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      It was impossible for me to know how long I’d been out. Hazy images filtered in from the dark. Sometimes it was Madam Hourglass. Sometimes it was someone I recognized as Astrid, her face less sinister but never soft. Glimpses of wooden walls accompanied the sensation of swaying, the sickening lurch beneath me reminding me of the first time Arnoz had talked me into riding on a fishing vessel. I’d been sick then, and I was almost sick now.

      Metal bit into my wrists and ankles at times, and other times I felt unbound. Vague sensations of hands, an occasional kick — these were the sole markers in my journey through the darkness, the only times I could distinguish the visions from reality.

      Occasionally Myrah would be all I could see, and those were the worst times. Her pouty lips, cracked and dry, mouthed words in slow motion like someone underwater. Her eyes pleaded with me, begged for me to become the man she knew.

      The Wraith, who could protect her from anything.

      Those times always accompanied the scent of stale bread or the touch of cold water on my lips before the blackness would take over again. I didn’t know much, as my thoughts slipped away from me like oil on wet cobblestones whenever I tried to grasp them, but we were being transported somewhere. That much was clear through my small glimpses of reality.

      Colorful bursts of shapes began to form in the darkness as I rose up from whatever drugged unconsciousness I’d been kept in. Soon, the dark turned to red, giving way to light more often than to darkness. Eventually I could see it whenever I closed my eyes, the light peering through my eyelids. But this was no wondrous morning after a night spent in one of the whorehouses on the Street of Silver.  My body was weighed down by the lingering drugs in my system; I recognized the sour aftertaste lingering on my tongue. It was a common enough drug used for kidnappings back in Kharbrouth.

      I’d never been on this end of it before: had I known what the hangover felt like, I might have hesitated before employing it on some of Arnoz’s targets.

      My mind continued to wake before the rest of my body, and I strained my half-dead senses for any sign of one of my girls. My harem. Myrah was the only one I remembered caring for me, but I refused to believe Natalia and Liandra were dead. I would know it, deep down.

      I couldn’t allow myself to think about it, so I didn’t. It was a skill I’d learned on the streets: when the world around you became intolerable, turn your vision inward. Pretend it was not so. Arnoz jokingly referred to such a tactic as ‘fake it until you make it’, but that didn’t conjure up the proper images of forcing down garbage and watching for knives in the alleys of my hometown as a child.

      As for Madam Hourglass, I staved off the concern for my time goddess by turning towards other things I could sense. The familiar weight of her pendant against my chest, the gift that had given me my time powers, was missing, a hole left in its place. A terrible hole…

      Turn it inward, I commanded myself. Don’t think about it. Ready yourself for whatever comes next.

      Instead, I thought back to my earliest days with Arnoz. One lesson inevitably led to many others, and what he’d taught me would be invaluable in such a situation. I focused on my toes, becoming aware of them through my sedation, and worked my way upwards. Slowly, but surely, I brought myself back to awareness.

      There were ropes around my ankles, but they were soft and rope was easier to escape from than manacles. I noted it and continued up my legs. Whatever I was on, I was laying down, I’d gathered. That was a start, at least.

      The surface hugged me, almost cradling me. A bed, I thought, the word sending a wave of relief through my body. That meant I wasn’t in a dungeon or a cell somewhere, which was good. More of the drug burned away, my skin prickling with new awareness. By the time I’d worked my way from my shoulders to my fingertips, I knew that my wrists were bound in front of me in a double column bar tie.

      You wouldn’t think that would give me a lot of information about my captor – but in that, you’d be wrong. It meant they knew their way around knots, that they tied them deftly like a weaver or a farmhand, but that whatever industry they were in certainly didn’t involve livestock. Because as the full range of sensation came back to my fingers, revealing the care my captors had taken, it meant I had room to move my hands enough to manage small movements like feeding myself . . . or stealing a blade and burying it in my captor’s chest. However dangerous they assumed their prisoner was, they’d underestimated.

      Soon, I promised myself.

      By the time the drug fully disappeared, my mouth felt as clammy as if I’d been on a three day coldwine bender. Attacking someone was no longer top of my priority list. I’d fucking kill for water. And a piss, according to the pressure in my bladder.

      Managing to blink my eyes open, I squeezed them shut again at the light of the room. It wasn’t even bright, but it felt intolerable after such a long time unconscious. I tried again, slower, barely cracking my lids this time, and this time managed it.

      I frowned at my surroundings.

      From the furs lining the walls and stretching across the carpet, I was in what looked like a bedroom befitting a small family of hunters and trappers. There was an open stone hearth in the center of the room, the embers glowing a fierce red and keeping the air warm. The only light came from above, a small hole where smoke could escape, and it cast the room in a hazy gray of low light. Not exactly the lair of the master torturer, but there was plenty of fun someone wicked could have if they were so inclined.

      Well, I don’t see any irons heating in the coals, I thought, craning my neck. So at least that manner of torture’s off the table. Now let’s see if I can get out of this…

      It looked initially promising. As the weight of my limbs lessened, I shifted and realized I was indeed on top of a bed; laying on a thick blanket that hung half-way onto the floor. Apparently I’d kicked it off in my sleep, or more likely had fought it off like an imaginary guard. Someone had changed me out of the stolen clothes from before, though I only wore loose trousers now. Considering how the damned thing had stank, I appreciated the gesture – not to mention the fact that I no longer reeked.

      When no one seemed to appear at my waking, I forced myself upright, biting back the groan of pain as aches split through me. Someone had tended to the wounds I’d gained in the fight with the Lamia and Melody, as well as the ones later from Astrid. Fresh bandages patterned my body, but none of them were crimson with fresh bleeding at least.

      After swinging my bare feet to the floor, which was covered in tightly woven rugs faded from years of tread, I took full stock of my situation.

      Astrid had captured me and my harem, and from the bindings at my wrists and ankles, I was still a prisoner. But I’d clearly been tended to, and left alone with no visible guard. And, inspecting my bindings, I could undo them myself.

      Yet I didn’t. Better to know they could be slipped out of at a moment’s notice. For now, I waited on that, needing more information before I made my escape. I could use the false sense of security on my captors if need be.

      The room was sparse, but far from barren. A narrow rectangular table seemed to operate as both a dining table, from the singular dining set at one end, as well as a desk if the stacks of scrolls and papers were any indication. There were no knives or other weapons in sight, but if I broke a leg from the stool tucked under the table, it could work until I found something better.

      A chest sat at the end of the bed and might have boots that would fit. I could fight and escape without a shirt, but the sooner I had boots again, the better my odds. A man’s not a man without a good pair of boots.

      Across the room, beyond the hearth, there was a doorway covered in more furs. Someone was out there, so I wasn’t entirely unguarded, but so long as it wasn’t an entire regiment of warriors, I knew I could escape.

      A plan began to slip into place. Unbind myself. Look for boots and a weapon. Then escape through the door, since there were no windows and the smoke hole in the roof was far too small. All the while searching for signs of Myrah, Natalia, Liandra, and my necklace.

      Revenge on Astrid could wait until we were together again and had a chance to regroup. Survival was the priority.

      Nodding once, I bent over, my fingers aimed for the loop I knew would release the bar tie of my ankles. Whoever had bound me hadn’t wanted me entirely immobile and it was a mistake I’d take advantage of.

      “I wouldn’t do that if I were you,” a rough voice said softly just as I’d almost connected with the rope.

      I startled, yanking my hands away as I looked at the woman I hadn’t heard approach. My body screamed in protest as I strained healing muscles but I clenched my jaw against it as I saw exactly who’d warned me of freeing myself. Astrid, herself, stood in the doorway, the fur held to the side. I recognized her even without the wings.

      The rage I’d thought I’d buried down deep erupted back into my chest and I stood, hands balled into fists and ready to fight even with such limited mobility.

      She scoffed and rolled her eyes before she stepped further into the room and let the fur fall back over the door. It wasn’t the reaction I expected, nor was she really anything I’d expected from my experiences with the other Fallen Angels.

      It made me watch her with more caution, knowing how much more dangerous she could be.

      “Sit down before you fall on your face, Vance,” she instructed as she walked to the table and drew back the single chair. “Your Natalia worked so hard to patch you up. You don’t want to put her magic to waste, do you?”

      My mesmer’s name took the wind from my sails and I sat hard on the bed. My fierce redhead was at least well enough to have tended my wounds. “Where are they?” I growled at the Valkyrie. “If you hurt them, so fucking help me, I will rip you apart with my bare hands.”

      Astrid cocked her head to the side, studying me. “You know, I think you’d actually succeed. If it weren’t for..” she gestured to my bindings with a smirk. “Apologies for the ropes, and the spell on them. But I needed to make sure we had a chance to talk. The last two attempts sent you right back into unconsciousness when you didn’t listen to my warnings. Your lovers were quite cross.”

      What she was saying sent my mind whirling in confusion. She’d tried to talk to me before? She’d spoken with Myrah, Natalia, and Liandra? I looked around the bedroom again, noting how fucking humble it looked. Astrid seemed to understand my confusion and brought my attention back with a hoarse chuckle.

      Her voice was strange, bordering on unpleasant. I peered closer at her. She didn’t wear skimpy clothing like Jezrielle and Melody had, though the Fallen Angel still oozed sensuality. The woman wore clothes that were fit to fight in at a moment’s notice, even if they still inspired sinful images. She wore tight fitting leather pants and boots that came up to mid-thigh, and her top was wrapped tight in a corset, her generous breasts hardly contained and straining upwards like one of my favorite barmaid’s back in the desert city. The white shift she wore under it was unlaced, giving the world a view of her cleavage and the tattooed flesh of her chest leading up to her throat.

      Which is where my eyes became snared on the harsh raised scar that seemed to circumnavigate her neck. Was that why her voice was so different from my childhood memories? Had someone almost stolen vengeance from me and killed her?

      Long fingers touched the scar, breaking my revere, and my eyes snapped to hers. She watched me with a wry knowing grin as she caressed herself. In her amber eyes--why weren’t they blue anymore?-- there was a fire that made my stomach curl. It was the fire born from the need of revenge.

      “Do you like the gift from my so-called sisters?” Her voice was hoarse and raspy. It hadn’t just been because of ire earlier. The injury must have cut through her vocal cords and left her voice permanently altered. “It’s been five years since I’ve received this necklace. Five years of a constant reminder of why I do what I do.”

      She crossed one leg over the other, and the glow of the embers was reflected in a jewel buried in the hilt of a dagger. Astrid had at least one dagger on her, and from my own experience, I knew there could be a dozen more knives hidden on her.

      How much fun would it be to search out every hidden secret behind those clothes…

      I stopped the thought from going further. Astrid was not someone to invite to my bed. For all I knew, this was her own way of seducing me, just as the other Fallen Angels had their own wiles.

      “And what do you do?” I ventured, shifting and running my tacky tongue over dry lips.

      She noticed the movement and stood gracefully, snagging a pitcher I hadn’t noticed and filling it with delicious looking water. Fuck, I was practically panting for it.

      “There will be time for that, Vance,” Astrid said as she stepped up to me, stopping just out of reach of my legs. She raised an eyebrow. “If I get closer, are you going to attack me?”

      I narrowed my eyes, considering her question. She knew I’d killed the other Fallen Angels, and no doubt one of my lovers had told her my intentions to kill her as well. But Astrid hadn’t killed me yet, which means I was of some use to her, and even if I wasn’t book smart like Natalia, I knew when to stand down and wait.

      “I don’t trust you,” I answered rather than saying no. For all I knew, the water was drugged, and she’d been toying with me this whole time. I knew enough of the Fallen Angels to know how much they enjoyed playing with their victims.

      She shrugged. “I don’t expect you to.” Astrid took a long sip of the water, holding my gaze. Damn, I was thirsty. When nothing seemed to happen to her, she held it towards me. She’d have to get closer if I wanted it. With a grunt, I reached out for it, a silent answer to her question. Satisfied with my placidity, she stepped close enough that if I’d wanted, I could strike out with my legs. But that’d set me back and I wanted answers.

      The water was everything I could wish for. Cool, crisp, and satisfyingly refreshing. I wanted to drown myself in it, but forced small sips instead. Drink too much, too fast, and it’d all come right back up. Not that the thought of vomiting on Astrid wasn’t satisfying, though.

      When I was done, she took the cup back and this time, it was me who spoke first. The water had only made the pressure on my bladder worse. “I need to piss.”

      If Astrid had an issue with my crude words, she made no note of it. Instead, she slid her foot between my legs, her thigh hot against the inside of mine. Before I could say anything, she was moving back, her foot dragging out something from under the bed. I looked down, and saw a clay bowl.

      “I’m sure you understand that I won’t untie you yet,” Astrid said, returning to her seat on the other side of the hearth. She gestured to the chamber pot. “And I’m not stupid enough to leave you alone. So go ahead.”

      I cocked a brow. “And if I need to shit?”

      She rolled her eyes. “We all shit and piss, Vance. Even Fallen Angels. Now, unless you need me to pull your trousers down, get on with it. There’s much to discuss.”

      Even if I wanted to snap something back about how I didn’t take orders from vicious monsters parading as angels, my bladder demanded otherwise. I stood and made short work of it, and to my surprise, Astrid gave me a modicum of privacy by averting her eyes. I groaned as I finished, relieved to no long feel on the verge of soiling myself.

      Nudging the bowl carefully towards the end of the bed, making sure to avoid sending my own piss over the sides and onto my bare feet, I glared at my captor once more. I refused to sit again, my entire body ached at the idea of being motionless.

      “What the fuck do you want with me?” I asked when Astrid continued to watch me in silence. “You seemed pissed enough when I told you I murdered your sisters.”

      Something flashed in her eyes, turning them to ice blue for a fraction of a heart beat in a vague show of power that should frighten me. I’d been through too much to be scared of something so small as shifting eye colors. Astrid might not know it yet, but I was done being a prisoner. If I didn’t get my answers fast, I was getting the fuck out of here, bindings or not.

      “I told you I had you to thank for killing Melody,” she answered blithely, as if the mention of their deaths hadn’t sent that flash through her. She studied me again, looking at me like a general looks at tokens of her army as she considers where the most effective placement on a map would be. She leaned back in her chair, folding her hands on her lap in a deceptively relaxed position. I wasn’t fool enough to believe she couldn’t draw that blade I’d seen and have it buried in my eyeball before I could blink.

      “You haven’t asked the most obvious question, yet, Vance,” Astrid continued when I said nothing. I kept my expression blank. She’d tell me more if I didn’t react. There were countless questions I wanted to ask her, but for every question I asked, I’d reveal something about my own goals.

      Her lip twitched up as if she fought back a smile. I hated her for it. Leaning forward, her breasts defied physics and somehow stayed contained in her open blouse and corset. I refused to drop my eyes to the clear ploy of distraction.

      “Why do you think I invaded The Vanishing Isle in the first place?” Astrid asked, her eyes boring into mine. “And why do you think, once I learned of your actions towards Jezrielle and Melody, that I kept you alive?”

      I gritted my teeth, holding back a sarcastic answer. That would do me no good here.

      She snorted and leaned back in her chair again, giving up on her tease of a show. When her eyes met mine again, there was nothing soft there. It was Astrid, Valkyrie and Fallen Angel, who stared at me, a fighter who walked alongside death every day.

      “I’m no longer a Fallen Angel,” she said in that harsh, ruined voice of hers. “And while Calissa must pay for her crimes and fulfill her ancient duties, you will find that our goals align, Vance. I want Calissa dead, and her bastardization of the Fallen Angels scrubbed from the earth.”

      I knew what was coming next. And I didn’t like it.

      Astrid crossed her arms beneath her breasts with another one of those devastating smirks. “And you, and your little harem, are what’s going to help me do it.”
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      I eyed Astrid, not willing to take her at face value. Scanning the room, I looked for any sign of deception as thoughts raced.

      “Where are my girls?” I asked, keeping my voice calm. I couldn’t afford to let her know how worried I was.

      If Astrid wanted me to believe that we could work together, I needed to know they were safe. I recalled enough of the battle to hear that she’d wanted to conscript them into her army.

      She raised an eyebrow. “I’d prefer to make sure we’re in alignment before allowing you any more privileges.”

      I scoffed. “Yeah, that isn’t happening. I won’t make any deals until they’re back by my side, unharmed.”

      Astrid surveyed me and I glared right back at her, raising my wrists in demand. She pressed her hands against her thighs and stood with an exasperated sigh I’d heard mothers give unruly children. I kept my gaze locked on her as she crossed the room again and placed two fingers on the rope she’d bound me with.

      When a freezing wave of sensation ran out from the bindings, I’m glad I’d listened and hadn’t tried to untie myself. They were spelled, just as she’d warned. Next, Astrid knelt at my feet, her hands going to my legs and I smirked at the sight.

      Without even having to kill her yet, Astrid was on her knees before me.

      As if hearing my thought, she looked up through her thick eyelashes with a matching smirk as she ran her hands down the outside of my calves. From this angle, I had a perfect view down her top and part of me wanted to know what it’d feel like to slide my dick between those gorgeous tits of hers.

      Like this, I could feel the heat of her body pulsing through her tight leathers, and the scent of horehound surrounded her and filled my nose like a taunt.

      “Like what you see?” she purred as her hands met the rope. The same sensation of ice washed over me and then she tugged the loop that loosened the bindings.

      Her magic was all the reminder I needed. This was not a woman to flirt with – this was an enemy.

      I lifted my lip, turning my smirk into a snarl. “You’re where you should be, Astrid,” I growled. I wasn’t stupid enough to think I could take her right now, but how I wanted to wrap my hands around that scarred neck of hers. “At my feet. Soon, you’ll be there, and I’ll finish what your sisters failed to do.”

      Astrid, for her part, kept her smirk on. There was a heat in her amber eyes as she rose, her fingertips retracing their path from moments before.

      “We’ll see, Vance,” she murmured and stepped away, all smirks washed away as her face turned into an expression more befitting a leader of armies. The woman strode to the doorway, pushing aside the fur, and called over her shoulder. “This way, Chronomancer.”

      I didn’t hesitate, ignoring whatever it was she called me, as I rushed to follow her. Even if she wasn’t leading me to Myrah, Natalia, and Liandra, I could find better chances to escape if I got out of that damned room she claimed as her own.

      The sight which greeted me had me almost stumbling. I’d thought I’d heard a single woman through the doorway when I’d first woken, but it was as if I appeared in a busy tavern. There were people everywhere... no, not people, women. A few of them looked up at my entrance before dismissing me and going back to their ale and conversation.

      The building was a longhouse and matched Astrid’s room, but a hundred times longer. There were at least five of the open hearths bisecting the long room and massive iron chandleries hung from the rafters with bloodied banners hanging between them as clear trophies of war. Each massive post holding up the ceiling also had a lit torch, meaning the windowless building was surprisingly well lit. Twin massive doors at the end were wide open, the only source of natural lighting and the main source of fresh air.

      Despite the crowd of at least fifty women, large wolfhounds, and even a shockingly large few cats, the air smelled clean and the heat wasn’t oppressive. I had no doubt at all that had this been a place in Kharbouth, the air would have been rank with piss, sweat, stale air, and likely even old blood.

      I found the men at last, nearest the door and almost tucked away. One got up when a woman approached, and it was a mirror to the scene that would have played out elsewhere in the world. It was her who grabbed him by the shoulder and tugged him towards her, her desire evident. He scrambled up from his seat, abandoning his fellows who laughed as he kept to the woman’s heels as they slipped out the door.

      “Vance!” Natalia and Myrah voices rang out over the sounds of conversations, and my head snapped fast enough towards them I’m surprised my neck didn’t crack. Myrah was bounding over to me from where she and my two other lovers sat at a table nearest a dais with a massive wooden throne which sat empty. Natalia was only a heartbeat behind Myrah, and Liandra watched us with bemusement from her seat, sipping from a cup.

      Astrid had taken a seat across from Liandra and watched us with bemusement, but I didn’t have time to focus on the Fallen Angel because, happily, my arms were full of my enthusiastic lovers.

      Natalia’s small hands cupped my jaw as she inspected me, concern and adoration in her eyes. “How are you feeling? Any headaches? What about your wounds? Are any bleeding?” She asked questions faster than I could answer them. As for Myrah, her hands went to my ass, squeezing with satisfaction, and I kissed the Mesmer to stop her babbling.

      What was supposed to be a quick, chaste kiss turned into anything but. Natalia, always so perfectly submissive for me, relented immediately to me, eager to let my tongue slide between her perfect lips and claim her mouth as my own. Her hands fell to my bare chest, clinging to me while still, somehow, being wary of my healing injuries. She pressed her body against mine, and damn, it was heaven. I wanted to take her, right there, damn all who saw. Fuck, I wanted all of my lovers. At the same time.

      A second hand slid between Natalia and me to grip my half-hard cock, and our kiss was interrupted by a throating chuckle.

      “He’s more than fine from what I can tell,” Myrah purred and I lifted the side of my lips into a smirk before gently thrusting into her grip, earning a small gasp from Natalia. I tugged a lock of my little thief’s hair, just hard  enough to tease her with pleasure.

      Lowering my mouth to hers, I stopped just before we kissed to murmur, “How about a demonstration of just how fine I am?” I licked Myrah’s lower lip, pulling back when she leaned forward, her lips parting and her eyes half-closed. “You’re late, little thief.”

      As much as I wanted to bury my cock in these women, I needed answers. The two ladies slid their arms around my waist and we returned to the table they’d vacated at my entrance. I slid into the empty spot beside my archer, sinking my fingers into her silken hair and dragged her to me, plundering her mouth and stoking the fire between us.

      Yeah, I needed answers from Astrid fast, because my cock was  beginning to ache with how badly I wanted my harem.

      Natalia sat on my other side, her petite form pushed up against mine as she loaded a plate full of simple foods while Myrah scampered around to the other side and sat next to Astrid. The ease in which she did so had bile scalding my throat. I wanted to demand Myrah stay away from the woman, to remind her that my goal is to watch the life bleed from Astrid’s body.

      “How are you?” I whispered to Liandra. She’d been formidable in our escape from Melody’s palace, but she’d taken enough blows that I wanted to run my hands over every inch of her and make sure she was perfect.

      “Better than you look,” she teased and pecked my lips again. She tasted like earthy, slightly sweet ale--likely the drink in the cup she pressed into my hand. She held my eyes, an entreaty there. “I know you have very little reason to believe it, but Astrid isn’t our enemy. We’re safe here.”

      I couldn’t respond, my throat too tight from rage and the need to deny Liandra’s claims. She knows what Astrid participated in, how I’ve tended to my desire of vengeance against my parent’s violent murderers like a gardener cultivates a beloved garden. So instead of accepting her claim, I press a hard kiss to the archer’s forehead. I’d just gotten them back, I didn’t want to fight.

      “Here.” Natalia’s hand touched my bare forearm and drew my attention to the plate in front of me. “You need to eat.” To emphasize her claim, she lifted a piece of juicy looking chicken towards me. At the sight, my stomach growled encouragingly. I leaned forward and wrapped my lips around the offering and her fingers, licking at her appreciatively. Natalia blushed, dropping her eyes demurely before reaching for another piece to feed me.

      A snort of derision had her pausing and I turned a glare at a woman who’d approached. She had a scar down her face, and half of her head was shaved and covered in tattoos. She wore a similar outfit to Astrid, but where Astrid had curves to soften her lines, this woman was a jagged blade, roughened from years of battle and use.

      “He should be the one feeding you, little witch,” the woman said with a sneer. She clearly disapproved of me. Myrah bristled and twisted in her seat to confront the woman, but it was Astrid who held up a hand. The Valkyrie’s rule was absolute, it appeared, as the callous woman’s mouth snapped shut faster than a snake striking.

      “If you’re spoiling for a fight, Tolvie, take it to the ring,” Astrid commanded without looking up from her own plate of food. She lowered her hand, reaching for a mug of ale. “They are not Valkyries, and even if they were, they’d be allowed to treat their lover however they wish.”

      “Disgraceful,” Tolvie muttered, shaking her head. “Real women don’t want to live on their backs.”

      It was Natalia who got to the woman first. Her lithe body practically vibrated with power and irritation as she held the woman with her magic. Tolvie’s eyes went wide, and I relaxed smugly before laying my arm around the mesmer’s shoulders and stroking her cheek. I didn’t say anything though. Tolvie clearly had an issue with men, and my redhead could handle her.

      “Real women,” Natalia spat out, “support other women, even if they don’t agree with their life choices. Just because I enjoy caring for the man I love doesn’t mean I’m a spineless broodmare.”

      Fuck, I wanted to plunge my fingers between Natalia’s legs and make her cum. This was a whole different side of her and it was addicting.

      Natalia kept speaking. “Just because you feel powerless kneeling at a man’s feet, doesn’t mean the rest of us do. For some of us, it’s the exact opposite.” Whatever Natalia did had the woman choking for breath and then she was released, barely keeping herself from collapsing into a heap on the ground. “Remember that next time you want to insult a woman over a man.”

      Tolvie glared at Natalia before turning the glare to me. Someone huffed a laugh, coughing as if they tried to hide it, and Tolvie realized she’d gathered the hall’s attention. Most of the women looked amused at Tolvie’s disgrace and the woman growled and snapped out a curse at a few of the closer women, who jumped and turned their attention back to their table.

      “I won’t forget this,” Tolvie hissed in warning before storming from the hall, swatting at a woman who’d tried to stop her.

      “Well, then,” I said, still stroking Natalia’s cheek. “She seems nice.”

      Astrid didn’t snort, but Myrah and Liandra did. Astrid looked up at me, pausing in her eating.

      “Many of those in my army, in my Jarldom, have felt the hard chains of men and their attention. Do not judge Tolvie so quickly when you do not know what she has endured,” Astrid said before taking a long drink of her ale. “Now, you have seen that your lovers are safe and well provided for by myself and my clanswomen. It is time we discussed the matters which brought us together.”

      The food I’d eaten turned to stone in my stomach and I let go of both Liandra and Natalia. I leaned on my arms against the table, all thoughts of hunger or sex replaced by the familiar grudge I’d carried for almost a decade.

      “What matter is that?” I bit out. “The only matter I know of is you, along with your so-called sisters in the Fallen Angels, tortured and murdered my parents. You fucking enjoyed killing them. And I will enjoy killing you. Just as I enjoyed cutting Jezrielle’s head off and gutting Melody with the fang of a Lamia.”

      Astrid’s face remained placid during my speech and for a long moment after I spoke, she remained quiet. I could feel my lovers watching us warily, the air growing thick with potential energy. We were walking along a precipice, and we all knew it.

      Rather than speaking, she reached into a small pouch at her belt and removed the jewel which Madam Hourglass lived in. A coarse snarl tore from me and I lunged across the table for it. Astrid pulled the jewel out of reach, but didn’t rise. That couldn’t be said for the rest of the women in the long house. All conversation was stopped the moment I moved and when I looked up, they were all facing us, hands on their blades. Some already had drawn them.

      The same gorgeous women who’d been eating and drinking ale, toying with men at the far end of the hall or with each other at the dining tables, all dressed in various garbs from dresses barely staying on their shoulders to tight leathers. In the split second it had taken to move, they turned from relaxed hedonisms to warriors prepared to shed blood for their commander.

      “I suggest you sit down,” Astrid said, her raspy voice even-keeled. “I’ll return this to you when I’ve said what I need and not a moment before.”

      When I hesitated, Myrah reached out for me. “Vance,” she pleaded quietly. She only said my name but I heard all the different things she was asking.

      I threw myself backwards, glowering and upset. Not just with Astrid, but even with my harem. How could they trust this monster so easily? They knew what the Fallen Angels were.

      Astrid turned her head to the side and nodded once, and the women returned to their seats. It was a few more minutes before conversation returned, and the atmosphere remained tense. We were all waiting for a fight. Maybe Tolvie should have stuck around after all.

      “You would be proud to know that your lovers have refused to share your secrets,” Astrid said, her eyes drifting from me to the vermillion gem. There was conflict in her eyes, old and hollow. “Beyond confirming that you’ve visited the woman within the gem, they have shared nothing else. So I will tell you what I know of Calissa, both of her life before this,”--Astrid gestured with the gem--“and why the Fallen Angels still pursue her. Why I still pursue her.”

      Astrid laid the gem, vibrant once more with power confirming that we truly had healed Madame Hourglass, on the table between us. My fingers itched to snatch it from her, so I grabbed a mug and gripped it until I was white knuckled as I waited for Astrid to get on with it.

      “I won’t bore you with a history lesson,” she began, her tone lighter. “What you must know is Calissa is over a century old. She was once a priestess within the order of Kronos, the titan who turns the hourglass of time. Every one hundred years, Kronos chooses one of his devotees to be his wife and from her, the sands of time are reborn. Calissa was the titan’s chosen priestess.”

      The titan sounded vaguely familiar, but I’d paid little attention to the different priests on the temple street of Kharbouth. What use were gods and goddesses after they turned their backs on me? I gestured for her to go on, my irritation growing.

      “She fled after the initial ceremony that temporarily transfers Kronos’s abilities to her. When they consummated their marriage, his powers would have been returned when she rebirthed time. But she still holds that power and no one has ever learned why she fled. It was through his magic she was able to escape into this gem. She’d created a world of time outside of our own time. Before we were called the Fallen Angels, we were tasked with serving Kronos as his angels. When he fell, we took the name Fallen in respect to the titian. It has been our goal since that date to return Calissa to Kronos and restore the sands of time.”

      Astrid’s explanation only inspired more questions. I opened my mouth, but the words died in my throat at the look Astrid sent me. She condemned me with her eyes even as she begged for salvation.

      “There are many more factors, but what is most important to know is this.” Astrid straightened her back and her jaw was set, the scar across her throat on full display. “When Calissa made you a Chronomancer, gifting you the first of Kronos’s abilities, she gave you his life. Kronos, the titan of time, is dead, and the sands of time are running out.”
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      I laughed. I laughed so hard I almost started coughing.

      Each time I looked at Astrid’s solemn angelic face, I lost it again. I didn’t understand how no one else was laughing; it was fucking hysterical. After eight years of single minded determination to destroy the Fallen Angels who tortured and murdered my parents while I huddled in the basement, Astrid tells me she wants to work with me and that I have the power of the time titan. That Kronos is dead now and apparently time is falling apart.

      But Myrah, Natalia, and Liandra watched me with equally serious expressions--though Myrah was at least honest enough to look more concerned that I’d gone insane.

