but we’d taught it some respect for our weapons. When I managed to cut through another leg, the pained scream of agony pierced the air like a foghorn. 
 
    Then I heard skittering and leaves crunching from the shadows beneath the trees, and a moment later, we were surrounded by a horde of the spider-horse monsters. Their jaws snapped at us, and their long fangs gleamed in the fading sunlight. With how weird they were, I assumed their bites were venomous, but I wasn’t aiming to experiment with my idea any time soon. 
 
    Tiff and I dodged what soon became countless monsters, and we rolled beneath their round bodies while we slashed at their legs. We were in the middle of an entire swarm of these weird monsters, and in the distance, it seemed as though a steady stream of them were emerging from a hole in the ground. 
 
    “Looks like we’re outnumbered,” I panted as Tiff and I took shelter behind one of the few corpses we’d been able to create. 
 
    “Time to try something stronger than steel,” the Goddess of Death announced, and she jumped over our cover without another word. 
 
    I rushed to follow her into battle, and I was amazed at what I saw. Tiff darted in and out of the swarm of monsters faster than I could track, and it seemed like she became invisible at times. She would be in one spot one moment, and on the other side of the horde the next. She left a trail of their strange bluish blood in her wake, and soon, the screams of the spider-like monsters created a cacophony that put cicadas to shame. 
 
    I wasn’t about to let her have all the fun, but I was definitely curious about the magic she was using. Maybe I wasn’t the only one with speed enhanced footwear, but there could be another explanation for her mysterious speed. I followed her into the fray, and I twirled my blades in a figure eight as I carved a path through the insect-like herd of monsters. 
 
    The spider-horses skittered around the forest at impossibly high speeds, but Tiff and I were faster. I stomped my griffon feather dragonscale boots a few times as I zipped through the crowd causing severe damage and creating chaos in my wake. I knew the monsters would soon regrow their severed limbs, but maybe losing a few legs would keep them from attacking for a moment. 
 
    “There’s so many!” Tiff gasped as we took shelter again. “Aren’t you going to do something?” 
 
    “Sure, I could swoop in and kill the entire horde in one move,” I said, even though I wasn’t sure it was true. “But where’s the fun in that? You seem to be holding your own just fine as it is.” 
 
    “Fine.” Tiff rolled her eyes. “I’ll handle it myself.” 
 
    “Cool,” I chuckled, but when she left the safety of our temporary shelter, I was only one step behind her. 
 
    There was no way I was going to let the Goddess of Death have all the fun. 
 
    I targeted my efforts at the hole in the ground where more of the monsters continued to flow, and I aimed the palms of my hands at the dark entrance. Fire burst from my hands in long streaks, and it scorched through the monsters until it struck the opening in the dirt. It seemed like I was making a dent in their numbers, but the second I let my spell drop, the creatures erupted from the hole even more rapidly. It was like I’d hit a beehive with a baseball bat, and now the insects were swarming to the defense of their home. 
 
    We turned and ran away from the dense swarm of monsters coming at us, and I scanned the road and forest for our horses. Maybe if we could outrun them, we could create a barricade or trap to lure them toward. There were too many to fight one at a time, and their sheer size made it difficult to eliminate even a single one of them. 
 
    “Why are we running?” Tiff asked without slowing down, but she cast a worried glance at the oncoming horde behind us. “Do you really think we can outrun them?” 
 
    “I just need some space to work with,” I huffed between leg and arm pumps. 
 
    I spotted Goliath and the mare in my peripheral vision, but the two horses were obviously spooked and on the run. The white stallion kicked up dirt and debris in his wake as his hooves pounded into the soft ground, but the brown mare stuck close to his side, and a moment later, they were both out of sight. 
 
    Finding our horses again could prove to be a challenge, but I had more important things to take care of just then. I wasn’t about to let these weird insect monsters eat me or Tiff, but she was right, we couldn’t run forever. 
 
    When Tiff vanished before my eyes, I was more convinced than ever before that she had some sort of invisibility magic. It definitely explained a lot, like how she was able to stalk Zenda and me on our quest, and how she managed to sneak inside my castle without any of us realizing it until she was directly above our heads. Invisibility was powerful magic, and the only artifact with a shrouding buff I’d found, I used up long ago. 
 
    Was invisibility one of Tiff’s godly powers? 
 
    It didn’t seem to fit with the theme of death, so I was leaning toward the simpler explanation of magical artifacts. In any case, I was grateful she was using her ability to our advantage, and I kept close track of her path through the horde by following the pained cries the creatures emitted in her wake. 
 
    No matter how many of the monsters we killed, it seemed like there was always more right behind them. I knew there was a way to get the upper hand over these beasts, and once I figured it out, I could reset and show Tiff just how powerful I was. Then she’d see exactly whose side she needed to be on in the pending war of the gods. 
 
    I thought I caught a glimpse of shiny scales through the canopy of leaves above my head, but I didn’t have time to look away from the monster directly in front of me. Movement in the corner of my eye combined with the shrieks of the monsters indicated that Nameless had joined the fight, and I wore a proud grin as I fought back against the thundering legs and snapping jaws. A moment later, the majority of the horde had refocused its attention on the flying lizard, and I was granted a reprieve from the constant stomping of spider-like legs. 
 
    Tiff barreled through the horde until she reached my side, and she flicked gore from her twin daggers as she tried to catch her breath. Her forehead was dappled in sweat, and her black hair clung to her neck, but her flushed face looked more happy than tired. 
 
    She was enjoying this. 
 
    The thought caused an instant reaction in my entire body, but I swallowed down the sudden rise of desire to keep my focus locked on our enemies. Even though Nameless had drawn them away from us for the moment, I knew the break would be short lived. 
 
    Still, I couldn’t help but notice how Tiff seemed to be holding back some of her power. If she’d been able to defeat gods and goddesses before, then she certainly had the ability to kill a horde of monsters, but it was almost like she was drawing it out until I handled it myself. 
 
    Was she trying to see what powers I possessed firsthand? 
 
    “You ready to kick some ass?” I asked as I flashed her a challenging grin. “I bet I can kill more than you.” 
 
    “Helm’s Deep style?” Tiff asked with an arched eyebrow. “I loved those books!” 
 
    The fact she knew about the Lord of the Rings enough to make a reference to the competition between Legolas and Gimli made my heart flutter in a way I couldn’t explain, and I failed to find the words to formulate a response. I nodded dumbly as I swallowed, but then I shook it off and refocused on the monster battle. 
 
    “There’s no holding back now,” I said as we prepared for another round of annihilation. “The faster we end this, the faster we can have dinner.” 
 
    “Loser cooks?” Tiff cast me a sideways smirk. 
 
    “Deal.” I laughed. “Let’s do this.” 
 
    The Goddess of Death and I squared off against the horde, but the monsters were still directing their full attention to the dragon swooping over their heads. Nameless blasted bolts of lightning into the gathered creatures whenever they grouped together in dense packs, and the iridescent dragon was killing the beasts off by the dozens. There were still plenty left for me and Tiff to have some healthy competition, though, so I lifted my chin with determination. 
 
    We exchanged a sideways glance, and I gave her a subtle nod. Then Tiff darted off to the left, and I veered to the right, but I made sure to keep her in my line of sight. The sound of the horde was nearly unbearable, and the combination of skittering legs and pained shrieks created a cacophony capable of damaging eardrums. 
 
    I began to maneuver through the herd, and I managed to avoid attracting the monsters’ attention for a while, but when they finally spotted me, it was too late. I was in the midst of the dense horde, and a sea of bluish creatures surrounded me. A beast hurtled toward me, but I waited until the last possible moment to react. Instead of jumping out of the way, I rolled forward between its eight legs, and the creature slammed into its companions on the other side. 
 
    I jumped to my feet and sprayed a jet of fire from the palms of my hands, and the screech of their deaths grew louder than the sizzling, crackling sound of their bodies burning. The instant the flames abated, I rushed into the opening to finish off the survivors, and I quickly took a head count. 
 
    “Six!” I shouted over the noise of the herd. 
 
    “Damn!” came the faraway sounding response, but the word was punctuated by the squelching sound of metal puncturing flesh. “That’s eight!” 
 
    I shook my head in awe, but I wasn’t going to let her keep the lead for long. The God of Time was in total control of the outcome, so I just had to figure out the best way to use this situation to my advantage. When Tiff and I got through this, maybe she’d have a better idea of who I was, and that could lead her to joining my side. 
 
    With my panabas in hand, I chopped away at the edges of the hole I’d created inside the monster horde. There were several times when I sliced off all eight legs until the creature was left on its belly desperately attempting to regrow its limbs, but they received a blade through their skull instead. 
 
    The bodies began to pile up around me enough to create barriers between me and the rest of the horde, and I glanced around as I climbed on top of the spider-like corpses. There was still a sea of chittering, snapping spider-horses roaming the clearing, and I could see even more continuing to emerge from the hole in the ground. That was where the real action was, and if we didn’t eliminate the source of these creatures, we’d never win this fight. 
 
    Nameless received my mental image of the hole, and he let out a loud squawk as he flapped his wings to change direction. After a few key blasts of his lightning breath, a trail opened up for me that led to the monster-spewing hole. The dragon inhaled as he backstroked in the air, but his next breath was so bright and powerful that it illuminated the entire forest despite the growing darkness. 
 
    Bodies catapulted into the air from the sheer force of the blast, and the vibrations of the lightning bolt crumbled the earth around the hole until it resembled a pile of shaking dirt. I inhaled deeply before I summoned vines with all my might, and the green tendrils burst from the ground to cover the remaining hole in a web of ivy. Once I was satisfied with the restriction on the monsters’ numbers, I turned my focus back to cleaning up. 
 
    The dragon continued to make laps above the hole, and any time one of the creatures managed to escape the net of vines, he blasted them until all that remained was a smoldering corpse. I wasn’t about to let Nameless have all the fun, though, so I amped up my efforts to a hundred. 
 
    My panabas swung upward in wide arcs, and I sliced throat after throat until a stream of bluish blood swirled across the ground around my feet. Once the monsters were injured, it was easy enough to pick them off one by one. 
 
    “That’s twenty!” I shouted. 
 
    “Nineteen!” Tiff called back, but it sounded like she was struggling a little. 
 
    I was concerned for her safety, so I started to work my way toward the sound of her voice. Several monsters were flung into their companions around me, and I had to jump and dodge their flying bodies to get across the distance between us. As I drew closer to Tiff’s location, I noticed many of the corpses appeared almost mummified. 
 
    Had she been using her powers? 
 
    I didn’t know how else to explain the condition of the monster remains, but there was still a lot I didn’t know about the raven-haired beauty. I managed to knock five more monsters out of existence, and by the time I reached Tiff’s side, I was nearing thirty kills. 
 
    I had to climb over a wall of mummified bodies to get to the Goddess of Death, and I tried my best to only breathe through my mouth as the stench of decay hit my nostrils. It smelled like these things had been dead for ages already, and I grimaced as I made my way over the barricade of corpses. 
 
    Tiff was standing in the middle of the piles of death with her hands on her knees, and she looked up at me with a tired smile. Sweat dappled her forehead, but her eyes were still gleaming with a determined light. 
 
    “Fifty,” she announced in a proud voice. 
 
    “Holy shit.” I raised my eyebrows in surprise, but once I looked around at her protective circle, the numbers added up. It had obviously taken a lot of energy for her to get to this point, and I looked back at her with a concerned frown. “Are you okay?” 
 
    “I just need to breathe,” Tiff said with a dismissive wave of her hand. “Carry on. Sounds like you’ve got some ground to cover if you want to enjoy delicacies prepared by yours truly.” 
 
    I was beginning to notice how the Goddess of Death used flippant and dismissive tactics to avoid any feelings she was experiencing, and I realized how terrified she really was of being alone. It was almost like she pushed everyone away before they could reject her, and I could only imagine how much sadness that approach had brought her. 
 
    “What if Nameless wins?” I asked in an effort to lighten the mood. 
 
    “Oh, hell!” Tiff laughed. “There’s no way I could keep up with him. We’d owe him a ribeye or something.” 
 
    “He never seems to be fazed, even when our enemies are weird freaky monsters.” I smirked proudly as I gazed up at the flying form of the dragon above our heads. “It wasn’t surprising when he developed a taste for the Vex, but he doesn’t seem very interested in eating these bug things.” 
 
    “I’ve never seen anything like these monsters before,” Tiff admitted. “It’s like an infestation.” 
 
    “Or a plague…” I added in a thoughtful tone, and we both turned to face each other with a look of realization. 
 
    “That fucking bastard.” Tiff worked the muscle in her jaw for a moment before she stomped away, and she was climbing over the corpse barricade an instant later. 
 
    I wasn’t about to let her win this competition even if she was pissed off at her supposed ally, so I got back to work on the horde. Now that the hole was blocked off, their numbers began to dwindle drastically, so I didn’t have a lot of time left to get the upper hand. 
 
    It didn’t matter, though, since I could always reset to my save point if I lost. 
 
    The God of Winning never failed. 
 
    I used a combination of magic and steel as I continued to cut through the herd of insect-like creatures, but I kept tabs on Tiff in my peripheral vision. She was obviously enraged at the idea of her ally sending a plague of bug beasts after her, and she threw her daggers into the bodies ahead of her as she roared a battle cry. 
 
    “Time to win,” I said under my breath as I returned my focus to the monsters around me. 
 
    Tiff could handle herself just fine, and the trail of death in her wake was a clear reminder of her role as a goddess. There was still the possibility she would keep her alliance with the God of the Plague, but at least I would have learned a lot about her. She was easily triggered by her own raw emotion, and I realized it was probably because of how much she avoided feeling anything. 
 
    If Tiff continued to side with my enemy, then I would know how to get the upper hand against her, but if she joined me, I would be aware of exactly what she needed to work on to get stronger. 
 
    After ten more monsters died on my blades, I was starting to get into a flow state. The never-ending enemies only served as props in my deadly dance, and I landed lethal blows with every movement. Ten turned into twenty, then thirty, and soon I was staring around the battlefield in search of another target. 
 
    There was a group of insect-like monsters swarming around the hole, and they jumped up after Nameless with snapping jaws. The dragon seemed to be playing some sort of game of keep away, and he dropped lower any time the creatures seemed to give up. 
 
    I smirked as I decided to eliminate them all at once, and after a quick head count, I knew the move would put me solidly in the lead. There were close to a hundred monsters in the swarm around the hole, but I knew just what to do. I hadn’t used a lot of earth magic since I learned the methods of dirt wielding during the summit of nobility in Vallenwood, but this seemed like the perfect opportunity to flex some seldom used mental muscles. 
 
    I envisioned what I wanted, took a deep breath, and then gestured with my hands as though I was lifting dirt with telekinesis. The ground around the monsters opened up into a gaping hole as the rocks and soil rose into a wave-like wall around them, and as they tumbled into the opening, the earthy material returned to cover them completely. The ground shook for a moment before everything became still, but there were a few stragglers skittering away from the sinkhole.  
 
    “Fuck, yeah!” I whooped, and I turned to face Tiff with my arms raised in victory. “A hundred and fifty!” 
 
    “No way,” Tiff scoffed. 
 
    There were only a few of the monsters between us, but we were still outnumbered at least two to one. I’d killed a huge chunk of the horde, and I wondered if Tiff had something up her sleeve to restore her place in the lead.  
 
    Before I could prompt her into any action, another hole formed a short distance from the first, and even more monsters began to emerge from the depths of the earth. 
 
    The monsters must have underground tunnels. 
 
    I exchanged a look with Tiff as I steeled myself for another round of monster annihilation, and I watched as the flow of bluish creatures came right at me. If she was going to do something, it was now or never. 
 
    “Bash!” Tiff yelled out in warning. “Get out of the way!” 
 
    “Do something about it!” I called back. 
 
    “Are you really that dumb?” Tiff threw up her hands in exasperation, but she started to stomp over to me. 
 
    A couple of monsters noticed her movement, and they skittered in her direction. Tiff only paused long enough to grab one of their legs, and the creature began to shrivel up before my eyes. Once the two monsters were dead, the Goddess of Death continued to approach me at a casual pace. 
 
    I shook my head in amusement at Tiff’s nonchalant demeanor, but I still had a feeling she wasn’t revealing her full power. She didn’t seem concerned for her own safety during this battle, and her cheerful but sarcastic attitude never faltered. There had to be something she wasn’t sharing with me, and I was determined to figure it out. 
 
    The monster horde emerging from the new hole drew even closer, and I cast Tiff a sideways glance to see what she would do if I remained motionless. The Goddess of Death wore a confident smirk as she stood with one hip cocked to the side, but she held her daggers loosely in her hands like they were extensions of her own limbs. 
 
    “They’re getting closer,” I pointed out in a low voice, and the ground under my feet began to shake from the force of the horde’s stampede toward us. 
 
    “I have eyes,” Tiff retorted. 
 
    Even Nameless seemed to pull back in order to watch what the Goddess of Death would do, and he hovered in the air over our heads. He sent a feeling of urgency through our telepathic bond, but I responded with calmness, so he settled down. 
 
    “It might be time to run,” I said as the horde stampeding toward us came within a hundred yards. 
 
    “If that’s what you want to do.” Tiff shrugged. “I’d rather stand and face the fuckers.” 
 
    “How exactly do you plan to do that?” I pressed. 
 
    “I guess you’ll just have to wait and see.” Tiff smirked. “Maybe you’ll learn a thing or two if you pay attention.” 
 
    “I’d like to learn more about you,” I said. “So, why don’t you show me what you can do?” 
 
    The corners of Tiff’s lips twitched into a faint hint of a smile, and she cracked her knuckles before she shook out her arms. It was like she was preparing for a marathon, but it definitely filled me with expectant excitement. It was time to eliminate this plague of spider-horses once and for all, and I was eager to see how she managed to do so. 
 