      “This is such fucking bullshit,” I said when I finally had a chance to catch my breath. I shook my head at the ridiculousness of it all.

      Natalia put a small hand on my forearm as I reached to refill my ale. I needed a lot more booze before I could even begin to process this. I shot her a glance, and she held my gaze, refusing to look away like she normally would.

      “It makes sense,” she said, and her voice strong. I stared at her with wide eyes. She really believed Astrid. She must have seen my incredulity and she hurried on. “I’m not saying you need to forgive Astrid, or like her, or anything like that. But think about it. I know I don’t know Madam Hourglass as well as you, but it makes too much sense. Especially with how the sands were acting in her world.”

      “That was because of Jezrielle,” I argued.

      She shrugged. “She definitely didn’t help, but I’m a Mesmer. I could sense something was off, but there wasn’t time to investigate further.”

      Astrid didn’t butt in, though I felt the weight of her icy gaze--studying the dynamic of us all. She was an intelligent predator, and everything I said or did just gave her more information to use. I looked at Liandra and then to Myrah. Liandra looked intrigued, but she hadn’t been with us long enough to really know the depth of my craving for vengeance. Myrah, however, knew very well how badly I wanted to kill Astrid.

      “Myrah?” I wanted her opinion.

      The saucy thief dragged her eyes from me to Astrid, sizing her up. Astrid wasn’t the only predator here. Myrah might not lead an army of Valkyries, but she wasn’t one to go up against in a fight. Opponents always seemed to underestimate her, but my gut told me Astrid wouldn’t.

      Finally she looked back at me. “Working with Astrid is a means to an end. It’s unlikely we can get to Serenity without Astrid’s help.” She shrugged. “No one said you had to kill them in the order we found them, right?”

      I snorted. My practical and bloodthirsty little thief had the right of it. Still, I fucking loathed the idea of working with one of the women responsible for the screams of my mother and the warm blood that dripped between the floorboards that night. It wasn’t right. I turned my attention back to the Valkyrie.

      “Where is Serenity?”

      She stood, pushing off the table with both hands before gesturing across the hall to a table devoid of people but stacked with papers and tightly rolled scrolls. “I’ll show you everything I’ve collected on her.”

      I’d take what I could learn, verify what I could, and then decide if I needed her help. I wouldn’t make that choice unless I had to. My mother might have urged me to let go of my grudge, and my father might have told me I had done enough. But they weren’t here to guide me and it was partially this woman’s fault. She would pay for what she did to them. I’d come too far to let her escape.

      I stood beside her, our side of the table lacking a bench or seats. She untied a thin leather strip and I grabbed her wrist. She arched an eyebrow in silent question while I ignored the uneasy looks her women gave us.

      “The necklace, if you please,” I ground out, my gaze making it clear I’d not take no for an answer.

      When she jerked her hand away, I let her go. She retrieved the pouch the pendant had been in and dropped it into my hands with clear reluctance. I snatched it away from her, turning as I dumped the vermillion stone into my hand. A weight disappeared from me, one I hadn’t noticed had me on edge until it was suddenly eased. Gods, that felt amazing.

      Inspecting it, the gem seemed to be unharmed and it buzzed with a familiar power. I’d need to get in there to check on Madam Hourglass myself. I needed to know if what Astrid had said was true.

      Without a cord to slide the gem and its setting onto, I settled for putting it into my pocket and held it there. I wouldn’t let go of it, not yet at least. I let Astrid pull my attention back to her as she spread out a map on the table. She used a mug of ale to hold one corner down, a bag of something that sounded like coins for another, a knife for the third, and a book for the last one. I hated how different she was compared to Melody and Jezrielle.

      They had opulence and riches, living above mere mortals as if they were themselves goddesses. They had everything they could ever need and always demanded more. Astrid, however, if appearances were honest, lived a modest, more humble life.

      “Serenity became the leader of the Angels because her own abilities reflected Kronos’s,” Astrid began, her finger on the map below a solitary mountain. “This is Mount Kronos, and where she has resided all this time. She’s doing her best to keep the sands of time going.”

      I reluctantly released my grip on the pouch and crossed my arms. “Isn’t that a good thing?”

      Astrid’s mouth twisted up in a humorless smirk. “Yes and no. At first we thought she simply meant to maintain the balance until Calissa could be found and Kronos returned to health. She was the one who had the idea to create a sect of priests for Calissa; she knew zealots could find her, and their adoration could tempt Calissa into the open.” She stopped talking with a scowl and unrolled another, much smaller, scroll before passing it to me.

      It was a perfect rendering of the goat headed goddess amulet the priests in Kharbouth wore. They’d been sent after me by Serenity? No, after Madam Hourglass. She just happened to be with me.

      I dropped the paper to the table. “So what changed?” Clearly something had else we wouldn’t be in this position.

      She gave a mirthless laugh, made all the more dark by the harsh rasp she’d been left with. “Zealots have a way of getting out of hand. It wasn’t long before they broke faith with Serenity and created their own canon regarding Calissa and Kronos. Serenity didn’t help, with how she had begun to use more of Kronos’s power.”

      I narrowed my brows at her. “You said Calissa gave me his powers?”

      Astrid grabbed the mug holding down a corner of the map, ignoring how the document curled up on itself once no longer anchored. She sipped at the mug, her amber eyes scanning the long house and those who gathered there. Myrah, Natalia, and Liandra sat where we’d been, watching us with studious expressions.

      “There is more to being worshiped than simply divine power,” Astrid said at last, holding the rim of her cup to her jaw contemplatively. “Serenity began to speak for the weakened Kronos, barring the rest of us from his chambers. She claimed to be his new vessel and that only she was allowed near our ailing titan. She said she would be his new wife when Calissa was returned.”

      Astrid spoke with such bitterness it took me aback. I looked at her again, trying to figure out what could have made her speak about Serenity so harshly. She didn’t surround herself with the riches that her former sisters had, nor was she showering herself in unadulterated pleasures. The bitterness in her voice was more than a bad falling out with a fellow in a religious sect.

      “Were you and Kronos…lovers?” I kept my voice low but still. Astrid stiffened before looking around, as if worried someone could have heard my question. It all but confirmed it for me.

      “It doesn’t matter,” she said succulently, righting the map and pinning the corner back down. “Jez and Melody didn’t care that Serenity was taking over. All they had ever cared about was the power and prestige attending Kronos got them, even when we’d failed him. I was the only one who saw what Serenity was doing. Maybe it started out as true devotion with pious intentions, but.” She didn’t shrug, but I got the sense she wanted to. That or take the dagger on one corner and stab it in the mountain where Serenity was. “I caught her doing an old ritual; one that had only been used for extreme measures.”

      I turned fully towards her and leaned my hip against the table. “You didn’t think Calissa missing was an emergency?” Calissa... It was the first time I’d really said her name in reference to Madam Hourglass. In my gut, I knew that was her true name. I just hated that I learned it from Astrid and not her.

      Astrid gave me a withering stare. “Of course it wasn’t. She wasn’t the first chosen wife to run away. She was only the first to succeed for as long as she did.”

      I looked back down at the map, to the lone mountain surrounded by what looked like plains of emptiness. “What was it?”

      “She began to ingest the sand,” Astrid spoke slowly. “It is one of the ways to make a Chronomancer, a warrior of Kronos. Someone with the ability to alter or use time. It has only been used twice, both times so long ago that our library barely had records of it. Whatever happened then had been dangerous enough that the records made it clear that it shouldn’t be used.”

      “That’s the second time I’ve heard that word,” I said and she looked at me. “Chronomancer.”

      That time she did shrug her shoulders. “It is simply what you are, what Calissa made you, even if you did not ingest the sands of time. She’s given you Krono’s powers. Tell me, what can you do? Slow time? Stop it? Move backwards and forwards? Can you hold the grains of time in your hand and sculpt it as you will?”

      Her stare was hard and unease filled me. I refused to tell her what I could do, but her gaze was that of an eagle. She’d figure it out soon enough on her own.

      I pushed off the table, ignoring her question. “I need to speak with Calissa, myself. Where can I do that?”

      Astrid didn’t answer for a long moment and the skin between my shoulders prickled. I forced myself to stay relaxed and hoped she didn’t attack me in an effort to find out what I could do.

      “Get a shirt and then you all can come with me.”

      My ladies stood up the moment Astrid spoke and Liandra sagged a shirt from someone. I was fairly certain it’d been a man in the back corner before one of the valkyries had dragged him away to her bed. It didn’t matter, so long as I wasn’t only wearing pants anymore.

      “Shoes?” I asked, gritting my teeth. I hated having nothing. After my parents died, I’d had nothing for years, and then with the Sand Vipers, NAME had made sure I knew that everything I owned was his, because -I- was his.

      Myrah sensed my agitation and she sized up some of the men sitting at the table. They seemed in high enough spirits and I couldn’t blame them much. If my life had been any different, maybe I’d like my sole purpose to be pleasuring my lovers. As I watched Myrah march over to one man, my eyes stuck on her tight little ass, I knew I’d happily retire after this shit was done, so long as my only job kept me with my hands on that ass and my cock between her legs.

      The man looked up at her then to me before shrugging. He bent down out of sight, straightening a moment later and handing Myrah something. When she turned, she had a satisfied grin and a pair of soft looking, well worn boots. She pressed them into my chest and I tugged her close. Grabbing a fist full of her night black hair, I kissed her hard, showing her how much I appreciated her.

      When she pulled back, she was breathless and her cheeks were painted rosy red. “You don’t even know if they fit yet,” she said, but couldn’t hide how pleased she was at my response.

      “Thank you anyways.” I shoved my feet into the boots and they weren’t too bad of a fit. A little bit too big around the ankles, and they were tight around my toes but nothing I couldn’t handle. I’d worn worse fitting shoes and survived.

      As close to properly shod as I could get in that moment, I stood and gave a nod to the man who’d given up his boots. He grinned and toasted me with his mug before turning back to his friends. Maybe life wasn’t that bad as a servant to a woman’s desire.

      I shook the thoughts free of my head and, with Liandra, Natalia, and Myrah following, we traveled the length of the hall to where Astrid waited at the open doors. She said nothing as we approached, and led us out into the dark in silence. More houses surrounded an open area, but none were the size of the long house. The windows were all shuttered, but light leaked out between sils and the doors, revealing their occupancy.

      It wasn’t to one of the those houses that she led us. Instead, I followed her into a dark passage too narrow to be considered an alley. There was a sense that someone watched us, but it was benevolent in nature. When I scanned the walls of the buildings on either side of the passage, I saw nothing but a large raven. The moment my eyes landed on it, the massive bird took to the sky, blotting of the light of the moon for the span of a heartbeat  – but it felt like much longer.

      “Here,” Astrid spoke, gesturing to a small house that looked no different than the ones around the square. There was no sign of light coming from within, and the wind picked up, rattling the windchimes made of sticks and bones stacked upon one another. Natalia pressed closer against me, her fingers hooking into my waistband as if afraid we’d be separated. “This was the house of our seer. They left during the last full moon, telling me that someone would be looking for something that can be found within.”

      Liandra huffed to my right. “That’s not cryptic at all.”

      Astrid shrugged. “No one has entered the seer’s home since. It is not our way. But I believe that you are who they were speaking of. So their house is yours until you leave us.”

      I gave a small jerk of a nod and Astrid took that as a sign to leave us, and she slipped back down the narrow path between houses.

      “I don’t like this,” Myrah muttered, studying the small house and how it was boxed in by larger buildings. I could climb them and escape with ease, and I knew she could as well. But Natalia and Liandra would have difficulties.

      “I don’t either,” I agreed and strode towards the closed door. “But we need answers. It’s time to have a chat with Madam Hourglass. One that’s long overdue.”
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      Myrah, Liandra, and Natalia had each offered to come with me into Madam Hourglass’s domain, extending both their love and their services. I told each of them no.

      This was something I wanted to do alone. Madam Hourglass, Calissa, whatever her name really was, had been there for me since that horrible night. If Astrid was to be believed, Madam Hourglass was the whole reason why the Fallen Angels murdered my parents. Why hadn’t my father or mother broken and confessed that they’d given it to me? Or maybe they had begged and pleaded, but their tormentors hadn’t believed them. Either way, it didn’t matter now.

      I slipped into the sand filled realm with considerable ease, and a part of me knew it was because Astrid was telling the truth. It was a realm made of time, and I was gaining the abilities to control it.

      Sand undulated underneath the mosaic tiled platform, a floating island on the ocean of time. I didn’t look for her right away, knowing there wasn’t anywhere for her to go beyond the bed at the end. As if aware of my attention, the sands tide shifted. I couldn’t explain the difference, since I felt it more than I saw it, but it was aware of me just as I was aware of it. It was the same sensation when I pulled a bowstring all the way back, holding it until the exact right moment. It was coiled energy, pure potential, waiting to be released.

      “Vance.”

      I dragged my eyes from the sand, the tense vibration releasing with an almost audible sigh across the dune waves. Madam Hourglass stood a dozen steps away, watching me with those piercing eyes of her, the only part of her face revealed by the veil. Her outfit hadn’t changed but I couldn’t see it the same. Was she influenced by the same hedonistic greed as Jezrielle and Melody? Her generous breasts and hips beckoned me to bury my face in her tits while her toned legs wrapped around my waist. I wanted her, wanted to bury my cock in her to remind myself that she had been healed, that she was healthy again. This woman had saved my life and granted me powers I hadn’t imagined possible.

      Yet... I struggled to take a step towards her. And she seemed to know it. She waited, her hands clasped tightly in front of her as if she was trying to keep herself from fidgeting.

      “Tell the truth, Madame Hourglass. Is your name really Calissa?”

      She didn’t seem surprised by the question and she sighed, looking out to the sands surrounding her home. “You’ve spoken to one of the Fallen Angels then? I thought you promised to kill them, Vance. When did you become so merciful?”

      The quiet sorrow in her voice had me moving and gripping her upper arms. I wanted to pull her into me and wrap my arms around her but I needed to know.

      “Tell me everything, Madam Hourglass,” I demanded, trying to keep my tone soft still. “I need to know. No more secrets between us.”

      She studied me for what felt like an eternity before nodding once and reaching for one of my hands. I let her lead me to her bed, sitting on the edge of the plush mattress while she crawled further onto it and sat cross-legged, and cradled my hand in both of hers.

      “It’s true. My name is Calissa,” she began as she traced the lines of my palm. I’d never had my palm read, and I wondered what it told her. “I was sold to the priests of Kronos when I was too young to understand what I was getting into. I wasn’t the only girl they bought. For three years, I was trained by his angels in the ways of pleasure and beauty. My entire purpose was to be a perfect beauty for Kronos. There was no escaping the priests.” She looked out towards the sands again, her eyes lost in some distant memory. “Some girls were so terrified of being chosen that they scarred themselves or injured themselves so gravely they were killed.”

      I twisted my hand until my fingers could curl around one of her hands. “They weren’t sent away?”

      She snorted and looked at me with jaded eyes. “Oh, they made sure to tell us that if we became less than perfect we would be killed. Our lives, even then, were already the property of Kronos. We also knew that if we weren’t chosen by him when the time came, we would be sacrificed to the sands of time. Our deaths had been assured the moment we stepped into that temple.”

      “Fuck,” I muttered, shaking my head. Calissa had been sold and become a beautiful slave. A life of luxuries was never enough to hide the underlying cruelty and threat of death. “You were chosen by Kronos.”

      “I was,” she confirmed, her voice changing. There was less fear and more determination. “I hated Kronos, though we never had any interactions until the bride choosing ritual. But he was the reason why the priests and angels did what they did to us. When I was chosen, all I could feel was rage and sorrow, because the other women--priestesses they called us--had become my sisters and I knew that they’d die the moment I was forced to consummate my marriage.”

      I cupped her face through her veil, running my thumb over her cheek and wishing I could feel her skin beneath the veil. Maybe after this, she would fully open herself to me. “So you ran to save them?”

      She leaned into my touch as she nodded. “I did. I knew that if I waited until Kronos had passed his powers to me, I could escape and they wouldn’t kill the others. They needed their lifeforce for the sands.” Her eyes filled with heartbreaking sadness. “At least, that had been my hope. Instead, they slaughtered them all and Kronos drank every drop of their blood. It was then that I knew I could never go back to that monster. I had his powers, so I ran. It took time, but I was able to create this realm for my safety.”

      She gestured around with a bittersweet smile. “Here, Kronos couldn’t get to me. Even if he consumed the gem itself, his powers wouldn’t return.”

      “Did you know that when you began to give me his powers, he would die?”

      Her face snapped to me so quickly I worried her neck would break. “Kronos is dead?”

      I nodded once. “According to Astrid, the moment you began to transfer his powers to me, he died. She also claims to no longer be a fallen angel, though she hasn’t given up her search for you. She said Serenity has ingested the sands and took over the priesthood, and the priest that you saved me from that night so long ago is actually a devout follower dedicated to you.”

      “Me?” The surprise was genuine enough that I believed her. “I have priests worshiping me? Why?”

      I smirked, raising an eyebrow and looked pointedly at her tits. She scoffed, but laughed as I’d hoped. “Astrid claims Serenity started the sect to search for you, but they took on their own beliefs and now look for you because they believe you will destroy time and remake it in a more perfect way.”

      Calissa tilted her head in consideration. “If the Fallen Angels are no longer a threat, it would allow me to reshape time. But if what you say is true and Serenity has ingested the sands, it means that she is dangerous. The sands would give her abilities like yours, but the sand is time, and never stable. So her powers would be erratic, and even more dangerous.”

      Calissa’s tone was belied by the calculating look in her eyes, even as she turned her head from me. My Madam Hourglass was not as guileless and the victim as she’d like me to believe. I knew the truth was balanced somewhere between her recounting and that of Astrid’s.

      I turned her face back to me, unwilling to soften my serious expression as I spoke. “I will kill Serenity, Calissa. And Astrid as well, even if I’m forced to work with her. She may have turned from Serenity, but she still wishes you to be punished. More importantly, Kronos is dead and she claims time is beginning to fall apart because of your actions. Tell me the truth, love. Do you feel time outside of this realm falling apart?”

      Her eyes fell closed and I didn’t need her to answer. Her silence was enough. But she opened her eyes again. “Yes,” she confirmed. “It is why Jezrielle was able to injure me, I suspected.”

      “How do we fix it?”

      She moved away from me, retreating to the far corner of her expansive bed. I turned until I was able to kneel on it, facing her. I thought about what Astrid had told me and what I’d learned from Calissa.

      “You need to finish the ritual, don’t you?” It was a question, but I knew the answer. “But Kronos is dead.”

      “I made you a Chronomancer,” she said, her voice full of steel. “And I don’t regret it. But I don’t want to die. If I give you the last of his powers and complete the ritual, the sands of time will be reborn. And all it will cost is my life.”

      I shook my head. “There has to be a way that we can stop time from disappearing and keep you alive.”

      She snorted and threw up her hands. “What do you think I’ve thought about all these decades, Vance? I’ve thought of countless ways, and each one ends the same. With my death. There was a reason I never gave the powers away before you.”

      I crawled towards her, unable to resist the agony in her voice. “Why did you save me that day?”

      She looked at me with half-lidded eyes. “Because I’d fallen in love with you. Even though you didn’t know the truth of me and the gem, I felt cherished and protected. I felt the way I believed love should feel like. I couldn’t let you die and never feel that again.”

      I drank in her eyes and then, oh so slowly, so carefully, brought a hand to the side of her veil. She slapped her hand over mine, but didn’t pull me away, her eyes wide with fright.

      “Why don’t you want to take this off?”

      “Because you won’t want me if I do,” she whispered.

      “That’s impossible.”

      She stared at me. I put all the care and adoration I felt for her into my gaze, hoping she knew the sincerity of my feelings. No matter what Astrid said or the truth of what Calissa had done, she was my Madam Hourglass.

      Mine.

      Finally her body relaxed and she closed her eyes once more as she lowered her hand. I knew she closed her eyes to avoid seeing my reaction, and I swore that no matter what I saw, I would only look at her with love.

      I reached for the other side, and simultaneously unpinned the veil from her hair and lowered it.

      Her face was gorgeous. Delicate features with high cheekbones, and generous plush lips that begged me to taste them.

      It was the scars she feared me seeing.

      Spreading out from her unnaturally white lips were hairline scars like bolts of lightning. The scars traveled up her cheeks and crossed her narrow nose, and down along her jaw and chin. They were the same pure white as her lips, not like the silver of old wounds. It would be evident to any who saw that these scars were made through immense magic.

      “You’re beautiful,” I said before crushing my lips to hers. I’d been desperate to kiss her from the first moment she’d touched me and now that I could, I intended to take my fill. I kissed her, plundering her mouth until she clutched at my shirt. My cock throbbed as her tongue pressed against mine, kissing me back with desperation. “You taste like fucking heaven.”

      Madame Hourglass melted against me. I could feel her heart fluttering in her chest, beating as rapidly as a hummingbird’s wings. Excitement thrummed through her body, the vein in the side of her neck throbbing with her pulse as she ground herself against me.

      “Oh Vance,” Madame Hourglass panted, breaking the kiss. “My Chronomancer. My savior. I never…I never dreamed you could say that about the true me…”

      Tears trickled down Madame Hourglass’s face. I ran my finger through one, then traced the edge of one of her scars, spreading the liquid across her cheek and chin.

      “I have scars a plenty,” I told the goddess with a chuckle. “You really think I’d shy away from a girl who’s been cut a few times?”

      “It’s a little more than a few,” Madame Hourglass began, but I shushed her.

      “You have no reason to hide,” I told her, caressing her scarred cheek. “Come here, Calissa. Come pleasure your Chronomancer.”

      I took the goddess’s hand and guided her to one of the couches in the chamber, laying down on it like I was about to confess my life’s story to one of the doctors of mental health who practiced their trade in the marketplace. Except what we were about to do was true therapy.

      Madame Hourglass moved to join me on the couch, but I helped her to her knees beside it instead. “You know what I want,” I said, my eyes like burning coals as I held her in my sight. “Give it to me, Calissa. Open that mouth for me and show me how naughty you can be…”

      I knew instinctively that she wanted it. That she’d wanted to do this since the moment I grew into a man with her pendant around my neck – but she’d been too frightened. Too scared to let me see the real her to unveil herself and take me down her throat.

      She wasn’t scared any longer. Neither was I.

      Madame Hourglass knelt before me, her deft fingers unlacing my belt and tugging down my pants. In moments the fabric of my trousers and boxers lay beneath my balls, my stiff cock throbbing as the goddess traced her fingers along the side.

      “I’ve longed to gobble you up,” Madame Hourglass said, an uncharacteristic giggle escaping her lips. “I’ve watched you with your harem, you know.”

      That wasn’t really news to me, but I allowed myself to appear shocked. “Oh really? Have you liked what you’ve seen?”

      Madame Hourglass nodded, then sighed as she pressed her face against the side of my girth. “I touch myself sometimes, watching the way you take those women. I see the way you love it when they take you in their mouths, worshipping you with their tongues and throats. It’s always made me feel inadequate that I’ve never been able to make you feel good that way, because you enjoy it so much…”

      Grinning, I tangled my fingers in her long, dark hair. “Let me cure you of your doubts,” I told Madame Hourglass, guiding my swollen crown beneath her lips. “Take it all the way down, you beautiful goddess. Fucking swallow my load…”

      Madame Hourglass opened wide and took me all the way down to the base. Holy fuck! I’d heard that women as powerful as her were able to more or less disable their gag reflexes, but the whores who specialized in oral pleasure in the houses of the powerful could have taken notes from Calissa’s mouth. Warmth and wetness enveloped me, her cheeks hollowing around my shaft as the incredible suction worked its way up and down my prick.

      My fingers pushed on the back of her head, guiding her in even deeper. In truth, I didn’t need to do it – Madame Hourglass was so skilled – but it gave me such pleasure to do it. I saw her hand snake between her thighs, rubbing her womanhood the way she’d told me she’d done while watching me with my women. The thought of that made me throb, and my crown pushed against the back of her throat as she sucked me.

      For a time I lost myself, the only sounds in the realm the gentle falling of the sand and the wet squelching sound of Calissa’s lips around my cock. The pace of her mouth increased along with her fingers, her head bobbing up and down in my lap like a cork as she rubbed her cunt shamelessly.

      The pleasure built, my balls swinging against her chin as the familiar tingle worked its way up my shaft. Calissa felt it and pulled off me, burying her cock in my balls and moaning with sheer bliss.

      “I’ve wanted to do this to you for so long, Vance!” Calissa looked utterly blissed out as she stroked my cock. “Will you do me a favor, Chronomancer? A favor for a shameless little whore?”

      “What’s that?” I growled, already pushing the head of my cock against her lips. I wanted to put myself back inside her – needed it. I was desperate for release!

      Calissa giggled. “Right before you cum, will you pull out? I want you to cum on my face, Vance. I want you to coat me in it, to bathe my face and tits in your seed. I want to be a whore for you, just like your other harem girls…”

      I grinned. “What sort of monster would I be to deny you what I’ve given other women?” I asked, my voice dripping with good-natured sarcasm. “Of course, my Madame Hourglass. It will be a privilege to paint your beautiful face with my seed.”

      It was exactly what she needed to hear. Calissa made a tight little ‘o’ with her lips and went down on me like the world was ending, sucking me off with a vengeance. Her attention was sloppy and loving at the same time, until I couldn’t decide if this felt like a wife giving her loving husband a birthday treat or a backalley whore trying to get a client off as fast as possible. It was something of both!

      “Ungh, yes,” I grunted, the pleasure building to the boiling point. Liquid lava bubbled in my balls, oh so ready to make Calissa’s fantasy come true. “Here it comes, gorgeous. Fuck, there’s going to be so much…!”

      At the last moment, my cock left Calissa’s mouth with a wet little pop. The pleasure didn’t end there, though – like a good girl, my goddess whore knew how to milk every last drop of hot cum from my balls. Her hands gripped me tight, stroking me hard as burst after burst of hot, sticky seed erupted from my swollen crown. Thick jets of it sprayed across her face, dripping down her chin, glazing her gorgeous, naked tits. By the time I was done, Madame Hourglass had been given her desires and then some – I couldn’t believe how much I shot.

      “By the Gods,” Calissa whispered, rubbing her own cheek once I’d finally come down from my peak. “You painted me, Vance! I feel like such a whore…!”

      With a grunt, I pulled Madame Hourglass onto the couch with me. “Time to get fucked like one,” I growled, bending her over. “I can’t see a thing like that and not want to pound your tight, wet little pussy, Calissa. Have you been warming it up for me?”

      It was a rhetorical question. I’d seen the way she’d been rubbing herself while she blew me, getting off on sucking my cock almost as much as I did being sucked. The poor thing dripped like a faucet, staining her thighs with juice. I tore off what remained of her clothing, leaving her as bare a sultan’s courtesan as she stretched sinuously across the couch.

      Calissa arched her back, showing off the contours of her ass and swollen mound. “I have, sir,” she panted, sounding so submissive I almost erupted against the couch then and there. “My wet kitty needs you, Vance. I’m absolutely aching for it–”

      Madame Hourglass’s words broke off in a cry of passion as I thrust my face between her legs from behind. I couldn’t help it – her swollen nether lips called out to me, so perfectly shaved and dripping with juice it was like eating a peach. Only no peach had ever cried out so sweetly while being tasted.

      “Oh, Vance!” Now it was Calissa’s turn to grab my hair, spreading her legs to offer her wet pussy even deeper to me. She ground her womanhood against me as I tasted her, my tongue delving into her most sensitive spots. When I added my fingers to the act, thrusting them into her the way she’d been doing while she sucked me, her legs trembled and turned to jelly. “Please, baby, don’t stop! Oh, more, sweetness, more!”

      More was exactly what I intended to give her. I buried my face between her thighs, lapping up her juices like they were sweet cream. Calissa panted, digging her fingers in deeper as the walls of her cunt began to clench and spasm. She was right there, and all I had to do was stick my fingers in deep and rub that special spot against her inner walls…

      There!

      Calissa’s moans changed in tenor, rising higher and higher as she thrust herself against me like a cat in heat. “Oh fuck yes, eat my cunt Vance. Fuck, fuck oh baby I’m covered in your cum and you’re eating my pussy and I’m going to cum all over your face…!”

      A few heartbeats later, Calissa made good on her promise. My goddess cried out in utter bliss, shattering like a plate glass window as a flood of juice coated my tongue. I lapped her up, licking from her tight pucker to the swollen nub of her clit, savoring the feeling of her shaking walls.

      As soon as I wanted, I’d be thrusting within them. Her wet channel was perfectly primed now, a tight little sleeve for my cock. I pulled back, giving her ass a hearty spank as I mounted her from behind.

      “Dirty girl,” I grunted, grabbing her hair for leverage as I pushed the head of my cock into her folds. “You going to take all this cock for me, Calissa? You going to be a good little whore for your Master?”

      “Yessss,” the goddess whimpered, the word hissing from her like steam from a kettle. “Oh Gods, Vance, you’re so big! Fill me up, baby – don’t be afraid to hurt me! Split me apart, hero, fuck me until I’m just a puddle beneath you…!”

      With a savage grunt, I buried myself hilt deep inside of Madame Hourglass. No matter how many times I entered her, her tight womanhood never failed to make my cock feel just as good as the very first time. I thrust inside of her like a caveman, exploring every crevice of her perfect interior. Her soft, pink folds wrapped around me like silk, gripping me tight enough to throw sparks as I thrust all the way to the base of her cervix.

      “Yes! Yes!” I was a beast when I took Madame Hourglass from behind, but a beast was exactly what she wanted. She craved this, and I gave it to her just as hard as she wanted. My hand came down on her ass again and again, spanking her. Slapping her tits. Grabbing her throat from behind as I pinned her against me and thrust in deep, using the angle to hit that sweet spot that drove us both nuts…

      Long before I would have expected it, I felt the hot rush of another oncoming climax. Madame Hourglass felt me jerk against her inner walls, spraying pre-cum across them as I prepared to erupt a second time, and arched her back like a fucking longbow. She buried her face in the couch, going face down and ass up as I drilled deep into her.

      There were no words. Calissa was long past them. All she let out were ragged cries of passion, prayers to a god of lust and dominance. And all her prayers were about to come true.

      Right before I hit the peak, I felt Calissa unravel. The gorgeous goddess came with a cry beneath me, her tight walls clenching so snugly around me that it took all my strength to bury myself balls-deep inside of her cunt.

      “Cum for me,” Calissa begged, recovering the power of speech just in time. “Fuck, Vance, fill my pussy up! Pump me full, hero, I need to feel you pump that load into me! Please, please make me pretty!”

      I don’t need to make you pretty, I thought, burying myself inside of her to the hilt. You’re already beautiful. Fuck, I’m going to cum…!

      I buried myself as hard and deep inside of Calissa as I could and let go. The world went white with passion as I erupted, her tight walls massaging every sensitive spot on my cock at once as I shot helplessly deep inside of her. My thrusts didn’t stop – they merely slowed as I put my load inside of her, my prick pounding like a piston all the way to the base of her fertile womb. By the time I was done, I was dizzy with bliss.

      I don’t know how long I laid there next to my freshly-fucked goddess, listening to the sound of the sand and enjoying the feeling of her naked body against mine. I just know that when the time came for me to leave, it felt as if it was too soon.

      “Give your girls my love,” Calissa said, dressing with a smile. I couldn’t help but notice she no longer wore her veil – perhaps she no longer felt she needed it. “Remember that I’m always with you, Vance. You can call on me whenever you need me – I’ll always be watching over you…”

      As the world dissolved around me, sending me outside of the gem, I gave Calissa a final, lingering kiss. I knew my woman would watch over me, like a guardian angel.

      But she was also watching during the fun times, too. And knowing that every time I fucked one of my harem girls I had an invisible voyeur touching herself was going to be so fucking hot…
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      Liandra, understandably, was the most skeptical about what I’d learned from Calissa. Myrah and Natalia had met the woman before and seemed more understanding.

      When I’d returned from the gem, it was to an entirely different small house. No longer was it damp and dark and bereft of life, but warm with a fire blazing in the hearth and lit candles stuck on almost all of the surfaces. When I’d sent a questioning look to my harem, it was Natalia who shrugged.

      “I don’t like how dark it is,” she explained, but her answer was cagey. Myrah had pressed her shoulder against the smaller woman’s, and Liandra looked understanding. Whatever had happened after Astrid had caught us and kept me unconscious clearly had impacted my beautiful Mesmer.

      There weren’t many places to sit in the house we’d been loaned, so I leaned against the wall, arms crossed, while the ladies took the few seats and watched me with rapt attention.

      “We must accept that there might be no way to fix everything and save Calissa as well,” Liandra spoke, studying the arrow shaft she had in her hand. My cock twitched as I watched her slender fingers trail up and down the wooden shaft with care, looking for any sign of weakness or fault that would keep it from flying true. Despite having fucked Calissa, I craved more. I craved my harem.

      “If there is a way to save her, though, we should,” countered the usually stony Myrah. Clearly Madam Hourglass had grown on Myrah, who didn’t like the idea of sharing me at first. “Let Astrid or this Serenity die in her place.”

      I rubbed my chin, staring into the flames of the hearth as I thought. “The issue of Calissa is a separate one than my needing vengeance. Even if Serenity and Astrid were dead, Kronos is still gone and the sands of time are running out.”

      Liandra returned the arrow to her quiver and crossed her arms on the table,  leaning forward. “Do we know how long before the sands are gone?”

      I shook my head. “Unless Astrid told you something she didn’t tell me, Calissa didn’t say either.”

      She nodded. “So the sands could end tomorrow or a decade from now. Do we know what happens when it does?”

      Myrah snorted. “Bad shit?”

      That made me grin, but she was right. “We have no idea. It could mean that the entire world ends, or it could mean nothing.” I pushed off the wall and strode to Natalia and smoothed back the brilliant red curls from her face. “Did your Mesmer training every speak of what time really is?”

      She leaned into my touch even as her eyes glazed, searching through memories. “Only vague concepts, from what I remember. But there were others who delved deeper into those theories. I was more focused on learning whatever would keep me in the school.”

      I dropped a kiss to the top of her head to make sure she knew I wasn’t upset with her. Then I grabbed her hand and tugged her to her feet. “Enough talk of time and Fallen Angels for tonight. It’s been a long ass day and we haven’t had a proper reunion.”

      Myrah and Liandra laughed in low, husky tones as I angled Natalia’s face upwards before nipping at her plump lower lip.

      “If time runs out tomorrow and we’re all fucked,” I said just before sweeping Natalia into my arms and making her squeak. I marched the short distance to the massive bed that dominated the small house and laid her on it. Giving her a wicked grin, I slipped my hands up her skirt and along her soft legs until I was inches away from her pussy. Already Natalia was watching me with pleasure drunk eyes, her knees splayed wide to give me whatever access I required. “Then I want to make sure I’ve enjoyed a good last meal.”

      That was all the warning I gave her before I descended on her sweet, pink pussy. Damn, she tasted so good, and sounded even better as I ran my tongue up between her folds.

      “Are you sure you can handle this?” Natalia teased, parting her legs for me. Behind me, Liandra and Myrah undressed each other, preparing to join in on the fun.

      “Absolutely,” I told my trio of women. “It’s going to be a long night, girls…”

      Later, after I’d exhausted myself until I was spent, Liandra, Myrah, and Natalia curled around me and each other, their sighs the only noise in the room. The fire had died down during our love-making and so I carefully extracted myself from the tangle of their arms and legs and eased myself from the bed. The air was cold away from their warmth and I moved faster to the stack of dried wood near the door. There wasn’t much left, so I used all of it to build the fire back up. Hopefully, the way I laid the wood out, it would burn for a few hours. We needed the heat more than the light.

      We’d need more wood in the morning, so I pulled on my clothing and stretched out my limbs. It felt good to take a moment to test my body, to stretch and twist and check for any injuries or tightness. I found myself missing the streets of Kharbouth and running over the buildings. Since that first night, it was like I hadn’t stopped moving. Even as the Wraith, I had downtime. Sometimes I’d take days and indulge myself at an oasis or bathhouse, with hookah and fruit and women.

      I shot a glance at the bed with a smirk. I have the women, at least. I slipped back to the side of the bed and tugged the thick woolen blanket up over Liandra’s slender shoulder before pressing a kiss to the back of her head. She murmured sleepily and nuzzled closer to Myrah, who’d ended up sandwiched between Liandra and Natalia. Damn, the sight of them curled together made my chest fucking hurt. If I didn’t know how strong loving these women made me, I’d feel pathetic over the effect they have on me. The physical ache of my love for them just made me stronger, though. There was nothing I wouldn’t do for any of these women.

      And I included Madam Hourglass in that.

      After stamping my feet down into my boots, I snagged an abandoned cloak hanging on a hook by the door. Perhaps their seer knew I’d need it and left it behind. I slipped out of the house, opening the door only as much as necessary before closing it quickly in hopes to keep out the now frigid air. There was a large stack of wood along the front of the house, and I’d grab what I’d need for us to have a good fire in the morning, but more could wait for tomorrow.

      A shadow separated from the wall and I froze. Their gaze was hard and it made my instincts scream to throw a knife, to eliminate the threat before it could attack. Instead of attacking, though, it slipped down the narrow path towards the rest of the village. I hesitated. I wasn’t armed, and I didn’t want to leave my lovers. But they were fighters in their own rights.

      I had seconds to decide before I risked the shadowed figure disappearing into the night. I eyed the building next to me and that decided it. I dropped the wood back onto the pile and ran the short distance to the wall, kicking up off the ground, my hands finding holds on the uneven wooden walls. Like the Wraith I was known as, I flew up the side of the house and onto the thatched roof, my dark cloak fluttering behind me in the chilly breeze.

      I took a moment and enjoyed the feeling of freedom being on rooftops always gave me. This was my domain. And now it was time to hunt.
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      Running across thatched roofs pitched at low angles wasn’t the same as running across the flat tops of mud brick buildings in the desert, but damn if it didn’t fill me with the same fierce joy. The wind grew stronger, and cold air slipped around me inside the cloak as I ran silently through the night, tailing the shadow that had been watching me.

      Whoever it was wasn’t nearly as skilled in remaining invisible as I was and clearly inexperienced enough to not think to look upwards. There were enough clouds in the sky that I didn’t cast a noticeable shadow on the ground below, but the moon glowed bright enough that I could see clearly, so long as I remained out of the deepest shadows.

      From the build, I’d say it was a man, but I’d seen enough of Astrid’s Valkyries to know not to rule out a woman. I followed along the rooftops as they darted from one shadow to the next, trying to stay out of the hazy gray light of the moon. They kept their cloak tucked tight around them and theirs had a hood, unlike mine, which kept their face indistinguishable.

      The village wasn’t large, barely qualifying for the label of town, but there were enough buildings and streets that I couldn’t tell where they might be going. The only building that dominated the area was Astrid’s long house, and even that was only distinguishable by the open square in front of it. Whoever was below me wasn’t headed in that direction though. They were headed east and I finally got a look at the defenses Astrid had in place.

      Walls twice the height of her long house circled the entire place, with even taller defense towers spaced equally distant apart. Torches and large braziers filled the top of the wall with light, ensuring that there were no shadows for thieves and assassins like me to slither through. The wind carried the scent of pitch and brine and, checking that my target had paused, waiting for two women to finish walking past, I looked behind me.

      I remembered Liandra telling us about Astrid and Melody battling each other with men and ships, but this was the first chance I really got to see the strength of Astrid’s navy. Even in the dark, I could see the dark shapes of longboats bobbing against the docks along the water’s edge. We must be in a fjord, since the water continued west and was flanked by massive cliffs.

      I noted how the walls came between the docks and the town. Even though it meant Astrid’s people had to funnel through gates to reach the boats, I respected the decision. If someone else’s army came to raid, they’d find no easy landing and entrance to this town.

      I’d inspect it more later if I had the chance, but the pedestrians had passed and my target was on the move again. They were crossing a large enough road that I needed to drop down. I landed easily, bending my knees as the earth tried to pull my shoulders down to my feet, and the only sound was the unavoidable soft squelch of wet earth under my boots.

      In three quick strides, I was across the moonlit road and once more in the shadows of a home. Soft murmurs came from within, followed my a loud laugh. A growl sounded and I froze even as the people within quieted. Another soft canine growl and a quiet, warning woof came. It was enough to know that the dog had sensed my presence but didn’t consider me a threat enough to bark and demand to be let out. I moved away, further into the shadow dappled narrow street before the residents could check outside and discover me.

      I hunched my shoulders up near my elbows, silently cursing the seer whose cloak I assumed this was. Couldn’t she have left me a cloak with a hood? The frigid air burned my ears, and my cheeks felt the soft chapping of the wind. As a particularly strong gust of wind, which carried the promise of snow, whistled down the narrow corridor, I thought longingly of the bed and women I’d left behind. It was almost enough to have me turning around.

      But we were close to the walls now, and while I’d learned there were staircases between the towers, there were only two gates. One to the harbor and one inland. If the person I followed planned to slip out beyond the walls, I wanted to know how they did it.

      I hung back under an alcove which smelled of livestock as the cloaked figure approached the wall. Because of the light above, there was very little shadow for them to hide in but they seemed to care less about discovery now that they were at the wall.

      I frowned as they stopped practically in the open where anyone could see them. Any of the guards patrolling the wall only had to look down to see the person, but none of them did.

      “This is the third night in the last fortnight that they’ve come here.”

      I contained my surprise at the raspy whisper of Astrid. I hadn’t been aware of her presence or heard any sign of approach and that made me more wary than the cloaked figure we both watched.

      If I had a blade, I would bury it in Astrid’s chest. From the smug look she gave me, she was well aware of the fact too. Tamping down my anger towards the woman, I looked back at the figure who hadn’t moved.

      “Why haven’t you stopped them?”

      “Watch.”

      I did. The figure could have been a statue for how little they moved. The sounds of the night filled the air and Astrid’s presence had my mind screaming, but I studied the figure. My skin tingled and the part of me that had been gifted chronomancer powers, shifted under my skin as if it expected to be used. I hadn’t realized I could use my powers without direct contact with the gem holding Calissa.

      The figure vanished.

      “The hell?” I said, not bothering to keep my voice low as I stepped out of the dark towards where the person had been. They’d been there one moment, then suddenly they were not. There was no snapping of cloaks, no Mesmer spell chanted, no runes on the ground--nothing to give an indication of how the person disappeared as if they’d never existed before.

      I moved to the spot, and crouched beside the evident foot prints. If Astrid hadn’t been at my side and the footprints here, I’d think I’d missed them somehow. That they’d simply gotten one better on me. I looked up at Astrid as she approached. She wore a massive broadsword at her back--the blade Melody had stolen from her.

      “How?” I demanded.

      She looked at me as if I were an idiot. “Can’t you tell? Can’t you feel it? It’s Chronomancy.”

      I gritted my teeth, glaring at the empty space the person had been. Now that they were gone, my own abilities seemed to settle back into my veins.

      “So they’re working for Serenity?” I rose, turning my glare to the Fallen Angel. “Why haven’t you captured them for questioning? It’s not like you don’t have the force to.” I thought resentfully of the way her and her valkyries had taken my lovers with such violence.

      “There’s no evidence as to who it is,” Astrid said, and at last frustration leaked into her voice and her expression. “I have eyes all over my town and yet, this person evades them. Whoever it is, is not one of my own and there is never any sign of their arrival.”

      I crossed my arms. “Then how did you know they’d be here? What about the last two times?”

      Astrid looked around and I followed her gaze up to where two women stood watch on the wall. They were far enough that they likely couldn’t hear our discussion, but one of them glanced at us. They knew Astrid was here with a man she’d taken prisoner. There’d be no secrecy in front of them.

      “Come,” she ordered in a clipped tone and strode past me, her shoulder almost hitting mine. I wanted to rebel and stalk away, but I wasn’t a child anymore. This person, whomever it was, was connected to Serenity.

      We moved through the nearly empty streets at a ground crunching pace. It was like we both felt daggers at our backs as we avoided larger shadows and stuck to the main pathways the people used. We passed a handful of women, who only nodded to Astrid with respect and shot me contemplative looks. Did they think Astrid meant to take me as a lover? For all I knew, she marched to her bed for sex with her partner following submissively behind.

      I made sure to stay at her side. I’d never bow to Astrid.

      We didn’t enter the long house through the front entrance to my surprise. There was, in fact, a cleverly hidden side door in a small paddock where goats slept. One bleated a reprimand as I stepped over it, but didn’t bother rising to head butt me. Astrid opened the door and pushed aside one of the fur tapestries insulating the walls. We were to the right of her carved throne and the hall was empty save for us.

      She smoothed down the hanging after ensuring the door was secure behind us. I waited, scanning the rafters in case there was anyone lingering up there, but every sense told me we were alone.

      “Come,” she spoke again, but the word was blunted, less sharp. She swung her cloak from her shoulders, draping it over one of the tables we passed and after a moment, I did the same. She was leading me to the same table she’d rolled out the map on as she told me about Serenity. She dragged over a chair, the wooden feet scraping along the planked floor.

      Alone, away from her people, she’d softened. Well, as much as a tiger could ever be soft. The claws were still there, but put away until required to kill.

      “As far as I know, I’m the only one who has ever noticed the watcher,” she said, keeping her voice low despite our seclusion. I had to step up beside her to be able to hear her clearly, and the heat radiated from her body into mine. Her neck was slender, flawless save for the ragged scar of a necklace. A flutter of her heartbeat held my gaze and I was damned conflicted.

      I was starting to want to fuck her as badly as I wanted to kill her. With her, it wouldn’t be like with my harem. Astrid would never be one of them. But I was man enough to admit, at least to myself, that I wanted to fuck my hate into Astrid. I wanted to bend her over the table and make her scream and beg me to let her cum and deny her everything. I wanted to use her every hole until she was mindless and covered in my cum.

      I wanted to wrap my hands around her neck and choke her as she came on my cock.

      “Tell me more,” I said, tamping back the loath filled arousal. “How have you seen them but no one else?”

      She rapped her knuckles on the table in thought. “At first, I thought it was by chance that I’d caught them. But each time, they led me through the streets and while I tailed them, I overheard two different traitors planning to rebel against me in Melody’s name.”

      “And after?”

      Astrid looked at me, her eyes roving over my face before holding my gaze. “After they’d waited long enough to ensure I heard what the traitors were saying, they moved to the same spot you saw tonight. Like tonight, they were there one moment and vanished the next.”

      I uncrossed my arms, laying my palms flat on the table as I rested my weight there, my eyes on the solitary mountain in the center of the map. “Why would Serenity send someone to help uncover traitors in your army? It would benefit her to have dissension growing under you. Have you dealt with them?”

      “I have people I trust watching them,” Astrid said with a shake of her head. “So far their crimes amount to rebellious discussion, which I won’t punish them for. I don’t want mindless slaves as my followers.”

      I raised an eyebrow at that. Astrid was showing again how different she was compared to the other Fallen Angels. “And if those words turn to action?”

      Astrid met my gaze, her own eyes hard as stone. “Then I’ll cut their heads off myself.”

      I snorted softly and nodded once. She was different from the others, but still ruthless. I needed to remember that.

      “I spoke with Calissa,” I said, changing the subject. The map drew my attention again and I scanned the surrounding areas. It looked like there were miles of desert between the mountain and the closest city. My stomach turned to lead when I realized what city it was.

      Kharbouth.

      For years, I’d been so close to the woman who ordered my parents’ slaughter and never known it.

      “And?” Astrid said when I took too long to continue. I blinked once and my focus returned. It didn’t matter that I didn’t know I had lived close to Serenity. All that mattered was that I knew now and could use my knowledge of the city to my advantage.

      “Do you know a way to renew the sands of time without her death?” I asked, still studying the map. No one traveled in that direction from the city. Stories of horrors lurking in the sands were almost as numerous as the cautions of endless desert with no oasis to offer water. The few travelers who’d dared that desert and returned vowed to never attempt a crossing again. Getting to Serenity would be difficult, to say the least.

      “The sands must be renewed with life,” Astrid began cautiously. “Kronos’s previous brides did lose their lives to the sands during the ritual. The sand requires energy, much like a newborn requires its mother’s milk. There has never been a need to try to find an alternate source, and even if one was found, I don’t know if such a thing is possible.”

      Dammit.

      I ran a hand through my hair, trying to put my thoughts in order but, like I’d told Natalia, Liandra, and Myrah earlier, it’d been a long fucking day. I pushed back from the table and grabbed my cloak.

      “I need to sleep,” I said as I made my way towards the front doors; Astrid said nothing to stop me. When I pushed one of the large doors open, I looked at her over my shoulder. “I suggest you think of ways that we may be able to save Calissa’s life, or you’ll be dead before the last of your sisters.”

      Astrid met my gaze and I didn’t blink. At last, she nodded with the gravitas my promise warranted. I slipped out of the long house and into the cold night to make my way back to the warm bed and the three women waiting for me in it.
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      For two days, me, Myrah, Natalia, and Liandra stayed in that house.

      We spent our time exploring each other’s bodies, speaking of everything and nothing, and ignoring the outside world and issues that had been set on our shoulders. If I’d let myself, guilt would tear my stomach apart, knowing that Astrid was so close and I hadn’t tried to kill her yet. I should be trying to kill her, but I wasn’t stupid enough to think we could escape her settlement after her death.

      Each morning, we found a woven basket filled with fresh food for the day. After the first disaster when Natalia had tried to make lunch, Liandra had taken over all duties of cooking. Not only was she an exceptional archer, but a damned good cook.

      She was crouched in front of the hearth, a bowl with fish filets rubbed with some combination of herbs and oils in one hand and her other hand held over a flat piece of some sort of metal, gauging the heat for our dinner. Myrah was sharpening her knives and Natalia was cross-legged on the bed, hunched over one of Myrah’s shirts and repairing a seam.

      “How’d you learn to cook so well?” I asked idly as I crouched beside her. “I can cook, but it’s more of the meat on a stick variety.”

      Liandra smiled as she carefully laid the fish onto the hot metal; immediately the aroma and sizzle of the cooking fish had my mouth watering. “I lived on an island, and while we had spices and food from all over the world, most of it was dried. We had to learn to make due and since my brother was conscripted into the navy, I had to fill my time somehow.”

      I nudged her shoulder playfully. “You mean you weren’t just a huntress and rebel, stalking the woods with an arrow in your bow waiting for hapless men to come along to snare in your traps?”

      She batted her eyelashes at me, returning the playful banter. “The only man I’ve ever wanted to trap was you, Vance.” Liandra leaned forward and pressed a quick kiss to my lips, pulling away before I could try to deepen it. Liandra, for as much as we’d fucked roughly, responded beautifully to slow and tender lovemaking. She was gorgeous stretched out on the bed, moaning and gasping as I touched every part of her with unending patience. I’d build her up, letting her get so close to cumming, and then move to a different part of her body and start the process all over again.

      It was worth it, because when Liandra came, she came hard. Hard enough that my dick nearly broke from how tight her pussy squeezed me.

      Her attention was back on the fish and I needed to touch her. Rather than distract her and risk burning what was sure to be delicious, I settled for running my hand over her back in circles.

      “So, what do you think we should do?” Liandra asked quietly as she tested the fish for some sign that it was ready to flip. It was like watching Natalia work her magic for all I understood.

      I sighed. I knew I needed to pop the bubble we’d built ourselves in this small part of the world, but I’d been reluctant too. We’d needed this time to rest and heal and consider our next moves. Liandra had kept her voice low enough that if Myrah or Natalia heard, they made no sign of it. I settled down onto the ground and tugged Liandra into my lap. She could still tend to our dinner from her new position and I got to wrap my arms around her.

      With my chin on her shoulder, my eyes unfocused on the fire in front of us, I contemplated what to say. I’d told the three of them about the shadow figure working for Serenity, but they had as little idea as Astrid and I had about the situation.

      “We need to go back to Kharbouth,” I spoke slowly, the wheels turning in my head. “I have enough contacts there to be able to outfit us for the journey across the sands. I also have enough enemies in the city that I won’t be receiving a warm welcome if I show my face.”

      Liandra gave a gentle shrug and finally flipped the fish filets to their other sides. She also dumped a bowl full of cut vegetables into the spaces between the sizzling fish before leaning back against my chest.

      “So don’t show your face unless you need to,” she answered. “Let one of us do most of the work in the city unless something absolutely requires you.”

      I hummed rather than answered directly. I didn’t like the idea of my three gorgeous and sexy lovers wandering the streets of Kharbouth without me. Not even Myrah or Natalia, who’d come from there. I squeezed Liandra tightly and she patted one of my hands as if she’d heard and understood my thoughts.

      “I’ve never heard of anyone traveling through that desert and having a pleasant experience,” I said. Natalia and Myrah would have heard the horror stories from their time in the city. “Anyone who came back to the city did so after a single night, with stories of strange beasts and horrible conditions.”

      “We’ve fought and won against strange beasts,” she countered, and began to rub her thumb in circles on the back of my hand. “We can do it again.”

      I nuzzled her neck before pressing a kiss behind her ear. “So optimistic, my dear Liandra.”

      She turned her head and grazed her lips over my cheek. “I believe in us, Vance. More importantly, I believe in you.” Liandra leaned forward again and, using her knife, pushed around the vegetables. My mouth watered at the smell of roasting onions and garlic fish with lemongrass and thyme.

      “On the Vanishing Isle, there were talks of a new type of ship,” Liandra began, her voice loud enough I soon felt Myrah and Natalia’s attention on us. “They weren’t meant for the sea, though.”

      Myrah snorted. “There aren’t any rivers in the desert, Liandra.”

      “I know that,” Liandra said and I could hear her rolling her eyes. “They weren’t meant for water at all.”

      “What do you mean?” Natalia asked the question before I could, her voice filled with pure curiosity.

      “I don’t know the specifics of it,” Liandra cautioned. “And I haven’t actually seen them, but they were supposed to be able to take to the skies.”

      I frowned. How in the hell would that work? I tried to envision one of Astrid’s long boats in the sky and couldn’t begin to figure out how it’d even be possible.

      “Huh,” Myrah said and I twisted to look at her. She’d stopped sharpening her blade and looked at me with the expression of someone realizing something. “I think I remember hearing something similar in Kharbouth. There was this inventor that the Vizier patronized who thought up wild ideas. One of them was this boat that could be hooked up to large bags and could float off the ground. That’s all I know, though.”

      Floating above the ground wouldn’t help, especially if there was no way to move quickly. We’d still be at the mercy of the monsters that called the desert home. But if this inventor was still in Kharbouth and had figured out a way to raise the contraption higher in the sky, it could be what we needed to survive the journey.

      I kissed Liandra’s shoulder in thanks. “We’ll need to find this inventor,” I said and helped Liandra from my lap. She’d begun to remove the food from the metal in the fire and we took seats at the table. Natalia, before sitting beside me, filled four mugs from the small cask of ale we’d been provided. We were quiet as we ate, except for murmuring our appreciation for Liandra’s culinary talents.

      We were each lost in our own thoughts; the silence between the four of us comfortable rather than strained. I looked over Myrah as she tucked into the food and wondered how she would handle being back in Kharbouth. The first night we met, I’d helped fight off guards after she’d stolen from the Vizier. She had just as many enemies as I had in that city.

      As for Natalia, she might not have as many enemies, but she had helped steal the Eye of the Dragon from the Sultan’s palace. She’d turned against Jezrielle after the Fallen Angel had discovered Natalia’s brother was a guard. She’d attempted her own assassination of Jezrielle, the same time Myrah and I had been there during a private audience with Jezrielle. When she had failed, the mesmer followed us to the tavern where Myrah and me enjoyed thoroughly interrogating her.

      Had Arnoz returned to the city after he learned of Jezrielle’s disappearance? Did he still control the Sand Vipers or did someone else sweep in and take his place? I’d never expected to return to the damn city and hadn’t given a fuck after Arnoz got me and Myrah into Jezrielle’s Palace of Love.

      Maybe, if the wiley old man did return, he knew the inventor Myrah spoke of.

      “We need to go to Astrid,” I said once my plate was empty. “I don’t like it and the first chance I get to slit her throat, I will.”

      Myrah nodded in support. “And do a damned better job at it than her so-called sisters.”

      I gave her a bloodthirsty grin. “Of course.” I would stand over Astrid as her blood ran out, until I knew she was dead. “Hell, who knows, maybe while fighting Serenity, the Mother of Monsters herself, Astrid will find one of our blades in her heart.”

      “Or an arrow,” Liandra added, her own sinister smile on her face.

      “Maybe she’ll kill her own Valkyries,” Natalia added, leaning her head on my shoulder and running her small hand along my thigh. “Maybe, to her, every one she sees will be an enemy.”

      I tugged on one of Natalia’s red curls. “Who knew you could be so devilish?”

      She batted her pretty eyelashes up at me. “I’ve been taught by the best, Vance.”

      Myrah and Liandra stood simultaneously, reaching for Natalia and my empty plates when a knock came at the door. We shared concerned looks, especially considering what we’d just been discussing. I raised my finger to my lips and retrieved one of my knives that had finally been returned to me. Myrah and Liandra moved backwards, dishes abandoned, until they flanked Natalia near the bed, their own blades in hand. Natalia even looked ready to fight, her hands raised and a spell, no doubt, waited on her lips.

      I eased the door open, the blade out of sight in case it was an innocent visitor. The clouds from days ago had passed and the sky was filled with stars and an almost full moon. Which meant I had a decent view of the figure standing at the entrance of the narrow path that led away from the house.

      “Shit,” I said. The moment the figure knew they had my attention, they turned and ran. I acted out of instinct and threw the dagger towards them, but it was as if they’d known to expect it and easily sidestepped it. Instead of burying itself hilt deep into flesh, my blade sank into one of the wooden planks that made up the siding of one of the houses.

      The moment the dagger left my hand, I’d already started running. I reached the knife and yanked it free before returning to my chase. I shouted over my shoulder to the women who’d stormed out of the house on my heels.

      “Go to the eastern wall, between the northernmost tower and inland gate!”

      Natalia and Liandra split off the moment we all emerged from the narrow path and Myrah kept up with me easily despite her being so much shorter.

      “Is it the same person from the other night?” Myrah asked, not out of breath in the slightest.

      “It has to be,” I said as we turned down a street the figure had ran to. “Who else would be trying to spy on us?”

      “Astrid?”

      I shook my head. The figure had already reached the other end of the street, and instead of turning, they climbed up a post of an awning and onto the roof. “You follow below, I’ll take the roofs.”

      Myrah nodded, running ahead of me while I slowed and looked for my own way up. It was only two heartbeats until I was flying up the side of the building but it felt like a lifetime.

      This roof was flatter than many others, but the straw was thick and too soft from age and the weather to offer a firm footing. The cloaked figure hadn’t run. Instead, they were at the other end of the roof, waiting for something.

      I waited, too, warily assessing my opponent.

      They reached up to their neck and unclasped their cloak, letting it fall down to the ground behind them. Their hood remained, and even in the bright moonlight, I could see most of their face was obscured.

      “Who are you?” I asked and adjusted the grip on my knife. “What does Serenity want?”

      They didn’t answer. Then they attacked.

      My own time magic flared in warning. For the first time, I got to experience time magic under someone else’s control. They moved with inhuman speed, or I moved too slowly. The moon caught in his eyes, and as he closed in, I was certain it was a man, and then he was swinging his blade at me. I couldn’t dodge, not when he was making my own time stand practically still. Instead of the edge hitting me, it was a pommel with a familiar rune. Astrid’s blade had that rune. I processed all of that as the impact came, slamming into the side of my head.

      Time returned to its normal pace as my head snapped to the left and I staggered, my vision filling with black spots as pain erupted in my skull. I whirled back, ready to fight back as well as I could but he had disappeared.

      “Fuck!” I shouted when I saw no sign of him. I called down to Myrah. “Any sign of him?”

      “No, but I have his cloak,” she answered.

      I made my way towards her voice and leapt from the roof, not giving a fuck that the people inside had stepped outside to see what the ruckus was. Myrah walked up to me, handing me the fine woolen cloak. Again, I recognized it, or at least the sigil embroidered at the clasp. There was about to be hell to pay.

      “Vance?” Myrah watched me with concern and a small bit of fear. Good. I was fucking furious. I gripped the cloak tighter, wanting to rip it apart.

      “We’re going to have a talk with Astrid,” I growled out.