    “Are you ready, Bashy?” Tiff spread her hands out in front of her with the palms facing the ground, and she closed her emerald eyes as she inhaled slowly. 
 
    “What are you doing?” I asked with a confused frown. 
 
    Nothing happened for a long moment, and the sound of the oncoming horde grew to an ear-ringing pitch. My heart thudded in my chest, and every nerve in my body screamed at me to move. I ignored my instincts to protect myself, and I placed all my faith in Tiff’s hands. 
 
    I hoped she stepped up. 
 
    When Tiff opened her eyes, they seemed to glow with an internal energy, and she stared blankly ahead like she was seeing into another dimension. The air crackled with power, and the dark tendrils of hair framing her pale face began to lift up. 
 
    “Holy shit,” I said as I watched the Goddess of Death invoke some strong magic. 
 
    Tiff suddenly lifted her hands up over her head, and she flung her head back to stare at the sky. I wasn’t sure what was going on, but we were running out of time. If she didn’t do something soon, I’d have to reset to my save point to figure out another way to eliminate the horde. 
 
    “Rise!” Tiff shouted in an eerie voice. “Rise for your master!” 
 
    I frowned as I looked around to see who she was talking to, but then I saw something that made my jaw fall open. The corpses of the monsters we’d already killed began to pull themselves to their feet, and they immediately started to create a barricade between us and the oncoming horde. 
 
    The sounds of pained shrieks filled the air a moment later, and the undead monsters drove the horde back into the hole inch by inch. It was almost like watching a football game, and I had the sudden craving for popcorn as I observed the rest of the battle from the sidelines. 
 
    When the area around us was empty of everything except the ghastly undead creatures and us, Tiff turned to me with a self-satisfied smile. Then she lifted her hand and snapped her fingers, and all her risen beasts collapsed back into their previous lifeless states. 
 
    “Well, I guess that means you won the bet,” I said with a wry smile. “You earned it.” 
 
    “I look forward to seeing if you can put your money where your mouth is,” Tiff said. “I hope you can actually cook.” 
 
    “Let’s find out.” I grinned. 
 
    Even if I lost the bet, I still won in my own way. I got to see the full extent of Tiff’s powers, and fighting side by side strengthened the fledgling friendship. 
 
    The God of Time was on his way to winning the battle of the immortals. 
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 Chapter Twelve 
 
    Tiff and I surveyed the field of corpses in front of us, and while we were both sweaty and covered in splashes of bluish blood, both of us were grinning from ear to ear.  
 
    I had to admit, fighting side by side with the Goddess of Death had been fun. 
 
    “What should we call them?” Tiff asked as she gestured toward the dead creatures. “It has to be something creepy.” 
 
    “Hmm.” I scratched my stubbled jaw and gazed at a nearby spider-horse monster’s body. “Underbeast? You know, because they were coming from underground?” 
 
    “Maybe.” Tiff flashed me an amused smile. “We should probably check those holes to make sure there isn’t still a nest underneath our feet.” 
 
    “Good idea.” I led the way to the crumbled piles of dirt, and we both gazed around at the total destruction the battle had caused. The ground had caved in along the edges of the openings, but I didn’t see any movement in the earth. “Looks pretty secure to me.” 
 
    “If I know Plague, then there’s a lot more where these came from.” Tiff crossed her arms as she glared at the holes. “If there’s one thing he’s good at, it’s spreading horror and terror.” 
 
    “Has he made monsters like this before?” I asked. 
 
    Tiff’s eyes snapped to my face, but I could see an internal battle waging in her emerald gaze. I’d asked about the God of the Plague, and in doing so, reminded her about the invisible line in the sand drawn between us. We were supposed to be enemies, and Plague was supposed to be her friend, but it seemed like she was feeling confused. 
 
    “Plague has a thing for wizards,” Tiff allowed. “And a lot of them are summoners.” 
 
    With the experiences I had in the Kotar Desert, her statement checked out, but it still didn’t explain why this horde of creatures had attacked us. It could be evidence of Plague’s betrayal, or it could be a coincidence, but in any case, it wasn’t enough to stop us. 
 
    “If you think your ally is capable of something like this, then I believe you,” I said as I gave the goddess a comforting smile. “That’s why I’m here, right? To make sure you survive this mission?” 
 
    “Well, yeah,” Tiff muttered, and she seemed to struggle to find the words she wanted to say for a long moment. Finally, she sighed and threw up her hands in surrender. “To be honest, I don’t really know what to think anymore. I keep expecting to find out you’re not who you say you are, but you continue to prove me wrong. That doesn’t mean I trust you yet, but you’re obviously not an idiot. If you can believe Plague would do this, then I need to open my eyes to the truth.” 
 
    “We won this time,” I pointed out. “We make a good team.” 
 
    “Maybe,” Tiff allowed, but her cheeks flushed a pink hue. “Anyway, we should make camp for the night so you can demonstrate your culinary prowess.” 
 
    “Let me take a few notes about these weird monsters,” I said. “And we still need to find the horses.” 
 
    “I’ll find our rides while you do your studying,” Tiff suggested. “You better be done by the time I get back. I’m hungry.” 
 
    “Duly noted,” I chuckled. 
 
    We went in separate directions, and Tiff headed into the forest in search of Goliath and her mare. I didn’t think the warhorse would have wandered far, and his female companion would probably stay near the stallion for protection. But I didn’t have much time to examine the remains of the strange creatures, so I got right to work. 
 
    I looked closely at the bottoms of their feet, and it almost looked like a split hoof covered in coarse hairs. It was very similar to a spider’s, but upon closer inspection, there was a keratin hoof beneath the fur. Their mouths were held slightly open by two protruding fangs, and the essence seeping from the tips definitely looked venomous. The bodies were all sunken and emaciated like the things hadn’t eaten in weeks, but they had ribs beneath their flesh that closely resembled a horse’s.  
 
    They were such a weird combination, I knew it would be hard to describe to Zenda, but I was determined to try. 
 
    When Tiff returned with the horses, Goliath was tugging on the reins she held in one hand, but the mare appeared to be following along in a docile manner. I smirked as I took the leather straps from the goddess, and the white stallion calmed bit by bit as I stroked his face and neck. 
 
    “He really likes you,” Tiff observed. “He fought me the whole way here.” 
 
    “We’ve been through a lot together,” I said. 
 
    “Are you ready to go?” Tiff asked. 
 
    “I want to write down some of my observations on paper,” I said. “And maybe attempt a drawing. Zenda will have so many questions, it’ll be easier if I’m prepared.” 
 
    “That’s the blue one, right?” Tiff asked in a curious tone. 
 
    “She’s Zaborian,” I corrected. “She was a historian when I met her, but she’s always been a scholar. If there’s anything unknown out there, she will find it.” 
 
    “So, she’s a nerd.” Tiff’s emerald eyes twinkled with mischief. 
 
    “The word you’re looking for is smart,” I countered. 
 
    “Alright, whatever, take your notes.” Tiff rolled her eyes and searched for a comfortable place to wait. “But I am kind of good at drawing if you need my help.” 
 
    “Thanks,” I said, and I fetched some writing materials from my packs. 
 
    I was glad I’d thought ahead enough to remember a journal, and I knew Zenda would be pleased with my findings. The beautiful historian reacted to knowledge the way others drooled over a juicy steak, and I was excited to see her response to these strange monsters we’d encountered. 
 
    It didn’t take me very long to complete my notes, and I had Tiff sketch a basic drawing of the creatures. She actually was really good, and she made it look easy to create a realistic representation of the beasts. The goddess handed me the journal with a self-satisfied smile, so I knew she was well aware of her artistic skill. At least she wasn’t overly braggadocious about it, and I was sure I’d find a lot of use for her talents in the future. 
 
    We rode a ways away from the battlefield before we stopped to set up camp, and I unpacked the horses while Tiff gathered firewood. Once the tents were set up and the flames crackling, I dug through our saddlebags for ingredients. I came up with a savory stew, and a few moments later, we were both sipping the broth in contentment. 
 
    “Not bad, Bashy,” Tiff complimented. “Although, it could use some saltines on the side.” 
 
    “Or cornbread,” I added. “But I did the best I could with what we have. We’ll have to hunt soon to replenish our store of meat, but we still have plenty of vegetables and spices.” 
 
    “I have a confession,” Tiff said with a shy smile. “I never learned how to use a bow, so I’m not the best at hunting. I can kill easily, but the remnants never look very appetizing.” 
 
    “I can teach you,” I said without hesitation. “It’s not that hard.” 
 
    “Deal.” Tiff grinned. “It has really sucked sometimes. I’ve had to resort to stealing more than once.” 
 
    “That’s no way to live,” I agreed. 
 
    We exchanged a warm smile, but then Tiff seemed to suddenly realize how close we were sitting to each other, and she stiffened as her blasé mask returned to her face. I didn’t want to push her, and the threat of death at a single touch definitely made me hesitant to breach the invisible boundaries between us. She would have to come to me willingly, but I was patient. 
 
    Soon, the Goddess of Death would see for herself exactly what the right side of this war was like. If she truly wanted to survive and remain on the winning side, then she had to prove to me how trustworthy she was. I had to admit, it would be a lot easier to face off against the God of the Plague with an alliance with her, but that didn’t mean I couldn’t handle it by myself if she chose wrongly. 
 
    “I should get some sleep,” Tiff said in a quiet voice, and she pushed herself to her feet before she dusted off her black pants. “I’ll see you in the morning, Bash.” 
 
    “Yeah, of course.” I watched her go for a moment before I turned my gaze back to the crackling fire, but I was quickly lost in thought once more. 
 
    The Goddess of Death was beautiful and tempting, and it seemed like she found me just as irresistible. She had to overcome her fear of rejection before she’d be able to receive any affection from anyone, but I could tell she wanted companionship, even if she didn’t want to admit it. 
 
    Would we be able to form an alliance? 
 
    Or would I have to face her in a battle to the death? 
 
    I worked the muscle in my jaw as the thought of hurting her made my stomach clench into a tight knot, and I sent out a silent wish for her to make the right decision when the time came.  
 
    I could only do so much, and in the end, it would be up to her. 
 
    I crawled into my bedroll a short while later, and Nameless curled up in the dirt in front of my tent. I could barely make out the outline of the dragon’s sleeping form through the opening flap, but it set me at ease to have my flying friend nearby.  
 
    Morning dawned earlier than I anticipated, and I groaned as I stretched my arms over my head. Nameless shuffled into the tent on his belly, and the growing dragon climbed onto my chest. The weight of him pressed into my ribs, but I didn’t mind. It was rare to get morning cuddles with the dragon, and it wouldn’t be long before he would be too big. 
 
    “Good morning,” Tiff greeted in a cheerful tone as I emerged from the tent. “I made breakfast.” 
 
    “Oh, really?” I yawned and rubbed my eyes. “Did you get much sleep?” 
 
    “Yeah, a bit.” Tiff grinned as she handed me a bowl full of scrambled eggs mixed with vegetables. “I went for a walk when I woke up, and I found some big eggs. I’m not sure what kind of bird they’re from, but they look delicious.” 
 
    “I agree.” I gave her a grateful smile as I accepted the food, and then I found a comfortable seat beside the fire to eat. 
 
    I could feel Tiff watching me out of the corners of her eyes, but she busied herself with breaking down the tents while I ate. When I finished my meal, I helped her pack up the rest of the campsite, and we hit the road again soon after. 
 
    We were making good progress for most of the morning, and Nameless stayed fairly close overhead. The horses’ hooves clomped against the forest floor, and we navigated around trees and shrubbery in a general northward direction. Every once in a while, we stumbled onto a deer trail that wound through the forest, and the dirt paths were easier to maneuver the horses along. I wasn’t sure how much further we had left to go, but Tiff seemed confident in her ability to lead us. 
 
    The Goddess of Death had described our destination as a network of caves along the northern boundary of Sorreyal, but I knew enough about the map of the realm to know we were getting close to the edge of the kingdom. The mountainous region of the Northern Reaches lay on the other side, and the terrain would become way more treacherous the further north we traveled. 
 
    I fell into a routine with the goddess, and we switched out tasks each evening with such ease, it felt like we’d known each other forever. I still hadn’t let her touch me, but she hadn’t made any attempts to do so, either. The moment beside the fire seemed like a distant memory, or maybe I’d imagined the whole thing. 
 
    It could just be wishful thinking, but I had the feeling that Tiff was starting to like me more than she’d anticipated. I was certainly enjoying her presence more than I could have predicted, but I’d known I was attracted to her ever since the first moment I laid eyes on her. 
 
    The path eventually widened, and the trees fell away to reveal a large meadow full of tall grass. I rode Goliath up beside Tiff’s mare, and I flashed her a smile. Tiff gave me a tight-lipped smile in return, but she didn’t seem eager for conversation, so I let her be. Instead, I occupied myself with hypothetical scenarios for our current mission. If the God of the Plague wasn’t conspiring to eliminate Tiff from this world, then there was a chance she would still side with him.  
 
    I would have to be prepared for either outcome. 
 
    Find caves, I said through the bond I shared with Nameless. 
 
    The iridescent dragon sent a wave of understanding before he flapped his wings to rise higher into the clouds, but I saw him dip below the fluffy blobs every so often. If Tiff wasn’t going to tell me where exactly we were going, then I would find other ways to get the information for myself. 
 
    With Nameless on the task of finding possible caves in our area, I turned my focus back to getting Tiff to open up. The more she talked, the more knowledge was placed in my arsenal, but I had to admit, I was simply curious about the mysterious goddess. 
 
    I cleared my throat to get Tiff’s attention, and she shot me a quizzical look before returning her gaze to the path ahead. I didn’t want to push her back into her protective emotional bubble, but maybe a little prodding wouldn’t hurt. 
 
    “I remember you saying you had a village like Bastianville before,” I said. “What was that like?” 
 
    “It was alright.” Tiff shrugged. “It was close to the coast of the Eastern Ocean, but it was far enough away from Mistvale Keep to help me stay incognito.” 
 
    “You had friends there?” I asked, but Tiff shook her head. 
 
    “No one knew who I was,” she explained. “It was more like a safe haven where I could nurse wounds and people-watch. I liked to sit in the tavern and eavesdrop on their trivial problems because it seemed like the closest thing to a TV show available.” 
 
    “So, you didn’t talk to anyone?” I raised my eyebrows. “That had to be very lonely.” 
 
    “Yeah, well, we can’t all be welcomed with adoration.” Tiff shot me a sideways glance. “Every town you visit is buzzing about it for months. You’d think the Beatles had shown up or something.” 
 
    “Have you been researching me?” I chuckled. “Things go more smoothly if people like you. Besides, I can’t find it in me to deny innocents a few moments of my time.” 
 
    “That’s why you’re different.” Tiff snapped her fingers as her eyes lit up with realization. “You care.” 
 
    “And others don’t?” I arched an eyebrow. “I have a hard time believing I’m the only goodhearted immortal in this world.” 
 
    “Maybe, maybe not.” Tiff shrugged. “But from what I’ve seen, everyone else is only interested in increasing their own power. They don’t care about who they hurt in the process.” 
 
    “That’s why they lost,” I pointed out. “I win because I do the right thing.” 
 
    “We’ll see about that,” Tiff countered.  
 
    “You have a chance to do the same,” I reminded her. “I know you’re not an idiot, or you never would have come to me for help in the first place. You see what’s really going on, and you don’t like it.” 
 
    “How do you know I’m not like all the others obsessed with themselves?” Tiff asked. “You don’t know what I’ve done or what I’m capable of.” 
 
    “I have an idea,” I argued. “But that doesn’t mean you can’t choose to be a better person here and now.” 
 
    “Whatever.” Tiff rolled her eyes and rode ahead of me, and it was clear the conversation was over. 
 
    I could tell I’d hit a nerve, but each time I triggered her emotions, she started to open up a little more once she calmed down. Now, it was up to her to take that step. I would show her she could trust me, but it would take some time. 
 
    Fortunately, time was always on my side. 
 
    We rode hard for the rest of the day, and the sound of the horses’ hooves thundered in my ears. The landscape became steeper and uneven, and the mountains in the distance drew ever closer. Soon, it would be difficult to navigate our way through the rocky passes, but I had a feeling we were getting close to our destination. 
 
    The sky suddenly darkened over our heads, and I looked up at the clouds in alarm. A strong storm was brewing, and judging by the angry gray covering the air, things could get challenging really quickly. 
 
    “We need to find some shelter,” Tiff said as she came to the same conclusion. “We’ll have to wait out the storm before we keep going.” 
 
    “Sounds like a plan,” I said. 
 
    I sent out a mental call to Nameless, and the dragon swooped out of the storm clouds a moment later. A crackle of lightning a few miles away reflected off his iridescent scales, and I had to admit, he looked right at home in the middle of the pending deluge. 
 
    Lead me to the closest cave, I instructed. 
 
    Nameless immediately flapped his wings and swooped through the air in front of us, but he stayed close enough for us to follow. 
 
    “Follow Nameless,” I said to Tiff as I gestured after the dragon. “He knows where a cave is.” 
 
    “Oh, really?” Tiff’s eyebrows rose in surprise. “I didn’t realize you two could communicate like that.” 
 
    “There’s a lot you don’t know about me,” I countered with a wink. 
 
    Tiff blushed and looked away, but I could see the corners of her lips twitching as she resisted the urge to smile. 
 
    We raced after the shiny dragon as the rain started to pelt down upon our heads, but he led us on a winding path between hills until the dark opening of a cave came into view. We rushed the rest of the distance to the stone shelter, and I was pleasantly surprised to find it was large enough for both the horses and dragon to join us beneath the stone ledge. 
 
    “How did he know this was here?” Tiff asked as she looked around the dark cave. 
 