      The cloak and dagger had been hers, or similar. And I would get answers from her, even if I had to carve them from her flesh.
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      I marched through the open doors of Astrid’s long house, ignoring the looks of the women sitting at the wooden tables. Astrid, herself, was sitting on her throne. It was the first time I’d seen her there, and she sat with the same authority that her sisters had. It made it that much easier to remember she was my enemy. She was holding court, clearly, as two women argued with each other in front of her as she watched on, ale in hand.

      A man stood to the side, hands clasped in front of him. He was trying to put off an air of cool indifference, but it was easy enough to see that he didn’t like the women arguing before Astrid. At my approach, his blue eyes met mine and he transformed. Suddenly he looked hopeful. Excited almost.

      “Vance.”

      Astrid called my name as I shoved through the small crowd before her, and it made the two bickering women stop. One stared at me with daggers in her eyes, the other looked considerate.

      “We need to talk--“ I started, but Astrid held up a hand. I wanted to leap to the dais and put a blade to her throat, but it would have been suicide.

      “This man,” Astrid said, indicating with her mug to the man who’d met my gaze, “is being claimed by these two women. Both are fine warriors, and both claim to have bedded him after he was brought here as spoils of war. It seems your presence here has made our pleasure stock talk amongst themselves.”

      I gritted my teeth. “I don’t give a fuck about your people. Or their drama.”

      Astrid’s eyes cut to mine, the honeyed amber flashing bright blue. I was pissing her off. Good. Let her be pissed, because I was furious. She continued on, ignoring my disrespect, even as it caused murmurs behind me.

      “Signy, here,” --she pointed to the irate looking dark haired valkyrie– “does not wish to share and claims she has first right to Mattias as she took him to bed first. Yet, Aoife bedded him later, and does not wish to return him to Signy’s household.”

      Reluctantly, I listened and considered the situation. I shrugged, wanting this over with. “What does he want?”

      Astrid gave me a twisted smile. “That is the part where you come in, Vance. Since your arrival, Mattias wishes to emulate you. He does not wish to be with only one of these warriors, but both. Before we would have given him the choice and that would be final. We are not so uncivilized as some cultures that would force someone into bed unwillingly.”

      I stared at Mattias, who squared his shoulders. He was an all right looking fellow, big enough to be intimidating in a fight though I hadn’t seen any man in the town pick up anything more deadly than an eating knife.

      “How did you convince your wives to share you?” he asked.

      I snorted. As much as I loved my harem, they weren’t my wives. I was in charge, not them. I knew that wouldn’t fly here though. Not in a town where men were kept as pleasure thralls. Then again, Myrah hadn’t liked the idea of sharing at first. Maybe I had some advice to offer after all.

      I studied the three in front of me before looking back at Astrid. “Myrah was my first. Each woman who has joined us since has had to have her approval.”

      “A First Wife,” Aoife said with understanding. “I have heard of such things where men take many wives. She has authority over any other wives.”

      Signy scoffed and made a cutting gesture. “That gives the thrall power when he is meant to serve. Even if I would take the title of First Wife, it would suggest I kneel before him.” She turned and glared at me. “I will never kneel before a man.”

      I shrugged. What they did in bed wasn’t my issue.

      A hand slid around my waist and I looked down to see Myrah at my side. Natalia was beside her and Liandra stepped up as well, making a clear line of succession towards me.

      “We only kneel before Vance if we choose,” Myrah said, her chin held high. “And when we submit to him, we are not showing weakness. It is a sign of strength to show such trust to someone.”

      Aoife seemed to consider her words, looking between Myrah, Natalia, and Liandra before settling back on my ink haired little thief.

      “How did you decide to allow your fellow women to be pleased by Vance?”

      I looked at Signy, who seemed reluctantly curious. I thought of what Myrah could say. She first saw me with Madam Hourglass, and later with Natalia; both of those situations were much more complex than this one.

      “Simple enough,” Myrah said, and turned to look up at me with a shark-like grin. “I made them pleasure me first. If I was satisfied with their efforts, then I allowed them to stay.”

      Fuck, my cock began to fill at memories of Natalia and Liandra fucking Myrah while I watched. I matched Myrah’s grin and wrapped an arm around her shoulders. Myrah was an insatiable lover, needing to make Natalia turn to mush almost as much as Myrah needed my cock in her tight pussy. Almost.

      Aoife looked at Signy in consideration, and I didn’t miss the quick look of interest Signy shot the other woman.

      “I think I require a demonstration,” Astrid pronounced, giving Myrah, Natalia, and Liandra a scorching look before raising a brow at me in challenge. “Unless you object?”

      Natalia shifted, and Liandra looked at me with evident concern. I knew Myrah was down to fuck anywhere and around anyone. Natalia didn’t mind the idea of a small audience--hell, we’d taunted her enough as she sucked my cock, telling her that I should show off my sweet submissive’s mouth. But I knew Liandra was less comfortable with strange eyes on her.

      “Two conditions,” I countered to Astrid. “First – you’re the only one allowed to watch, and you can’t participate.” I drank in her sexy, villainous body. She’d be panting for my cock by the end of it. And I’d deny the bitch every single inch. “Second, each of my women must agree.”

      I’d force them on my cock in private, knowing how much they loved it rough, but I wouldn’t make them put on a show if they didn’t think they could handle it.

      Signy looked as if she was going to protest but Astrid silenced her with a look. The Valkyrie rose, a smug grin on her face. “Agreed. Everyone, leave my hall. Signy, Aoife: I will have my opinion for you tomorrow. If you come to an arrangement before then, so be it.”

      The crowd of women began to file out immediately, though their disappointed whispers reached us. Natalia blushed fiercely, and Liandra looked like she wanted to hide her face at the lascivious compliments the women spoke. It seemed that my Amazonian like archer had more than a few admirers who would have enjoyed watching Liandra pleasure and be pleasured in return.

      “So, how do you want to play this?” Myrah whispered to me as Astrid strode from the dais to Signy, Aoife, and Mattias. “Should you give orders or should I, or both?”

      I grinned at how Myrah’s eagerness bled into her voice, and she was already shift on her feet, rubbing her thighs together. Myrah was about to the be center of attention for an erotic performance of her lifetime. I let her go with a smack on her round ass and a grin.

      “I think I’ll sit right here,” I said as I sank onto one of the benches directly across from Astrid’s throne, my back against the table’s edge and rested my elbows back on the table, my legs splayed. My cock had started to fill out, eager for the show. “Since the whole point is Natalia and Liandra have to prove themselves to you, you get to lead. I want to see what it’s like for you to take complete control.”

      Myrah’s eyes flashed hungrily and I rubbed my cock through my trousers. Maybe Myrah will take my cock in her tight pussy and Liandra will eat her out while she grinds on me, I thought. Or maybe she’ll take each inch into her ass and have Natalia finger fuck her pussy at the same time. Myrah was a sexual deviant almost as perverted as me, and damn, I was getting excited for this show.

      The doors closed and we were finally alone save for Astrid, who strode languidly back to her throne and draped herself over it, one leg splayed over the arm rest so her leather covered pussy was on display. Her amber eyes met mine and I grinned in challenge, raising a pilfered mug of ale in toast. She mirrored me, and let her attention drop to the three women standing between us.

      “Well,” she drawled, her raspy voice thick with arousal. “I’m waiting.”

      Myrah wasted no time. With a wicked grin that would have been the envy of any Fallen Angel, she strode over to sweet Natalia and forced the girl to her knees. Myrah’s long fingers tangled in the girl’s hair, tugging so hard that tears sprang to Natalia’s eyes. The shock overwhelmed my mesmer for a moment, and she let out a cry of unfeigned fear.

      Fuck that made my cock hard. I was so excited for this show.

      “Today,” Myrah said in a hard tone, “you bitches are going to learn what it means to serve. Vance may be our ultimate Master, but you heard what the woman said – as far as I’m concerned, I’m our man’s first wife. Which means both of you sluts will do exactly as I say.” She peered down at Natalia with a cruel smirk. “Understood?”

      Natalia had managed to recover a bit, but she still looked like she wanted to be terrified. She was too turned on to manage it, though. “Uh huh,” she nodded, her eyes rolling in their sockets.

      Thwack! Without a moment’s hesitation, Myrah slapped Natalia with the back of her hand, making the redhead turn to the side in surprise and pain. “Say it,” Myrah commanded, glancing over at me to make sure I was enjoying what she was doing.

      I was. Holy shit, she’s a savage, I thought, my cock straining in my breeches. Jesus, I had no idea she could be this much of a freak…

      Myrah was definitely letting her freak flag fly. She dragged Natalia by the hair over to me, caring naught for the mingled sounds of pain and pleasure that spilled from the redhead’s lips. Over on the couch, Astrid’s eyes had gone wide with surprise as she watched my harem girls go – not to mention arousal. Oh yeah, she was enjoying this.

      “Say it!” Myrah growled, dragging Natalia between my knees. All three of us knew what was coming. A short distance away, Liandra rubbed herself through her panties, awaiting her turn to join in the fun.

      “I…I’ll do exactly what you say,” Natalia panted, making her submission sound like the sexiest fucking thing in the world. Her eyes went unfocused with bliss, her cheeks flaring with heat as Myrah bent her over, thrusting her ass in the air and her face into my lap.

      “Good girl,” Myrah said, squeezing her thighs together. “Get that cock out and stroke it, Vance. Show Astrid what she’s missing by being such a frigid, villanous bitch!”

      Over on the couch, Astrid looked like she’d been slapped. Good, I thought.

      I took my cock out with a quickness and stroked it, working my fingers up and down its meaty length. Natalia eyed my manhood hungrily, literally licking her lips as Myrah held her face inches away from my prick. The poor mesmer groaned with need, her pussy coating her thighs with juice.

      “Suck his dick,” Myrah commanded. “That’s all a little backalley tart like you is good for, anyway. Get him nice and warmed up while I enjoy our other slut…”

      Natalia didn’t need to be told twice. With a submissive little whimper, she lowered her head to my cock and began to suck. Her lips and tongue felt amazing, but even her little moans of pleasure couldn’t get me to lower my gaze to the redhead as she blew me.

      I only had eyes for Myrah, and what she was doing to my other harem girl.

      The dark-haired beauty grabbed hold of Liandra, tearing her panties to the side and burying her fingers in her pussy. Liandra’s back arched like a bow, her legs parting as Myrah pumped her hand between her thighs hard and fast. I couldn’t believe how much like me Myrah was allowing herself to act – she didn’t fingerfuck sweet Liandra so much as she used her, puppeting her in front of Astrid like a dirty toy she wanted to show off.

      From the look on her face, Astrid was enjoying it almost as much as I was. But unlike me, the Fallen Angel had no one between her legs pleasuring her.

      Speaking of which, the bliss within me rapidly rose as Natalia swallowed me. Any hint of hesitation or a gag reflex had vanished from the sultry mesmer – she really was the equal of any whore in the realm, a perfect little cocksucker kneeling before me. I felt like a fucking King with her between my legs, so I decided to act that way.

      “Take it,” I grunted, pulling out and slapping my meat across Natalia’s face a few times before burying it in her throat. “That’s a good girl. You feel that all the way in the back of your throat, don’t you? God, you’re so good at that…”

      Meanwhile, the show continued. Myrah pulled out a leather strap and bent Liandra over, running the dark leather over the creamy swell of her ass. Liandra lay bare before everyone in the chamber, her swollen mound and hairless slit completely on display as she gushed and quivered.

      “Both of you look like you’re enjoying the show,” Myrah said, grinning savagely first at Astrid then me. “But only one of you is going to get off on it!”

      Astrid’s pretty face twisted with spite. “Bitch,” the Fallen Angel groaned, her fingers flexing and opening over and over again.

      Ah, I thought, tangling my fingers in Natalia’s hair. Not so in control now, are we, you Fallen Angel bitch? That’s right, see what you’ve been missing out on!

      Myrah brought the strap down on Liandra’s ass. The gorgeous woman wiggled her rear back and forth as she cried out in pain and pleasure, angry purple welts raising to the surface of her skin. Myrah had no mercy – every frustration she’d ever endured on the streets, every petty grudge or act of revenge that had ever driven her mad, all of them coursed through her as she took out her anger on Liandra.

      She was something else. I’d never fucking loved her more.

      The spanking and slapping went on for some time, then Myrah suddenly became bored. “That’s enough,” the thief purred, winking over at Astrid. “Seeing the potential for multiple women is fun, but what you’re really thirsting over is this man’s cock. I know you want Vance, Astrid. Don’t even bother denying it – a bitch as evil as you could never resist playing with him before you killed him…”

      Myrah discarded her clothing as she walked, shimmying out of her skintight leather pants and tearing off her top. She scooted Natalia out of the way so smoothly that the redhead didn’t even let out a noise of protest as Myrah mounted me, lowering her dripping wet pussy onto my cock.

      By all the Gods, Myrah was ready to fuck! Abusing my women must have turned her on beyond her ability to contain. She ground her wet lips up and down my shaft, her silky folds wrapping around my shaft as she shifted her hips to give me the proper angle to sink into her balls deep.

      “Fuck me,” Myrah said, her hands on my shoulder. “Don’t hold back, Vance – fuck me hard. When you pound this pussy, I want you to picture it’s what you’d be doing to Astrid if she were tied up and helpess before you. I want her to see what she could be having if she weren’t such a stuck up slut!”

      Before Astrid could protest – or indeed, before I could – the thief impaled herself on my cock. I sank hilt deep into her, buried in her sweet snatch with such a flood of heat and tightness that I cried out. I heard Astrid hiss with anger as I bottomed out inside of Myrah’s cunt, and knew that despite all her early haughtiness and protests, the Fallen Angel wished this was her here in my lap.

      Fat fucking chance, murderer, I thought, letting my rage at Astrid flow through me. That gave me an idea.

      Myrah bounced up and down on me, riding me like a champion thoroughbred. But she didn’t get to enjoy being on top of me for long. I laced my fingertips underneath of her ass and lifted her from her seat, flipping her around and pinning her against the wall. A cry of surprise left the thief’s lips as she found herself no longer in control of the situation as she’d been promised.

      Screw it, I thought. She wants me to show her how I’d fuck Astrid? This is how I’d do it!

      I pounded Myrah hard and fast, pummeling her with thrusts powerful enough to shake the wall. She pressed her hot cheek against the cold stone, panting with lust as I tried my level best to break her in half. The room filled with the hot, primal sounds of fucking, both of us moving in perfect time like animals rutting.

      “Fuck,” I grunted, wrapping a hand around Myrah’s throat. The thief tensed up, then relaxed into my palm and let me control her more completely. “I want revenge! I hate you so fucking much, Astrid…Jesus, I want to fucking kill you with this dick…”

      “Yes!” Myrah had no reseverations about using this to its fullest. “Fucking kill me, Vance! Pound me like you want to hurt me! Fuck, my pussy can take it!”

      As I drew near the peak, I looked over my woman’s shoulder. The look on Astrid’s face was beyond description – I knew that only the rules we’d placed during our earlier boast kept her from spriging from her seat, shoving Myrah aside, and impaling herself on my prick. She wanted to feel this hard, primal fucking – this hate-fuck that any woman in need of a good dicking would kill for.

      But she couldn’t get it. She could only watch.

      “Yes, Vance, yes,” Myrah panted, clinging to me as I used her like a fuckdoll. “Astrid’s so awful, she’s so vicious…yes, yes, rip the bitch in two! Cum in her unprotected, mark her with your seed, make her yours…”

      The world blurred, and for a moment it almost was as if I were thrusting into Astrid’s pussy. The woman who’d helped murder my parents, who’d made me an orphan and thrust me into this life – fuck, I hated her so much. And she was so, so hot…

      “Aaaagh!” I roared, biting down on my tongue as my thrusts turned to bliss. I shot ropes of liquid lava into Myrah’s cunt, filling her to the brim and then some. On top of me, the lithe thief let out a cry of triumph, sticking her tongue out at the paralyzed Astrid as she stared.

      It wasn’t quite the revenge I’d been looking for. But it would suffice for now, at least.

      I wasted no time. I wouldn’t have this chance again – Astrid lay completely disoriented, barely able to function with what she was seeing. On the floor, Natalia and Liandra lay in each other’s arms, treating Myrah and I’s fuck session like the hottest pornography to be found in the world. If I was going to shock the bitch into compliance, I needed to do it now.

      I pulled myself together and grabbed the Etherblade and the cloak from their hiding place. Still naked, I held both before Astrid’s eyes, flashing the smuggest smirk I’d ever made in my life.

      “Now that you’ve seen what you’re missing,” I taunted the Fallen Angel, “care explaining to me what the fuck these are?”
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      “Where in the nine hells did you get that?” Astrid hissed, anger taking the place of any remaining arousal. She reached for the blade, but I pulled away, unwilling to give up the proof of the chronomancer’s allegiance to her.

      “Our spy led us on a merry chase earlier and left these behind.” I studied the blade and the runes on the hilt. “I have to say, it does look different than when Melody or you wielded it. What did you call it, again?”

      Astrid watched me handle the blade with hungry eyes. “Etherblade. I created it. It was my hands that carved the sacred runes into the Jotun bone hilt and imbued its power. So tell me again, where did you get it, and don’t try to pass it off as the spy’s work.”

      If Astrid was acting, she was doing a damned good job at ignorance. I began to doubt my connection between her and the chronomancer spy. No one could play act at the level of anger radiating from her.

      “We’re telling the truth,” Myrah backed me up as she pulled her clothing back on. “That’s why we came here this evening. To ask what the fuck you’re playing at. We know he’s your spy.”

      Astrid shook her head slowly, her eyes never leaving the blade in my possession. Then she turned on her heel and strode to her bedchamber. Natalia and I traded looks, and the redhead shrugged. Liandra, her legs still not working well, sat up and reached for one of the discarded dinner knives. Her legs may still be post-orgasm induced jelly, but her aim with throwing a blade would be true.

      When my Valkyrie nemesis returned, she did so with a blade in hand and confusion on her face. It was the Etherblade, in the shape I’d seen it take when Astrid captured us on the Vanishing Isle: a massive broadsword. Myrah, Natalia, and Liandra recognized it too and made their own sounds of befuddlement. As Astrid walked closer, my head spun and the amulet at my neck began to vibrate.

      I held up my free hand. “Stop,” I croaked out the order, squeezing my  eyes shut. “Don’t come any closer.”

      “It’s the same one,” Liandra said, her voice tinged with awe. “It’s the same object, but from two different times. Vance, are you okay?”

      My knees were weakening as my head spun faster. The gem which contained Madam Hourglass vibrated harder, faster, until my entire body matched its tempo. I groaned and brought both hands to the sides of my head, even the one with the Eitherblade.

      “This is impossible.” Astrid sounded afraid. “If the chronomancer brought something from another time, that means--“

      Whatever Astrid was about to reveal was cut off for me as I imploded. My sense of self twisted and stretched and turned over and over in on itself until I slammed to the ground with a hoarse cry.

      “Vance? Vance!”

      It was Madam Hourglass, Calissa, who called out to me. Moments later, her lithe strong hands helped turn me over onto my back, and I found the strength to open my eyes. Sure enough, Calissa’s beautifully scarred face filled most of my vision. Beyond her, I could see the endless skies and sand of her alternate time realm. I’d been pulled into the gem somehow.

      “Did you bring me here?” I rasped out as I sat up, abandoning the blade beside me. Somehow I’d kept a hold of it and brought it with me.

      “No,” Madam Hourglass said before helping me to my feet. “I felt something out there, though. Something that could have had dire consequences--“ she cut off and I followed her gaze. It landed on the Etherblade, the runes somehow looking dun and lifeless. “That... that is Astrid’s blade. Does this mean the Valkyrie is dead?” Madam Hourglass’s eyes were hopeful, and when I shook my head, she looked off into the ocean of sand, biting her lower lip.

      I told her about the chronomancer spy, and how we believed Serenity was the one sending them to spy on us. I confided my doubts, about Serenity, about Astrid, about the strange new spy. Madam Hourglass, above all else, was my confidant. I trusted her with my secrets, even if she’d misled me before in regards to her own tale.

      “Liandra was the one to make the connection,” I said and ran my fingers over the dun runes in the blade. “A single object in two places at once, one from a different time. I’d never felt anything like it, when Astrid brought hers closer. Why would Serenity have sent a spy to leave it behind? They’re too good to have dropped it by accident.”

      Madam Hourglass gingerly took the blade from me, as if she expected it to bite her. When it did nothing other than remain an ordinary long dagger, she brought it closer to her face, her eyes nearly going cross-eyed as she seemed to stare through it.

      “You’re right, Vance,” she murmured, her focus still within the blade. “No true spy or warrior would have left this behind by accident. It’s power is depleted though. Which can mean only one thing.”

      I leaned back on both my palms, watching her. In spite of the circumstances, I enjoyed spending time with her like this: both of us sitting on her bed and talking. Madam Hourglass was incredibly sexy and powerful on most days, especially when she’s transferring me powers of time. But like this? When she has a mystery in front of her, watching her sink her teeth into it like a dog with a juicy steak, made me want to bury my face in her pussy while listening to her guesses. I wanted to sit under her, fucking up into her while she talked about time and magic and convergences until she couldn’t talk anymore.

      “And that would be?” I asked and shifted, adjusting my cock in my trousers. Madam Hourglass gave me a quick, knowing smirk, before her face grew serious once more and set the blade to the side.

      “When a magic object like this is entirely depleted, it means that the creator is dead,” Madam Hourglass said. To her credit, she didn’t try to sound sympathetic or remorseful. Hellfire, even after making Astrid watch me fuck Myrah, Natalia, and Liandra, I couldn’t feel more than a pang of compassion for the Valkyrie. Even if I fuck Astrid eventually, I still fully intended for her to die by my hand or one of my harem’s.

      “So this is a warning, then?” I reconsidered the blade. “Astrid uses the Etherblade in the form a broadsword. This is closer to something that I would use. Do you think that means I’m the one who killed her?”

      Madam Hourglass chewed on her lower lip and I couldn’t resist. I leaned forward and grabbed her chin before tugging her lip from her teeth with my thumb. I kissed her, slow and shallowly before sucking on her abused lower lip.

      “I’m the only one that gets to do that,” I murmured as I pulled away. Madam Hourglass panted, her pupils going wide. I know she wanted me, wanted me to kiss her deeply and not the shallow tease I’d just given. “Keep talking,” I said just as softly before I pressed soft kisses to the column of her neck. Madam Hourglass tilted her head away, granting me more access and I rewarded her by swirling my tongue on her sweet, smooth skin.

      “From what I know of the blade--“ Madam Hourglass gasped as my lips found the shallow indent of her collar bone--“the wielder is the one who controls the form. It’s why it was different in Melody’s hands than Astrid’s.”

      I brought my hands up to cup her breasts, teasing her hard nipples with my thumbs. “Go on,” I encouraged.

      She swallowed hard, clearly trying to stay focused. “So whoever changed it into this form did it on purpose.”

      I moved my hands to Madam Hourglass’s shoulders and gently pressed until she laid down on the bed, her gorgeous eyes looking up at me were clouded with arousal. I teased the bare skin of her flat stomach, appreciating again her preferred outfit of bikini style top and gossamer harem pants.

      “It was changed, then, before Astrid dies?” I dipped my fingertips under her waistband and ghosted my lips over her breasts. I lipped at her hard nipples where they pressed up against the silken fabric of her top. “Can anyone change it?”

      Madam Hourglass clutched the blanket with both hands as I spoke the question against her skin before flicking her peaked nipple with my tongue, her back arching up to press her breasts closer to my mouth. “N-no,” she stuttered and I circled my fingertips lower into her pants, getting closer to her pussy but never enough to give her what she craved. When she didn’t continue, I stopped moving. I didn’t pull away, keeping my lips against her breasts and my fingers just above her clit. It took Madam Hourglass a taunting minute to understand why I’d stopped, before she kept going. “I never knew much about the angels, but I think it has to be one of them. Astrid was always the most loyal of the Fallen, and wouldn’t have made something her sisters couldn’t use but other mortals could.”

      I hummed in thought as I dipped my finger down and dragged it back up Madam Hourglass’s soaked pussy. She moaned and pushed her hips down against my touch but I kept her from the friction she wanted.

      “So she or Serenity will have changed it before she dies,” I say before tugging her top down and freeing her gorgeous tits. Fuck, I loved her body. I kept my touch on her pussy feather light, teasing her soaking lips. I ducked my head and sucked her tits into my mouth, my cock throbbing painfully as Madam Hourglass moaned loudly and her hands flew to my shoulders, holding me there. She tried humping my hand, but I kept up the torture. “Somehow I doubt Serenity would have changed the blade and had it delivered to me. Unless--“ I circled her swollen, needy clit with my index finger and watched Madam Hourglass’s face contort in bliss. It wasn’t enough to make her cum, though, and we both knew it.

      “Which leaves only Astrid,” Madam Hourglass said, her tone switching from consideration to pleading. “So she has to be the one to send the blade back to you.”

      I kissed down her breasts to her hip bones and tugged her pants down, Madam Hourglass lifted her ass to help even as she writhed under my exploratory tongue. Kissing and biting her hips drove her mindless.

      “The only question is why,” I said before moving to her other hip. I’d stopped teasing her pussy, instead I gripped both of her thighs and began to open her to me.

      She shook her head and at first I thought she was shaking with pleasure, but then she spoke. What she said had me lifting my lips from her skin to look her in the eyes.

      “It has to be because the Etherblade can destroy Serenity if she’s consumed the time sands like Astrid believes,” she rushed out, as if trying to satisfy my curiosity as quickly as possible as to get her promised reward of pleasure. “I don’t know much, since I was just a priestess, but the Etherblade was made incase of rogue chronomancers. It can destroy time power. You must never, ever get struck by it, Vance.”

      I pressed an opened mouth kiss to the inside of Madam Hourglass’s thigh, keeping my gaze locked on hers. “I won’t, my love,” I assured her. And a final question occurred to me. “If its power is depleted, can it still kill Serenity?” I kissed her opposite thigh, closer to her pussy. She was so wet, her needy lips glistened in the light of this world, proving how ready her body was to be filled by my cock. Her hips gyrated against nothing, and I doubt Madam Hourglass realized she was doing it.

      “No, bu-but I think I can add the power of this realm to it,” Madam Hourglass said before groaning as I kissed so close to her pussy my cheek brushed against her. Fuck, she smelled delicious and it was torture for us both. My cock was so hard I had to grind down against the bed to keep from shoving my pants down and burying myself in her tight pussy. “It can’t leave this realm until the current one has caught up to this one in time. The same object, separated by time, can’t be used close to each other. It’ll create time chaos--“ Madam Hourglass cut off into a low whimper as I breathed against her pussy, her hands finding a grip in my hair. “Please, Vance. I need you so bad.”

      “You did so good, baby,” I praised, speaking the words against her pussy. “I think you deserve to be rewarded.”

      I didn’t give her a chance to prepare before I buried my face in her pretty pussy. She screamed out as I fucked into her with my tongue before moving up and sucking hard on her clit. She came fast and hard, but I didn’t pull away.

      “Your pussy is so good,” I growled before licking up her juices again. My cock throbbed in time with her clenching channel, and I slid my index and middle finger into her pussy, twisting my hand to press my thumb into her ass, slipping into her tight backdoor up to my first knuckle. Madam Hourglass moaned loud and hard, her pussy gushing around my fingers and into my mouth.

      I didn’t stop there. I needed to be inside of her – it wasn’t a want any longer. The idea of knocking her up, of putting the seeds inside of her to birth an entire universe, was so fucking intoxicating I suddenly couldn’t think of anything else. This time I didn’t want fuck her from behind – I mounted her roughly, my cock grinding against the interior of her thigh as I aligned it with her tight slit. I wanted to be on top, in control, the one putting myself deep inside of her.

      Madame Hourglass lifted her ass and raised her legs, putting her heels on my shoulders. I could feel the heat rolling off of her freshly eaten cunt, like an open oven door in a busy kitchen. The tip of my cock pushed into her folds, juice dripping down the head as I ground it against her clit.

      “I’m going to breed you,” I told the goddess, looking down straight into her eyes. I wasn’t sure if this could really happen, but if there was even a chance, I’d make it possible. “I need to be inside you, Calissa. I need to feel that wet pussy all overy my dick when I cum inside you!”

      In response, Madame Hourglass clenched her thighs. I drew her legs together as tight as a bowstring as I drove into her, the thick girth of my rod spreading her folds as I drilled into her. Her ass slammed against the bed, shaking it beneath us as I bottomed out inside of her. Our groans mixed together into a single cry of pleasure, each of looking down at the place where we joined.

      I wasted no time. Resting my knees on the mattress, I used the leverage to fill Madame Hourglass’s pussy with deep, savage strokes. More juice squelched from her cunt every time I pounded it, slamming all the way to her back walls with a savage grunt of triumph over and over again.

      This wasn’t the love making from last time. This was hard, primal rutting – the need of an animal to get off hard and fast, and leave his seed inside of his mate. I wasn’t just fucking Calissa, I was trying to impregnate her. And every molecule in her body was trying to assist me in making that happen.

      “Ungh, yes please,” Madame Hourglass whimpered, her nails raking my chest as I pumped like a piston between her legs. “Don’t even think about me, Vance! Just think about how good it feels every time you stick your big, hard cock inside of my cunt! Think of how good my softness feels wrapped around your hardness, the way it was meant to be! Fuck, fuck let me make you soft, baby! Let me milk you dry, let those ridges take all the hot seed out of your balls…!”

      Holy fuck! I wasn’t going to last much longer. My knees shook as I filled Madame Hourglass over and over again, hitting my strike like a marathon runner approaching the finish line. The world shook around me, the mystical realm surrounding us pulsing in time with my power. My cock swelled up bigger and thicker inside of Calissa’s pussy, getting ready to spray my seed all over her tight, fertile walls.

      There’d be no pulling out this time. Even if Calissa begged me to paint her face and tits with my load, whimpered like a whore in the filthiest possible terms, I never would have done anything but bury myself as deep inside of her as I could. Wild horses couldn’t have dragged me out of her pussy. I was going to plant my seed, to claim Calissa as mine in the most primal way a man could claim a woman.

      “Fuck, fuck, here it comes,” I gasped, hitting the point of no return. “Shit, god damn Calissa I’m going to shoot…!”

      What can I say? I’m a man of my word.

      I buried myself inside of her with one more hard, smooth thrust and let go. Thick ropes of hot cum detonated against Calissa’s walls as I shot inside of her, each pulse shooting out in time with my rapid heartbeat. Instantly her legs left my shoulders, wrapping around my waist to pull me even further in as I poured my libations into my goddess. She spread wider, offering her pussy to me at the perfect angle as I planted my flag as deep into her soil as I could.

      Madame Hourglass held me as I unloaded, shooting inside of her until my balls felt like shriveled up raisins. I’d never cum so hard before – not even that one time in the Lily of Plenty when the madame dosed me with that priapic drug. It felt like some spark passed from me to her, filling her with more than just the result of my pleasure.

      It felt like we were one.

      I tucked Madam Hourglass up against me, kissing the top of her head with pure affection. I didn’t give a fuck what she’d done as a priestess of Kronos. She was mine now, and I’d protect her from Astrid. Astrid was going to die, the Etherblade was proof of that. I’d let Madam Hourglass keep it here; I knew she was telling me the truth about it. If it was Astrid, or one of the Fallen Angels, I wouldn’t trust it in her care. But Madam Hourglass had devoted herself to me and I knew she wouldn’t betray me like so many others in my past. Just like I knew Myrah, Natalia, and Liandra wouldn’t betray me.

      I needed to get back to the rest of my harem. Then we needed to figure out a way back to Kharbouth and plan our journey across the desert of monsters so we could finally confront Serenity, the Queen of Monsters. When the time was right, I’d take the blade back from Madam Hourglass and shove it in Serenity’s rotten black heart and watch the life fade from her eyes.

      Once Serenity was dead, we could figure the rest out. Time was running out, literally.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            10

          

        

      

    

    
      The air was dry and scorched my lungs while wind threatened to choke me with sand. Heat waves rippled above the ground, distorting the calls of energetic merchants and livestock. Sweat had plastered my tunic to my back and the sun forced me to shade my eyes.

      Despite all the discomfort, I grinned.

      “This place must be a gateway to Muspelheim,” Astrid muttered before taking a long swig of her canteen. She caught my fierce grin and shook her head. “You’re mad for liking this place. Everyone here is mad. The sun has boiled your brains within your skull.”

      “It’s not that bad,” Natalia chirped as she moved her camel up next to me. She was sheathed in linen the color of the sky, her bright red curls burnished copper in the sun. She rode the camel like a queen, comfortable on the swaying beast, whereas Liandra had refused to get on one herself. Instead, my otherwise fearless archer sat behind me, her arms clutching my waist with a death grip that hadn’t loosened for hours. “Out here, sure it’s an oven, but wait until you experience the bathhouses.” Natalia sighed wistfully. “Cool water, shade, mint tea. Everything someone could want after a long day in the heat.”

      Liandra groaned against my back and I reached behind me and patted her thigh.

      “We’re almost there sweetheart,” I comforted her. “Hang on just a little bit longer for me.”

      The rest of our caravan began to pull up beside us. Along with Myrah, five Valkyries hand chosen by Astrid had accompanied us on the month long journey back to Kharbouth. Maybe with any other group, that month would have had us trusting one another more or at least growing more comfortable. It was impossible, though, with Tolvie--the woman who made her disdain for me and my lovers clear--traveling with us. According to Astrid, however, she was one of the best warriors, and we’d need her.

      Still, her animosity had only grown this trip. Getting rid of her was quickly becoming my main reasoning for confronting Serenity. The sooner we kill Serenity, the sooner I see the back of Tolvie.

      A loud whoop had most of us twisting in our seat. I threw my head back and laughed at the sight there. Myrah, the petite thief, was flicking the camel’s rump with the reed switch, urging the mount to go faster. She bypassed us and steered the beast down the tall dune.

      No one could doubt her excitement at returning to her city.

      “The eye is gone,” Astrid mused as the rest of her warriors caught up. I followed her gaze to the top of the sultan’s tower, and to where the Eye of the Gods had once presided over the entire city. The same gem, which had turned out to be the crystalline skull of a dragon, that I’d stolen with the help of Natalia and Myrah. It was what had allowed us to pierce the wall of mist surrounding the Vanishing Isle.

      “Interesting,” I replied, keeping my voice light. It didn’t fool Astrid, who looked at me with a raised brow. I shrugged. “I heard it’s sitting at the bottom of the sea somewhere.”

      She snorted. “Too bad,” Astrid said before twitching her reed switch against her own mount and urging the camel to follow in Myrah’s path.

      I grinned again, and patted Liandra’s thigh before setting us off to join them.

      There was a line of people waiting to enter the city, like there always had been before.

      The energy of the crowd was different, though. Everyone seemed more relaxed, more willing to laugh and speak to strangers. Children ran around, expertly avoiding horse hooves and camel feet, and even the guards looked over the crowd with nonchalance. This was the city I knew, but without unspoken rules.

      I moved up beside an older man and his daughter driving a small cart pulled by a shaggy haired donkey.

      “Excuse me, good sir,” I called down to them from the height of my mount. “I’ve not been back to the city in some time. Something is different about it though.”

      Before, I would have expected a suspicious look and maybe a demand for payment in exchange for information. I’d have expected the man to tell his daughter to turn her face from me, lest I was an agent of Jezrielle looking for women to bring to the Palace of Love.

      “You’ve not heard, boy?” He said, full of joy. “The lady Jezrielle has disappeared and the Sultan has exiled the Vizer. The Sultan had been bespelled by the two, and with them gone, the city is free once more. Even with the Eye of the Gods gone with that jezebel, we haven’t had to fear bandits or armies. Not even the monsters from the desert have grown closer as the Vizier had always warned us would happen.”

      So they didn’t know that Jezrielle was dead and thought her responsible for the theft of the Eye. Well, that was one concern taken care of. I hadn’t looked forward to always looking over my shoulder while we were here. Now I just needed to make sure anything from Myrah’s past wouldn’t catch up with her. Considering the past, I would need to head down Silver Street  and pay my respects to Arnoz if he stuck around.

      The guards waved us through, barely giving the six Valkyrie warriors a second glance, which Astrid disapproved of. She shook her head as we passed through the massive gate, muttering about the lack of security and how easily the city could be taken now that the Eye of the Gods, the former primary defense, had disappeared.

      I said nothing and met Myrah’s gaze. The main street was filled with people milling about, traders or families entering or departing the massive desert city. “The Unplucked Gem?”

      Myrah grinned and nodded enthusiastically. It was the inn she’d taken me too after finding me in the gutter. She’d thought I was dead, and if it hadn’t been for Madam Hourglass’s intervention, I would have been. Arnoz had set me up for failure that night, turning his back on me because of my need for vengeance against the Fallen Angels and Jezrielle.

      I thought he’d shit his pants when he found me in his office after thinking I was dead. If he was smart, he’d have fled the city after getting me and Myrah into the Palace of Love, but the man I knew wouldn’t give up his position as leader of the Sand Vipers so easily. I’d put money on the guess that he went underground, waiting long enough to see the ramifications of my actions in the city and if I’d return to slit his throat. After a couple weeks, I bet his fat ass was back in that office chair of his once more, commanding street thugs and brutes to fatten his coffers.

      In fact, I was relying on it. Arnoz, if nothing else, was the most resourceful snake of them all. If anyone knew of the exiled Vizier’s inventor and how to get ahold of the man, it would be him.

      I jerked my head towards a side street and Astrid nodded. Natalia guided her camel behind me with a content expression, taking in the sandstone and clay brick buildings, the colorful awnings and the spice scented air. I’d never thought I had a home, but as I maneuvered through the familiar streets, my chest ached with a sense of nostalgia. I’d been in this city the longest after my parents were murdered, and I’d grown into the man I was in these streets. I’d fucked my first woman three streets over from where we road. I’d made my first big heist at a silver merchant a handful of blocks ahead of us. I’d fought and killed in the alleyways that twisted like desert serpents throughout the city. I’d built a reputation here, one that likely outlasted my presence.

      How would the city’s underground and criminals react if they heard whispers of the Wraith’s return? How many of them would scurry back to the their lairs and pray they didn’t catch my attention?

      When we reached the Unplucked Gem, Liandra slid off the camel the moment I pulled it to a stop. Despite being experienced with horses, she still had to clutch the harness to keep her legs from crumpling and sending her all the way to the ground.

      “I never want to ride a camel again,” she groaned, which made me laugh as I leapt down from the tall beast’s back and gathered her into my arms. I pushed back the few strands of hair that had plastered to her forehead from sweat, and her large eyes met mine. “I am not made for this sort of heat. How do you bear wearing clothes?”

      I laughed again before capturing her lips in a quick kiss. “I’m more than fine with you being naked at all times, so long as you’re out of the sun. I wouldn’t want you to burn and refuse to let me touch you wherever I wanted.”

      Liandra groaned again at the idea of a sunburn. “Astrid is right. This has to be a gateway to some fiery hell. I miss my misty, temperate island. Oh stars above, I want the ocean back.”

      I shook my head, amused at her bemoaning and started to guide her to the entrance of the tavern, where Myrah and Natalia were already disappearing into. I looked back to Astrid and her warriors.

      “It’s a safe enough tavern. Good, clean rooms, good food, and the innkeeper doesn’t water the ale until drunks start crowding the tables.” All of the valkyries looked pleased at my review, even Tolvie. Clean beds, hearty food, and strong ale was about the best one could want when traveling. Over the last month, we’d experienced a wide spectrum of hosts and inns. After the misery of leaking roofs, molding blankets, and in one terrible inn’s case--rancid food, the Unplucked Gem was a palace.

      When we finally made it into the tavern and inn, Liandra’s shoulders wilted with relief. The innkeeper had broad propellered fans spinning lazily on the ceiling which kept the air flowing and preventing it from growing stale. It would be impossible to combat the heat unless you were wealthy enough to afford magical services.

      “It seems every time I see you, you have more women at your side,” the innkeeper shouted from behind the bar where Myrah and Natalia leaned, mugs of ale already in hand. “Doesn’t your cock ever get tired?”

      I barked out a laugh. “It hasn’t yet, dear!”

      Tovlie checked me in the shoulder as she strode by, her perpetual scowl on her face. “Only those three are with him,” she declared with clear distaste and dropped her bag beside an empty table and stool. “The rest of us have too much dignity to share a man.”

      “Tolvie,” Astrid growled in warning, and the inkeeper’s eyebrows shot up. She traded a look with Myrah and Natalia, the former rolling her eyes and waving away the silent question.

      I led Liandra to another empty table, two away from where the valkyries were collecting. She sank gratefully into the chair and I went to the bar myself.

      “A round of ale and food, whatever’s on the menu is fine, for us all please,” I ordered politely, pulling out more coin than necessary. “Water too, if you have enough of it for drinking. Liandra hasn’t handled the desert well.”

      The innkeeper swept the coins into her pocket and nodded. “I assume you lot will be needing rooms? I got three beds available, so some of the others will have to bunk together.”

      “That’s fine,” Astrid called out. She still stood, like a hawk mantling over its young, guarding them from danger. “We prefer staying together. So one room will do.”

      The innkeeper nodded once before studying the wilted Liandra and then looking at me. “A cool bath will help her the most, lad. She’s redder than a babe’s cheeks.”

      I nodded in agreement. “Whatever you think is best. You know I’m good for the money.” I rapped my knuckles on the bar in thought. This woman seemed to remember everything her patrons said in earshot. So I ventured a question. “You hear anything about the Sand Vipers or Arnoz?”

      The inkeeper gave me a wicked, knowing smirk. “You know how this goes.”

      It was a comfort, actually, to know that not everything about the city had changed. Without comment, I pulled another gold coin and flipped it into the air in her direction. Her hand snapped out, snatching it and secreting it away with the rest I’d given. She turned and collected almost a dozen mugs, filling them from the wooden cask behind the bar.

      “I heard a tale that the Wraith fought with Arnoz but the bastard won and that’s why the Wraith disappeared,” the innkeeper said loudly over her shoulder. Myrah and Natalia sorted and I shook my head. Of course Arnoz wouldn’t let it be known I’d terrified and threatened him into submission. “Arnoz had the Sand Vipers laying low for a few weeks, saying it was outta respect for the chaos in the city. Claimed he didn’t want to be taking advantage of the fall of the Palace of Love. Course the people loved that and guess who found his request to purchase the palace approved?”

      I rubbed my temples with both hands. “Fucking Arnoz lives in the Palace of Love now? Shit.”

      The innkeeper deposited one of the ales in front of me before plunking the rest on a large wooden tray. She carried it towards the Valkyries, stopping first beside Liandra to drop off two mugs--one water and one ale, which my lover sipped at appreciatively. As she was serving the other table, she continued, clearly not caring that there were a handful of other patrons in the tavern. Seemed to be pretty common knowledge, then, if she wasn’t keeping it quiet.

      “No one calls it that anymore,” the innkeeper said. “The Sultan let him move in so long as Arnoz did some public work out of it, to better the city or so they say. Now it’s just the People’s Palace, since Arnoz lets in anyone who wants to visit or attend the events he hosts every forenight. Only the innermost areas are off limits to the public.”

      I rubbed my chin thoughtfully before drinking the hoppy ale. It was Myrah who picked up the conversation.

      “Just lets anyone in, huh? What happens at these events?” The little thief had mischief in her dark eyes.

      Innkeeper tapped her nose knowingly before pointing at the ink haired woman. “You’ve always had too much luck, Myrah, if you’re hoping to go. It’s a big feast with musicians and traders alike. It’s a feast and night market all in one. Course, it’s an unspoken understanding that it’s a cover for the Sand Viper’s to fence their stolen goods or keep tabs on their vendors. The next one just happens to be tonight, starts right as the sun touches the horizon.”

      Natalia drank back the last of her ale before sliding the mug towards the innkeep’s side of the bar. “Do you know anything about the former Vizier’s inventor? We need to get in touch with him.”

      The innkeeper swiped the empty mug from the bar and tossed it in a half barrel filled with water before wiping her hands on a towel. “Her,” she clarified and shook her head. “Never heard much about her when the Vizier was around, other than stories of strange things. Now that the man’s gone, I haven’t heard much of her. Don’t know if she was picked up by the Sultan or someone else.” Innkeeper met my gaze. “Arnoz might know, and he might be willing to tell the Wraith.”

      I smirked, and leaned forward on the bar on my forearms. “How fast do you think one of your runners could get me clothes?”

      The innkeeper shared my smirk. “Fast enough to have it ready before sun down.”

      Again, I dropped coins on the bar top. “Good. Now, about these baths?”
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      Sunset in Kharbouth was always my favorite time to be on the rooftops. The sun turned the desert into a rainbow of colors and the day’s breeze turned into the night’s wind. Lanterns were lit, and windows were thrown open to welcome in the cooling air.

      The city came alive as the sun reached the horizon, and my blood buzzed with its energy.

      I had to explicitly order Myrah, Natalia, and Liandra to not accompany me, even if they didn’t want to stay in the Unplucked Gem. If they found their way to the newly renamed People’s Palace, then I trusted them to keep out of trouble. I didn’t bother suggesting Astrid and her Valkyries lay low. Tolvie would have done the opposite just to spite me.

      I found myself trusting Astrid more than Tolvie, which was a bit of a mind fuck.

      I slipped into my old life and old habits as if I’d never left the city. Very little had changed about my old routes over buildings and through alleyways. Sometimes the long boards bridging gaps had been moved, or disappeared all together, but each change only required minor adjustment of my route to Arnoz.

      When I reached the last building before the massive walls around the palace Arnoz had taken possession of, I crouched low in the shadows and twilight. Below, the gates were open just as the innkeeper had said and a sea of people filled the street as they flowed into the open courtyard beyond the gates. The provocative statues that Jezrielle fancied had been removed, and in their place seemed to be topiaries or large potted palms to offer shade. I had to hand it to Arnoz, the People’s Palace was much more tasteful than it had been as the Palace of Love.

      I weighed my options, and considered slipping in with the crowd. But I wanted to flex my skills as the Wraith once more. I studied the guards on the rooftops. They were all unfamiliar, but wore uniformed tunics with the Sand Viper sigil. They looked like the same type of brutes Arnoz had posted outside his door when he lived off of the Street of Silver.

      It made slipping up over the wall and past them much too easy. I grinned even while shaking my head. Arnoz didn’t learn, apparently.

      I ignored the chorus of the night market and the salivating scents of roasting lamb and spiced nuts as I traveled the shadows towards the inner palace which was restricted to the public. I’d studied this palace’s layout when planning my attack on Jezrielle, and the knowledge served me well still. I found a massive window, hardly guarded due to its inability to be easily accessed by the crowd. Once I was inside, it was only a matter of finding which room Arnoz had taken for his office.

      I went straight to the room Jezrielle had used as a type of throne room. Two guards were stationed at the doors, which were open wide. My suspicion was correct. From my vantage point down the hall, I could see Arnoz seated behind a massive desk. There were a few people in there, his attention taken up fully by whatever they were speaking about.

      The ceilings were tall, and had enough support beams that I could make my way into the room without the guards noticing--so long as they didn’t look up, which from experience, I knew guards rarely did. All it took was a small run and leap and then my hands were on the support beams and I hauled myself up onto them. I hadn’t lost my touch of silent movement, fluttering from one support beam to the next until I was just above the open doors and the guards. This was the difficult part, since if I dropped in and caught their attention, they’d attack--rightly assuming I was a danger to their employer.

      My opportunity came minutes later when a pair of maids walked from another hall perpendicular to the one I’d traversed. They flirted with the guards, distracting them enough that they took a few steps from their posts. Gripping my cloak to prevent it from rustling, I fell silently to the floor, waiting for half a heart beat to see if the guards and maids had noticed me.

      They were still making plans on meeting up later.

      I rose and pulled my black hood down low over my face so it kept all but my mouth in shadow. I strode with purpose towards Arnoz and his guests and the moment Arnoz saw me, he did a double take before cutting off whatever he was saying. He rose, fast enough I knew he was nervous, but his pride wouldn’t let him run in front of these men.

      “Wraith.”

      “Arnoz,” I replied, deepening my voice as I came to a standstill.

      The others shied away from me, like I was the black adder in their sheets, ready to strike.

      Arnoz swallowed hard but fought to maintain control. “I have no need of your services any longer, Wraith. I have moved from illegal practices.”

      I cocked my head and bared my teeth in a cruel grin. “Oh, I’m not here in hopes to be needed. I’m here because you have something I need.” I turned my head slightly to the side, and the guests on that side quickly gave Arnoz a half bow before retreating. The other guests followed on their heels.

      The guards finally noticed I’d slipped past them, but Arnoz jerked his head in a sharp no, making them retreat back to their posts.

      “What can I do for you, Vance?”

      I stepped forward and pressed my palms flat on his desk, knowing that the oil lamp on his desk would reflect its flame in my eyes and make me look sinister. “I need you to connect me with the inventor of the ship that sails through the air.”
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      The young man shouting commands to the Valkyries couldn’t be more than nineteen years old.

      He didn’t have stubble on his face, suggesting that he couldn’t even grow a beard and at first, I’d worried about his ability to command authority on the strange vessel. To my surprise, though, the Valkyries, even Tolvie, followed his commands with military precision. Myrah was less enthused about helping, choosing instead to supervise the loading of the airship while Natalia inspected the braziers on wing like boards with an academic fascination.

      Liandra followed the young man at his heels, delighted and demanding to learn everything about the ship.

      When she passed by me, I snagged her wrist and pressed a kiss to her mouth, her eyes shining with delight at our adventure.

      “How is it that you’re excited to be in a contraption that we don’t know anything about but you’re terrified of riding a camel?” I teased as I let her go. Liandra rolled her eyes, as if the answer should be obvious.

      “This,” she said, gesturing to the ship and the massive canvases laid out carefully on the sand, “is mechanical. It does what you tell it to, and if it doesn’t, it’s because of something you did or didn’t do. It’s logical. Camels are their own creatures. Big and smelly and only doing what the rider wants because it feels like it. If this abandons us in the middle of the desert, at least we’ll only have ourselves to blame.”

      I snorted but couldn’t fault her logic. I smacked Liandra on her ass, sending her back to following the kid around.

      Astrid took her place, crossing her arms as she leaned against the rail of the ship. “Should we wager on whether or not this ship will sail?” She didn’t wait for a response. “Kid says it’ll be three days there and back, and we have enough fuel for six. I still wish it was his mother piloting us.”

      I shrugged, sliding a blade from my thigh sheath and inspecting its edge. “She looked old enough to be your mother, let alone his great grandmother,” I countered. “And she may have created the design, but the lad’s the one who built it and had it up in the air.”

      She stared at the canvases stretching out wide around us, and shook her head. “For, what, a candle mark?”

      I shrugged again and put away the blade. “Have a little faith, Fallen Angel.” I shoved away from the side, making my way towards Natalia, who rose and grinned at me as I got closer.

      “This is fascinating!” The redheaded mesmer launched into conversation, and pointed at glowing sigils. “Sa’thea laid sigils into the braziers, to keep the flames consistent with temperature. No matter how much coal you put on the brazier, it will stay the same heat. So long as we keep the coals from getting too low, it’ll keep the balloons inflated above us.”

      She spun away before I could even respond, scurrying to the side as the captain began to shout for the Valkyries and us to begin raising the canvases. I got in line behind Liandra and two other Valkyries, pulling the rope hand over hand as Natalia stood on the sand, securing metal loops sewn into the canvas to the thick cords strung tautly between the ends of the strange plank wing structure and the masts in the middle of the ship. As we pulled, the canvas began to take shape, a massive bladder type thing that Natalia had called a balloon.

      The opening of the balloon ended up right over the brazier, which Liandra darted forward while the Valkyrie and I secured the excess rope. Thin chains hung from the circular opening and Liandra deftly secured them to the points on the brazier. The young captain came to my lover’s side, and together they began adding more coal to the brazier. Heat rippled the air directly above the brazier, the sigils Natalia had pointed out began to glow a faint blue. The canvas balloon began to inflate.

      I looked over to the opposite side of the ship where the second balloon was being inflated as well. Giddy excitement began to rise from my stomach to my chest as the captain gave his approval to the ladies he’d assigned for the first shift. Then he took his place towards the back of the ship, where he began to lower a fan sideways off the deck before fitting a tight loop of rope between it and a strange crank.

      “Don’t disembark from here on out,” he called out, his voice almost cracking at the end. Fuck, had this kid’s balls even fully dropped yet? “Make sure all cargo is secured. It may be a bumpy ride until we get high enough.”

      He’d drilled us all over the last two days, and as a group we secured ourselves with ties to metal rails along the sides or the mast. Those at the braziers had their own security lines that allowed them the ability to move between the coal stock and the brazier.

      The bags were three-quarters inflated and the ship began to shift over the sands as the winds caught the balloons. The wooden planks of the shallow ship creaked as it strained against the new force.

      “Next degree!” the young captain shouted, and I should probably bother to remember his name at some point. Natalia was assigned to one brazier, and I think the Valkyrie at the other was named Sigyn. Both of them, at the captain’s command, moved a lever on the metal brazier, and the heat ripple intensified enough to distort my view of Natalia. The balloons began to fill more quickly, lifting even higher above the ship.

      “We’ve got company, General,” a Valkyrie shouted over the sounds of the filling material. All of us, save Natalia, Sigyn, and the captain looked backwards towards where the woman pointed.

      “Fucking hellfire spawn,” Astrid snarled and I muttered a curse too.

      “How the fuck did they even know we were here?” I growled, not really expecting an answer as I unhooked my security rope. I knew the dangers, but I wasn’t about to be caught tied down if the damn black robed goat priests caught up to us.

      Over a dozen of the robed figures rode towards us on camels. Each of them had the goat headed goddess that Astrid told me was their representation of Madam Hourglass. Clearly, they’d never see her, since Calissa, my Madam Hourglass, was nowhere close in appearance to a goat.

      “Think they’d believe me if I said Calissa and I were working together?” I asked as I gripped the rail at the back of the ship.

      “Unlikely,” Astrid answered, drawing her Etherblade. “Inga, Liv. Bows out now.”

      The two valkyries, Inga being the one who’d sighted our pursuers, unhooked from their own lines, and readied their bows swiftly.

      “Kid, can you get us in the air any faster?” I challenged, drawing my own blade. We had a few minutes before the zealot priests would be within shooting range.

      The captain, to his credit, didn’t panic as he looked over his shoulder at the nearing group. He jerked his head once in a nod and shouted commands that made little sense to me, but Natalia and Sigyn nodded and hurried to fiddle with the braziers.

      The balloons snapped above us, rapidly filling out, and the ropes securing them to the ship creaked while the ship began to groan. I had a brief fear that the balloons were about to rip the ship apart like an angry ocean dashing us onto rocks. Instead, though, the entire ship shuddered and we had to grab for the railings as the entire thing began to move sideways, caught in the winds.

      The kid captain cranked the shaft he’d connected to the lowered fan, and when we began to correct the course, I realized the fan was a type of clever combination of rudder and propeller.

      The goat priests were in range, which meant we were in their range. None of them drew bows, however and Igna and Liv waited on Astrid’s command.

      I looked over the edge, and we were only a few feet off the ground. We needed to get much higher, much faster. It seemed the captain understood the need as well and pushed Natalia and Signy to burn the braziers hotter.

      I gripped the gem containing Madam Hourglass, readying the power she’d granted me in the event that I needed to use it. If I had to, I’d slow time, leap off the ship and slaughter them all before hopefully making it back to the ship. I hesitated though, knowing I needed to save everything for the fight with Serenity.

      The priests pushed their mounts harder, the bleating of the camels reaching us over the sounds of the ship taking flight.

      “Come on,” I urged the ship, looking up at the massive balloons. They’d been huge laid out on the sand, but filled up, they were even larger.

      “Drop sail!” The captain commanded, and it was Tolvie who released the knotted ropes on the mast, though she could have been a damned sight faster at it. But the narrow sails dropped down and snapped open, catching the wind and driving the ship forward with a jolt. We were moving away from the priests at a fast pace, even as the ship rose higher in the air.

      Taking a chance to glance over my shoulder to the bow of the ship, I had to do a double take. We were approaching a titanic dune with growing speed, but it still towered over us.

      “Captain,” I yelled, but he ignored me, his young face focused intently on the dune ahead of us as he maneuvered the rudder propeller.

      “Steady,” he shouted towards Sigyn and Natalia. “Prepare a blast. Hold.”

      Natalia looked nervous, but determined, just as she had at the bow of the ship as we battled the storm and mists on our journey to the Vanishing Isle. Myrah crouched down, making herself as small as she could in case of impact. And Liandra, fuck I didn’t know if I should laugh or yell at the daft woman. The blonde [check] archer stood on the narrow rail of the ship, her security line taut between her waist and the main mast as she leaned out into the wind. She grinned with fearsome delight, her hair whipping back from her braid.

      We were meters away, seconds from ramming into the wall of sand and shattering. The captain shouted, his hands working the crankshaft with incredible speed, and a whoosh of twin explosions on either side of the vessel. We tilted vertically, the bow lifting up towards the sky, and sending Astrid and I scrambling to grip the rails and keep from flipping out of the stern.

      We all shouted in success as the sand peak disappeared below us and we were launching higher into the sky. Natalia and Sigyn hurried around the braziers, pushing levers and sliding valves shut, and other things I didn’t understand but seemed to make sense to the captain. The ship leveled off and the rest of the passengers began unhooking their safety lines, going to check that our weapons and supply crates remained unbroken in the chaos.

      I looked back towards the priests who were obsessed with my Madam Hourglass, and we’d outdistanced them enough that they looked like a milling group of dark ants on a tan sea.

      “They’ll follow us,” Astrid said, shaking her head at them. “Somehow they knew about us leaving. They’ve confronted you before, right?”

      I nodded and touched the gem at my neck again. “Once. Can they track the gem?”

      She grimaced and I had my answer. She slapped the railing. “Let’s hope the beasts of this realm finish them off.” Astrid turned her back on the stern and on Kharbouth, growing smaller in the distance.

      I eyed the sun, squinting at its harsh rays. It wasn’t yet noon, and already sweat beaded on my brow. The canvas balloons offered little in the way of shade from its heat, and there was nowhere below the deck to escape. It was going to be a brutal three day journey, and we still had no idea what we’d find roaming these lands.
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      The day passed without incident, the most interesting thing being the struggle to rig a tarp across part of the deck for shade. The Valkyries, even Astrid, were unused to the heat and unrelenting sun of the desert. Their fair skin had turned red within the first hour, and even Liandra groaned. I’d had to bite back a laugh at the young captain’s expression when the women began to strip down to their breast bands and skimpy panties.

      I’d almost begun to think that the stories of horrifying beasts were nothing more than heat-stroke induced hallucinations. But as the sun reached the horizon and the sky began to darken, strange sounds began to echo from down below. I moved to the side of the vessel, peering down at the rolling dunes. The sounds came again, eerie enough to send chills down my spine.

      “It sounds like a whale,” Liandra observed at my side. “I’ve heard them before, when we were able to be on calm seas outside of the isle.”

      “She’s right,” Sigyn agreed before pulling on her tunic. The air was swiftly changing from scorching to chill bitten. “But I doubt there’s such a thing as a sand whale.”

      Liandra nodded, her gaze riveted on the ground far below us. She gasped and grasped my arm with one hand while pointing down below with another. “There!” Everyone rushed to either side of the ship, eager to see what Liandra had found.

      Something, no – a lot of somethings – were moving under the sand. When one launched itself into the air, we all startled without shame, but couldn’t look away from the monstrosity below us.

      They were some sort of massive serpents, but unlike ones I’d ever seen. Instead of triangular heads, they had rounded ones almost like a worm. Each time they drove up out of the sand, we could see the wide jaws spreading, fangs that had to be the size of a horse emerging from the top jaw of the creatures. Whatever they were hunting never stood a chance.

      Liandra shuddered and pulled away from the side, retreating to where she had sat next to Myrah. Myrah, my poor little thief, had her knees pulled up to her chin and her hands pressed over her ears. I spared a look towards Natalia, but she seemed focus on maintaining the brazier. Someone else would take her place soon and then she could rest.

      I sat down beside Myrah, and tugged her close. Myrah buried her face in my chest, her arms wrapping tight around me, groaning when new, shriller sounds reached our ears. What was more concerning than the shrieks, though, were the sounds of wings.

      I shared a look with Liandra, and both of us moved a hand to our weapons. It was going to be a long three days.
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      Despite having very little to do on the narrow ship, I was damned exhausted. We all were, and our nerves were no better. Every night was a struggle to sleep. The desert came alive during the chilly hours, with terrifying sounds of beasts that shouldn’t exist fighting amongst each other below. We’d tried to sleep during the day, but the heat made it impossible. The ship began to feel like a powder keg, waiting for the smallest strike to explode. A small consolation was knowing that if the zealot priests had tried to follow us over ground, their survival chances were minimal.