    “He can cover a lot of ground rather quickly,” I pointed out. “I’m just glad this one was close enough for us to avoid getting caught in the downpour.” 
 
    The back of the cavern disappeared into shadow, so I had a feeling there were connecting tunnels leading further into the ground. If there were more caves in the area, there was a chance they could be connected together, but exploring the darkness could take more time than we had to spare. 
 
    I held up a flame in the palm of my hand as I gazed around, and I noticed a pile of firewood tucked into the back of the cavern. Someone used this place as shelter before, but it had been a while since anyone was here judging from the dust and debris gathered. 
 
    “I’ll start a fire,” I said as I headed toward the woodpile. 
 
    “Then I’ll handle the horses,” Tiff said. 
 
    We went about our tasks in silence, but each movement we made echoed against the stone surrounding us. Once I had a warm fire burning, I went to help Tiff dry the horses, and after the space started to heat up, we spread our bedrolls on either side of the flames. The horses and dragon settled into comfortable positions near the entrance, but they didn’t seem to be bothered by the occasional splash against their rumps. 
 
    I removed my wet clothes until I was only wearing a pair of boxer-like underpants, and I could feel Tiff’s eyes on me even with my back turned to her. I stretched the damp fabric in front of the fire, and I pulled my backup outfit out of my pack. I couldn’t help glancing over my shoulder to gauge her reaction, and I was met with her dilated emerald eyes burning with desire. 
 
    Tiff swallowed and cleared her throat in an awkward manner as she turned away, but I couldn’t keep the satisfied grin off my face. She’d already seen me completely naked when I was making love to Zenda, so I wasn’t embarrassed by my near nudity in this situation. 
 
    When I sat down on my bedroll dressed in clean, dry clothes, there was still a blush darkening the goddess’ cheeks. 
 
    “What’s for dinner?” Rather than confronting the Goddess of Death about her feelings for me, I decided to play it cool and act like I didn’t notice. “It’s your turn to cook.” 
 
    “Um, yeah, sure.” Tiff avoided my gaze as she fetched the cooking supplies. 
 
    I resisted the urge to chuckle at her distress, but I wasn’t expecting the deadly goddess to be so shy. Tiff had been in this world far longer than me, and yet, she still had an air of naivety about her like she was still that teenage girl who drowned in a fountain. The deadly goddess carried herself with a confident, nonchalant demeanor, but there was so much more to her once you scratched beneath the surface. 
 
    After we ate, I sharpened and cleaned my weapons, and Tiff stared absently into the fire like she was lost in thought. I was beyond curious about what was going on inside her head, but maybe someday she’d tell me. 
 
    “I should check on Bastianville before we arrive at our destination,” I said into the silence. “It won’t take me long, and now seems like a good time. We’ll be stuck here until the storm blows over, and flooding could slow us down even more.” 
 
    “Go do what you have to do.” Tiff pressed her lips into a tight smile. “I’ll stay here and keep watch.” 
 
    “Cool.” I grinned, and I made a new save point just in case something bad happened in my absence. “Back in a blip.” 
 
    I went into the shadows at the back of the cave to perform the ritual required to activate the fast travel amulets, but a moment later, I was standing in the corridor of the castle in Bastianville. Akina was leaning against the doorway of the nursery with her back to me, and I could see the gold chain of the amulet around the nape of her neck.  
 
    I snuck up closer and wrapped my arms around her waist from behind, and Akina jumped before she turned and kissed me. Then she held a finger over her lips as she gestured at the sleeping children inside the nursery. 
 
    We crept down the hall away from the sleeping babies, and we joined the other two ladies in the study. Mahini and Elissa looked a little tired, but they seemed to be in good spirits. 
 
    “Celeste will be here soon,” Elissa said after she greeted me with a kiss. “We both decided we needed a good night’s sleep.” 
 
    “I think that’s a great idea.” I grinned. “We can even talk to Celeste about keeping a room here for her.” 
 
    “How goes the mission with Miss Death?” Mahini asked in a dry tone. 
 
    “She’s not that bad, actually.” I settled into an armchair. “I don’t want to leave her alone for too long, though.” 
 
    “It is nice to see you regardless of how long you can stay,” Elissa said. “But I’m glad you’re here. We received some letters from Vallenwood that I think you’ll want to read.” 
 
    “Oh, cool.” I found the stack of papers sitting on a nearby shelf once the women pointed them out, and I smiled as soon as I saw the familiar handwriting of my two queens. 
 
    Dearest Family, 
 
    Vallenwood is doing as well as we could hope, but there remain several challenges ahead of us. The nobility residing in the palace are causing some issues with the staff, but we are handling the situation personally. 
 
    My belly continues to grow each day, and I am getting so excited to meet the young one I’m carrying. I’ve already been thinking about names, but I won’t make any final decisions without Bash’s input. 
 
    My thoughts are with all of you in Bastianville and on the road, and I look forward to being together again soon. 
 
    With all my love, 
 
    Evangeline 
 
    I smiled as I folded up Eva’s letter, and I couldn’t help imagining what it would be like to be a father for a third time. The blonde queen would make a fantastic mother, and I kind of hoped we had a girl so my wife could show her daughter the acceptance she always craved herself. I knew without a shadow of doubt that our daughter would be allowed to do anything she wanted to do, even if she wanted to learn to fight. 
 
    Then I opened the next letter, and the sight of Caelia’s curly script instantly brought a smile to my face. 
 
    To my sisters and husband, 
 
    Life in the palace is strange for me. While I thought I would be accustomed to such a lavish lifestyle because of the many adventures we’ve had in the capital and other cities, being here day in and day out is quite a different experience altogether. I don’t want to let anyone down, so I’m doing my best to adapt, and Eva has been a wonderful guide through all of it. I don’t know what I would do without her. 
 
    The market is thriving, and it brings me much joy to stroll through the clean streets lined with vendors from all over the realm. I even saw a merchant who had traveled all the way from Arajah, but I was disappointed he didn’t have any updates on Risthan and the rest of our friends. The frequent trade routes from Bastianville to the capital keeps us up to date with everything happening at home, and it sounds like everything is well. 
 
    I can’t wait until we are together again, and I’m excited to hear about everything that’s happened since we separated. 
 
    Love always, 
 
    Caelia 
 
    I took a deep breath and folded the co-queen’s letter up, and I tucked them back onto the shelf before I rejoined the three women. The letters reminded me how much I missed the two beauties ruling the kingdom, and I was even more eager to master the memory spell so I could blip anywhere I wanted in the world. I wouldn’t have to miss anyone else ever again. 
 
    A minute later, Zenda entered the study with an open book in her arms, and she nearly bumped into the furniture as she found a place to sit. She didn’t even notice my appearance until I cleared my throat, and she gasped in surprise before snapping the book shut and flinging herself into my arms. 
 
    “I didn’t know when you’d blip back,” the historian said. “I’ve been working hard, but I still haven’t figured out the spell. I’m sorry.” 
 
    “Don’t worry about it,” I reassured her. “We have plenty of time. I’m keeping Tiff busy until we crack it, so take all the time you need.” 
 
    “How is the Goddess of Death?” the Zaborian asked with a curious tilt of her head. “Has it been difficult to get along with her?” 
 
    “Not at all,” I said. “She’s actually really easy to travel with, and we’ve gotten pretty good at working together. We even defeated this crazy infestation of weird monsters we called Underbeasts.” 
 
    I described the adventures Tiff and I’d had so far, and I enjoyed the facial expressions on their faces as I described the creepy spider-horse monsters. When I told them about stripping out of my wet clothes, they all giggled and pressed me for more details. 
 
    “So, have you kissed her yet?” Elissa asked. 
 
    “No,” I said. “Not yet.” 
 
    “She obviously wants to,” Zenda said. “Anyone with eyes can see she is drawn to you.” 
 
    “Well, that will be for her to decide,” I said. 
 
    “I hope she makes the right choice,” Mahini said in a low voice. 
 
    “What if she kisses me?” I asked as I scanned over each of their faces. “Would you be willing to spend more time with her?” 
 
    “The Goddess of Death would make a strong ally,” Mahini pointed out. “Bringing her over to our side before facing the God of the Plague could give us an advantage, and I think it’s worth it to find out.” 
 
    “I agree,” Akina said, but her tone was somewhat reluctant. “If, and that’s a big if, she shows she can be trusted, then we can work on making an alliance. She is powerful, so gaining her support is a good idea.” 
 
    “We support you, Bash,” Elissa added. 
 
    “I’m sure she’ll figure it out soon,” Zenda said. 
 
    After I spent a little longer talking to my Bastianville women, I blipped back to the cave where Tiff and Nameless waited for me. The fire cast long dancing shadows against the stone wall, and it looked like Tiff had already gone to sleep. Her back was turned to the fire, so I couldn’t tell if her eyes were open or not, and I crept over to my own bed as quietly as I could. 
 
    “They hate me, don’t they?” Tiff’s voice was flat, but I could still hear the hidden emotion in her tone. 
 
    I could only assume the goddess was talking about my women, and I sighed as I considered the best way to reassure her. 
 
    “No, they don’t hate you.” I sat up in bed and stared across the fire at her back. “They actually encouraged me to trust you.” 
 
    “Really?” Tiff rolled over to face me, and her emerald eyes were full of conflicted emotion. “Well, what did you guys talk about, then?” 
 
    “A lot of things,” I said. “We talked about our children, updates since we last saw each other… and you.” 
 
    “I assumed so.” Tiff pushed herself into an upright position, and she hugged her knees to her chest. “I wouldn’t expect them to like me after everything I’ve done.” 
 
    “Why do you care what we think?” I countered. “You’ve made it pretty clear you’re happy to go it alone.” 
 
    “I don’t know.” Tiff met my gaze across the fire, and the flames reflected in her emerald eyes. “I guess because I’m starting to like you.” 
 
    “Oh, yeah?” I arched an eyebrow and patted the bedroll beside me. “Come here so I can tell you everything we talked about. I bet you’ll see we have good intentions.” 
 
    Tiff hesitated for a moment, but then she reluctantly pushed herself to her feet. She sat down gingerly, and I noticed she was careful to put a safe distance between us. I wasn’t sure if it was meant to protect me or her, but it was still progress. 
 
    “Did you tell them about the Underbeasts?” Tiff asked in a casual tone once she was comfortable. 
 
    “Yep.” I nodded. “And I told them all about how awesome you were. It was pretty incredible to watch you raise an entire army of dead monsters like it was nothing.” 
 
    “It feels like old news to me,” Tiff said. “Most people are more terrified than impressed.” 
 
    “I think you’ll find we are all difficult to scare,” I assured her. 
 
    “Working alongside the Goddess of Death is proof enough of that,” Tiff snorted. “I don’t think I need to say how many people would refuse me just because they’re scared of my powers.” 
 
    “So, you can kill with a touch and raise the dead,” I summarized. “Is there anything else you can do?” 
 
    “What, that’s not enough for you?” Tiff laughed. “I have some other tricks up my sleeve, but I’m not sure how much I should tell you.” 
 
    “How do you do the invisibility thing?” I asked as my curiosity got the better of me. “I blinked, and you were gone.” 
 
    “It’s just a combination of magical artifacts,” Tiff said, and she held up her hand to show me a ring. “It’s hard to obtain the necessary ingredients to recharge the enchantments, but it’s definitely worth it.” 
 
    “You just rub it and become invisible?” I asked. 
 
    “Basically.” Tiff nodded. “Although, it doesn’t last very long. It gives me a few seconds at a time, but I’ve learned to work with it.” 
 
    “That’s how you were able to sneak into our castle,” I surmised. “And follow me and Zenda without being easily detected.” 
 
    “To be fair, I didn’t care if you knew I was following you.” Tiff cast me a sideways glance. “I was just trying to work up the courage to ask for your help. I thought it would be easier to approach you if you were alone, but every time I got the chance, I chickened out.” 
 
    “I know,” I said in a comforting voice. “But you told me eventually, and now look. You got the help you wanted, and maybe even a friend.” 
 
    “You seriously think we could be friends?” Tiff scoffed. 
 
    “Why not?” I countered with an arched eyebrow. “I can tell you like me.” 
 
    Tiff’s wide emerald eyes flicked to my face, and she reminded me of a deer caught in headlights. It seemed she thought she was being more subtle with her feelings for me, but I felt like it was time to clear the air. 
 
    “I-I-I do…” Tiff bit her bottom lip, and the urge to kiss her filled my entire being. 
 
    The Goddess of Death leaned ever so slightly closer to me, and her face tilted up at just the right angle. My heart thudded in my chest as I slowly matched her movement, and we paused with less than an inch between us. I could feel the heat of her breath and smell her floral aroma, and I sensed her lips part in anticipation. 
 
    I closed my eyes and closed the rest of the distance between us, but the moment our lips touched, Tiff jerked back in alarm. She scurried away from me until there was at least a foot separating our bodies, and she hugged her knees again. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” I said. “I thought you wanted to.” 
 
    “No, I… It’s whatever.” Tiff pushed herself to her feet and returned to her own bedroll. “Can we just pretend this never happened?” 
 
    “Sure,” I sighed. 
 
    I contemplated chiming back to my save point so this actually never happened, but something told me not to. I could see how conflicted the small kiss had made the goddess, and that could work to my advantage. Maybe now that she’d had a taste, Tiff would be more inclined to join me. 
 
    It took me a while to fall asleep, and it was only once I heard Tiff’s breathing become slow and regular that I managed to close my eyes. While it might seem like I’d failed to get the reaction I wanted, I knew we had made a lot of progress. Her walls were coming down, and I could tell it was scary for her, so I reminded myself to be patient. 
 
    There was an awkward silence hanging over us as we continued to travel the next day, but the soggy, muddy ground required a lot of attention to navigate. Goliath’s hooves got stuck in a few places, but the mush started to dry once the sun came out. The ground was still wet when we camped that night, and the temperature dropped drastically when the sun went down. 
 
    We continued in much the same way for a few days, but Tiff continued to avoid conversation. She spent most of her time staring off into the distance with a wistful look on her face, and she blushed almost every time I looked at her. If I didn’t know any better, I would say she had never kissed anyone before, but that seemed ridiculous considering how long she’d been in this world. 
 
    “There it is,” Tiff finally said as she suddenly pulled her mare to a stop. 
 
    It was almost midday, and we had just climbed to the top of a ridge. There was a ravine before us that cut through the mountains like a scar, and I could see cave openings dotting the rock walls. 
 
    “We’re here?” I asked, and the goddess nodded. 
 
    Now, we just had to get through the caves. 
 
    Nothing two immortals couldn’t handle. 
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 Chapter Thirteen 
 
    It was slow going as we descended into the ravine since the horses had to place each hoof carefully in order to avoid tumbling to their deaths, and there were some spots so treacherous we had to dismount and lead our steeds on foot. Finally, we reached the bottom of the gorge, and we found a semi-flat spot to build our campsite. 
 
    Once our tents were erected and a fire was burning, the sun was already starting to fade behind the tall mountain peaks. The air was chilly and damp, and I pulled my cloak tightly around me to ward off the cold. 
 
    “We should wait until tomorrow to get started,” Tiff suggested. “It could take us a while to find the cave we’re looking for.” 
 
    “But you know it’s here somewhere?” I asked, and the goddess nodded. 
 
    “According to my research, it’s the largest cave in the complex, so it shouldn’t be that hard to find.” Tiff gave me an encouraging smile. “Especially not for the two of us.” 
 
    “Damn straight,” I chuckled. “If we can handle a horde of insect-like monsters, then we can find the right cave.” 
 
    “Thanks again for helping me,” Tiff said in a quiet voice. “I know I haven’t shown my appreciation very well, but I am grateful you’re here with me.” 
 
    “You’re very welcome.” I grinned. “I have to admit, it’s been a lot of fun so far.” 
 
    “The fun’s just starting,” Tiff countered as some of her bravado returned. 
 
    “I’m sure we can think of plenty of ways to enjoy ourselves,” I said in a suggestive tone, and a blush immediately darkened the goddess’ cheeks. 
 
    “What did you have in mind?” she asked, and her tongue darted out to moisten her red lips. 
 
    “Well, we’re almost out of meat, so we should probably go hunting soon.” I shrugged and stifled a smirk at the flash of disappointment in her green eyes. “I can go alone if you’d rather rest in camp, though.” 
 
    “You seriously think I’d miss the chance to see your hunting skills?” Tiff smirked. “Besides, you already promised to teach me how to use a bow.” 
 
    We left the horses hobbled near our campsite, and I gave Nameless a mental command to guard them before I grabbed my bow and quiver full of arrows. I was glad I’d chosen to bring my obsidian bow, but I was familiar enough with traveling to know it was always a good idea to hunt along the way. 
 
    Tiff and I crept through the boulders and rocks crowding the floor of the ravine, and we came upon a stream that cut through the raw stone. The flowing water led to a wider, shallow collection, and there were several places to take cover. 
 
    “This looks like a good spot,” I said as I glanced around at the wilderness. “We just have to wait for an animal to come get a drink.” 
 
    “It’s that easy, huh?” Tiff arched an eyebrow. 
 
    “Just wait and see for yourself,” I challenged. 
 
    We sank into a comfortable position behind a boulder, but I had a clear line of sight to the small pond between the piled rocks. Tiff picked at pebbles at our feet, and she tossed them in the air before catching them with a swift swipe of her hand. 
 
    “Shh,” I urged when a rock dropped to the ground, but Tiff merely rolled her eyes in response. 
 
    I returned to watching the small body of water, but we didn’t have to wait long for critters to arrive. A young buck emerged from the other direction, and he sniffed the air cautiously. I stiffened as I waited until the deer inched closer and closer to the water’s edge, and when it turned away, I reached for an arrow. Tiff watched closely as I nocked the arrow, and she gave me an encouraging smile when I glanced in her direction. 
 