      “I see it!” one of the Valkyries shouted from the bow of the airship and we all staggered to our feet, our heads snapping towards the direction she pointed. The horizon behind us glowed with early dawn.

      “Thank fuck,” Myrah said before leaning her forehead against my shoulder. “I was starting to think we were lost.”

      When there was unending desert in every direction for days, it wasn’t hard to understand her fear. But the kid, Jakob I finally remembered, was as good at navigating by the stars as he and his mother claimed. The trip had been smooth, other than our hasty departure, and a sickly excitement built in my gut as the mountain peak grew taller in the sky.

      Serenity was close, and after she was dead, my parents would have the vengeance they deserved.

      “We should put down before we get much closer,” Liandra suggested and I nodded in agreement.

      “We’ll make the rest of the trip on foot. We’ll hope she hasn’t seen us yet.” I peered towards the mountain as Liandra moved away to tell Captain Jakob my request. Natalia arrived at my side and handed me a tube of glass. I grunted in recognition and opened up the spyglass, raising the narrow end to my eye.

      The mountain was unlike any I’d seen. Rather than a rising of rock, it looked as if a sand dune spiraled into the expansive sky, narrowing as it grew higher in elevation. The same buzz of time energy I’d sensed from Astrid’s Etherblade hummed just on the edges of my mind. I had expected this to not be a normal mountain, but I would need to be careful within its halls if even at this distance, the amount of magic was affecting me.

      Moving from the mountain, I scanned sands around its base. Stone ruins emerged from the sand at various intervals and seemed to wrap around what I could see of the mountain. I inspected the dunes between us and the ruins and muttered a relieved curse.

      “There are still beasts down there,” I announced. “But it looks as if they give the ruins a wide berth.”

      “As they should,” Astrid responded cryptically but didn’t elaborate when I looked at her.

      Ignoring her posturing, I met the tired eyes of Jakob, and pointed towards the ruins. “Take us down there. We’ll shelter in the ruins before making our way into the mountain temple.”

      Jakob gave me a two fingered salute before cranking the shaft that controlled the fan propeller. The two women on brazier duty moved to their stations and began changing levers at his command.

      The first drop in elevation sent Myrah yelping and hurtling towards the security lines. Others quickly followed, but none with as much terror as my little thief. I hooked myself in between her and Natalia, gathering them both close as I watched the ruins grow larger and closer.

      “Liandra is a mad woman,” Myrah muttered from where she hid in my chest and I had to agree, even though I loved that about my archer.

      Liandra was balanced on the bow, her security line secured to the rail below her. Her arms were spread wide, as if she were a soaring eagle and the wind carried her laughter. I shook my head in amusement, Natalia giggled at Liandra’s antics. Myrah was the only one who truly hated this airship. She was convinced the entire flight that it’d suddenly plummet from the sky, taking us all to our deaths.

      Again, we dropped suddenly, sending our stomachs up our throats before leveling out. The rest of the landing was miserable for Myrah. Jakob would shout a command and then we’d drop a good twenty feet or more in the air, as if we were sailing down a giant set of stairs. Myrah whimpered and dug her nails into my chest with each drop in elevation.

      After the repeated drops, even some of the valkyries began to look green around the lips. It wasn’t exactly an enjoyable landing process.

      “Brace!” Jakob’s voice shouted from behind us and we all did the best we could. Liandra leaped down from the bow to grip the rail and bend her knees, but refused to duck her head and miss any moment of the experience. The rest of us gripped the railings we were secured too, readying for impact. Myrah and Natalia clung fiercely to me, trusting me more than any security line.

      With a heavy thud, the boat slammed into the top of a dune, sending sand out in a massive wave. We lifted off the ground again for a heart beat before the bow tipped down and the stern where Jakob steered caught on the peak. He released an anchor that was more like a massive grappling hook and kept shouting orders to the valkyries with the braziers.

      Stopping would be tricky, he’d explained. It wasn’t the actual stopping part that we needed to be concerned with, he’d explained the day before. It was protecting the canvas balloons from tearing on the masts or any obstacles while also making sure the balloons didn’t drape over the deck and smother us under the heavy fabric.

      I eyed the balloons, canvas clouds against the dawn colored sky. They weren’t filled taut like they’d been since we’d launched; the fabric rippled as they deflated, weighed down to the earth by our presence. The balloons fought against the collective weight, though, as if they refused to leave the sky and wind behind now that they had experienced it.

      The bottom of the boat sled down the dune and Jakob started issuing orders to secure the balloons. I left Myrah to Natalia’s care and joined Liandra on one rope, letting out the rope slowly so that the balloon could move to the side of the ship rather than directly on top of it. Astrid and Tolvie did the same on the other side.

      Despite the balloons deflating, our speed wasn’t slowing as I’d expected. We were gaining on the ruins with alarming speed and I looked back at Jakob, who had a grim expression which told me he had the same concern.

      There was nothing on either side of us for the balloons to catch on, which was good in the sense that they wouldn’t tear, but there was nothing to slow us down.

      “We have to jump!” shouted one of the warriors. Cries of agreement sounded. I shared a look with Liandra, who nodded once.

      “You get Natalia,” I said as we hurried the short distance to Natalia and Myrah. It felt like an eternity as we maneuvered around the other six passengers, but then the two women were in front of us. I crouched down in front of Myrah and I didn’t have the time to be gentle with her. I shoved my hands between her knees where she’d brought them up against her chest and, despite her scrambling to hold on to me, I grabbed the rope secured to her waist.

      The valkyries were already jumping, tucking themselves into a ball to avoid as much damage as possible. Liandra rose into a crouch with my redheaded Mesmer, their hands intertwined.

      “Go!” I shouted when they both turned worried looks to me. I didn’t wait to see if they listed, turning back to the clamp that decided it didn’t want to release my lover. “Come on,” I growled at the damned thing.

      “Vance.” Myrah’s voice was full of terror and she gripped my arms, her nails biting into my flesh. I threw a look over my shoulder and cursed. We needed to get off the ship now. No matter what, the ship was going to hit one or more of the stone pillars and take damage. I just didn’t want us to be on it when it happened.

      I squeezed my eyes shut, reaching for the power Madam Hourglass had imbued me with. Opening my eyes again, time had slowed to a crawl. I met Myrah’s bewildered gaze. Somehow I’d brought her with me when I’d slowed time.

      “What is happening? Is this you?” She didn’t seem to expect an answer. Instead she moved her legs out so I had better access to the clip. It still wouldn’t budge and it only took a moment to realize that somehow it’d gotten jammed.

      “I have to cut it,” I said, pulling a knife from my thigh sheath. I could feel my Chronomancy draining and I needed to let time resume soon, so I didn’t use too much before confronting Serenity. My blade was sharp and cut through the thick rope with three slices. I hauled Myrah up on her feet and we ran towards the stern. Jakob was there, slowed like the rest of the world, his eyes boring dead ahead as if he could stop the vessel with sheer determination. I pulled his hand free of the crank and wrapped my arm around the kid’s waist, hauling him backwards with Myrah and me. I strained against his weight and the speed of time he was in but I wasn’t about to let him slam into the ruins either.

      The moment my feet cleared the back rail of the ship, leaping towards the side to avoid the hooked anchor, I let time resume its natural course. We slammed into the dune and I let go of my hold on Jakob even as we all tumbled down the dune in the wake of the airship.

      Sand was in my eyes, in my mouth, in every part of me as Myrah and I rolled over one another. When it felt like I could take control of our progress without risking a limb, I dug my elbows and feet in as much as I could, stalling out our momentum until we finally slid the last few feet to a halt with Myrah under me and me shielding her petite body from an impact from above.

      “Vance!” Natalia shouted from a distance before a large crack rent the air as, I guess, the ship collided with one of the stone ruins.

      I rolled off of Myrah with a groan, collapsing onto my back. Everywhere not covered by my tunic and trousers burned from the sand scraping at my flesh and when I forced myself to sit upright after only a moment, I knew I was going to be feeling the jump for a few days. I shook my head as hard as I dared, getting the sad out of it as much as I could before trying to scrub gently at my eyes so I could see.

      Someone crashed down beside me, and then small delicate hands tilted my chin up, the sun’s light glowing through my lids, and brushed away the sand.

      “Are you hurt?” Natalia’s sweet voice cascaded over me as she touched me. My hands went to her hips as I smirked before pulling away to spit out the sand that my smirk had let into my mouth.

      “Nothing that a kiss can’t fix, babe,” I said after I cleared my throat. I blinked hard, getting the last of the sand out of my eyelashes as best as I could. I’d love a shower, but water was precious and not worth the waste. I’d make do with tender touches from my sexy women. “How about you?”

      I took her in, her red curly hair fanned out around her like a lion’s mane, and the tumble had resulted in a tear in her bodice, giving me a mouth watering view of cream colored cleavage. My dick began to fill, wanting to prove that we were all still alive and what better way to do that than to slide my dick between Natalia’s gorgeous tits and coat her throat with my cum?

      As if reading my thoughts, her chest pinked and when my eyes made it back to her face, the blush was coloring her cheeks as well.

      “I might want a few kisses, too,” she said before leaning forward, bracing a hand on my thigh. “When we set up camp, I should look you over to make sure I don’t miss a single inch.”

      She pressed her lips to mine and I cupped one of those perfect tits, her nipple hard as a rock even though her clothing. When Natalia parted her sweet lips for me, I growled and kissed her harder, fucking her mouth with my tongue while pinching her nipple until she was mewling.

      “I’m fine, thanks for asking,” an irritated Myrah said from behind us. I broke away from Natalia, squeezing her breast one last time before releasing her. I turned and rose onto my knees to take in the sand dusted Myrah. She looked like a furious cat who’d been dunked in water, except this pussy had been tossed into sand. Natalia’s suggestion of inspecting every inch of me had me thinking of returning the favor to my lovers. I’d kiss and touch and lick every hill and valley of their lush bodies to make sure there is not a single spec of sand remaining on them.

      I grabbed Myrah by the neck and hauled her towards me, plundering her mouth in a grateful kiss as I’d just done to Natalia. Only when Myrah was panting and squirming against me did I let her go. I pressed my forehead to hers.

      “Are you okay?” I know Myrah said she was alright, but the woman was still shaking and I knew it wasn’t only because of the kiss. She nodded against me, but barely relaxed her grip on my arms. “I never want to do that again,” she admitted quietly.

      “Well,” Liandra said as she came to stand over us, a sympathetic look on her face. “We’ll have to do it one more time to get home.” She grimaced as she looked towards the ruins. “If that kid can make it fly again, that is.”

      I helped Myrah and Natalia stand and after an unsteady moment, Myrah was able to walk down the dune on her own. Natalia and Liandra kept pace with her while I jogged the short distance to where the valkyries busied themselves inspecting the airship. From the back, it didn’t look so bad, but when I moved around to bow, I winced.

      I’d seen ships tossed onto cliffs by the ocean that looked better. At least half of the front of the ship was gone and the main mast was coming up from where it was bolted to the deck.

      “Where’s the kid?” I eyed Astrid who shook her head. Fuck.

      “He must have hit his head, or something,” Sigyn said, genuine sorrow in her voice. “He’s alive, but I don’t think for long. You can never tell with head wounds.”

      She pointed towards a laughably small patch of shade, and I saw his form lying prone. I hurried over, hoping the woman had been wrong. Maybe he’d have been better off if I hadn’t pulled him from the ship. Maybe he’d be awake and ordering us around, despite being so much younger.

      Liandra’s hand came down on my shoulder and Natalia crouched next to the unconscious man – little more than a boy, really. She put a hand on his head, her eyes closing as she worked whatever mental magic mesmers had. I waited, breath held, for an eon before Natalia pulled back and looked at me.

      “It’s bad,” she confirmed. “The injury has trapped him in his mind to avoid the shock. If we could get him help, he has a chance of living, but, well...”

      “There’s no one to help,” I finished for her, looking at the kid. I scrubbed my face with frustration. “Fucking hell.” I looked back up to Natalia. “Is there anything you can do? Make sure he isn’t hurting?”

      She nodded, and pulled her red curls back over her shoulder and out of the way. She focused on the boy and put her hand over his head but not touching him this time. She mouthed words and a ripple of cool air came from her before disappearing as quick as it came. She sank back farther on her hunches and brought her hand back.

      “There,” she said, her voice tired. “Until he pulls through or passes on his own, he will be surrounded by happiness and love.”

      “It’s the best we can do for now.” It didn’t mean I had to like it. I rose, and Liandra, Myrah, and Natalia followed me as I made my way back to the ship. I found Astrid right away, already issuing orders to set up camp. When I approached she turned and eyed me. “We need to finish this and fast.”

      “The boy is already dead,” Astrid said indifferently and made to turn back to her warriors.

      I snapped, grabbing her bicep and wrenching her around to face me. I moved until I was inches away from her face.

      “You might not give a shit about anyone who hasn’t sworn allegiance to you, but I do,” I snarled. I ignored the sound of steel blades being drawn. “That boy is our best chance at getting home. So maybe in that cold black heart of yours, you can find some fucking shred of decency to think of ways to help him. Including killing Serenity quickly.”

      Astrid jerked her arm from my grip with a sneer. A flash of light, and she was in front of me as she’d been at the Vanishing Isle. Ice blue eyes and radiant feathered wings.

      “My sole purpose here is to end Serenity and restore time, as is my duty as an Angel of Chronos,” she said, her voice no longer raspy. “You are lucky that I do not strike you down where you stand, Vance, and take Calissa from that gem and force her to right her betrayal.”

      “Fucking try it,” I said between clenched teeth. “I’m not as weak as you think I am.”

      Astrid snorted once in disbelief and turned her fucking back on me. She raised a hand, waving away her warrior’s in silent command to stand down. Tolvie kept her cruel eyes on me, smirking as if she were the cat who got the cream.

      “Fuck this.” I marched up to the broken ship and yanked on a section of boards until it popped off. It wasn’t the greatest length, but it would do. “Get our gear,” I said to Liandra and she and Myrah both climbed into the ship, trading wary looks with the valkyries who were doing the same. I cut off a large length of rope and spooled it around my hand and elbow before dragging the flat section of wood back towards where Jakob lay.

      “Help me ease him onto this,” I instructed Natalia, who helped without comment. By the time we’d gotten him secured on the board that only went down half his thighs, Liandra and Myrah had gotten our gear bags. I hauled on the straps before checking the knots and rope I’d attached to one end of the make-shift stretcher. Once that was done, I eyed the distance between us and the mountain.

      Gripping the rope, I started out, pulling Jakob behind me. “Let’s go.”
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      “How’s he doing?” I asked quietly.

      Natalia joined me at the entrance of the cave we’d found. The sun was high above us now, the strange mountain casting a long shadow across the sands. There was no sign of Astrid and her valkyries following us and Natalia had ensured our trail was obliterated with her magic. I hated that I had to ask so much of her before our confrontation with Serenity, and now Astrid.

      We needed to be rested and at full strength, both physically and magically, for these fights and yet we were exhausted, sore, and both Natalia and I had been forced to use our magic. The hum of time energy hadn’t lessened until I was within the cave. Even now, I could feel an echo of it in my mind. I looked over my shoulder to where we’d brought Jakob. Myrah sat next to him, checking over her knives. Liandra had opted to scout deeper into the strange cave, promising not to go too far.

      At least the cave protected us from the sweltering heat. If Jakob had stayed out there, even in the thin shadows of the ruins, he wouldn’t have made it this long.

      “He’s the same as he was when we got here,” Natalia said just as quietly, running her hand up and down my back. “The cool air here will do him good. If Liandra finds a water source, that’d be even better. We need to make sure he doesn’t get a fever. If he has a brain storm...”

      I moved my gaze from Jakob’s prone body to Natalia’s uneasy eyes, and I nodded slowly, understanding. “If he does, it’d be best to put him out of his misery.” I scrubbed my face. “Fuck.”

      I’d been prepared to die in my quest for vengeance. I’d not given a single thought to any of Astrid’s valkyries. They were warriors, and glad to die in battle. I would do whatever it took to keep Natalia, Liandra, and Myrah alive and safe, even as they knew the risks of what lay ahead. But Jakob? Jakob was a kid, even if he was considered a man back in Kharbouth. He was innocent in all of this, doing a job he was paid to do and nothing else.

      I’d killed numerous people and I never regretted it. If Jakob died, it would be because of me and it hurt. It felt like a knife dug into my gut. Jakob wasn’t a slimy, greedy criminal lurking in the alleys and waiting for the next easy target.

      Natalia wrapped her arms around me, offering me what comfort she could, and I buried my face into her red curls, inhaling her addictive scent. When she shifted, Madam Hourglass’s gem pressed into my chest and I stiffened. Natalia pulled back enough to tilt a curious gaze up at me. I cupped her face and kissed her, devouring her soft coos as I plundered her mouth.

      “I need to see Madam Hourglass,” I said when I pulled away. I looked to Myrah, who frowned. I headed off her protests. “I need to, if we’re going to end this shit as fast as possible and figure out a way to get Jakob the help he needs.”

      A realization washed over me, colder than the icy waters surrounding the Vanishing Isle. If we could leave this place at this moment, I would. I would say screw Serenity and Astrid, and do what it took to get Jakob back to Kharbouth. I drank in Myrah and then Natalia, and thought of Liandra. They were why I had changed. They had changed me, for the better. My harem was more important than vengeance, and protecting an innocent life mattered. I still wanted vengeance, but it was like Natalia, Myrah, and Liandra’s, hell even Madam Hourglass’s, love had dampened the coals that once raged with a flame that kept me alive.

      “I love you,” I said, holding Myrah’s gaze. I turned to Natalia, and repeated my sentiment. Natalia rose up on her toes and pressed a butterfly light kiss to my lips.

      “What’s your plan?” Myrah said, leaning back on her hands, her head cocked. “You’ve got your scheming face on.”

      I wished Liandra was here, but this was something I had to do on my own anyways, and Natalia and Myrah would fill her in.

      “I need to see Madam Hourglass,” I said. “I need whatever powers she has left to give me. I don’t know how long it’ll take, and you’ll need to protect Jakob and the gem until I’m back. Natalia.” I dropped my gaze to the Mesmer, and cupped her jaw. “Can you disguise the cave so that Astrid and the Valkyries can’t find it? It may be the best defense we have for now.”

      “I can,” she said with absolute conviction. I didn’t let myself doubt her or her power reserves. Like Arnoz had taught me so long ago, when you’re doing a job, you have to trust your partner can and is doing her part. My focus had to be on getting into the gem and getting whatever chronomancy powers Madam Hourglass could give me. Once I knew all that I was capable of, we could plan an attack on Serenity, on Astrid, or just getting the fuck out of here.

      I moved away from Natalia, crouching before my pack that was against the cave wall. I packed away every blade except two. Hopefully I wouldn’t come out of the gem into a fight, but if I did, I didn’t want to be weaponless. Staring at the wall, I traced the strange swirls in the sandstone. They were unlike any I’d seen before. As if each stone had flowed like liquid once, racing towards the center of the mountain. Their composition was so detailed that, if I unfocused my eyes, I swore it was moving still.

      “When Liandra gets back,” I said as I twisted to face Natalia and Myrah. “If she’s found a better location deeper in the caves, I want you to move back there. If the Valkyries do show, I want you to do whatever it takes to stay alive.” I met Myrah’s eyes and then Natalia’s. “Swear it.”

      Myrah pressed a hand over her chest, her dark eyes serious. “I swear, Vance. We’ll keep you and Jakob safe, and stay alive.”

      Natalia nodded, her face full of equal conviction.

      I nodded once more and gripped the ruby gem in my hand, closing my eyes. The hum of chronomancy around us amplified a dozen fold and I opened my eyes. I was in Madam Hourglass’s realm of time. I narrowed my eyes, taking in the subtle changes. The platform still floated above an ocean of sand but rather than rolling waves, they looked like the ocean during a storm. I jumped backwards when one dune wave was large enough to crash into the platform and scatter sand across the tiled mosaic.

      “You’re near the temple, aren’t you?”

      Madam Hourglass – Calissa -- asked softly from behind me. I dragged my eyes from the raging torrent of sand below us to her. She stood in the middle of the platform between where I always arrived and where her living area was situated. She held her back straight, her hands clasped in front of her, and I could sense the wall she’d erected between us. She even wore her veil once more.

      Madam Hourglass was afraid that I’d force her to fulfill the duties she’d run from a hundred years ago, and in doing so, sacrifice her life.

      I walked to her, taking both of her hands in mine and holding her gaze, willing her to see the sincerity in me. “I will not let you die, Calissa,” I assured her, stroking her hands with my thumbs. The wall fractured a bit and I leaned forward to rest my forehead on hers. “You’re right, though. We’re in a cave at the base of the mountain where Kronos’s temple is. Is that what’s causing the sands to storm here?”

      She nodded against me and then looked to the left, out over the sandy chaos. “The magic of the temple is trying to absorb the gem. It should not be here, I shouldn’t be here. I don’t know how long the gem can last.”

      “Hey,” I said, pulling her attention back to me. “My goal is to get away from this damned temple as fast as possible, but I need your help to do that. That’s why I’m here.”

      Calissa’s brilliant eyes met mine, and the last of her reservations crumpled and she tugged me to follow her. I let her lead me to her expansive bed, the one we’d shared so much pleasure in. Both to grant or recharge my powers, and simply enjoy one another’s bodies. When she sank onto the plush mattress, I unhooked her veil, slowly enough she could have stopped me if she wanted.

      “You’re so fucking sexy,” I whispered, my dick filling at the sight of her plush lips and the memory of them stretched around my dick. “Don’t hide from me, baby.”

      Calissa’s smile was breathtaking. Another blast of originless wind sent sand skittering over the platform and drew our attention back to the matter at hand.

      “Tell me what you need, Vance,” she said, running her hands along my thighs. No doubt she meant to be reassuring, but all it made me think about was how fast I could get her naked and balls deep in her hot pussy. Still, I knew what I was going to ask of her was no small thing.

      “I need you to give me whatever remains of Kronos’s powers,” I said firmly, keeping my gaze on hers. “I don’t want you to die, and there has to be a way to keep you from sacrificing your life-force. I refuse to lose you, baby. Serenity needs to be stopped, and so I need us to figure out how far we can go together to do that.”

      Calissa’s fingers dug into my thighs but I didn’t flinch at her fear. Emotions struggled in her eyes and I waited. I’d wait as long as she required, regardless of the countdown the temple’s magic was causing on her realm.

      “The last of Krono’s gift is the greatest,” she said, her eyes focused on my chest as she spoke evenly. “It will allow you to travel through time at will, both in the past and future.”

      “And if you transfer it to me, what happens?”

      She bit her lower lip, clearly struggling. “If we were in the temple hall and not this realm, I could tell you what would happen without doubt. I would give you the power as you fill my womb with your seed. Then I would birth the sands of time from your seed, fully imbued with the power of Kronos.”

      The image of Madam Hourglass’s stomach swollen with pregnancy from my seed had my dick hardening once more. She’d be so fucking sexy, riding my cock swollen with my child. Even if that child was Time and not human.

      “There has to be a way to keep time from killing you as it’s renewed.” I reached for her tiny waist, tugging her towards me until her large breasts pressed against my chest and her lips were inches from mine. I moved her until she straddled my lap, her pussy right against my hard cock. I rocked up into her, wanting to remove the thin layers that separated us. I wanted to be surrounded by her heat as she filled my ears with her sexy moans.

      “There might be,” she whispered but I heard the fear in her words. “I’ve been thinking about it since the first time you fucked me and I gave you power.”

      “Tell me,” I urged her, capturing her lips with mine but not letting us go any deeper. “Anything.”

      “What has Astrid told you of the temple and mountain itself?” Calissa ground down against my dick, gyrating her hips unconsciously. I had to bite back a moan and force myself to focus. Once we got through the conversation, I’d fuck Calissa until she screamed my name and I filled her every hole with my cum.

      I tilted my head, ghosting my lips over Calissa’s pulse point in a sexy promise. “Nothing, not really.” When Calissa did nothing other than gasp at my breath on her skin, I nipped her gently, bringing her focus back to me with the sharp, quick pain that I soothed immediately with my tongue.

      “It’s like this gem,” she said, tilting her head back to give me more access. I rewarded her answers with more attention, tracing patterns along her neck and throat with my tongue. “It’s a conduit of time. Time flows from the universe into Kronos, and from him, time was transformed into what we experience it as. Time is nothing more than its own magic, like your Mesmer’s magic. But Natalia’s magic comes from within, and the source of time comes from beyond what is known.”

      That explained the look of the sandstone, and the mountain itself. Rather than the sky drawing the sands towards it, the universe was spilling sand down onto the earth. I ran my hands down Calissa’s curves until I gripped handfuls of her ass, grinding her down against me. “Go on,” I whispered.

      “Like this gem, the mountain temple is set apart from time, due to its nature,” Calissa groaned out, her hands sinking into my hair and tugging me closer. “If I’m to survive, you’d need to alter the mountain itself. It’s not wholly separated from your time, because it feeds your time. The connection needs to be severed.”

      I pulled back and she mewled disappointedly at the loss of contact. “Wouldn’t that destroy time entirely?”

      Calissa’s eyes opened and met mine, her gaze clouded with lust. I took in the silver spiderwebs of scars that Kronos had given her a century ago.

      “Not if you place this gem on the altar,” she says. “I didn’t make this gem wholly by myself. It was how Kronos was able to come to me. It was only when I fled, stealing this gem with me, that I changed it to be entirely cut off. If the gem is returned to the altar, it can be used to birth the sands once more into the universe. You wouldn’t have much time, either. Hours at most to get the gem in place. And you’d have to be the conduit between my realm and the temple mountain. You would have to stop the sands before my death.”

      Calissa’s eyes became clearer as her fear overcame her desire for me.

      “Do you trust me?” I whispered.

      Her eyes fluttered close. “I want to say yes, Vance, so badly. But--“

      “You’re scared.”

      Calissa’s eyes flew open, her pupils wide. “I’m fucking terrified. I won’t just die, Vance. I’d be erased from existence.”

      I sank my hand into her hair, holding the back of her head firmly as I gripped her waist with iron strength. “I swear to you, Madam Hourglass, I will not let you die. I vow it on time itself. I love you and I will not lose you.”

      I kissed her, hard. I’d show her with my body the promise and truth of my words. She sighed against me and melted, her hands pressing flat against my chest. Could she feel how hard my heart beat for her?

      “Okay,” she whispered against my lips between kisses.

      Fuck, my love for her grew impossibly more at her trust and courage. Not many could be as brave as Madam Hourglass was.

      “Okay,” I agreed and laid her gently back onto her bed. “Just lay back, sweetheart. I’m going to give you the sweetest goodbye you’ve ever tasted…”

      I tasted her. Then she tasted me, and we spent a great deal of time just going back and forth, tasting each other. By the time I was inside of her the world was a dizzy blur of pleasure, all my worries forgotten. We started off making love, but of course things eventually got hotter, rougher. Calissa loved it when I played rough with my toys, and the goddess was more than willing to take anything I wanted to give her.

      I mounted her from behind, pummelled her so hard the bed nearly broke, then laid back and let her ride me. Calissa’s tits bounced in my face as she impaled herself on me again and again, and I pulled one into my mouth and sucked it until I felt a hot rush of milk enter my throat. I drank from the gorgeous Madame Hourglass as her walls clenched and spasmed around me, her orgasm hitting her like a frieght train.

      “Yes, Vance, oh fuck that’s it,” she panted, holding my face against her tits as she rode out her climax. “Drink from me, baby! Let me put part of myself into you while you’re putting part of yourself in me. Open yourself to the magic…”

      I didn’t understand her. And then, suddenly, I did. I could feel new awareness in the back of my head, like the onrush of a swiftly moving storm.

      The next time I upthrust into Calissa’s heavenly, wet pussy, a halo of white light filled the room.

      “Yes! Yes!” Calissa rocked back on her heels, her hair floating around her like an angel’s halo. But the good kind of angel, not the ones I’d spent my life pledging to exterminate. “It’s happening, Vance! Oh fuck, here it comes…!”

      Literally, I thought, my cock jerking inside of her. The heat and friction became unbearable, and even before Kronos’s power entered me I was erupting helplessly inside of Calissa’s hot, hungry hole. Her walls gripped me like a glove, pulling in my load as I emptied my balls inside of her. It was impossible, but I almost fancied I could see her belly swelling a bit with my seed, the heir who would one day ride on the tides of time both yet to be and long since past.

      Fuck. Paradoxes made my head hurt. It was much more pleasurable to fuck genies and mesmers.

      I didn’t want to leave Calissa there, despite the new power surging in my veins. It was nothing like before. Those had been mere drops of chronomancy and with this final gift of Calissa’s, I felt truly like the titian of time, Kronos himself. With a final kiss to Calissa’s stomach, I left her realm. I only had a few hours to end this at last. I wouldn’t let a woman I loved die, and I wouldn’t let Jakob die either.

      It was time to find Serenity, the Fallen Angel I’d named Queen of Monsters, and kill her. Not just for my parents anymore but for the women I loved.
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      When I returned to the real world, it was to an unexpected sight. My hand flew to the dagger I’d kept, glad I’d had the foresight to stay armed to some degree. While I’d been prepared to fight immediately upon my return, I hadn’t expected the foes who stood shoulder to shoulder.

      The black robe priests had somehow survived the desert beasts and found the cave.

      “Vance,” Myrah’s voice was low and full of caution. I spared the quickest glance towards her voice to see her, Natalia, and Liandra standing together in front of Jakob. We were in a different area than when I’d left, and from the damp coolness of the air, I assumed they’d taken us deeper into the cave system.

      “Kronos has been reborn!”

      The shout echoed off the smooth walls of the cave of the mountain, what I now knew was the physical manifestation of time. My gaze snapped back to the priests, readying to strike when, to my surprise, the two rows of priests fell to one knee, their heads bowed. The one who had spoken kept his head raised, though his eyes lowered respectfully.

      “The Lady Goddess has chosen you as her new consort.” Myrah huffed where she stood to my right but I ignored her. She hadn’t liked the idea of sharing me originally with Madam Hourglass, but she’d come around. Maybe not as much as I’d thought, though. My cock came alive at the thought of a possessive Myrah. Her jealousy always made her hot to fuck me. “We vowed ourselves to the Lady Goddess when the false angel of the Kronos who once tried to take his divine right for herself. In you, Kronos has been reborn, and we serve you faithfully.”

      I peered closer at the speaker. He was damned familiar looking, even as the torches lit behind me cast shadows over his face. Like the first time I’d seen one of the priests, they wore a pendant depicting a goat headed goddess.

      “Is that really supposed to be Calissa?” That wasn’t the question I’d meant to ask, but fuck. They’d gotten the rack close enough, but giving Madam Hourglass the head of a goat? I was insulted on her behalf, given how much I loved her. The man’s eyes rose to meet mine and my brows shot towards the sky. “Shit. It’s you.”

      The same fucking priest I’d fought in Kharbouth. The one who said a woman demanded my presence before declaring me a heathen and trying to kill me. The man threw himself forward to the ground in supplication.

      “Forgive me, great one,” he pleaded, his forehead touching the ground. “I only sought to serve the Lady Goddess and deliver you to her. I believed you made sport of her and believed myself responsible for punishing you for such an insult to her divinity.”

      I scrubbed my face with one hand and sheathed my blade with the other. I looked to Myrah, Natalia, and Liandra, and nodded. “Let’s just... take a fucking moment because shit is getting more complicated by the moment and if we don’t. Shit, I don’t know.” What I did know is I’d take all the help I’d get going against Serenity and Astrid. I looked at the priests, who were still kneeling in submission.

      “Get up,” I told them. I hadn’t necessarily forgiven the priest for trying to kill me, but it seemed like he wouldn’t make another attempt, which was all I had the spare energy to care about. “How the hell did you manage to follow us?”

      The priests rose to their feet, brushing off the sand clinging to their robes, and again it was the first one who spoke. “The False One blessed us with chronomancy when we first believed her lies. To survive the beasts which feed on time, we had to use our blessings. When we sought to follow you, we numbered almost twenty. But our gifts are not pure, as they are not gifted from Kronos or the Lady Goddess. As our abilities were consumed, so were our bodies, and we will honor those who sacrificed themselves so that we may serve you and the Lady Goddess.”

      I studied the priests again, about a dozen in all, and exhaustion drained their features – except for the zealous fire in their eyes as they watched me. I recalled their history shared by Astrid, as well as what Madam Hourglass had embellished on. Some had once lived in this temple, and they might know a way to the main temple. I didn’t know how long Madam Hourglass had before disaster struck if I didn’t place her gem on the altar and I knew Serenity wouldn’t be my only obstacle.

      I needed to make difficult decisions and fast. I needed to decide who to trust and with what, while weighing the importance of my harem’s lives as well as the power singing under my skin. Like the other gifts, when Madam Hourglass transferred the powers to me, the inherent knowledge of how to use the abilities came too. Now I knew it was because the gifts were from the titan of time, and not only had she given me his powers, but his knowledge and experience with the power as well.

      Right now, it was like I had a lightning storm in my veins and I didn’t know when the bolts would push through my skin or who they’d strike when they did.

      “You truly wish to assist me in taking down Serenity and restoring time?” I knew the priest would say yes, but it was how he said yes that I needed to see.

      His eyes blazed with adoration and determination as he made a fist over his heart. “I swear my loyalty to you, Kronos reborn. We have waited for your arrival since the Lady Goddess fled from the False One, the one you call Serenity. She has chosen you and we will do as you command without hesitation.”

      The others made their own fists, pounding their chests with enthusiasm. Holy fuck. I could tell them to slit their own throats and they would without blinking. I took a deep breath. Then started to issue commands.

      “I need four of you to seek out the wrecked airship. Do you know where it is?” At their nods, I continued. “I don’t care who goes, so long as they are the ones best thought to hopefully fix it well enough to use. Someone else must stay with Jakob,” -- I gestured to the captain behind me. “He’s an innocent in this and I don’t want him to die if I can prevent it.”

      “I can keep his body in stasis, Eternal One.” To my surprise, the priest was actually a priestess.

      I furrowed my brows. “You can do that?”

      She ducked her head, while four others separated themselves and retreated down the cave towards the entrance. “My gift is a grain of sand compared to yours, Eternal One, but it will be enough to ensure that time does not move for the young man until a healer can be found.”

      It was similar to how I could slow time to a crawl, and the power buzzed in my thoughts, telling me now not only could I slow it to a crawl, but I could stop it entirely if I chose. Time was nothing more than a river of sand with the power Madam Hourglass had granted me. I could move through it, shift it, change it, and do with it what I will. Memories that had to be the real Kronos’s came with the whispers of power. Memories of how Kronos had even melted time, as if it had never happened, altering it in ways I couldn’t comprehend but somehow knew I was entirely capable of.

      “Do it, then,” I said, and she stepped forward without hesitation. Liandra and Natalia stepped aside to allow her to pass. The priestess stumbled as she stepped past me, her eyes wide and her cheeks pink. I smirked and it made her blush even harder. She wasn’t unattractive, from her narrow face and generous lips. Her headdress and billowing robes might be hiding all sorts of sexy, sensual curves she could use to worship me.

      Myrah poked me in the stomach with a cheeky grin, like she knew exactly where my thoughts had gone.

      “What?” I asked, grabbing the ink haired thief at the waist and pulling her against me. Fuck, I loved how her curves fit against my body as Myrah gripped my shoulders with a mischievous grin.

      “I know that look, babe,” she teased and tapped her finger against my lower lip. “You’re lucky enough that I share you with Madam Hourglass, Natalia, and Liandra. Don’t let these priests get to your head and start thinking you could have free rein.”

      I growled playfully before nipping Myrah’s finger and sucking it into my mouth before releasing it with a pop. “What have I always told you?” I asked, grinding my hips against hers. My cock had started to fill the moment her breasts touched my chest, aching to be between her thighs. With my free hand I grabbed a handful of her ass, hitching her higher against me and making her gasp.

      “That I get to approve any woman you want to bring in,” Myrah said, and then lowered her eyes in a mock glare. “Not like that stopped you from fucking Liandra.”

      I winced, because Myrah was right. I had fucked Liandra without clearing it with Myrah first, but I’d made sure Myrah knew it was worth it in the end. I sipped at her lips in a tease of a kiss. “I made it up to you. But I have no intention of fucking any other pussy, not yet at least.” I added with a devilish grin and pressed a kiss to her before slipping my tongue into her mouth and making her groan. Fuck I loved making her frustrated and horny. I pulled back. “If I decide to make my harem any bigger, you’ll know about it first. If you don’t approve, I won’t fuck them. I swear.”

      Myrah’s eyes melted and she cupped my face before kissing me sweetly. “I love you so much, Vance,” she whispered. “I don’t care if you are some new time god, or save the world, or anything like that. To me, you’re my Vance, the man I almost robbed because I thought you were dead, and then later, the Wraith who saved me from the Vizier’s guards.”

      “And you are my sexy, perfect thief who I always want at my side,” I responded. Myrah was my first, the woman who started it all. Sure I’d fucked my way through towns once I figured out how to use my dick, and how other chicks wanted it. In Kharbouth, a lot of the women I fucked cared more about being able to brag to others that they’d fucked the Wraith, and I didn’t give a shit. I didn’t give a shit so long as they knew there were no strings attached and they let me use their bodies however the fuck I wanted to.

      Myrah captured my eye, my interest, then my heart. And then, when Myrah loved me and trusted me enough to share me with Madam Hourglass, and then Natalia and Liandra?

      Shit, it was enough to make me feel like I was going soft. Only for my women, though. I’d be harder than diamond and sharper than sheared obsidian to the rest of the world. I was still the Wraith and now I held the powers of Kronos, the titan of time.

      “Eternal One.” A hesitant voice interrupted and I wanted to groan as the small bubble Myrah and I’d created popped and reality crashed back in. It was the one I considered the head priest, since he seemed to be the only one willing to talk for the group. He looked between Myrah and me, but if he disapproved, he said nothing. Still, I needed to defend Myrah. I always would. I would make it clear that Madam Hourglass, his Lady Goddess, knew about my lovers and approved.

      “What’s your name?” I asked.

      He was quick to bow and respond. “Sontay, Eternal One. I have been devoted to the Lady Goddess for almost a century.”

      I knew the sect had been formed when Madam Hourglass fled for her life, but I had thought the priests had died and new ones took their place. Was each of the priests as old as him?

      “Sontay,” I intoned, putting as much gravitas in my voice as I could. It was easy enough. All I had to do was imagine I was the Vizier, the man who thought he controlled the Sultan of Kharbouth and Jezrielle. He was a piece of shit. “The Lady Goddess is my consort. But she is not my only consort. Not only does the Lady Goddess know this, but she approves. My consorts have shared their bodies with me and each other.” I turned to look at Natalia, who gathered her red curls in a fist near her shoulder as she kneeled beside the volunteer and Jakob. “That is Natalia. She is a mesmer and my third consort. The blonde warrior there,”--I moved my gaze to Liandra, who leaned against the wall with her arms crossed as she watched the remaining priests with caution. One side of her lips tilted up in a smile as her eyes caught mine. “That is Liandra, my fourth. You, and those who are sworn to me, are also sworn to them. Do you understand?”

      Sontay bowed quickly. “I completely understand, Eternal One. As Kronos, you took many consorts since the beginning. One of your virility requires many consorts.”

      “I’m glad that’s clear.” I let go of Myrah reluctantly, but she and I both knew it was time. “Now, tell me how you found my consorts? Natalia is a mesmer and Astrid hasn’t found us.”

      The priest scowled at the Fallen Angel’s name before adopting a more humble expression. “It is simply that, through our chronomancy, we are connected to the Lady Goddess and now, you.”

      Shit, that was an easy enough explanation. At least I didn’t have to worry that Natalia’s magic had failed and that the Valkyries could show at any moment. I moved on.

      “It’s of great importance that I go to the temple hall and the altar. It is likely that Serenity is there, and Astrid and her Valkyries will be there as well. The Fallen Angels are now enemies, but both of them will seek to destroy the Lady Goddess, myself, and my other consorts. This must not be allowed to happen.”

      “We will give our lives to protect you and your consorts, Eternal One,” Sontay rushed to assure me. “I spent years in this mountain before the False One’s ways were revealed to me. I can get you to the temple hall. From here, it will take no more than an hour.”

      I looked at Myrah, and then met the eyes of Liandra and Natalia each, indicating with a nod that they should join us.

      “How soon could the two of you be ready to move?”

      Liandra shrugged. “I could leave now.”

      Natalia wrung her hands. “I could as well, but Vance, none of us are well rested and you and I have both drawn on our powers.”

      Because of Madam Hourglass, my energy was more than restored. But Natalia still had a point. None of us had slept well since the journey began, not even Astrid and her Valkyries. The priests looked similarly exhausted and if Sontay had been honest, which at this point I had no reason to doubt, they hadn’t had much more sleep than we had.

      “We sleep. No more than four hours. Then we will move out,” I decided. I knew Madam Hourglass had a time limit, but if we didn’t sleep and eat, we’d be useless. Natalia, Myrah, and Liandra could make a mistake or be too slow, and it could cost them their lives. I wouldn’t take that risk, and my intuition told me that Madam Hourglass had that time to take. A day? No, that was too long. But a few hours could be spared if it meant our success.

      If I could stop time for the world to let us sleep, I would. Except it wouldn’t stop the count down inside of Madam Hourglass’s gem, and I couldn’t bring her into this time without the sands of time consuming her entirely.

      “Call back those who went to the wreckage,” I told Sontay. “They’ll stand guard so that those of you who will go with us can rest. Once we leave, they can go back to repairing what they can of the air ship.”

      The priest nodded and gestured for another priest to carry out the order, and the priest left with great haste. I met Sontay’s eyes, the same eyes I’d met that night in Kharbouth when we fought and he was impossibly fast. Now I knew it was because he was a chronomancer. We seemed to understand each other at that moment. We had once fought against one another and now we will fight at each other’s side.

      He might not have cared about the vengeance I sought for my parents, but we both agreed on the protection of my consorts, my harem. I offered my arm and his eyes widened. After a moment, he clasped it, his eyes shining with silver and filled with adoration. Without a word, I released him and herded Myrah, Natalia, and Liandra far enough to grant a semblance of privacy. Myrah and Natalia curled their petite bodies into me where we lay, while Liandra ended up pillowing her head on my stomach between my legs. We traded soft kisses and touches, and I ached for more but I swore we’d have time for that later. We’d have all the time in the world. In the universe. Instead we slept. When we woke, we inspected our gear in companionable silence and then, Sontay appeared, the priests who’d accompanied us behind him.

      In the profane quiet of the temple mountain, Sontay led us deeper inside and then up and up and up spiraling ramps as smooth as marble.

      I didn’t need him to tell me that the door we stood before would lead us into the main temple. I could feel the magic vibrating, pulsing with the heartbeat of the universe. Is this what Kronos always felt? Holy shit. There was more, though. I could feel a dissonance in that beat, like a sixth sense that screamed of something wrong.

      Serenity and her unstable powers of chronomancy were in there.

      It was time. I looked into the eyes of Myrah, Natalia, and Liandra. Telling them with my look all that they needed to know, as they told me the same. Words would come later.

      I moved forward, and using both hands, pushed open the twin doors...

      To reveal the chaotic battle that already waged within.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            17

          

        

      

    

    
      “Shit!”

      I bit an even harsher oath before looking back over my shoulder at those who waited there. Myrah had an excited grin on her face, eager for the fight. Natalia looked nervous, but courage shown in her eyes and I knew my redheaded mesmer would do whatever it took to win this battle. As for Liandra, she’d already knocked an arrow, waiting with battled earned steadiness for my orders. Sontay and the rest of the priests all looked to me with calm acceptance.

      “Everyone not with us right now is the enemy, understand?” I said quickly, sparring a look back to the fighters who had yet to notice us. Astrid was in her full Valkyrie form: brilliant feathered wings flared out, moving and shifting as she fought, helping her leaps be that much higher and buffeting away who I assumed were priests still devoted to Serenity. The Fallen Angel had the Etherblade in both hands and her normally amber eyes shown with the ice blue of her magic. The other Valkyries we’d traveled with didn’t take on an angelic form, but they were no less formidable warriors.

      For now, no one had noticed us but it was only a matter of time. We needed to enter the fray before we were dragged into it.

      I pointed towards the altar at the very far end of the hall. “I need to get there,” I said and gave Sontay a hard look. “Protect my consorts. If any of them die, my fury will be unlike anything you’ve seen.”

      Myrah bristled at the idea that she of all people needed protecting, but I silenced my ink haired thief with a look. She rolled her eyes, and I made a silent promise to her that afterwards, I’d be spanking that ass of hers for that look. From her heated and challenging grin, Myrah knew what waited for her.

      “Serenity is not to be killed by anyone other than myself, unless there’s no other choice. I don’t give a fuck about the rest of them.” Not even Astrid, it was true. So long as the last of the Fallen Angels died, I was okay not being the one to plunge my blade into that dark heart of hers. Serenity, the queen of monsters, was mine though. Jezrielle, Melody, and Astrid may have been the ones to torture and kill my parents, but I’d come to realize they were tools in Serenity’s arsenal. It was Serenity who was the true source of my parents pain and suffering. Had she not given the order to kill, my parents would still be alive.

      “Let’s go,” I said, not needing to drag it out with some speech about glory or revenge. I wasn’t a damned hero in a tale told around a fire. I was the Wraith, an assassin and thief who dominated the shadows. I’d perfected the ability to kill and that’s what we’d do now.

      Liandra struck first, raising her bow and pulling the arrow back until the fletching caressed her high cheekbones. When she released it, the arrow flew true and embedded itself in the meat of a priest’s shoulder.

      The rest of us swarmed in, as if pulled into the hall by the arrow. Valkyrie’s fought priests, who despite their vestments, met them strike for strike. Serenity’s priests did not wear robes of black which covered them entirely. Instead, they wore skirts that sat low on their hips, and a leather like scaled harness on their chest with a golden sun resting in the center. The rest of their chests were bare, providing easy enough evidence that each priest in Serenity’s flock was male. Despite the length of fabric wrapped around their lower body, they moved with the grace of warriors with blades or spears.

      There were also two dozen priests compared to the six women battling them. With our entrance, we’d somewhat evened the odds.

      Sontay and my priests charged around me, Myrah, Natalia, and Liandra, into the fray. The use of chronomancy permeated the room and practically made me dizzy. Natalia grabbed my arm and hauled it over her narrow shoulders while casting a spell furiously.

      “They shouldn’t see us as well, now.” She had to yell to be heard over the sounds of fighting. “But they can still run into us.”

      I shook my head, clearing the double vision, only to realize that it wasn’t my vision at all. Priests, both Sontay and Serenity’s, were battling while using their chronomancy. Appearing and disappearing, freezing only to suddenly move in blurs, jolting back in time by seconds. I could see it all happening in the cavernous hall. I could feel them rewriting time, manipulating it, like ants building and rebuilding a colony. Except the colony was my blood.

      The temple hall itself pulsed with magic. It was cavernous, the ceiling stretching upwards in the same point we’d seen from the distance. We were in the flow of time, where time became dimensional in our world. There were no pillars needed to hold up the ceiling, and the floor was sand that’d frozen in eddies of sand. Much like Madam Hourglass’s gem, the ground formed a platform that stretched out over the rest of the cavern as it deepened below. Light shone from above, as if the sun rested in the opening of the mountain. But my magic recognized it, like calling to like. There was no other light source, not even to fight back the gloom.

      Looking into the abyss below, there were waves of sand like in Madam Hourglass’s realm. It was a lake, running dry in a drought, except instead of water disappearing, it was shimmering sand.

      Astrid had been telling the truth. Time was literally running out, and Serenity had been feeding off the dunes to gain chronomancy.

      Serenity – who I’d yet to see in the temple despite innately feeling her corrupted powers all around us.

      A harsh roar of pain echoed in the hollow space, and we paused in our stealth trek to look towards the source. Astrid had been the one who screamed, her eyes blazing even brighter, and the reason was evident at her feet. One of the valkyries had fallen, by either side of priests--it didn’t matter. More blue garbed bodies lay on the ground, and the Valkyrie had been the only one to fall so far. Serenity’s priests may know how to fight, but they were no true match for Valkyries or the black robed priests who’d sworn loyalty to me.

      Power radiated from the enraged Fallen Angel, and she launched herself into the air before diving down with her Etherblade pulled back, its runes glowing with magic and eager for death. It was enough of a distraction that when I turned back towards the altar, I had to stop.

      Tolvie, with a sick grin, blocked our way.

      “Leave this to me,” Myrah muttered as she and Liandra posted up. Myrah had twin blades, one in each hand and Liandra looked ready to make Tolvie nothing more than a pin cushion with her arrows.

      I didn’t have time to say otherwise. Tolvie’s detection had somehow forced Natalia’s illusion to break and the blue robed priests turned their attention towards us. There was nothing to do other than to pull out my own blades as Natalia raised her hands, her magic glowing around her fingers.

      “The man is the one with Calissa,” Tolvie shouted. The priest’s gazes went from wary to pure eagerness. The gem felt heavy against my skin where it hid under my shirt. Calissa was swelling with my child inside of her domain, even if that child was Time. I loved her and these men wanted to force her to her death. I wouldn’t fucking allow it.

      I threw myself at them, not wanting them to have any longer to prepare. Natalia, my gloriously clever mesmer, began casting illusions of our figures, duplicating us ten fold until even I had trouble keeping track of who was real and who wasn’t. The only reason I knew where Myrah, Liandra, and Natalia were was because of my magic--I could feel their timelines, their influence and their own histories and futures. The illusions had none of that.

      The room had turned into chaos and I slipped under, around, and behind blades like a well choreographed dance. The edges of my own daggers slid into chests, between ribs, through necks. When the priests sensed their own demise, they began to use chronomancy against me.

      Their abilities were child play compared to what Madam Hourglass had blessed me with. They had chronomancy, but I was chronomancy. I was Kronos reborn. I could see them moving through time, and I let instinct take over. The temple hall disappeared around me. The only ones to exist were those manipulating time, sowing chaos into the sands far below us.

      A priest slowed the time around him to a crawl, racing away from a Valkyrie’s blade. I watched him strain, a glowing echo of his movements moved before him. As simple as thought, I was where I knew he’d stop. Time had already told me, because to time, it had already happened. Everything had already happened even as it was happening.

      Everything that will be was simply everything that was.

      His neck tore open as it met my blade. His eyes flashed with disbelief and fear before he fell to his knees, hands going to his throat in a desperate attempt to stop his death. It was inevitable. I moved on.

      I could see Sontay and his priests move through time as they battled the Valkyries, circling in towards Astrid. Her blade swept through defenses, even as she and her two Valkryies were backed towards the edge. She could fly to safety, but her maidens could not and the Fallen Angel had too much honor to leave them to die.

      I watched, dispassionately, while one of the Valkyries fell off the platform, plummeting into the sands below. She did not go alone, however. She’d grabbed both one of my priests as well as Serenity’s, taking them all to their deaths. They dissolved into nothing the moment they touched the sands, becoming nothing but the energy of the time they’d lived.

      Myrah and Liandra battled Tolvie and another blue robed priest, and Natalia cast illusions of horrific monsters out of nightmares to terrorize the priests. Some willingly fled from the beasts, choosing to leap into the sands below rather than face her creations.

      I moved through the chaos of the three way battle towards the altar. I saw where the gem would fit – it would balance on the point of a stalagmite that grew from the ground so far below. From there, Madam Hourglass would renew time, the sands flowing through the vessel and filling the cavern. A stone table had been placed before it, carved with runes from the time of Kronos’s birth. A blink brought forward a memory of the titan’s, of massive hands carving the stone before placing it atop legs hewn from the same rock.

      It wasn’t just from centuries past. Kronos had created this altar himself.

      The altar drew me towards it, the calling filled with the desperation of a dying man. Time was dying and I had what it needed to live. I was before it, winking from one spot to the next, the altar’s runic spells overpowering my mind. I fought as it bent me towards the tabletop, my hands being wrenched forward to transfer my energy to it.

      “It’s difficult, isn’t it?”

      A disgustingly familiar voice asked in sudden silence.

      I looked to my left and there Serenity was, the queen of monsters. She was even more gorgeous than the rest of the Fallen Angels combined  – yet for all that, I had no desire for her. Her cheekbones were high, her body slender but lush with curves. Her cherry-wood hair reflected the glinting light of the sands, giving her entire body a luster that would make any person salivate. She was covered from neck to wrist to ankle, but it was a viscous shimmer, as if she were painted in magic. She might as well have been nude. Her nipples were puckered and a quick look showed there was no modest covering of her pussy. Every line and fold of her body was on display.

      I wrenched back from the altar, its hold on me vanishing. I reached back for the Etherblade I’d sheathed there, readying to kill the monster I’d hunted for eight years.

      She laughed, a musical sound, and shook her head. “Come now,” Serenity cooed. “Do you really think you can kill me? Look at what I can do.”

      I frowned and looked back towards where the fighting had been--where it still was. They were frozen entirely. I reached out with my own power, desperate to pull Myrah, Natalia, and Liandra to safety, but was met with a wall of... nothingness.

      “You see?” Serenity sauntered towards me, utter confidence in her gaze. She stopped before me, cocking her head to study me and I struck.

      Except I couldn’t move.

      “The fuck?” I growled, struggling against the strange vacuum of nothingness that coated my thoughts and my skin.

      “That bitch Calissa may have finally given the powers she stole to you, but it doesn’t matter, Vance.” At my shocked look, her smirk grew insufferable. “Oh, yes. I know who you are. I know who you all are. I’ve had a hundred years to perfect and grow my control and power over time. I knew you’d be here, Vance. Why do you think I chose to have your parents tortured for so, so long while you hid terrified in the root cellar?”

      “You knew?” I hissed, struggling fruitlessly against the invisible bonds. I might as well have been encased in solid rock. “If you wanted the gem so badly and you knew where I was, why didn’t you just kill me and take it?”

      She rolled her eyes as if I were an especially dull student. “You’re smart enough to figure it out.” She crossed her arms, the move pushing up her tits. Her entire body screamed sex in a way Jezrielle’s never did. Unlike Jezrielle, though, Serenity’s erotic nature radiated danger, just as the vibrant tree frog’s colors promised death to all those who touched it.

      I ground my teeth, scowling at her. She was right. A moment of thought and I knew why. “You needed me to come here, at this time,” I spat out. “This was all a trap, wasn’t it?”

      She grinned broadly and I suppressed a shudder. Her eyes, as green as they may be, were clouded with insanity and her smile was on the wrong side of unhinged. Serenity might have enough corrupted time magic to hold me, but the priestess was broken inside. She’d been broken for a long time, it seemed.

      “Nine years in the making,” she confirmed, clearly proud of herself. “A long time to some, but time is nothing to me. Not when I have such control over it.”

      “Not for long,” I argued. “It’s running out and then what? You’ll be a husk and disappear like everything else.”

      Serenity ran a nail from my temple, down to along my jaw, and then further, down my neck, her eyes turning hungry. “You think I’m mad, just like everyone else. But I made sure you brought me exactly what I needed.”

      There was no point in struggling, but I still tried to jerk away as Serenity reached under my shirt and pulled out the gem she’d sought so many years ago. She laughed, huskily, and gave me a salacious grin.

      “My, my, Vance,” she chidded. “This positively radiates with your virility. Such a naughty boy, fucking a priestess.”

      Serenity gave it a hard yank, the leather cord biting into my neck before snapping free. She turned from me and stepped towards the altar.

      “Don’t you fucking dare,” I yelled. I fought against her power, throwing everything I’d been given at her bindings, letting instinct and magic work together where I could not direct it. My body strained with power, and I focused it on the sole purpose of breaking me free. Slowly, so fucking slowly, it found cracks in Serenity’s unstable foundation, but it was like waiting for a river to carve a gorge.

      “It was always her purpose, Vance,” Serenity said and placed the gem on the stalagmite.

      A flash of light, much like the Eye of the Dragon, filled the cavern with rainbows. The stalagmite glowed from within and I felt the shift in the air. Madam Hourglass was renewing time. She would believe I was the one to place her there, and she was trusting me to stop the magic from draining her entirely. How long did she have before it was too late?

      Serenity watched the gem glow, pulsing with light in time with my heartbeat. She turned, at last, back to me, my magic flared. It was widening the cracks in her hold, and she might not sense it, but I could see the strain affecting her.

      “Now I could kill you and your lovers, but-”

      It was as far as she got. I raged at her, and she gave a dismissive little tsk before continuing over to me. I pushed my magic harder against the cracks in hers, needing to wrap my hands around this bitch’s throat and suffocate the life from her eyes.

      “But, that would be boring. So we’re going to play a game.”

      She sauntered away, her hips swaying in a way that could have made me hard but instead it just pissed me off even more. I could feel I was close to breaking free and then I’d throw this damned blade at her and bury it in her back.

      Serenity touched Myrah first, then Liandra, my two lovers moving again, but in a limp, mindless fashion. They followed Serenity blindly to Natalia, Serenity easily telling reality from illusion. She worked her way back towards me, around fighters and my harem in her steps.

      I shouted for them, but they didn’t even blink.

      Serenity stopped in front of Astrid and I wondered if the Valkyrie would be included in this sick game. I didn’t have long to wonder. Serenity struck Astrid, her hand sinking into the Valkyrie’s stomach, before yanking back and taking flesh with her. She dropped it and wiped her hand off with distaste on the back of a priest’s robes.

      “Here’s the game, Vance,” she said, back in front of me. “Since you still believe that you’ll somehow win this. You get to choose. You can save time by allowing your priestess lover to be sacrificed as was her duty, and in doing so, seek out where I’ve hidden your lovers. Or, you can save Calissa and lose your lovers in time. Either way, if you wish to kill me, you’ll need to save Astrid. I know what blade you wield. After all, I was there when she created it.”

      Serenity vanished, taking Myrah, Natalia, and Liandra with her and yet her magical hold hadn’t lessened.

      I had to get to Astrid, to keep her alive long enough to transform her Etherblade into the form I had it in now. Already I could feel Serenity’s trail fading, and the longer I took to escape, the harder it would be to find her and my lovers. Calissa – Madam Hourglass – was being drained to renew time, the mountain eagerly sucking her dry of time and life. If I waited for Madam Hourglass, waited long enough to renew time and remove the gem from its perch, I’d lose Serenity’s trail entirely. If I took off after Serenity immediately, I’d lose the Etherblade, my only way to truly kill Serenity. I’d be breaking my vow of protecting Madam Hourglass from death.

      Fuck my life.

      I had to choose between horrible options and I would lose no matter what.

      I’d come this far though. And I’d see it through.

      When Serenity’s magical hold erupted into nothing, I knew what I was going to do.

      Serenity said I thought I’d win this still, like I was only ever destined to lose. But she was wrong. I was going to win this. She had control over time, and so did I.

      I’d lived my life as a criminal and I wasn’t about to start following the rules of anyone’s game. To save Madam Hourglass, Myrah, Natalia, and Liandra, I would shatter every law, rule, or truth known in this world.

      First thing: Astrid was about to be reunited with Calissa, and if the Valkyrie didn’t like it, well.

      I didn’t give a shit.
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      The first thing I did was rip Madam Hourglass’s gem from the stalagmite turned pedestal.

      The flow of sand immediately stopped and it had to be soon enough to keep my lover alive. The idea of losing her, of breaking my oath to her, was impossible. She had to be alive in there--hale and whole, even. I refused to accept anything less. The fight had begun again when Serenity had disappeared, releasing time as she did. With a twist of thought, her priests were frozen while Sontay and the Valkyries remained free. Later, months from now if I succeeded, I’d finally sit down to process how I knew exactly what to do with these abilities I’d been given. For now, though, I just had to be grateful there wasn’t a steep learning curve.

      I shoved Tolvie away from Astrid, who’d fallen to her knees, gasping and trying to keep her insides... inside. Tolvie drew a blade and would have gone for my throat if Sontay and the other remaining Valkyrie, Aoife, hand’t held her back. I didn’t have time to justify my actions and in any other situation, I’d have laughed at the irony. I’m fucking Kronos reborn, I’m the master of time and yet I didn’t feel as if I had any to spare.