    Once the deer lowered its head to take a drink, I exhaled and released my arrow. The projectile zipped between the rocks and across the distance to the water before embedding its tip in the deer’s neck. The animal jumped in alarm, and it stumbled away blinded by pain and fear. 
 
    “Now, we go after it,” I said, and I gestured for Tiff to lead the way. 
 
    We followed the trail of blood spatters decorating leaves and rocks in the injured deer’s wake, but we soon caught up to the animal. It was laying on its side, and I could see its ribs moving as it gulped down air. 
 
    “Aww.” Tiff’s eyes filled with emotion. “It’s in pain.” 
 
    “We need to end it,” I said, and my gaze flicked to the daggers strapped to her waist. “I think you should do it.” 
 
    “Of course you do.” Tiff sighed, but she obediently withdrew her blade. 
 
    The Goddess of Death stroked the terrified deer’s face in a comforting manner before she laid her steel against the animal’s throat, and she looked away as she pulled the weapon toward her. Blood spurted from the wound, and Tiff grimaced as she pushed herself to her feet. 
 
    “How was that?” the goddess asked. 
 
    “It’s a good start,” I chuckled. “Now, we just need to teach you how to do the whole thing by yourself.” 
 
    “There’s no way we’re going to find another deer,” Tiff argued. “And besides, this is more than enough meat for the two of us.” 
 
    “Maybe.” I shrugged. “But I’d feel better if we had a little more meat just in case it takes us longer than we expect to explore the caves.” 
 
    “Alright, whatever, just tell me what to do.” Tiff stuck out her hands, and I handed her the bow. 
 
    After we dragged the dead deer back to camp and field dressed it, I let her carry the weapon as we found another hunting spot, but I made sure it was far enough away from our first kill to ensure the smell of blood wasn’t in the air. We waited patiently for a while before anything happened, but a rustling sound in the underbrush alerted me to an approaching animal. 
 
    “This is it,” I whispered, and I jerked my chin toward the bush. 
 
    Tiff inhaled shakily, and she nodded before she nocked an arrow on the bow. She held herself frozen in place as her emerald eyes stared expectantly at the bush, but a second later, a gray and brown rabbit bounded from its cover. 
 
    The Goddess of Death reacted instinctively, and she released the arrow as soon as the critter was visible. The projectile struck its target in the side, and the force was strong enough to knock the rabbit several feet away. 
 
    “You did it!” I whooped. 
 
    “I did it!” Tiff cheered. 
 
    We returned to our campsite with our kills in tow, and it didn’t take me long to finish butchering the deer. A short while later, I had strips of meat hanging over a smoldering fire, and Tiff roasted her skinned rabbit over another, bigger fire. After some of the game was cooked, we settled into comfortable spots to eat our dinner. We laughed and talked between bites, and there was a much more relaxed feeling in the atmosphere. 
 
    The fire was dying as the stars were starting to blink into view, and I yawned as I stretched my arms over my head. When I looked back at the goddess, Tiff was staring at me with a wistful expression. I shot her a quizzical look, but she simply smiled. 
 
    “We should get to sleep,” she said. 
 
    “Alright,” I allowed with a teasing smile. “We can always continue this discussion another time.” 
 
    “Yeah, sure, whatever.” Tiff waved over her shoulder before she climbed inside her tent, but I wasn’t ready to go to sleep yet. 
 
    The tension between us was nearly unbearable, and I wanted nothing more than to grab her and kiss her, but I knew better than to touch her without her consent. That could end up being a deadly mistake. 
 
    We had a lot of work ahead of us with countless caves to explore, and there could be a trap around every corner. I had to stay focused on the mission and remember my goal. 
 
    I made a new save point the next morning before we began to climb up to the first cave, and I was looking forward to the moment when I could reset and know exactly where to go. I smiled as I imagined the shocked and impressed reaction Tiff would give me when I led her straight to the right cave, and I caught the goddess giving me a weird look from the corner of my eye. 
 
    “We’ll start here, on the western side of the ravine,” Tiff said in an authoritative tone. “Once we comb through the caves on this side, we’ll turn our attention to the other, and hopefully, find the one we need.” 
 
    “How will you know what to look for?” I asked. 
 
    “I just will.” Tiff didn’t elaborate, so I dropped it. 
 
    The goddess had brought us here without fail, so I needed to trust she knew what she was doing. I was here to make sure she stayed safe from any possible traps or ambushes, so in the end, it didn’t really matter if she told me everything or not.  
 
    All would be made clear in time. 
 
    We climbed up the steep cliff in order to reach the first few cave openings, but the first several holes we inspected were devoid of anything except an occasional animal dropping. None of them were big enough to even hold one human, and no tunnels branched off into the darkness. 
 
    I sketched a basic map of all the openings I could see from the bottom of the ravine, and we began to cross them off one by one. It was tiring work since getting up to the caves was half the battle, but it would all be worth it when we found the right one. Then I could reset and surprise Tiff in my usual godly fashion. 
 
    The sun lifted into the sky and illuminated several more cave openings I hadn’t noticed before, so I quickly noted their location on our working map. The warmth of the light also pushed back the chill in the air, but climbing the cliffs had already caused me to work up a sweat. 
 
    I drank heavily from our waterskin, and I swiped the back of my hand across my forehead. This would be the hardest run-through, but for right now, we could take our time. We just had to keep at it. 
 
    After searching close to ten more caves, we took a break for lunch, and Tiff and I gazed up at the ravine wall as we ate. She wore a thoughtful expression as she gnawed on some venison jerky, and I couldn’t resist pushing her to open up once more. 
 
    “Penny for your thoughts?” I asked as I playfully bumped my shoulder against hers. 
 
    “You really want my two cents worth?” Tiff countered. 
 
    “I’d give a million dollars to read your thoughts,” I said. 
 
    “So, mind reading isn’t one of your abilities?” Tiff asked with a teasing smile. “Shame.” 
 
    “How exactly would that fit with being the God of Time?” I questioned with an amused look. “Although it must sometimes seem like I can read thoughts, the truth is, I can’t. I just have to find out the old-fashioned way: by asking.” 
 
    “I was just thinking about how okay I feel.” Tiff cast me a sheepish smile. “I wouldn’t go as far as to say I’m happy, but it’s been… nice.” 
 
    “How come?” I pressed. I really wanted to hear her say it was because of me, but I didn’t want to get my hopes up, either. Tiff still had a lot of walls around her true self. 
 
    “I don’t know…” Tiff looked away, but not fast enough to hide the blush from me. “I guess I’ve had a lot of fun, you know, fighting with you.” 
 
    “You can say you like me,” I teased. 
 
    Tiff rolled her eyes and shoved me away from her, and it was like we both suddenly realized it was the first contact we’d made with each other since I’d given her the barest brush of a kiss days ago. The goddess jumped up and stumbled backward for a moment, and I wasn’t sure what to do, so I just sat there. I would make the moment a lot better in the next run-through, but for now, I would let her sit in the awkward tension she’d created. 
 
    “I’m going to get back to work,” Tiff said, and she started climbing up the cliff face without another word. 
 
    I sighed as I pushed myself to my feet, and I dusted off my pants and consulted the map before I joined Tiff on the side of the ravine. She would come around in time, but I reminded myself to be patient with her. We worked in tandem to cross the caves on the western side of the gorge off our list, and it was getting dark by the time we finished. 
 
    Tiff refused to quit until it was too dark to see, and she finally came back to camp with the reluctance of a teenager being told to clean their room. I shook my head in amusement at her miniature tantrum, but I knew it wasn’t safe to go cave diving in the dark. 
 
    What she didn’t know was that I didn’t plan on letting an entire day go to waste, and she wasn’t going to find out any time soon. 
 
    Chime. 
 
    Tiff and I stared up at the cliff wall from the bottom of the gorge, and I turned back to the map. I started to cross off all the caves we’d already explored, and the goddess came to look over my shoulder. 
 
    “What are you doing?” Tiff tried to pull the paper away from me. “You’re messing it all up. We haven’t checked those caves yet.” 
 
    “Trust me, there’s nothing there.” I fixed her with a steady look. “I’m the God of Time, and I’m telling you checking these caves would be a waste of time.” 
 
    “So, Mr. Know-it-all, what do you propose we do?” Tiff crossed her arms and flashed me a defiant look. “Just give up?” 
 
    “Quite the opposite,” I said. “We check the rest of the caves I haven’t marked, and if we still don’t find the right one, we will just try again.” 
 
    “You realize this could take days, right?” Tiff raised a challenging eyebrow. “You can’t skip steps.” 
 
    “I’m not skipping anything,” I said. “Look, there’s a lot you still haven’t told me, but I’m trusting you enough to follow you into the wilderness. Right now, I need you to trust me when I say it’s in our best interest to pass these caves up.” 
 
    Tiff studied my face for a long moment like she was expecting me to say I was joking, but she finally nodded in understanding. I could see the questions spiraling in her eyes, but she didn’t voice any of them. 
 
    We returned to the cave search, and we spent the better part of the morning finishing the western side of the ravine. Tiff kept eying the caves we had already explored in the previous run-through, but I just continued to redirect her to an unsearched opening. 
 
    In the end, it took me three run-throughs before we discovered a cavernous space just beyond a tight and narrow entrance, and I could have leapt for joy when I saw the shadowy tunnels leading into the ground. 
 
    “We found it!” Tiff gasped. “And it only took us one day!” 
 
    “It’s going to take even less than that,” I countered. 
 
    “What do you mean?” Tiff frowned. “We already found it.” 
 
    “Oh, you’ll see.” I grinned from ear to ear as I reset to my save point with a wave of my will. 
 
    Chime. 
 
    It was the morning after we’d arrived in the ravine, and this time, I knew exactly where to go. I watched Tiff studying the map for a moment, but it was unnecessary since I could take her directly to the cave we were searching for. 
 
    “We should start on the western side of the ravine,” Tiff suggested without looking up at me. “Then, once we eliminate the caves to the west, we can turn our attention to the eastern wall.” 
 
    “That won’t be necessary,” I said. “I know where the cave is.” 
 
    “Yeah, I know where a bunch of them are,” Tiff countered in a sarcastic tone. “Look around. There are hundreds of caves in this ravine.” 
 
    “I mean I can take you to the one you really want,” I said. 
 
    “I’ll believe it when I see it,” Tiff scoffed. “This isn’t a game. We have to examine every opening in this ravine, and it’s probably going to take us more than one day.” 
 
    “Follow me,” I said with a shit-eating grin, and I offered her my hand. 
 
    Tiff sputtered and complained for a few moments before she accepted my hand with an exasperated sigh, but she followed behind me without any further argument. We ascended the cliff wall bit by bit, and once we hit the level path leading to the cavernous space, I gestured for Tiff to take the lead. 
 
    The Goddess of Death slid between the narrow rock opening into the huge space beyond, and I followed a pace behind her. Her head was tilted back as she peered up at the distant ceiling, and I watched as her gaze swept around the cave until it landed on the tunnels at the back of the chamber. 
 
    “Wow!” Tiff turned to give me a bright smile. “You did it. You really did it!” 
 
    “It’s no big deal.” I smirked. 
 
    “Seriously, Bash, how did you know which one it was?” Tiff continued to stare around in awe. “It took you less than an hour.” 
 
    “I have my ways,” I said in a vague tone. “But now we know where to start. Who knows what is waiting for us in those tunnels, but at least you won’t have to face it alone.” 
 
    “Thank you, Bash.” Tiff’s emerald eyes filled with emotion, and she quickly blinked back moisture to regain her composure. “I know I keep saying that, but I really mean it.” 
 
    “You’re welcome to say it as much as you want,” I teased. “I’m sure it’s not the last time I do something nice for you.” 
 
    “We should get started,” Tiff said, and she turned toward the shadows at the back of the cavern. “We’re so close, I can feel it.” 
 
    “Close to what?” I asked. 
 
    “Answers,” Tiff replied. 
 
    There were obvious signs of previous human visits, and Tiff grabbed a torch from a pile in the corner. I summoned a flame into the palm of my hand, and I illuminated the path ahead while Tiff stepped into the tunnel with her torch raised. Her movements were slow and cautious, but I didn’t blame her. There was still the possibility that this was all an elaborate trap set up by the God of the Plague, and danger could lurk around every corner. 
 
    We explored deeper into the tunnel, and the air was dank and dusty. The stone walls were coated in a film of spiderwebs and fungi, but then the rough-hewn walls gave way to layered bricks. 
 
    “This was made by humans,” I pointed out as the architecture in the tunnel became more apparent. 
 
    “My research indicated this was a hiding place for magic users in the realm,” Tiff said as she looked around with a thoughtful expression. “I wonder who built it.” 
 
    “Well, if wizards created this place, then I’m sure we can expect some creative traps along the way,” I said. “We’ll have to stay alert.” 
 
    “After you,” Tiff said with a flourish of her hand toward the tunnel ahead. 
 
    “You just want me to be the first to die when there’s an unexpected trap,” I teased. 
 
    “I thought you couldn’t die,” Tiff countered. 
 
    “Touché.” I laughed. 
 
    We continued to banter and tease each other as we followed the tunnel deeper into the earth, but the dropping temperature made me pull my cloak tighter around me. I noticed a few unlit torches along the walls, and I ignited them before passing on. If this ended up being a maze, then it would help to know where we’d already been. 
 
    We eventually came to a junction with three tunnels meeting together in a circular annex, and once I lit all the torches on the walls between the corridors, I noticed a spot between the entrances with carvings in the stone. I stepped closer and narrowed my eyes as I analyzed the lines and circles indented in the rock wall, but then I realized it was a map of the caves we were in. I could tell because it appeared to match the rough sketch we’d drawn of the openings from the bottom of the ravine, and I ran my fingers along the recesses until I found our current location. 
 
    “Why would they make a map if they were trying to hide stuff here?” I asked the goddess over my shoulder. 
 
    “Who knows.” Tiff stepped up to my side and gazed at the carved map. “Maybe getting around the maze isn’t the dangerous part, so it doesn’t matter if visitors see the map since they don’t make it out alive.” 
 
    “Dark,” I chuckled. “That’s not going to happen to us.” 
 
    “You have a lot of confidence…” Tiff looked up at me with a searching expression. “How is it that you seem to know so many things?” 
 
    “Maybe we’ll have time to discuss it after we survive this,” I said. “But for now, we should stay focused on finishing the mission. If this is a hiding place for magical artifacts, then where would they be?” 
 
    “Probably in the furthest corner deep underground,” Tiff said. “If I were hiding things, I’d make sure the space it was in was the most difficult to access.” 
 
    “Alright, well, then we at least know where to aim,” I said as I tapped the stone map. “This appears to be the end of the maze of tunnels. It may take a while this time, but bear with me.” 
 
    “This time?” Tiff’s voice showed her confusion, but when I didn’t answer right away, she scoffed and rolled her eyes. “Whatever, let’s get going.” 
 
    I ran my finger along the stone wall starting from our destination, and it reminded me of one of those coloring book mazes, but it didn’t take me long to trace the correct path. 
 
    “This way,” I said, and I led the way into the third tunnel from the left. 
 
    I lit torches along the way, and when I glanced over my shoulder, the corridor back to the annex was fully illuminated. It would be helpful to have a clear exit if we ran into trouble, but I didn’t think there was anything down here I couldn’t handle. 
 
    A distant swooshing noise echoed through the tunnel ahead, and I frowned as I crept forward. As I lifted my flame to illuminate the path before us, I found gigantic metal blades dangling from the ceiling that swung from wall to wall, and there was only about two feet between them. 
 
    “Whoa.” Tiff whistled under her breath. “What do we do, boss?” 
 
    “We have to time it perfectly,” I said. “There’s probably a lever or switch on the other side that controls them.” 
 
    “How do you know that?” she asked. 
 
    “It’s pretty common in these situations, at least in the video game versions,” I said. “Come on, we have to figure out the rhythm.” 
 
    I wondered if I could use my griffon feather boots to jet though the swinging blades without getting sliced to ribbons, but that wouldn’t help Tiff unless I was carrying her on my back. I wasn’t sure if she would be willing to do that, and it did make me a little uncomfortable to think about her deadly touch against my flesh. I didn’t think she would do anything, at least not before I got her through this mission, but I had to be prepared for anything. 
 
    “You really think we can get through this without being chopped in half?” Tiff shook her head in disbelief. “How exactly are we going to do that?” 
 
    I thought about offering to carry her through the obstacle, but I wasn’t ready to put myself in that vulnerable position just yet. Once I knew I could trust the deadly beauty, I would be willing to let her touch me as much as she wanted, but I had to look out for myself first. 
 
    “Well, there’s a little bit of space between each blade.” I pointed to the square paving stones lining the floor between the swinging metal. “All we have to do is get to one safe zone at a time.” 
 
    “Alright,” Tiff said in a decisive tone, and she rubbed her hands together as she stepped up to the booby-trapped tunnel. “Let’s do this.” 
 
    “Wait for my signal,” I instructed, and I kept a close watch on the blades. 
 
    The metal swished as it swung into a crevice in the wall, and there was a slight pause before it reemerged. I counted it a couple of times until I felt confident I could time it perfectly, and when it disappeared again, I signaled for Tiff to move forward. 
 
    We repeated the process step by step, and once Tiff was a few spots ahead of me, I followed her into the corridor. There were roughly ten blades swinging behind and in front of us, but we took our time. Rushing would be pointless if it led to injury, so I resisted the urge to hurry through the obstacle. 
 
    Once we emerged on the other side, Tiff let out a sigh of relief, and she flashed me a grateful smile. I knew this was only the first of many possible traps, but it was encouraging to see her starting to trust me more and more. It would be even more awesome when I reset and showed her the way like a flamboyant tour guide, but first, I wanted to discover all the secrets lying ahead. 
 
    We continued onward, but our steps were slow and careful. We put a lot of distance behind us without encountering any more obstacles, but I knew the swinging blades weren’t the only defense mechanism down here. 
 
    Then I heard the sound of stone scraping against stone in the tunnel ahead, and I motioned for Tiff to be careful and stay behind me. The goddess obeyed without hesitation, but she peered around my shoulder with curiosity. Once I held my flame up to shed light on the situation, I saw the stone tiles on the floor of the corridor shifting and moving on their own. 
 
    I watched with fascination as the flooring rearranged itself in a continuous cycle, and I couldn’t find any levers or buttons to turn it off. We would have to get over it, but that would be easier said than done. It seemed as though the tiles were constantly returning to the starting point over and over again, but maybe if we treated it like an escalator, we could reach the other side. 
 
    “Don’t stop moving,” I instructed the Goddess of Death. “Jump from one tile to another, and pay attention to the ones heading toward the other side.” 
 
    “This is like hopscotch on steroids,” Tiff commented in a dry tone. “What’s the worst that could happen?” 
 
    “Careful,” I warned. “You could be eating your words soon.” 
 
    I took the first step onto the tiles, and I was surprised by the speed the floor moved with. My feet were nearly swept out from underneath me, but I bent my knees and moved with it like a surfer. Once the tile I stood on began to return to the starting position, I jumped onto another stone. 
 
    Tiff followed after me, but her progress was much slower. The tiles around her started to move in a circular motion, and every step she took only brought her closer to her starting point. It was like they were sensing us and adjusting, so it wasn’t just a simple puzzle to solve. 
 
    We had to outthink it. 
 
    “Come here,” I said as I headed toward the goddess, but I made sure to watch my step carefully. 
 
    Tiff jumped from tile to tile fast enough to break away from the circling stones, and a moment later, she was by my side. Before the tile she stood on could pull her away, I grabbed her hand and led the way to the other side. There were a couple of times when the stone we stood on was surrounded by tiles moving too fast to step on, and we were cramped chest to chest. 
 
    I looked down into the goddess’ emerald eyes, but I didn’t want to be distracted from our current obstacle, so I gestured for her to move ahead. I pointed out the right tile to step onto, and she leapt forward with a graceful motion. 
 
    The tiles moved faster and faster the closer we got to the other side, and soon we were dashing across the floor jumping from spot to spot like frogs crossing a highway. As we neared the edge where the floor stopped shifting, the stones suddenly fell away, and we were left teetering on two isolated tiles several feet away from the ledge of the tunnel ahead. The darkness at my feet seemed never-ending, and I didn’t want to experiment with how far down it went. 
 
    “We have to jump,” I said. “You’re closer, so you go first. Then I’ll jump to your spot.” 
 
    Tiff nodded in understanding, and she set her chin to a determined angle before she aimed at the ledge ahead of her. I held my breath as I watched her muscles bunch, and I didn’t release it until she landed safely on the other side. The goddess fell into a roll, but she came up on her feet with her arms raised triumphantly above her head. 
 
    “I made it!” She whooped with delight. “Come on, slowpoke, hurry up!” 
 
    “Shut up,” I laughed before I followed in her footsteps. 
 
    Once I was safely by her side, we shared a smile before turning our gaze to the room around us. We were in another annex with three other corridors branching off, and I tried to remember the map carved into the stone. It seemed like it was fairly straight forward, but I didn’t remember which way to go from here. I’d have to take a shot in the dark, but once I reset to my save point, I could lead the goddess confidently through the maze. 
 
    “After you.” I gestured to the tunnel to my left, and Tiff strutted in front of me with a confident smile. Her lack of fear or tension was comforting, and I hoped it meant she was finally trusting me to have her back. 
 
    The tunnel led to a dead end, and it opened up to a room that appeared to be a sleeping chamber. There were bunk beds on either side of the space, and a basket overflowing with blankets and linens on the floor in between them. There were no signs of recent occupancy, so I didn’t think anyone was down here with us, but it was better to be safe than sorry. 
 
    “So, the wizards could sleep down here?” Tiff asked as she gazed around at the space. “Kind of dreary, isn’t it?” 
 
    “Maybe they needed a space like this in order to conduct magical experiments,” I said. “The walls and layers of dirt above us could dampen any negative effects.” 
 
    “True.” Tiff turned away from the bunk beds and returned to the hallway. “Why did we come this way? I thought you knew everything.” 
 
    “You’ll see,” I said in a vague tone, but I followed her the rest of the way back to the annex in silence. 
 
    There was no point wasting time explaining my powers when we still had a mission to focus on, and besides, she wouldn’t remember asking any of these questions during the next run-through. She knew what I let her know, but I wasn’t ready to reveal all of my secrets just yet. All my other women had acted confused and bewildered whenever I tried to explain the finer points of my abilities, and I had to reset in order to restore their total faith in me. I wasn’t sure if I would have the same outcome with the Goddess of Death since she possessed her own range of powers, but I wasn’t willing to take that risk. 
 
    Maybe someday. 
 
    We took the next tunnel, and it began to curve and descend even further into the ground. I could only imagine the manpower it had required to construct such a maze, but it could have been made simpler by the existing cave network already being present. We emerged from the corridor into a brick room with what appeared to be an altar at the center, and stone benches covered in clumps of moss circled the center platform. Pillars separated the room into quadrants, and vines climbed the columns toward the ceiling despite the lack of sunlight. 
 
    Maybe there was some kind of magic helping them grow. 
 
    The whole place reeked of magic, and the hairs on my arms and neck stood on end. I didn’t see any obvious traps, but that didn’t mean there weren’t defensive spells in place. There was only one way to find out, and I’d have to search the entire space if I wanted one hundred percent completion of this mission. 
 
    “Looks like a church,” Tiff observed as we stood in the entrance. “Do you think there’s something hidden in here?” 
 
    “Maybe.” I shrugged. “Let’s rule it out, just in case.” 
 
    Tiff nodded before she stepped cautiously into the room, and we each went in separate directions as we flanked the circular room. There were alcoves and shelves carved into the rock walls with simple wooden carvings of animals and candles, but I could sense faint tingles of residual magic. They didn’t react when I tried to check the stats, so they had no use anymore. 
 
    A bloodstain decorated the altar, but there was no way to tell if it was animal or human. There was also no telling what weird religion or cult met down here, but it seemed like this wizard’s hideout had something for everyone. 
 
    “Find anything?” the goddess asked as we met at the center of the cavern. 
 
    “Nope.” I pressed my lips into a tight line. “Let’s try that other tunnel. It has to be the right one.” 
 
    “If you say so.” A smirk twisted the corners of her lips, but she led the way back to the second annex without another word. 
 
    The final tunnel veered to the right, and then it began to curve and twist like a snake slithering through a leaf-strewn forest floor. It was hard to see what lay ahead around the blind corners, so our steps were slow and careful. We continued to ignite the torches jutting from the wall whenever we came across them, and the flames cast our silhouettes into dancing shadows in front of us. 
 
    After we’d walked for a couple hundred feet, the air began to crackle with energy. Something ahead was ripe with magic, and I tensed as the intensity grew stronger. I had a bad feeling about what we were heading toward, but it would be nice to finally find out what was in store for us. 
 
    If the God of the Plague set up a trap for Tiff, then I had no doubt she would join my side in the war against him, but if we found nothing but magical artifacts, then there was a good chance she would remain his ally. Either way, I needed to know where we stood. I hoped she’d see reason, but that would be her choice to make. 
 
    “Do you feel that?” Tiff asked as she pulled me to a stop. 
 
    “Magic,” I said with a nod. 
 
    We continued on a little while longer, but then a strong stench of decay and fecal waste wafted down the tunnel into our faces, and we both grimaced in disgust. 
 
    Whatever we were about to face, it was going to be gross. 
 
    Finally, we came across a flight of stairs leading down to an archway, and I had a feeling everything we were looking for lay in the chamber ahead. I jerked my chin at Tiff to signal her to go first, and then I stepped down right behind her. We entered a large cavern with a domed ceiling close to twenty feet above our heads, but when my gaze fell to the floor, my stomach dropped. 
 
    The space was filled with snarling, twitching things that roughly resembled humans, except their entire bodies were covered in boils, oozing sores, and warts, and they were tall with thick, rippling muscles like bodybuilders. Their eyes were bloodshot and wild, and they jerked their heads around as if they were searching for something, but then every gross creature in the cavern turned to face us simultaneously. 
 
    “What. The. Fuck.” Tiff’s emerald eyes widened as she stared at the horde before us. 
 
    I swallowed hard as I scanned over the dense horde, and I realized we were outnumbered at least twenty to one. This was going to take some time, but fortunately, I had that all under control. 
 
    Chime. 
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 Chapter Fourteen 
 
    I was back at the ravine where we’d set up our campsite, and the Goddess of Death gazed at the pockmarked holes along the walls of the gorge. I again informed her I knew where we needed to go, and she followed after me with only minimal hesitation. Once she looked around and told me how impressed she was, I directed her toward the opening at the back of the cavern.  
 
    Then I squared my shoulders, and Tiff and I faced the tunnel leading into the maze. I knew what lay ahead, but that was only half the battle. We would have to deal with the horde of monster men, but maybe once they were dead, Tiff would see which side was the right one. 
 
    The Goddess of Death grabbed one of the torches from the pile, but I pulled her to a halt before she could step into the tunnels. She flashed me a confused look, but she paused nonetheless. 
 
    “Not only are there a couple of boobytraps along the way, but there is a nasty group of monster-looking dudes at the end,” I said with a grim look. “We have to be careful and keep our eyes open.” 
 
    “How could you possibly know what’s down there already?” Tiff arched an eyebrow. “First you find the cave without even searching, and now you say you already know everything we are going to face? How?” 
 
    “It’s hard to explain,” I said. “But you have to trust me. When have I ever been wrong?” 
 
    “Touché.” Tiff pressed her lips into a thin white line as she turned back toward the tunnel. “Alright, why don’t you lead the way, then?” 
 
    “I can do that.” I grinned and summoned my flame spell to the palm of my hand, and Tiff used the fire to ignite her torch. 
 
    Then we stepped into the dark tunnel, but this time, I got to act as tour guide for the goddess. I directed her attention to the brick wall, and we both agreed that ancient magic users had created the space. I predicted every step we took, and soon, we arrived at the swinging blades. 
 
    “These are easy,” I said. “You just have to wait until the blade goes into the wall crevice. There’s a pause for a couple of seconds, but it’s long enough to get to the next step.” 
 
    “Alright.” Tiff shook out her arms and cracked her neck. 
 
    The Goddess of Death flashed me a cocky smile before she darted forward at just the right time, and I chuckled as she hopped from one safe spot to another. I followed after her, but this time, it was even easier to time my steps. Tiff and I emerged on the other side a moment later, and I gestured to the corridor ahead. 
 
    I didn’t need the map this time, and I skipped over the rooms I knew were irrelevant. Tiff didn’t question how I knew where I was going, but I could see the curiosity in her eyes. Once we arrived at the steps leading down into the chamber full of monsters, we paused to discuss how we wanted to proceed. 
 
    “Okay, so there’s more than we can fight off at once,” I said. “But I think we can use the tunnel to our advantage. The entrance is narrow enough that only a couple could get through at a time, so it will be easy for us to eliminate them two at a time.” 
 
    “You said they look infected?” Tiff peered down the steps, but she didn’t move toward the monster-filled chamber. 
 
    “Yeah, they were covered in boils and oozing pus.” I grimaced. “I don’t think it would be a good idea to let them touch our bare skin.” 
 
    “This is Plague’s M.O. exactly,” Tiff said as anger sparked in her emerald eyes. “He gets a sick pleasure out of mutating things with his diseases.” 
 
    “What do you think of my plan?” I asked. 
 
    “I think it could work.” Tiff nodded. “You know, we could always leave now.” 
 
    “You want to give up?” I raised my eyebrows in surprise. “After we got all the way here?” 
 
    “Well, I wanted to know if Plague was trying to get rid of me,” Tiff pointed out. “And I got that. He’s the only one capable of filling a cavern with monster men. At least, to my knowledge, anyway.” 
 
    “If we leave them, then you’ll look like a coward in his eyes,” I said. “Wouldn’t it be better to kill them all and walk away? Who knows, it might intimidate him enough to get him to back off.” 
 
    “Plague never gives up,” Tiff said with a shake of her head. “He won’t stop hunting me no matter where I go. I should run far away before this whole thing blows up in my face.” 
 
    “Listen, Tiff, I get it.” I gave her a comforting smile. “This whole situation means your alliance is over, and now, you feel like you’re all alone against the world. But I’m right here beside you. You’re not alone, and together, we can win.” 
 
    “You really think so?” Tiff bit her bottom lip as she gazed deeply into my eyes. 
 
    “Definitely.” I grinned. “Come on, let’s figure out what it’s going to take to kill these bastards. Then we can go back to Bastianville for a celebratory dinner.” 
 
    “Okay.” Tiff took a deep breath. “You think we should bottleneck them in the doorway so they can’t overpower us. It’s a good idea, so let’s get started.” 
 
    “Alright.” I followed her down the steps into the cavern below. 
 
    The monster men all looked up at once, and the sound of their snarls rose to a reverberating level. It didn’t take long for the ones closest to us to rush forward, but that was exactly what I wanted. Tiff and I steeled ourselves in preparation for their advance, but we didn’t have to wait very long. 
 
    I summoned my vines around the edge of the doorway to create an even smaller opening for the monsters to squeeze through, and I added a layer of ice to make everything a little slick so there wouldn’t be any handholds. I also added a sheet of frost to the stone in front of us so the monsters would be less likely to gain traction, but the spells took up the remaining time before the horde flowed toward us. 
 
    Tiff eyed my handiwork briefly as she withdrew her daggers, and she waited with a confident patience as our enemies rushed at the doorway where we stood. The first few monsters slipped on the icy stones, and they fell to the ground beneath their comrades’ feet, which tripped even more of the mutated creatures. 
 
    My panabas were familiar in my grip, and I ran my thumb along the hilt absently as I waited for the monsters to get within striking distance.  
 
    I didn’t have to wait very long, though. 
 
    The monster men climbed over the other mutated things on the ground, and they surged forward like a hive of insects. They slammed into the wall of vines and pushed toward the doorway, but only two managed to get past the barriers I’d created. 
 
    Tiff flung her dagger end over end until it buried itself deep in the eye socket of one of the monster men, and it slammed into the other one as it careened to the floor. While the second monster was distracted by the sudden weight being thrown against it, I took advantage of the distraction, and I swung my panabas sideways into its throat until my blade struck the stone wall on the other side of his neck. 
 
    The monster’s eyes blinked at me once before the severed head slid from the neck, but I didn’t have time to celebrate my victory because three more monsters were squeezing into the tunnel. They reached out at us with flailing arms, and I noticed pustules covering their flesh. As they lunged forward, the blisters started to pop and ooze pus, and I grimaced as I retreated a few steps backward. 
 
    “Gross,” I muttered as I sliced their limbs off at the elbows. 
 
    “You’re telling me,” Tiff agreed while she retrieved her dagger from the dead monster’s eye socket. 
 
    The blood gushing from their wounds was milky and sickly looking, and I wondered what would happen if some of it touched our skin. I didn’t want to find out, and I struggled to hold back my disgust as I stabbed and sliced at the enemies squeezing into the corridor. 
 
    There was no way of knowing how many were remaining in the cavern beyond our line of defense, but it would take forever to kill them off two at a time. I needed to bring out some stronger firepower, but I knew I had more than enough to deal with this horde, no matter how dense. 
 
    “Get back,” I instructed the goddess as I worked on summoning a massive fireball. 
 
    It wasn’t something I did very often, but I could enhance my flame spell to incredibly lethal levels if I concentrated on building up the magical energy first. Tiff noticed what I was doing, and she scurried up the steps behind me until she was safely out of the blast zone. Then I released my magical fire directly into the doorway in front of me, and the monsters squeezing through the barrier were forced backward from the impact. 
 
    The whoosh of the flames swept through the cavern and burned everything in its path to a crisp. The smell of burning, sickly flesh stung my nostrils, and I coughed as my eyes began to water from the stench alone. 
 
    “Fuck, yeah!” Tiff whooped. “You probably killed at least ten!” 
 
    “There’s more where they came from,” I reminded her, but I had to take a moment to catch my breath and regain my stamina. 
 
    It took a moment for the monster horde to recover from the blast of flames, so I was granted a reprieve from the battle, and it was just long enough for me to regain my composure. It had been a while since I’d used that much magic at once, and I made a mental note to exercise my stamina so this situation wouldn’t happen again.  
 
    This fight would be a good workout to push my limits, though, so I got back to work. 
 
    Tiff killed two mutated creatures at once, and their bodies leaned against the doorway. Their forms blocked the path to us even more, and it took a moment for the next sickly thing to climb through the opening that still remained. 
 
    I blasted the thing in the face, and his flesh melted before my eyes until all that remained was a gooey, gory mess. The smell was atrocious, and I wrinkled my nose as I waited for the next mutant to come through. 
 
    “They don’t know when to stop,” Tiff commented as she sliced her dagger across the face of another infected creature, and its head whipped to the side from the force of the blow. “I wonder how many more are left.” 
 
    “What? You’re not having fun yet?” I laughed, but another mutated thing managed to squeeze through the barrier toward me, and I paused long enough to meet his movement with the tip of my blade. 
 
    Once my panabas was through the thing’s chest, I yanked my weapon upward until the upper half of its body was sliced in two, and the pieces fell to either side. 
 
    “Nice, dude,” Tiff complimented. 
 
    “They’re practically made of goo,” I pointed out. “It’s not hard to slaughter them, it’s just the possible exposure that slows me down.” 
 
    “If I could touch them without hurting myself, then I would be able to kill them instantly.” Tiff frowned. “Also, my daggers require a closeness I’m not exactly enjoying.” 
 
    I thought about what the Goddess of Death said while I sliced a couple more mutated things to ribbons, but I needed to figure out how to give her a better advantage in this fight. I didn’t want her to just stand back and let me handle the whole battle alone, but she was right. She needed to get too close in order to use her daggers, and her powers were basically useless in this situation. 
 
    “My bow!” I shouted as I had the sudden realization, but then I remembered leaving the ranged weapon back at our campsite after our hunting excursion. “Shit.” 
 
    I’d have to reset to my save point in order to get it into Tiff’s hands during this fight, but then she’d be able to kill off the monster things from a safe distance. I finally made my decision, and I reset with a wave of my will power. 
 
    Chime. 
 
    We stood at the bottom of the ravine, and I inhaled the sweet, fresh air greedily. It was a welcome relief after the stench of death and decay previously surrounding me, but now I needed to start all over. After I grabbed my obsidian bow and quiver of arrows, I explained to the Goddess of Death where the correct cave was, and she followed me to the cavern entrance to the tunnels. 
 
    I described what we were up against as we walked, and Tiff listened closely as I explained each obstacle. By the time we reached the mouth of the tunnel, the goddess had her chin lifted to a determined angle, and a down-to-business expression came over her face.  
 
    She was ready. 
 
    “We can do this,” I said in a reassuring tone. “Use the bow, and try to stay back so they can’t touch you.” 
 
    “I suppose it’s good to get in some practice with this thing.” Tiff flashed me a wry smile. “I’ll be a pro archer by the end of the day.” 
 
    “Definitely,” I agreed. 
 
    We stepped into the tunnels again, but this time, we moved at a rapid pace until we reached the swinging blades. Tiff listened to my instructions closely, and then she dashed through the obstacle once more. I followed a step behind her, and we continued to tackle the rest of the obstacles standing between us and the mutated monster horde. 
 
    The God of the Plague was in for a rude awakening if he thought a bunch of gross monsters would be able to stop us, but he didn’t know we were working together. It might be in my best interest to keep a low profile until the time comes to reveal my hand, but it would all depend on the Goddess of Death.  
 
    She would determine the outcome that affected all of our futures. 
 
    We got over the moving tiles and through the maze-like tunnels until we reached the entrance to the cavernous space filled with monsters, and we paused at the top of the steps leading down to the archway. I was prepared to follow the same method this time, and I took a few deep breaths to gather up as much stamina as I could. 
 
    I didn’t even descend the steps all the way before I summoned my vines, and I didn’t need to see the monsters to know they were all staring at the archway at the bottom of the stairs. After I coated the plant barrier in ice and spread a slick layer over the floor, we were ready to draw them toward our bottlenecked entrance. 
 
    Tiff fumbled with the bow for a moment, and she flashed me a sheepish smile when I helped her get into the correct stance. I barely tapped her where she needed to adjust, but I could feel the tension between us get stronger. I found myself staring into the emerald depths of her eyes, and it was like time stood still, but the moment broke when a snarl echoed up the stairway. 
 
    I needed to stay focused on eradicating the infestation in these tunnels, but maybe Tiff and I could continue where we left off once this was all over. If she wanted to, that is. I wasn’t about to push myself on the Goddess of Death when she could kill me with a single touch, but all my instincts said she wanted me just as much as I wanted her. 
 
    Only time would tell, but I shook off my wandering thoughts and refocused on the battle ahead. 
 
    “You ready?” I asked as I cast her a sideways glance, and Tiff nodded. 
 
    The first mutated thing began to stumble across the ice on the floor, but there were several more monster men behind him. Every time the one in the lead staggered backward, he fell against the rest of the horde, and they shoved him forward once more. 
 
    “Hold…” I said as I waited for the diseased creatures to reach the bottleneck. 
 
    I wanted to kill as many of them in one attack as I could, and I began to prepare my powerful fireball spell. Once they were shoving their bodies through the narrow opening two at a time, I lifted my arms with the palms outstretched and facing forward, and I released a blast of flames so strong it knocked our enemies back into the cavern. 
 
    The empty space left by my attack was soon filled with even more of the infected creatures, but Tiff managed to shoot her arrows into a couple of their eyes, and their bodies collapsed in the entryway to the cavern. 
 
    We continued this pattern for a while, and we held our ground as the mutated creatures continued to press forward. I couldn’t see the size of the remaining horde, but it felt like we were putting a dent in it. The bodies began to pile up high enough to hinder the mutations still coming, and we had even more time to pick them off. Soon, the doorway was too crowded to let any more of them through, but we could still see their snarling faces and reaching hands pushing into the gap at the top of the corpse pile. 
 
    “How are we doing?” Tiff asked as she swiped the back of her hand across her sweaty forehead. “Are we even making a dent?” 
 
    “I think so,” I said. “But it’s hard to tell from here. I’m going in.” 
 
    “Be careful!” Tiff’s emerald eyes filled with a flash of concern, but she quickly schooled her expression and gave me a stoic nod. 
 
    “Always.” I smirked over my shoulder as I descended the steps. 
 
    When I arrived at the bottom of the steps, I used my panabas to sever the limbs reaching through the opening at the top of the pile of dead mutations, and yellowish, infected-looking blood splashed over the tunnel walls. I stepped back in time to avoid being splattered with the gross fluids, and I didn’t want to find out what happened if I made contact with the diseased creatures. 
 
    I visualized what I wanted for a moment as I considered what approach to take, but I really only needed a small opening cleared for the horde to trickle through one by one, so I summoned a wind spell I’d learned during the Summit of Nobility in Vallenwood a while back. It wasn’t one I used often, but I’d grown stronger in many other ways since I’d acquired the knowledge of air magic, so I was confident it would do the trick. 
 
    A whoosh of air swept against my face as the wind pushed against the wall of corpses, and the bodies began to shift beneath the force of the gusts. Once the pile was separated in two on either side of the entrance, a small path opened up to the cavern beyond. I could already see the source of all the snarling sounds echoing in my ears, and I backed up the stairs rapidly to give myself enough ground to attack with full force. 
 
    “Good job,” Tiff complimented as I returned to her side. 
 
    “Once I shoot my fireball, you should start picking off the ones further inside the cavern.” I watched the mutations approach closely as I summoned the powerful flames once more, and Tiff gripped the bow with white-knuckled fists. “We can do this, we’re almost there.” 
 
    “Okay, Bashy, do what you gotta do.” Tiff cast a sideways smirk in my direction before she fixed her gaze on the cavern entrance. 
 
    I didn’t need to be told twice, and I released the magic contained in my hands with all my might. The flames were stronger than any I’d summoned before, and the heat was strong enough to nearly knock me back myself. The fireball tore through the mass of mutated bodies, and the sound of their sizzling flesh almost overwhelmed the snarls and growls the remaining creatures emitted. 
 
    As soon as the flames abated, Tiff fired multiple arrows into the dark opening of the cavern, and her shots all landed in vital spots. I cast a curious glance at her as she bit her bottom lip in concentration, and I had to wonder if she had been telling the truth when she said she didn’t know how to use a bow. She seemed more capable of hitting her marks than she’d let on. 
 
    If the Goddess of Death could lie about that, what else had she been misrepresenting to me? 
 
    I didn’t have time to ponder the issue further since there were three mutations who’d managed to get past all the obstacles heading for the stairs, but I waited until they got stuck in the bottleneck before I let loose another fiery blast. The flames filled the stairwell, and it swept everything before it away like a river flood, which included the corpse barriers and ice walls. Even my vines withered and dried from exposure to the flames, and I had to scramble to resummon my spells. 
 
    It wasn’t fast enough to prevent three mutations from reaching the stairs, but an arrow zipped by my ear to land in the eye socket of one of them. They were faster than I anticipated, and it was only a moment before their pockmarked, blistered faces became visible a few steps down from us. 
 
    I would have to get my hands dirty. 
 
    “It’s time to end this,” I said in a grim voice. “Stand back.” 
 
    “What are you going to do?” Tiff’s voice was full of concern, but she didn’t try to stop me. 
 
    “You’ll see.” I flashed her a quick cocky grin before I stomped the heel of my griffon feather dragonscale boots. 
 
    I dashed down the stairs while I pulled my panabas free, and I managed to decapitate both mutated creatures as I swept between them toward the cavern entrance. But I didn’t stop there, and I pressed into the horde with swinging blades and rapid footwork. Every time one of the diseased things lunged at me, I darted out of reach before returning to finish it off. 
 
    Rage burned in my chest and fueled my muscles as I pushed into the horde, but it didn’t take me long to clear an opening at the bottom of the stairs. I ran in a circle with my blades swinging faster than the eye could track, and every swing resulted in severed limbs or heads. I was over this game of whack-a-mole, and I was ready to get the cavern clear so Tiff and I could figure out our next step. 
 
    The hole I created grew bigger and bigger, and soon, the creatures seemed hesitant to engage with me. I paused to taunt them closer, but as soon as they came within reach, I sliced them to ribbons. I was feeling really confident in my ability to eradicate this infected horde, but then I spotted movement in the corner of my eye. 
 
    I turned to see the mutated men clumping together on the other side of the cavern, but it was like they were merging together. The creatures pressed together until a big blob-like shape rose above their heads in the center of the horde, and as it continued to form into a massive, multi-eyed, four-armed monster straight out of nightmares, I began to retreat to the stairwell. 
 
    By the time I reached Tiff’s side at the cavern entrance, the bulbous creature stood roughly fifteen feet tall, and its head scraped against the cave ceiling. Its skin was a putrid orange-yellow, and its flesh was covered in pustules and blisters on the verge of exploding. 
 
    “What. The. Fuck.” Tiff stared at the combined mutated creature with wide-eyed shock, and I could see the hint of fear in her emerald eyes. 
 
    I guess this wasn’t normally part of Plague’s M.O.. 
 
    “We got this,” I said in an encouraging tone. “Can’t win the game without defeating the boss, right?” 
 
    “If you say so.” Tiff swallowed hard, but then she shook her arms and regained her composure. “What’s the worst that could happen? We both die?” 
 
    “That’s not going to happen,” I promised her. “I’ll make sure of it.” 
 
    We watched as the rest of the surviving mutations continued to join into the monstrosity before us, and the snarls of the human-sized things combined to create an ear-ringing, high-pitched squeal. The monster’s back stooped as its gut extended from absorbing more and more infected creatures into itself, and more and more arms and eyes popped out of its flesh all over its body. I could hear a sloshing of liquid coming from the thing’s stomach, and I wrinkled my nose as I imagined having to slice it open. 
 
    “What do we do?” Tiff asked in a loud voice over the sound the creature emitted. “That thing is going to be almost impossible to kill.” 
 
    “Almost, but not quite,” I said. “You just have to trust me.” 
 
    “I trust you, Bash.” Tiff’s voice was confident, and I hoped she meant it. 
 
    It was now or never, and we couldn’t formulate a plan with this monstrosity standing in our way, so I made a save point and began to cross the distance to the monster filling the majority of the cavern space. As soon as it spotted me, the creature opened its mouth to spew a stream of something greenish-yellow, and it sizzled like acid when the liquid struck the cave wall. 
 
    Well, shit. 
 
    Things had certainly leveled up, but that just meant the reward for victory would be even sweeter. The God of Time hadn’t lost a fight, and I wasn’t about to start now. 
 
    I darted across the cavern away from the acid-covered wall, and I shot out multiple fireballs at the monster’s swinging gut as I crossed the cave floor. The balls of flame struck true, but the fire seemed to wash harmlessly over the creature’s flesh. When I ceased my spellcasting to gauge the damage I’d done, all I could see was some charred spots on the creature’s stomach.  
 
    It moved slowly, but each step it took shook the floor beneath me. I darted around the edge of its reach, and I used my griffon feather boots whenever it began to spit more acid at me. Soon, the walls were all sizzling as the greenish-yellow fluids seeped to the floor, and deep indentations were carved in the stone from the acidic substance. 
 
    I could only imagine what it would do to human flesh. 
 
    Then I spotted Tiff running across the cavern floor in my peripheral vision, but when I turned to stop her, it was too late. She was a mere few feet away from the creature, and she withdrew her daggers mid-stride before she launched herself at the thing’s massive leg. 
 
    The goddess was met with a kick that sent her flying across the cave against the far wall, and I heard a loud grunt escape her as her back smacked into the stone. She slid to the ground without moving, and my heart pounded as I waited for any signs of life. I didn’t have time to check on her, though, since the monster seemed even more angered by her attack and stomped toward me. 
 
    I kept my balance on the shaking ground, and I fired my entire arsenal of spells at the creature. If it was resistant to fire, it made sense for it to be weak to something else. Everything had a weakness, I just had to figure it out on my own. 
 
    “Come at me, big guy,” I taunted as I summoned earthen bullets, and the clumps of hard dirt hovered in the air around me until I gave the command to attack. 
 
    I waited until the creature was halfway across the cavern from me, and then I released the bullets with a gust of wind behind them to add even more power. The dirt clumps struck true, and the giant monster’s flesh was quickly peppered with small wounds oozing a yellowish fluid, but it wasn’t enough to put it down for good. 
 
    Nameless’ lightning breath would really come in handy right about now, but the dragon had seemed happy to explore the ravine on his own, and he’d left us to ourselves that morning. Besides, I couldn’t always count on my flying lizard friend to finish off the big baddies, so I’d have to handle this fight alone. 
 
    I shot ice at its feet until the monster began to slip and slide, and while it stayed upright, it wasn’t able to advance toward me anymore. I followed up by summoning vines to wrap around its ankles, and I could feel it strain against my plants as they struggled to maintain their grip on the slimy mutated monstrosity’s flesh.  
 
    Between the ice and vines, however, the monster was somewhat restrained. 
 
    Rage filled its multiple eyes, and the thousands of pupils fixated on me as one. The roar it emitted made my ears ring, but I had to jump out of the way of its acid puke breath.  
 
    Now that it was good and pissed off, I’d have to work fast. 
 
    I summoned giant blades of ice, and I aimed them at the creature’s massive multi-eyed head. The ice shards rocketed across the distance between us, and they embedded themselves almost completely into the monster’s flesh. It snarled and twisted around in search of the source of the attack, but every time it moved, I sent even more blades of ice into its limbs and stomach. 
 
    “Time for you to chill out, dude,” I said as I made a massive ten-foot-long ice harpoon, and I aimed it at the center of the monster’s chest. 
 
    If it had a heart, this could possibly kill it for good, but I wasn’t going to count on it until I saw it firsthand. I pulled back and tensed in preparation for my attack, and I watched the monster’s twitching movements for a long moment before I released my icy weapon. 
 
    The ice harpoon struck true, but it shattered like glass as soon as it made contact with the creature’s flesh. As I looked closer at the spot I’d hit, I could see scales or calluses covering the thing’s chest, and I sighed as I realized this was going to be a little bit harder than I thought it would be. Not only was the massive mutation capable of spewing acid that could burn through stone walls, but it seemed impervious to elemental attacks, and it was armored over the most vulnerable part of its body. 
 
    I’d have to get my hands dirty. 
 
    I took a deep breath and shook out my arms before I took the handle of my panabas in hand, and I steeled myself for what I must do. There was a chance this could kill me, but if that happened, I would just reset to my save point and try something else. 
 
    The monster turned away from me and headed in Tiff’s direction, and my heart thudded against my chest as I thought about her unconscious form being trampled beneath the creature’s massive feet. I wasn’t going to let that happen. I’d made the goddess a promise, and I intended to keep it. 
 
    “It’s going to be okay, Tiff,” I said under my breath. “I’ll make sure of it.” 
 
    Then I stomped my heel to activate the fleetness ability of my griffon feather dragonscale boots, and I darted across the cavern floor faster than the eye could see. I didn’t slow down as I approached the monster, but it had its back to me and didn’t notice me gaining ground. At the last possible moment, I launched myself at the creature’s back, and I jabbed both my panabas into its flesh like a rock climbing piton. 
 
    The monster howled in pain and twisted itself around in search of its attacker, but I held on tightly to the panabas lodged in its flesh, and every time it swung around, I remained out of sight on its back. Then I carefully pulled one blade free so I could lodge it a little higher up, and I repeated the process until I managed to climb onto the beast’s shoulder. 
 
    The cavern ceiling was directly above me, and I had to squat to avoid brushing my head against the stone overhead, but then I dug my panabas into the monster’s flesh and used my blades to climb down its chest. 
 
    When it thrashed its arms and tried to grab me, I summoned a magic shield to guard my back while I slid lower and lower. I finally reached the armored spot on the thing’s chest, and I clenched my jaw tightly as I pulled back my panabas in preparation for the attack. 
 
    Then I stabbed my blade deep into the monster’s flesh, and I had to use all my strength to get the steel past the armored skin of its chest. Once I had one weapon lodged, I jabbed the other panabas beside it, and I dropped to the floor beneath the mutated thing’s swinging arms. 
 
    My weapons were both protruding from the beast’s armored chest, but they weren’t deep enough to stab its heart, so I used my earth magic to pull a giant chunk of the stone wall free. Sweat beaded down my forehead as I used magic to lift the boulder into the air, but then I launched it directly into the protruding handles of my panabas. 
 
    The stone crashed into the blades, and the impact knocked the thing backward into the wall. It squealed and shrieked like a thousand dying insects, and it thrashed like it was having a seizure. I’d finally injured it, but I wasn’t sure if it would be enough, so I continued my onslaught of magic. 
 
    I shot more dirt bullets, fired blasts of water so powerful it ripped through the thing’s flesh, and held it down with a gust of wind so it couldn’t regain its footing. My vines emerged from the stone floor to wrap around its thrashing limbs, and the plants pulled the monster’s arms so hard they separated from its body. I even threw in some more fireballs, but I aimed these at its eyes, and the soft tissue sizzled beneath the flames. 
 
    Blinded, injured, and armless, the thing screamed so loud I thought the walls would crack, and I held my hands over my ears in an effort to block out the painful screech. My eyes watered from the intensity of the noise, and I wondered if the sound alone would be enough to melt my brain.  
 
    A moment later, the screams of the dying mutation were suddenly cut short, and the silence echoed around me. 
 
    It was dead. 
 
    I took a deep breath as I stared at the lifeless blob oozing yellowish blood from its many wounds, and once I made sure it wasn’t going to rise up again, I quickly crossed the cavern to where Tiff lay against the wall. 
 
    The Goddess of Death laid with her eyes closed and her arm flung limply to the side, but I could see the rise and fall of her chest, so I knew she was still alive. I gently shook her until she blinked her emerald eyes open, and she gazed up at me in confusion. 
 
    “Is this heaven?” the goddess asked. 
 
    “Maybe,” I chuckled. “Either way, we won. The monster is dead.” 
 
    Tiff sat up in a hurry, and she stared at the lifeless blob against the other side of the cavern. Her eyebrows rose in surprise, and her emerald eyes sparkled when they returned to my face. 
 
    “You did it!” Tiff launched herself at me, and she wrapped her arms around my neck in a tight hug. “I can’t believe you really did it!” 
 
    “All in a day’s work.” I grinned as she pulled back to look at me. 
 
    Tiff’s eyes filled with a mixture of emotions, but I recognized the tinge of desire immediately, and my body instantly responded. Her lips parted ever so slightly, and she tilted her head to the side as she leaned forward. 
 
    Our lips met softly at first, but then her fingers curled as she clung to me, and her mouth opened to give me full access. I lost myself in the kiss, and I claimed her lips and tongue with a ravenous hunger brought on by weeks of teasing flirtations. 
 
    The God of Time had won over the Goddess of Death. 
 
    All was as it should be. 
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 Chapter Fifteen 
 
    The kiss ended before I was ready for it to, and Tiff cast a sheepish smile at the ground as her cheeks darkened with a blush. She pulled away from me and awkwardly pushed herself to her feet, and she avoided my eyes for a moment as she stared around the gore-covered cavern. 
 
    “What a mess,” she muttered. “You really know how to make a mark, don’t you?” 
 
    The giant corpse of the combined mutated monsters filled the majority of the space, but there were still chunks and limbs scattered around the edges as well. Yellowish ooze coated the floor, but there were enough clear spots for us to hop over to the stairwell without getting any of the gore on our boots. 
 
    “Do you think there’s anything down here?” I asked as I looked around the cavern thoroughly for the first time. “If this was a wizard hiding spot, there could be something valuable hidden in here.” 
 
    “Doesn’t hurt to check.” Tiff shrugged. “I’ll take the left if you take the right.” 
 
    “Deal.” I grinned and headed toward the wall on the right side of the room. 
 
    I carefully stepped over the mess I’d created, but once I was against the wall, I looked for crevices or nooks that could be used as hiding spots. I could see Tiff taking the route along the other side of the cavern, and our paths met at the back of the cave. The wall was smooth and solid, but there was the faint outline of a doorway carved into the stone. 
 
    Tiff and I exchanged a knowing glance before we turned our gaze back to the stone, and we analyzed the crevice outline closely. There weren’t any handles, levers, or switches to trigger the door’s apparatus, but I knew without a doubt that something lay on the other side of the wall. 
 
    We just had to get to it. 
 
    “Do you know any spells that could help?” Tiff asked. “Maybe we should try ‘open sesame’ or ‘abracadabra.’” 
 
    “Maybe.” I smirked. “But this isn’t Aladdin.” 
 
    “Who?” Tiff tilted her head to the side, and I realized the movie I’d referenced hadn’t been released yet when she had been on Earth. 
 
    “Never mind,” I chuckled. “But I’ll try.” 
 
    I stepped back and cracked my knuckles as I considered what spells I knew that could possibly trigger the door, and I decided to use my vines in an attempt to pry it open from the cracks. The green tendrils pushed into the crevice outline inch by inch, and I could sense the pressure against the vines building as they crept into the opening in the stone. 
 
    The outline began to crack along the edges as the plants pushed through the stone, but the door still didn’t open. Then I remembered how I’d managed to pull a chunk of the wall free with my earth magic, so I summoned all my strength before I began to pull on the section of the wall in front of me. 
 
    The stone creaked and groaned as it pulled free from the wall, and I sent the slab flying to the side before Tiff and I stepped forward to gaze into the opening. There was just a small alcove carved into the rock at the back of the cavern, but it contained a wooden chest with a bronze lock keeping the lid held in place. 
 
    “Ooh, treasure.” Tiff’s emerald eyes glinted with excitement. “I wonder what’s inside.” 
 
    “Let’s find out,” I suggested. “We just need to break the lock.” 
 
    “I can pick it,” Tiff announced, and she pushed me out of her way as she squatted down in front of the chest. 
 
    The Goddess of Death pulled a handful of thin pieces of metal out of a pouch on her belt, and she slid the sticks into the lock’s opening. I could hear the clicking and grinding of the gears and mechanisms inside, and a moment later, the latch snapped open. Tiff flashed me a triumphant smile before she removed the lock and pushed open the lid of the chest. 
 
    Inside was a mound of glittering gold coins with a few gemstones poking out, but my gaze quickly landed on what appeared to be the hilt of a sword. The pommel was ornately decorated with gold and silver filigree in the shape of twirling snakes, and the leather-wrapped handle appeared to be well worn with use. I grasped the hilt and pulled the blade free, and I discovered a thin-bladed rapier. 
 
    “Cool!” Tiff got closer to me as she swept her eyes over the weapon. “I’ve seen swords like these before. They always looked like they were fun.” 
 
    I pressed my pointer finger against the steel to check the stats, and the holographic text popped up in the air in front of me. 
 
    Durability - 84% 
 
    Weight - 1.9lbs 
 
    Quality - Epic 
 
    Magical Aspect - Poison 
 
    Magical Ability - Scorpion Sting 
 
    “What are you looking at?” Tiff asked with a curious tilt of her head, and her eyes flicked back and forth to the space occupied by the holographic text and my face. “You’re zoning out like you see something I don’t.” 
 
    “Well, you could say that.” I flashed her a quick glance, but I decided there was no harm in telling her a little bit more after all we’d accomplished together. “I can see the stats of weapons, armor, and magical artifacts.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” Tiff frowned. “Like it gives you a list of details about the item?” 
 
    “Yeah, durability and condition, that sort of thing.” I shrugged. “It’s no big deal.” 
 
    “I guess we all have our tricks and abilities,” Tiff mused in a thoughtful tone. “I used to think I was the only one…” 
 
    “What can you do?” I arched an eyebrow at the goddess. 
 
    “I thought I was hallucinating at first,” Tiff admitted. “I saw these bars above everything that showed how much life or health it had left. Even you, but your health bar is glowing golden like the sun, and it’s too bright for me to look at for long.” 
 
    “Whoa.” I grinned. “That’s really cool. That will certainly come in handy.” 
 
    “No one else has a health bar as strong as yours,” Tiff added. “It’s one of the reasons I’ve always been drawn to you. I had to figure out what made you so special.” 
 
    “Who knows.” My grin widened. “But I think you should keep the rapier. It suits you. I can have my blacksmith clean and fix it up for you.” 
 
    “Thanks.” Tiff accepted the weapon with a pleased expression, and she twirled it around in her grasp experimentally. “It feels right.” 
 
    “Good.” I closed the chest full of gold and gems and dusted off my hands. “We should get out of here. Who knows whether or not Plague is going to show up to make sure the job is finished.” 
 
    “He won’t,” Tiff assured me in a confident tone. “He keeps his distance from the dirty work.” 
 
    “Don’t forget your side of our deal,” I reminded her. “You still need to tell me everything you know about Plague and his forces.” 
 
    “A deal is a deal.” Tiff nodded. “Once we’re back in your homebase, I will tell you everything I know. I promise.” 
 
    I hauled the chest of gold up by the handles, and I followed the Goddess of Death out of the cavern. We made our way through the tunnels to the entrance, but it was difficult to get through the narrow opening to the cave network with the chest in my hands, so Tiff and I each took a handle before we sidled through sideways. 
 
    Once we were back in the ravine, I started to take apart our campsite, and Tiff began to saddle the horses. I sent out a call to Nameless, and a few moments later, the silvery dragon flapped through the air above us. After everything was packed up, I explained my fast travel abilities as succinctly as I could. Then I had Tiff take the horses’ reins in one hand while she laid the other on my shoulder, and Nameless rubbed his head against my leg while I performed the fast travel spell that would blip us back to Bastianville. 
 
    We materialized in the middle of the street in front of the castle, and Elissa and Mahini were both sitting on the steps with our children. Sorena was getting chunkier by the day, and the rolls of her legs and arms wiggled as she jerked her hands at me. Arcas stared up at me with his serious blue-brown eyes, and he wrinkled his nose when I pressed a kiss against his forehead. Then I swooped Sorena up into my arms, and I held her on my hip as I greeted my wives.  
 
    Zenda and Akina emerged from the castle entrance a moment later, and I was swept up into their embrace before I could get a word in edgewise. It was only after everyone had received kisses and hugs that they turned their attention to the goddess standing behind me. 
 
    Tiff still held onto the horses’ reins, but she kept her gaze cast downward, and she shuffled the tip of her boot in the dirt. I could tell she still felt uncomfortable around my women because she thought they disliked her, but she would soon learn to open up and trust them. She’d have to if she wanted to form an alliance with me, and she knew it just as well as I did. 
 
    We were all on the same team now. 
 
    “I’ll send one of the servants to fetch Corvis,” Elissa said. “We’ll have everything brought inside, so you two can just relax. I’m sure you’re weary from the road.” 
 
    “Thanks.” I gave my red-haired wife a grateful smile. “I could really use a bath. I can still smell the stench of the mutated monster we had to defeat.” 
 
    “That sounds like quite the adventure,” Mahini observed. “I’m looking forward to hearing all about it.” 
 
    “We have much to discuss,” Zenda added with a nod of agreement, and the excited twinkle in her sapphire eyes told me there was more she wasn’t saying. 
 
    We all entered the castle together once a servant emerged to take the horses’ reins, and Tiff and I headed straight to our baths. The girls shared some clean clothes with the goddess, and a short while later, we were all reunited in the sitting room. Celeste came in to take the babies away for naptime, and a servant brought in a tray of tea and cookies. 
 
    Once everyone was settled comfortably into their seats with snacks and drinks in hand, I began to share the details of my recent mission. My women all listened attentively as I described the journey to the mountains along the northern boundary of Sorreyal, but none of them seemed surprised when I said I knew exactly where the correct cave was. 
 
    “I don’t know how, but he knew where every trap was and how to get by it,” Tiff interjected with an awed shake of her head. “You would think he’d already done it a dozen times by how familiar he already was.” 
 
    “That’s Bash for you,” Mahini said. “You’ll get used to it.” 
 
    I continued the story about our journey through the cave tunnels, and when I described the mutated things we faced, the looks of disgust on all their beautiful faces made me chuckle in amusement. Then Tiff told them about our strategies for the bottleneck, and my women all nodded in understanding. 
 
    “Bash always has the best ideas,” Zenda noted. “It doesn’t surprise me at all.” 
 
    “There’s nothing he can’t handle,” Elissa added with a proud grin. “Neither monsters nor men can hold a candle to his greatness.” 
 
    “Or gods,” Tiff pointed out. “There is definitely something special about him…” 
 
    The women all cast me curious glances, and I could see the question burning in their eyes. They could sense the romantic tension between the Goddess of Death and me, but I didn’t want to embarrass Tiff by telling them about our kisses in front of her. 
 
    “So, what is next?” Zenda asked as she looked from Tiff to me. “You won the battle, but I have a feeling the real war is about to begin.” 
 
    “She’s right.” Tiff nodded. “Plague won’t stand back and do nothing for long, especially not once he finds out I survived his little trap. If he learns that I’ve allied with Bash… Well, all hell would rain down on us.” 
 
    “What do you think he will do?” Mahini frowned as she leaned forward. “What weapons does he have? How many soldiers? Fortresses?” 
 
    “Chill out, damn.” Tiff rolled her eyes. “I can only answer one question at a time.” 
 
    “But you are going to answer them, right?” Akina crossed her arms over her chest. “You agreed to tell us everything you knew if Bash kept you safe, and he’s done his part.” 
 
    “I haven’t forgotten the details of our agreement,” Tiff sighed. “I’m here, aren’t I?” 
 
    “How long we allow you to remain is up to you,” Elissa said, and the fiery redhead fixed the goddess with a heated look. “It’s now or never. Pick your side.” 
 
    “They don’t let up, do they?” Tiff asked me as she repositioned herself in her chair. “It’s like they have no idea who I am or something.” 
 
    “Oh, they know,” I assured her. “We’re just ready for you to follow through on our deal. Spill.” 
 
    “Alright, fine,” Tiff huffed, and she raked her hair out of her face. “Plague won’t stand back and do nothing, so we need to act fast. First and foremost, we need to protect your town from his most common large-scale attacks. Then we can separate him from his forces and corner him.” 
 
    “How do you propose to do all of that?” I arched an eyebrow. 
 
    “Your enchanter needs to add protection buffs to your walls,” Tiff explained. “Plague will use poison and contagious diseases to destroy your water and food supply before he attacks in a frontal assault with his mutated soldiers.” 
 
    “How big is this army of his?” I pressed. 
 
    “In the thousands,” Tiff said. “He infects them and promises to cure them if they fight for him. It’s sick and twisted, but it’s helped him amass quite a strong force of infectious fighters.” 
 
    “Where is this army located?” Mahini asked. “Where is his homebase?” 
 
    “Oh, hold on!” Zenda jumped up and ran out of the room, but she returned a moment later with a map of Sorreyal and the realms beyond.  
 
    The Zaborian historian spread the parchment across the coffee table, and we all leaned in as Tiff pointed at a spot. It appeared to be an equal distance from the capital and the boundary between Sorreyal and the Southern Wild Lands, but it was an area I hadn’t explored much before. I was surprised by how close they were to Vallenwood and Bastianville, and I worked the muscle in my jaw as I pictured my enemy’s army sweeping across the kingdom. 
 
    I wouldn’t let it come to that, but I knew I had the entire realm standing behind me in this fight. Even the places beyond Sorreyal were loyal to me, and if I had enough time to prepare, I could amass a devastating force the likes of which had never been seen before. 
 
    “We always met in a small forest village,” Tiff continued to explain. “There wasn’t a lot of foot traffic because it was well out of the way of Vallenwood and the other larger holdings. I think it’s technically in Bullard’s territory, but the town has mostly been forgotten.” 
 
    “The perfect location for a god to hide in,” I said. “But that explains a lot. He managed to get down to the Kotar Desert and back faster than I expected.” 
 
    “One of his attempts to enlarge his army even further,” Tiff said. “He had this warlord dude causing chaos, and he planned on swooping in to fix it so all the tribes would follow him.” 
 
    “Luckily, Bash already handled that mess,” Akina pointed out. “Now, Plague doesn’t have access to the creatures of legend summoned from our nightmares.” 
 
    “Yep.” Tiff flashed the former desert dweller a bright smile. “Killing his pet summoner wizard pissed him off, and he retreated back to Sorreyal to figure out a different approach. Somewhere along the way, he found out about the king’s new magic crystal, and that became Plague’s new obsession.” 
 
    “Yet again, Bash foiled his plans.” Mahini lifted her chin in pride. “We’ve been one step ahead of him this whole time.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” Tiff frowned as her emerald eyes snapped to my face. “You had something to do with the crystal’s disappearance?” 
 
    “Maybe.” I shrugged as a sheepish smile spread across my face. “I couldn’t just stand back and let Plague get his hands on something like that, now could I?” 
 
    “You realize my failure to retrieve the crystal was what led to Plague wanting me dead, right?” Tiff scoffed in disbelief. “I can’t believe you kept that from me this whole time. I bet you know exactly where it is, but I doubt you ever planned on telling me anything about it.” 
 
    “Chill out,” I chuckled. “We only recently became allies, and I’m still not certain you’re completely on my side. This isn’t a game, and you can’t manipulate me into protecting you without showing me loyalty in return. I don’t owe you anything.” 
 
    “I know, I know,” Tiff said in a hurried manner. “I didn’t mean to piss you off, it just surprised me. I’m sorry. I owe you my life, and it’s not something I can forget about. You don’t have to tell me where the crystal is. I don’t care anymore as long as Plague can’t get his hands on it.” 
 
    “That I can promise you,” I assured her. “You’re safe here with me, and Plague can’t get to you anymore. It’s okay to relax.” 
 
    “Maybe.” Tiff worked the muscle in her jaw as she looked around at me and my women. “You’re really going to let me stay here?” 
 
    “Sure.” I looked around at the other women to make sure they agreed, and I got confirmation nods all around. 
 
    Even if Tiff wasn’t one hundred percent trustworthy yet, it would be better to keep her close by so we could watch her more easily. Until the goddess proved she was on my side for good, then I’d keep one eye open even if only for the sake of my women’s peace of mind. I truly hoped she would show where her loyalty really lay soon, but I wasn’t going to push her.  
 
    I knew she would come around eventually. 
 
    We ate dinner together while we continued to discuss the details of my recent mission, and Nameless joined us with a huge chunk of dried meat hanging out of the corner of his mouth. Tiff made an effort to say something nice to each of the women between bites, and I could tell they were slowly warming up to her. They wanted her on our side just as much as I did, but none of us were fool enough to think it was guaranteed yet. 
 
    The Goddess of Death was an enigma I wanted to solve, and I was grateful for the opportunity to dig into her mysteries even further. 
 
    “Um, Bash, can I talk to you in private for a moment?” Zenda asked once the dinner dishes had been cleared away. 
 
    The urgency and excitement in her sapphire eyes had me leaping out of my chair without a second thought, and I followed the beautiful Zaborian into the study. She turned to face me as soon as the door clicked shut, and she held out one of the amulets in the palm of her hand. It was the pair to the one I wore around my neck, so I pulled the chain over my head and mimicked her. 
 
    “What’s going on?” I asked in a low conspiratorial voice. 
 
    “I figured it out!” Zenda exclaimed, and she bounced up and down on the balls of her feet for a second before she calmed herself. “Once we cast the memory spell on the amulets, all you have to do is picture where you want to go as you perform the motions.” 
 
    “So, the memory spell will be permanent after casting it once?” I could feel my heart race increasing as the thought of boundless freedom at my fingertips swept over me. 
 
    “It will act as a permanent enchantment on the amulets themselves,” Zenda confirmed. “But I think you have to be the one to cast it so the magic is tied to your memories.” 
 
    “Alright,” I said with enthusiasm. “What do I do?” 
 
    Zenda grinned like she’d been waiting forever for me to say exactly that, and she pulled one of Lord Havers’ books off the desk. She flipped through the pages until she landed about halfway through, and she slid her finger down the paper to the line she was searching for. When she gestured for me to read it, I cleared my throat and spoke in a loud, clear voice. 
 
    “Tempe praesens non durabit, meade tempe praeteritum,” I intoned as accurately as I could. “Tempus non habet sensum sine memoriis cordis.” 
 
    A grayish-blue smoke burst from the palms of our hands to wrap around the amulets, and the gemstones at the centers absorbed the spell like dry soil soaking up rainfall. A moment later, it was all over, and I almost felt like I’d imagined the whole thing. 
 
    “You saw that, too, right?” I asked the historian. 
 
    “Of course.” Zenda grinned. “Now, you just have to try it out.” 
 
    “Where to?” I asked with a sideways smirk. 
 
    “Let’s go see our co-queen sisters,” Zenda suggested. 
 
    “I definitely have a strong memory of the Vallenwood palace, so it should be easy enough to get us there.” I slipped the chain of the amulet over my head, and Zenda did the same with the other one, but then she accepted my offered hand. “Here goes nothing.” 
 
    I closed my eyes and envisioned the throne room of the golden-walled palace, and the image of the two distinctly different beauties claiming the thrones readily came to mind. Then I performed the motions for the fast travel amulets, and Zenda and I dematerialized in the castle study before reappearing in the middle of the audience chamber. 
 
    Several surprised gasps surrounded us, and I realized we’d blipped directly into the middle of a crowd of petitioners. I flashed the audience an apologetic smile as I gave everyone a friendly wave, but then I heard the sound of musical laughter floating above the heads of the crowd. 
 
    “Bash!” Eva laughed. “What a lovely surprise!” 
 
    “We didn’t expect you anytime soon,” Caelia added. 
 
    Zenda and I crossed the distance to the platform, and the two queens descended the steps of the dais to give us warm hugs. 
 
    “Tell us everything!” Eva urged. 
 
    “Right now?” I asked as I cast a look around the crowded throne room. 
 
    “Good point,” the blonde queen allowed. “Give us a moment to clear the room.” 
 
    Zenda and I nodded in agreement before we moved over to the eaves of the room to listen, and the two queens elegantly handled the remaining petitioners before we all retired to a sitting room. Servants bustled around the room preparing tea and snacks for the queens and us, but once we were all taken care of, they left us in privacy. 
 
    “How did you get here like that?” Caelia asked with wide eyes. “I thought you could only recall yourself to the other amulet, and I can see you are both wearing them.” 
 
    “Zenda figured out a way to get past the amulet’s limitations,” I explained. “Now, I can fast travel anywhere I remember being.” 
 
    “I knew you could do it.” Eva grinned. “And now, we won’t have to miss you for very long ever again.” 
 
    “I hated being separated from the two of you,” I said. “I don’t want that to ever happen again.” 
 
    “Good.” The blonde queen placed a pointed hand on her growing belly. “I wouldn’t want you to miss out on any important moments, after all.” 
 
    “You are getting so close to the birth of our baby,” I noted. “Is there anything else you need before they come?” 
 
    “I’m still waiting for my father to arrive,” Eva said. “But once he is here, I will feel ready to give birth.” 
 
    “Every day I watch Eva waddle around makes me grateful I’m not as far along as she is,” Caelia said as she cast her co-queen a teasing smile. “One of us has to remain mobile, after all.” 
 
    “Just you wait,” Eva teased back. “I won’t feel any sympathy when you are walking like a duck, too.” 
 
    We stayed with the two queens for as long as we could, but I didn’t want to leave Tiff alone with the other women for long. Even though we were beginning to be friends and allies, I knew my wives were still a little untrusting of the deadly raven-haired beauty. At least I didn’t have to leave Vallenwood for long, and I could always come back in a blip. 
 
    Zenda and I returned to Bastianville with the sun arching toward the western horizon, and we returned to the study like we’d never left in the first place. The others were all sitting around the fireplace, and a tense silence filled the air. Tiff sat with a stiff back, and her hands were folded in her lap as she kept her eyes locked on her own fingers. Mahini and Akina sat near the door, and the heated look they sent in Tiff’s direction alerted me to the discomfort they felt in the presence of the goddess. 
 
    That would all change in time, but for right now, they just needed some space from each other. Fortunately, my castle provided plenty of room for everyone, so it was as simple as taking Tiff into a different area. 
 
    “Hey, Tiff, can I talk to you?” I asked in a casual tone as I gestured toward the hallway behind me. 
 
    “Do you need assistance?” Akina asked as she half-rose from her chair. “An extra pair of eyes watching your back?” 
 
    “I’m good for now,” I chuckled. “But thanks. I’ll be back in a bit, I just want to show her around.” 
 
    Mahini, Akina, and Elissa’s eyes followed the goddess as she crossed the room to me, and I gave them all a comforting smile before I pulled Tiff into the hallway. 
 
    “Thanks for rescuing me,” Tiff sighed. “I thought my head was going to catch on fire with the glares they were giving me.” 
 
    “You’ll have to figure out how to get along with them,” I pointed out. “They’re not going anywhere, and neither are you.” 
 
    “Look, I don’t have to stay here if you don’t want me around.” Tiff came to a halt behind me, and her face became a defensive mask. “No sweat off my back if I have to keep going it alone.” 
 
    “That’s not what I’m saying at all,” I said, and I reached for her hand. “I want you here, that is, as long as it’s what you want, too. I can’t force you to do anything.” 
 
    Tiff eyed me cautiously for a long moment before she accepted my hand, and the soft skin of her fingers slid over the callused pads of my digits in a tantalizing manner. I led her up the stairs to the second floor, and I gave her a small tour of the essentials. The guest room she’d used before would become her own personal space, and it was a comfortable distance from the nursery below us and the women’s rooms on the third floor. 
 
    “I hope everything is to your liking,” I said. “Let me know if you need anything to make you feel more at home.” 
 
    “You’re really going to let me stay here?” Tiff narrowed her emerald eyes as she searched my face for any signs of deceit. “This isn’t a trap?” 
 
    “If I wanted to trap you or hurt you, I would have done it by now,” I pointed out. “Come on, relax. We’re on the same side now, right?” 
 
    Tiff merely nodded silently before she stepped into her room, but she flashed me a grateful smile before she closed the door between us. I returned to the sitting room to talk to the women about their feelings regarding the goddess, but I knew they would be fast friends soon enough. 
 
    “You can trust her,” I said in an encouraging tone after they’d all explained their apprehension. “And if you can’t do that yet, just trust in me. I wouldn’t let anything bad happen to our family or the kingdom, and I am in complete control of this situation. Tiff and I are allies, and while she’s proven herself to me, I know it will still take some time for the rest of you to see it for yourselves.” 
 
    “I’ll relent my suspicions for now,” Mahini allowed. “If you trust her, then I do, too.” 
 
    “I agree,” Akina said. 
 
    “I kind of like her,” Elissa said with a shrug. “She has fire.” 
 
    “That’s why she makes me nervous,” Akina retorted in a dry tone. 
 
    “The goddess will make a valuable addition to the team,” Zenda said in a matter-of-fact tone. “We are lucky to have her on our side for the war ahead.” 
 
    “Our arsenal continues to grow,” I agreed. “I know we can defeat Plague if we all work together. Nothing can stand in our way when we’re operating as a team.” 
 
    “Not dragons or pirates,” Mahini said. 
 
    “Sea monsters or zealots,” Elissa added. 
 
    “Nor nightmare creatures or powerful wizards,” Akina continued. 
 
    “Nothing in this world can stand in our way,” Zenda finished with a confident gleam in her eyes. 
 
    It felt good to have everyone on the same page, and I went to bed that night a happy man. I had the fight of a lifetime ahead of me, but fortunately, I had more than enough lifetimes to work with. The God of the Plague was going down once and for all, and Tiff would be safe from him by my side. 
 
    A knock suddenly sounded on the door, and I blinked my eyes open sleepily as I tried to figure out what woke me up. When the knocking repeated, I pushed myself out of bed with a groan, and I pulled open the portal with a yawn. 
 
    I froze with my mouth still hanging open when I saw Tiff standing before me with a black cloak wrapped around her shoulders, and the intense desire burning in her emerald eyes immediately set my blood on fire. 
 
    “What are you doing here?” I asked. 
 
    Tiff pushed aside the edges of her cloak to reveal her naked body, and I raked my gaze over her for the first time. My eyes swept over her pale skin, the soft pink nipples adorning rounded breasts, the dip of her waist above the curves of her hips, and finally, the dark downy fuzz covering the mound between her legs. 
 
    Without answering my question, Tiff stepped forward and wrapped her arms around my neck. Her head tilted back, and her lips parted, but I hesitated to claim what she was offering. 
 
    “This means complete and total loyalty,” I said in a serious tone. 
 
    “Of course.” Tiff fluttered her eyelashes. “You saved my life, Bash. I owe you everything.” 
 
    “I need one hundred percent honesty,” I continued in an adamant voice. “No more secrets.” 
 
    “I am entirely yours and only yours,” Tiff assured me. “My secrets are your secrets now.” 
 
    “Alright, good.” I smirked. “Carry on.” 
 
    The Goddess of Death grinned from ear to ear before she pressed herself up onto her tiptoes, and she crushed her lips against mine with the passion she’d been restraining for weeks. I moaned as our tongues danced, and my hands roamed down her sides until I gripped her hips in each hand. I pulled her toward me until the hardened lump in my pants pressed against her groin, and Tiff gasped in surprise. 
 
    “Is that…?” She bit her bottom lip as her emerald eyes flicked to my crotch. 
 
    “Why don’t you come find out?” I taunted, and I pulled her into my bedroom before I pushed the door shut with my foot. 
 
    Tiff nodded with wide emerald eyes full of desire, and she didn’t hesitate as I led her toward the bed. Once we stood beside the mattress, I pushed the cloak off her shoulders and stared at her in all her glory. 
 
    “Like what you see?” Tiff purred, but I could see the flash of insecurity in her eyes. 
 
    “I love it,” I assured her. 
 
    “Prove it,” she countered. 
 
    “Oh, I plan on it,” I chuckled. 
 
    Our lips met again, and Tiff began to pull on my clothes. I yanked my shirt over my head and wiggled out of my boots and pants as fast as I could, but once we were both naked, we fell onto the bed in a tangle of arms and legs. I pushed Tiff onto her back, and I explored her entire body with lips, tongue, and fingers until she was gasping and panting. When I went lower and lower, I felt her muscles stiffen, and I paused with my head above her crevice. 
 
    “May I kiss you…” I said, and I ran a finger up her wet slit. “Here?” 
 
    “I-I-I guess,” Tiff gasped out. “I, um, I’ve never done anything like this before.” 
 
    “You’re a virgin?” I sat bolt upright and looked at her in surprise, and a dark crimson hue darkened her cheeks. 
 
    “Well, I was basically a kid when I came here, and then it wasn’t like I could trust anyone. Plus, my powers… Why, is that bad?” Tiff bit her bottom lip in that self-conscious way she had, and I wanted nothing more than to pull her out of her shy shell. 
 
    “Not at all,” I assured her. “I’m glad I can show you how wonderful it can feel when it’s done right. Just don’t lose too much control over your powers while I work my magic, okay?” 
 
    “I won’t,” Tiff promised in a breathless voice, and she spread her legs open the slightest bit, but it was enough of an invitation for me. 
 
    I got right to the heart of things, and I wrapped my arms around her legs to hold them open while I licked and sucked on her lower lips. Tiff gasped and twitched every time I flicked my tongue over her clit, and I started to tease and taunt her until I could feel her aching for release. 
 
    Then I slid a finger inside her tight, clenching tunnel as I sucked her clit between my lips at the same time, and Tiff’s breath exploded in a shuddering gasp. Her legs shook as her eyes glazed over, but I didn’t relent my attack on her wet, pink pussy until her juices were dripping down my chin. 
 
    When the muscles in her lower half finally relaxed again, I rose up onto my knees between her thighs, and I grinned down at the flushed-faced goddess with her raven hair splayed out across the sheets. 
 
    “I didn’t think sex would feel that good,” Tiff admitted with a shy smile. 
 
    “I’m not done yet,” I said. “Are you sure you’re ready for this?” 
 
    “I’m ready for anything,” Tiff confirmed. “As long as it’s with you.” 
 
    I didn’t need any further encouragement, and I rubbed the tip of my throbbing cock against her wet opening. Tiff stiffened slightly as I pressed into her, but I inched my way slowly, bit by bit, and I pulled back every time she tensed. The goddess began to relax, and once I felt her tunnel unclench, I pushed the rest of the way past the barrier of her hymen. 
 
    “Bash!” Tiff gasped and clutched at my shoulders until her nails dug into my skin, and once I was fully sheathed in her tight pussy, I held motionless for a long moment to fully savor the sensation. 
 
    I claimed her mouth once more, and our tongues roamed each other’s teeth like hungry snakes searching for prey. Tiff arched her back and pressed her breasts against my chest, and I wrapped an arm around her lower back to hold her close to me. Then I began to stroke in and out of her tight tunnel. I could feel the tingling sensation in my balls beginning to build in intensity, but I wanted to send her over the edge of bliss again before I let go of my own self-control. 
 
    “Oh, Bash, oh, my god, it feels so good!” Tiff stared up at me with a mixture of shock and excitement. “I-I didn’t know it would feel like this.” 
 
    “The best is yet to come,” I said. “Just wait and see.” 
 
    “I believe you.” Tiff bit her bottom lip, and her eyes filled with emotion. “I trust you. I… I think I love you, Bash.” 
 
    “I know. I feel the same way.” I grinned. “We’re in this together now, no take backsies.” 
 
    “I am yours,” Tiff breathed, and she wrapped her legs around my waist until she could lock her ankles behind my back. 
 
    I groaned as her pussy tightened around my cock, and I lost myself in the sensations of my thrusts for a moment as the intensity in my body continued to build. I wanted to hold off my own desire for as long as possible, but when Tiff began to shake with another orgasm, I lost all self-control. 
 
    “Oh, fuck,” I growled as I slammed into her faster and faster. 
 
    “Yes, yes, yes!” Tiff flung her head backward, and her mouth hung open as a silent moan escaped her. “Don’t stop!” 
 
    “Cum for me,” I ordered. “You can do it.” 
 
    “I’ll do anything you want,” Tiff panted. “Just tell me how.” 
 
    I grabbed her by the wrists, and I held her arms over her head as I leaned back, but then I increased the pace of my thrusts until she was gasping with each stroke. Her breasts bounced in sync with my motions, and her light pink nipples had hardened into points. Tiff’s emerald eyes went unfocused, and her entire body began to shake. 
 
    The Goddess of Death moved her hips in perfect rhythm with mine until we both froze in an explosion of bliss. 
 
    I erupted deep inside her like a valve being opened on the Hoover Dam, and I grunted as spurt after spurt burst from my shaft. My hips twitched, and I drew a shuddering breath, but Tiff shivered and moaned beneath me for a moment longer. We finally collapsed into a sweaty, breathless pile, and the goddess laid her head on my chest. 
 
    “Wow,” Tiff breathed. “That was amazing.” 
 
    “That’s just the beginning,” I promised. 
 
    The Goddess of Death was mine at last, and the God of the Plague didn’t stand a chance against our unified powers. I would defeat the sickly bastard once and for all, and my women and I would rule over this world in peace. 
 
    The God of Time would keep on winning. 
 
    No matter what. 
 
      
 
    End of Book 13 
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    End Notes 
 
    Thanks for reading The OP MC 13! I’ll start writing the next book when this gets 100 reviews, so please leave a review right here. Thank you! 
 
    Do you know I have a Patreon? It’s true, and it’s amazing. When you join, you’ll get advanced chapters of my books to read and listen to BEFORE they come out. You’ll also get advanced sketches of covers, super sexy versions of my covers, and I even have an audiobook tier where you get 3-4 audiobooks a month at a steep discount. Everyone is joining, so you should too. Click on this link right here, or search for my name on Patreon.com 
 
    So here is the deal: Amazon doesn’t update readers when an author comes out with a new book… UNLESS you follow that author on the store. Click here to go to my author page, and then click on the “FOLLOW” button on the left side. 
 
    You should also join my Facebook Fan page or follow my Facebook Author page. If you don’t follow me on Amazon or join my Facebook page, you’ll never get alerted when my next book is out. So do it now! 
 
      
 
    This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, businesses, places, events and incidents are either the products of the author’s imagination or used in a fictitious manner. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, or actual events is purely coincidental. 
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