      Astrid’s wings had vanished and her ice blue eyes had dulled into the amber of her natural state. They met mine, her pupils dilated, and there was understanding there. She knew she was dying.

      “Change the blade,” I growled as I shoved it into her hand.

      “That’ll kill her!” Tolvie shouted, her voice raw and pained.

      Serenity had known exactly how to strike Astrid. Her blood was hot and sticky as it oozed between her fingers, and there was the sour scent of punctured guts. The Fallen Angel’s skin had always been fair, but it grew practically translucent with the loss of blood. She didn’t have much time left, and Astrid knew she was dying.

      Time, time, time. It always fucking came down to time.

      Astrid must have seen something in my gaze though, and she reached for her broadsword, blood oozing even more quickly from the jagged gap in her abdomen.  Her fingers wrapped around the rune inscribed hilt and then it was changing; shrinking down to become the same one that had returned to its strap on my back.

      When I’d first taken the blade to her, all those weeks ago when Serenity’s agent dropped it, I’d struggled with the same objects from two different times being so close. Now, though, the tension barely registered. As the runes dimmed and the form finalized, Astrid’s eyes closed, her chest slowing with a long exhale.

      Tolvie screamed, a broken sound of rage and grief, and it’d be something that’d haunt my dreams for eternity.

      I moved swiftly, yanking my version of the Etherblade from my back and tossing it to the side and gripping Astrid in one hand and the gem with the other. With a mental lurch and twist, I yanked Astrid--blade and blood and all--with me into the gem.

      We landed with a thud on the platform and I jerked my head up, searching for Madam Hourglass, for Calissa, to make sure I hadn’t been too late. I could have puked with relief when I saw her rushing towards us. She looked wane, exhausted, but she was whole.

      “I thought I wouldn’t make it.” It wasn’t what I’d planned on saying to her first, but as she threw herself into my arms, it came out as I crushed her to me. “Serenity put the gem there and I couldn’t move. Couldn’t break free of her. I thought I was going to lose you.”

      She cupped my face, meeting my gaze. “I’m here. You saved me. Just like I knew you would.”

      “She has them,” I said and pulled away enough to look down at Astrid. Her wound had stopped bleeding, but she still breathed. “Astrid will die if I take her from here, and she needs to live for now.” I looked back to Calissa, and buried my fingers in her hair. When she dragged her eyes from the wounded Fallen Angel back to me, her torn emotions were evident. Hatred, fear, compassion.

      Madam Hourglass might have run from her duties as a priestess of Kronos a hundred years ago, but she wasn’t evil. Not like Serenity.

      “I need you to heal her,” I said. “At least keep her alive, in this realm. Can you do that for me, baby?”

      Pain filled Calissa’s eyes and I pressed my forehead against hers. “I know,” I whispered. “I know what she’s done to you and what she still wants to do to you. But I need her to live, at least until this business with Serenity is over, and this is the only way I know how to keep her alive and still have the time to follow Serenity’s trail to find Myrah, Liandra, and Natalia. Can you do this for me?”

      Madam Hourglass pulled back and visibly steeled herself. Then she kissed me, hard and fast. “Go kill that bitch. I’ll do what I can for Astrid. For you.”

      “Gods, I love you,” I said, kissing her hard once more. We didn’t have time for anything more. “I’ll be back as soon as I can.”

      “Go,” she said, her attention moving to Astrid. Bringing her into Madam Hourglass’s realm had essentially stopped Astrid’s own time, giving her a slim chance of survival. I had no idea if she’d ever be able to leave the gem, though. Or if time would reclaim the wound and Astrid’s fate the moment she reappeared.

      A thought had me, and only me, back in the temple hall.

      “Where did you take her?” Aoife asked, her voice soft but not accusing. Tolvie had been restrained, one of my priests had slapped his hand over her mouth.

      “Into the gem where she has a chance to live,” I said, and without further explanation, I handed it to her. I knew that she and Tolvie would protect it to the death, knowing it held their leader’s life in the balance. “It might be hard, but I need you two to work with Sontay and his priests. For the rest of them, kill them or not, I don’t care. But I have to go after Serenity and I have to do it now.”

      I swept up the blade, the one that Madam Hourglass had recharged with power after Astrid’s supposed death. Sontay opened his mouth but I turned away, not listening to his questions. I needed to find my harem, wherever Serenity had taken them in time, and already her trail of broken rot had begun to fade. Clarity came a fraction of a second later, and I raced along the risen platform towards the altar, weaving between frozen blue garbed priests.

      When others had fallen into the depleted sands, they’d burst into pure time energy. But the sands had come from me, in a sense, and were as part of me as the blood in my veins. Reaching the altar, I never slowed my stride, as I stepped onto it with one foot, before launching myself into the air and out over the edge of the platform.

      The level of sand had risen, the abyss filled once more, and a soft spiral of it swirled towards the top of the mountain. I slammed into that ethereal spiral, feeling it as physically against my skin as I would a waterfall. Instead of falling into the dunes below, I let the magic of time wrench me inside.

      Opening my eyes, never realizing I’d closed them, the world around me had changed. The temple was gone, and in its place was everything.

      All around me, the world was happening--no, not the world exactly, but time. The past, the present, the future, it was all rolled together and I was being tossed around within it like a piece of flotsam in a turbulent sea.

      Control it. We are the captain and it is the vessel.

      Ageless and eternal, that voice was both mine and Kronos’s. It was the jolt I needed, and while I was still in the middle of a realm made entirely of time, I was no longer at its mercy.

      Somewhere, Serenity’s trail was here and once I found it, I could follow her wherever and whenever she went. I would find her and get Myrah, Natalia, and Liandra back.

      I searched between images, letting them pass over and through me without thinking of what they showed. It didn’t matter if they held glimpses of the future, or showed me things from so long ago that no one remembered them. All I cared about was the slightest shadow between the eddies and currents of time; a shadow that didn’t belong--a shadow that was tainted and marred everything it touched as it passed.

      There. A castle surrounded by clouds high in the mountains and war at its door had the faintest overcast of wrong. I flew towards it, my power and the realm of time working off my intention alone. I slammed into the image, and found myself in reality once again.

      No one took notice of me, a strange figure clearly from elsewhere. The soldiers in red tabards raised swords against others in white. Horses screamed as they clashed against one another, and all around me was war. I’d landed on the battlements of the besieged castle, and none of the guards paid me any attention.

      They couldn’t see me. I was a visitor, an observer of their time and nothing more.

      I ran along the rampart, catching a swath of shadow and rot like a bloodhound and chasing it with absolute purpose. I followed Serenity’s path, weaving through the warring soldiers and when it disappeared into a tapestry, I dove in without consideration. Rather than meeting a solid wall, I was back in the realm of time. It was faster to find Serenity’s trail this time. It was darker, less faded.

      I chased her, my energy unending, through twisted times and locations as she tried to lose me. Could she sense me gaining on her? Growing closer to her and the women I loved, the women she’d stolen from me? I followed Serenity everywhere.

      Kharbouth, an expensive brothel that was empty.

      A land filled with rotted, burned husks of trees and ivory bones dull in the dim sun.

      Metal carriages filled with people racing each other in narrow streets surrounded by tall buildings made of strange glass.

      Caves and huts filled with terrified people dressed in nothing but furs.

      Beaches where people ran from the tsunami with fear and death in their eyes.

      A man held a woman’s hand as she gave birth at the edge of a lake.

      Temples being built. Cities destroyed. Families living and dying. Serenity ran through it all, her desperation showing in how long she spent in each moment of time. She had to know I was closing in on her, had to feel my overwhelming control of time, and had to know that she was running out of her own power.

      It shouldn’t have surprised me, and yet somehow it did, to enter the next time she’d tried to hide her tracks in. The shadow her trail had been was now a slimy, sticky oil left behind, similar to that of a slug’s. It marred everything it touched, just like Serenity. She’d led me back to this place and I knew she hadn’t left. Her false Chronomancy had run out and she couldn’t leave again on her own volition.

      I would make sure Serenity never left this place. She would die here, just as she deserved.

      I stood just within the treeline that surrounded my childhood home, my heart thudding in my throat. The windows glowed with warm light, and I knew what I’d find if I walked in there. My mother would be in the kitchen, cooking and singing under her breath. My father and me would be at the table and he’d be showing me the gem. I wanted to run in, to demand that my parents flee and save themselves. To tell them that Serenity would be bringing the Fallen Angels to their doorstep to slaughter them while I hid in the root cellar below.

      But my feet were rooted to the ground, unable to alter the past no matter how my grief screamed at me to do so.

      Serenity appeared, just as I’d known she would, and I could only watch from the shadows. This time, it seemed different though, and it was only a sickening moment before I knew why.

      It wasn’t Jezrielle, Melody, and Astrid with Serenity.

      I couldn’t move to change the past, but somehow Serenity, with her corrupted Chronomancy, had. Because it was Myrah, Natalia, and Liandra who walked behind her. It was Liandra who kicked in the door, instead of Astrid who my powers said it should be. Instead of Jezrielle’s stomach churning giggles of excitement, it was Natalia’s. It was Myrah whose sultry voice promised torture and destruction with sadistic arousal.

      With a roar, the sound ripping flesh from my throat, I charged in. I could not change the past. I couldn’t save my parents life. But I would not damn my lovers, my harem, into being tools of violence for the sick Queen of Monsters herself.

      As I made it to the door, I threw my hand forward, slamming time to a halt in that small home. I skidded in, the Etherblade in one hand and a steel dagger in the other. Myrah, Natalia, and Liandra looked at me, their eyes hazy from Serenity’s control. I had to ignore them, had to ignore the way they reached for their weapons as if they’d defend the crazy fucking woman looking at me from where she perched on the table still covered with dishes from the dinner that night.

      “So you chose your lovers over Calissa,” she said, nodding as if she fucking approved.

      Then she eyed the blade. “How did you get that?”

      I looked at the Etherblade, its runes shining bright in the dim light of my childhood home. I spun it with casual ease, embracing my Wraith identity. I wouldn’t become the terrified child that hid below the floor I stood on. Not anymore. I’d worked too damned hard to never be that helpless or afraid ever again.

      “Astrid knew she was dying,” I said, shrugging like she’d asked where I’d gotten a clay pot. “She didn’t like you very much. I think she wants me to kill you.”

      I raised a brow in challenge. Serenity’s flight through time had drained her. Her skin was waxen, wrinkled at the edges of her eyes. Her hair had grown dun, like she’d had to spend her very essence to move through time, whereas I only had to think about it. She was nothing like I’d imagined over the eight years since the night we’d returned to.

      She hopped off the table, putting an extra sway in her hips as she walked to where my lovers stood. She dragged her nails across Natalia’s pert breasts, making the redhead gasp with pleasure before she licked along the long column of Liandra’s neck. When she stepped up to Myrah, I gripped the blades until my knuckles went white. I couldn’t risk moving, not yet. Not when I saw how easily Serenity had torn Astrid’s insides from her.

      Serenity was stuck here, not strong enough to return to our proper time. All I had to do was wait for the right moment and I could drag her somewhere in the far, distant, ancient fucking past and put her somewhere she’d die in agony.

      So it was with barely contained rage I had to watch as Serenity guided Myrah’s lips to hers. Serenity made sure to hold my gaze as she slipped her tongue between Myrah’s perfect, plump lips. She was watching me when her eyes widened with pain before ripping away from Myrah, Serenity’s hand flying to her mouth where blood dripped down her chin.

      Myrah snarled at Serenity, spitting out a chunk of flesh with disgust. Her eyes blazed with clarity as they met mine and I swore my heart might explode. Then Myrah looked back to Serenity, who still hadn’t begun to recover.

      “Time to pay, bitch,” Myrah said and her short knives were in those sexy hands. I was moving in that moment, spanning the small room that felt too massive, ready to fucking end this.
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      Serenity recovered quickly, unfortunately, and twin hilts appeared in her hands and a heartbeat later, glowing blades formed from the ends. They sputtered, the light unstable, but Serenity didn’t seem to notice.

      Myrah and I shared a knowing look as she moved to my side.

      “How’d you break free?” If Myrah could do it, then so could Liandra and Natalia. Myrah spared a quick glance to my other lovers while I kept my eyes on Serenity. There wasn’t much room to fight, and if Liandra and Natalia stayed under the queen of monster’s spell, I wasn’t going to risk fighting around them. I needed to herd Serenity out of the house without her realizing that was my goal. She was absolutely vindictive and crazy enough to kill Liandra and Natalia if she figured out my goal.

      “She’s not as strong as she thinks she is,” Myrah said, taking two steps towards Natalia and Liandra, where both of them watched us with fogged eyes.

      Serenity sneered at Myrah’s comment. “I’ll show you strong!” she hissed and then the look in Natalia and Liandra’s eyes shifted. The fog was still there, but there was also violent intent. Liandra nocked an arrow and Natalia raised her hands, her magic swirling around her hands.

      “Fuck! I’ll keep them occupied. Take the bitch out,” Myrah threw a look over her shoulder at me as she spoke. Looking back to the two women, she kept her voice firm. “Fight it, you two. I don’t want to hurt you and I sure as hell don’t want you to hurt me.”

      The sooner I killed Serenity, the sooner Natalia and Liandra would be free. Rather than throwing a blade at her, I hooked my foot around the leg of one of the rough-hewn stools I’d sit at for dinner. I kicked it up and out at Serenity, forcing her to dodge closer to the still open door.

      “I’m going to enjoy killing you,” Serenity hissed as she eyed the open door. Myrah grunted and I had to force myself to not look over at her. I had to trust that Myrah could keep Natalia and Liandra from killing her while also not hurting them.

      “Are you all talk, Serenity?” I goaded, stepping towards her. Each step I took, she took another one back. “Because from what I remember, you always had others do your dirty work. Do you even know how to use those blades?”

      Serenity’s lip curled in a wicked snarl and I dodged out of her reach just as she swiped at me. The blades went right through the wooden walls and I watched with horror as the wood rapidly aged and crumbled into dust.

      Right. Avoid those blades at all costs.

      I grabbed another chair and hurled it at her, not really caring about accuracy. I wasn’t trying to take her out, not yet. She stumbled backwards, her shoulder hitting the doorframe, as one blade sliced through the chair. It was dust by the time it reached her. I sheathed the Etherblade and grabbed every jar and bowl in reach, hucking them at her.

      Finally she screeched like a pissed off house cat and escaped through the front door to avoid my onslaught of dishes.

      I followed on her heels, leaving the chaos of my childhood home behind. Serenity didn’t go far, though. She stopped way before the tree line, turning to face me with a face twisted in rage.

      “Not so certain you’re going to win anymore?” I asked, keeping my tone light. It pissed her off, just like I expected.

      “I’ve already won, Vance!” Serenity yelled back. “You just haven’t laid down and died already. Why don’t you learn from your parents and beg?”

      I gritted my teeth but didn’t let her words get under my skin. They were already dead, and there was nothing I could do to change that. I could get justice for them, though. And vengeance for myself.

      “I don’t like being given ultimatums.” I drew the Etherblade, whirling it idly in my palm. “And I especially don’t like the women I love being threatened. Calissa is safe, by the way. Time, too.”

      That made her blink then frown in confusion. “That’s impossible. If time was replenished, your precious Calissa would be dead.”

      I shrugged, and advanced forward with the same ease I’d use during market day. “Maybe it wasn’t fully replenished. Maybe I let her renew the sands enough to give the world stability but keep the woman I love alive.”

      Serenity threw her head back and cackled. “You fool! You only delayed her death. In less than a hundred years, the sand will run low again and you’ll need to replenish them again. One day you’ll see she must die to fulfill her fate.”

      “In less than a hundred years, I’ll have to fuck her and fill her with seed again so time can be maintained?” I chuckled. “Such a hardship. Fucking a sexy woman who can’t get enough of my cock. Hell, maybe we’ll make it an annual tradition.”

      Her crazed eyes met mine. “You have no respect for the power of time, for Kronos who came before you.”

      “You mean the same Kronos you decided to replace?”

      “Better me than you!”

      I shook my head. “Enough of this.” I raced towards her, twisting time so that it slowed for all but me. Serenity used her corrupted chronomancy to fight time, but she was growing weaker. She could move faster than anyone else I’d do this too, but not by much. She avoided my first strike with the Etherblade, the one blade that can kill her and her corrupted chronomancy.

      I let time return to its natural speed and Serenity moved. A ghostly twin of her shot forward, and I realized that I was seeing her future as she tried to warp time around her so that she could move. I almost laughed as her corporal body followed the exact path of her projection, leaving me with plenty of time to counter her attack.

      Her vorpal blades met the edge of the Etherblade, sparks of magic and time energy raining around us as our magics combated. I kicked out, landing my foot in the center of her stomach and sending her to the ground with a sickening crunch.

      I was actually disappointed. I moved towards her, the Etherblade at my side. “I’ve spent years hunting you down, and this... this is just sad.” I leapt, bringing the Etherblade down hard, but she rolled away barely in time, the edge of the blade striking the loose fabric of her top and tearing through it. She got to her feet, the front hanging loose down her arms now, her breasts nearly spilling out.

      My dick didn’t so much as twitch at the sight.

      “You’re dying, you know that right?” I leaped for her and she disappeared as I ran through her. It wasn’t like when I moved back in time, which happened faster than a blink. It was like she was moving through water rather than time. It still worked, though, and she was on her back again having just missed my first strike. My own powers of time kept me from being wrenched backwards with her.

      I’d told her the truth. Serenity was dying. She hadn’t been meant to take on the powers of Kronos, and getting chronomancy through eating time itself? It was clearly fucking with her. I didn’t even understand how she’d lived this long. Her eyes were hollowing, her flesh sagging as she staggered to her feet. Her tits, which had been lush moments before, had begun to thin and sag.

      In Serenity’s eyes, she knew the truth and yet she still thought she’d win.

      Myrah, Natalia, and Liandra ran out of my childhood home, their weapons raised to rain hell down on the Queen of Monsters.

      Serenity spun, holding the flickering blades out, slashing the air chaotically to hold them back.

      “Vance?” Natalia’s sweet voice was crystal clear and fuck, I was glad.

      I held up my free hand, stopping them from coming any closer. “It’s almost over,” I said to them and Serenity spun on her heel to look at me. Her face was growing more wrinkled, her cheeks drooping around her lips, her chin quivering with effort. “Isn’t it, Serenity?” I’d seen that desperate look in peoples eyes before. In the alleys of Kharbouth, where people would smoke poppies and when they couldn’t pay their bill, they’d become this husk, desperate for their next hit.

      “You need more sand,” I spoke softly, like I would to a scared and sick predator backed into a corner. She might be dying, might be desperate without more sand, but I wasn’t a fool to believe she was no longer a danger.

      Serenity screeched, almost making my ears bleed, and the blades disappeared. She didn’t have the strength to keep them up any longer. She threw herself towards me--no, not towards me, she stumbled before getting within arms reach. She was trying to get back to the temple, back to the right time so she could taste the sand again. Serenity fell to the ground, clawing at the earth like she could dig her way through.

      “Get me rope,” I told Liandra. “There should be some in the lean-to shed.” I indicated the right place with a nod and Liandra took off, covering the short distance quickly with her long legs. When she came back, Serenity was still thrashing on the ground, no longer making any sort of intelligent sounds. She’d become nothing but a desperate writhing mess, weak spikes of chronomancy shooting from her.

      “Help me bind her hands and ankles,” I said, catching one of the ropes Liandra tossed me. Natalia came to me at Serenity’s head, while Myrah and Liandra approached Serenity’s kicking legs. “Don’t get hit by her power.”

      Myrah rolled her eyes at my obvious warning and, shit, it made me smile. Made me realize that Serenity, on the ground between us, wasn’t the most important thing to me anymore. I could stab Serenity through the chest with the Etherblade and be done with it.

      But I wasn’t a kind hero. I never claimed to be.

      We wrenched her arms and legs straight, splaying her out on her back, and burying blades hilt deep in the ground to bind her too. I moved to her side, Myrah and Natalia on one side of me, and Liandra on my other.

      “This is kind of pathetic,” Myrah said with a touch of offense. The others agreed.

      “Are we just going to leave her here?” Natalia asked, wringing her hands in front of her. She was the sweetest of us, and if anyone would suggest a mercy killing, it would be her.

      I settled into a standing position I knew I could hold for hours, crossing my arms over my chest while I watched Serenity fruitlessly struggle against her bindings with weakening strength.

      “No,” I answered at last. “The withdrawal won’t actually kill her, even if she’ll wish it did.” The knowledge I’d inherited from Kronos through Madam Hourglass told me that. “She’ll wither away, the time she’d used taken out of her body. But she won’t die.”

      Serenity already looked as if she’d aged fifty years, her body wasting away. her once toned muscles becoming atrophied from the drain.

      “She really is starting to look like the Queen of Monsters,” Liandra remarked with horrified awe. The blonde wasn’t wrong. Serenity was beginning to resemble what I pictured a true Wraith looked like. Her humanity had been stolen long ago, and now her outward appearance finally matched her soul.

      Serenity’s protests became nothing but weak thrashes against the ropes, ropes that’d grown loose around her wrists as her body faded to nothing but loose skin over bones. Her hair had thinned and grayed before falling off completely. Her skin was pale and covered with dark spots, her eyes sunken and bloodshot, her pupils taking up any color she might have had.

      I released one of her wrists, and a babe could have struggled harder against my grip. As it was, I wondering if I touched her any harsher if her bones would crumble. It’d serve Serenity right, but end the plan I’d had when watching her fade away.

      “We need to bind her, I want it impossible for her to move,” I said. My love for Myrah, Natalia, and Liandra grew impossibly more as they helped without question. We’d fought so hard against Jezrielle and Melody, and fuck, even Astrid to a degree. We’d expected an all out brawl to the death with Serenity and this wasn’t that. But they were with me, no matter what.

      I’d make sure they never doubted my love or desire.

      When Serenity was practically mummified by the ropes, her face a twisted snarl of drooling insanity, I heaved her over my shoulder before offering a hand to Myrah.

      “Let’s go,” I said, and they all reached for me. With a single step, I navigated them through the realm of time and back to the temple.

      Sontay and the priests had handled the remaining devotees of Serenity. If that meant he killed them or simply bound them in a storage room somewhere, I didn’t really care. Tolvie and Aoife stood to the side of the temple hall, their wounds bandaged, and they were watched over by two black robed priests. The Valkyries startled when we arrived, but Sontay simply bowed with a fanatic glee in his eyes as I set my burden down.

      “Kronos reborn has triumphed over the False One,” he proclaimed to cheers, the sound filling the chamber. “The Lady Goddess and her consort have taken their rightful place.”

      I held up a hand, exhaustion rolling over me like an ocean wave, and they quieted. Tolvie looked at me with simmering anger, which I actually appreciated. At least not everyone was willing to suck up to me now.

      “It’s almost over,” I told Sontay. “But I need–“

      I looked around the chamber and pointed to a brazier with three thick candles on top of it. One of my priests – I’d really need to learn their names at some point – hurried to gather them, bringing them to me with a deep bow.

      “Thanks.” I crouched beside Serenity, setting the still lit pillar candles aside, her eyes practically rolling in her head, her weak thrashes renewing. She could sense she was close to the sand she craved so badly.

      “Myrah, a piece of your shirt, please,” I asked and the ink haired thief ripped a length of her shirt off without question, leaving her in a tempting crop top where I could just see the undersides of her breasts. She winked at me as she handed it over. “Minx,” I said with a growl. I was tired, sure, but not so tired my dick didn’t start to swell at the sight of Myrah’s perfect tits. Tired, not dead.

      I pried Serenity’s mouth open and shoved the fabric into her mouth, almost shuddering when some of Serenity’s molars fell from her gums at the touch. When her mouth was full, I reached for the first candle. Holding her jaw with one hand, I kept her face upright and my eyes locked on hers as I tilted the candle. Hot wax poured over the edge, spattering onto her lips.

      Natalia gasped but said nothing, and Liandra put a hand around the mesmer’s shoulder. Myrah simply handed me the next candle when I’d run out of melted wax. In silence, they watched me coat Serenity’s gagged mouth with wax until there was no way anything could get in. When I was satisfied, I rose and nodded to Sontay.

      “Two of you carry her to the altar for me,” I instructed and Sontay himself grabbed Serenity’s shoulders while another priest took her bound feet. They both had shocked expressions when they felt how light she was.

      I jerked my head towards the altar while looking at Tolvie and Aoife, who strode over to join us. I was glad to see Aoife still held the vermillion gem with both hands. I’d half expected Tolvie to demand it, knowing how protective of Astrid the Valkyrie was.

      Serenity had been laid on her back atop the altar and we all fanned out around it.

      “Should we say something?” Aoife asked in the heavy silence.

      I looked at Serenity, as if she bore every sin and pain she’d caused on her skin.

      Liandra shook her head. “She doesn’t deserve the honor.”

      “The False One should be struck from memory,” Sontay agreed.

      I drew the Etherblade, the runes fainter than before. Traveling through time must have sapped it’s power.

      “Sontay’s right,” I said and raised the blade above Serenity’s torso, gripping it with both hands. “From this moment, may none of us even think of her.” I brought the blade down, the edge cutting through the ropes and her flesh like brittle paper. Serenity arched against the pain, and I yanked the blade free as white smoke rose from the wound.

      Tolvie cursed something in her native tongue and even Myrah shuddered.

      “Her essence,” Natalia whispered. “Her soul.”

      Serenity still lived, as I’d planned. She didn’t deserve a swift beheading. I handed the blade to Sontay and grabbed Serenity’s bindings. Without further ado, I heaved her upwards and threw her over the edge of the platform. She could die in the sands that she loved so much, that she’d abused and grown addicted to, and her last moments could be filled with desperation just like my parents had.

      I’d made sure Serenity couldn’t taste a single grain of sand before its powers dissolved her from the universe.

      Serenity, Queen of Monsters, was finally fucking dead.
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      Thirty minutes later, I still stood at the edge of the platform, looking down into the sands where Serenity’s body had dissolved. It didn’t feel real, not really. Astrid was still alive in Madam Hourglass’s gem, but she was the only remaining Fallen Angel.

      I tracked the undulating waves in the sands of time, Serenity’s words echoing in my mind. There wasn’t as much sand as their could be, as their should be after they were renewed. Unlike Kronos though, I would not choose a new consort every hundred years to sacrifice. My body begged for rest, but not even Natalia’s sweet coaxing had been able to pull me from my spot. Not yet, not when there were still a few more things I needed to do.

      I’d told Myrah, Liandra, and Natalia to rest and recover with the others. And when they’d hesitated, I’d threatened to order Sontay to carry them away. A grin tilted my lips when I recalled the glare Myrah sent me. Oh, my beautiful, fiery thief. She didn’t give a shit that I was practically a titian reborn. No one ordered her around unless it was in the bedroom.

      Soon, I promised myself and my dick. It’d had plans of its own now that the fight had finished.

      Aoife, at my instruction, had left the uncut gem that house Madam Hourglass and now Astrid, on the altar--but not on the pedestal that’d drain my lover’s life away. I turned towards it, almost mechanical in my movements, and with a caress of a finger, I was standing in her realm, no longer in the temple.

      “Madam Hourglass?” I kept my voice soft, but loud enough to reach area she’d made her chambers.

      Madam Hourglass--Calissa-whipped her head around at my voice and then she was pushing off the edge of her bed and running barefoot across the mosaic tiles. I opened my arms as she leaped, wrapping her legs around my hips and crushing my lips with hers. I kissed her hard, sucking her tongue into my mouth when her lips parted. I devoured her, grabbing handfuls of her ass, grinding her core against my hardening dick and relishing how her breasts pressed against me.

      “Vance,” she moaned in my ear as I moved from her mouth to her neck. “I was so worried about you. It’s done then? She’s dead?”

      “Dead and destroyed,” I swore before licking the hollow of her collar bone. “How’s Astrid?”

      Calissa stilled in my arms, and I couldn’t blame her. I wouldn’t like her talking about another man when the only thing separating my cock from her pussy were two thin layers of clothing. But Calissa wasn’t heartless, and she knew I had no desire for the Fallen Angel. She looked over her shoulder at the bed, where now I saw she’d laid out Astrid.

      “She’ll live, but only if she stays in here,” Calissa admitted, and bit her lower lip.

      I leaned forward and tugged her lower lip between my lips, soothing the pain she’d caused herself. “Talk to me, baby.”

      Calissa met my eyes, and my heart ached at the conflict there. “I don’t want to live with her. I hate her, Vance, I truly do.”

      I grinned and pressed a hard kiss against her lips. “It’s a good thing I don’t plan on making you,” I said. Her eyes widened in question and I lowered her, practically growling at the feel of her lush body touching mine. “I’m taking you from here, Calissa. I want you with me, with us.”

      Calissa’s eyes sparkled with amazement. “Truly? Do you think you’ll be able to? I believed I’d trapped myself here forever.”

      I cupped her face with both hands. “Trust me, baby?”

      She had been given Kronos’s powers when she’d been chosen as his consort a hundred years ago, but she didn’t have the access to the powers like I did. She’d been able to seal herself in the gem once she’d been far enough away from the temple, but that’d been sheer power and will. Not the finesse I was capable of.

      “I trust you,” she whispered and tilted her head up, her eyes closing in silent request.

      I lowered my lips to hers, kissing her, and when she opened her eyes again, we stood together in the temple hall.

      Calissa gasped, her hand covering her beautifully scarred mouth as she took in her new surroundings. She looked down at her hands, her arms, and saw she was entirely solid.

      “How am I not aging?” she asked, confused. “How is time not reverting itself on me?”

      I smirked before brushing her hair back behind her ear. “I’m Kronos Reborn, didn’t you hear?” I teased. When she gave me a flat look, I laughed. Having her here in my world had made my chest so much lighter. I tugged her to me, burying my face in her hair. “I don’t understand the details, since every time I’ve used the abilities you’ve given me, I’ve had the knowledge from Kronos’s past. It’s the same for this. Time doesn’t affect me anymore, and now it won’t affect you. Or Myrah, or Natalia, or Liandra.”

      Calissa pulled back just enough to look up at me with awe and adoration in her eyes. “I love you so much, Vance. Even if I’d never been able to give you Kronos’s abilities, I’d love you with all of my being.”

      I ran my fingers through her hair with a grin. “So that means you’re not mad that you have to spend eternity with me? Even if it means renewing the sands of time every fifty to a hundred years?”

      She rose up on her toes and pressed a sweet, chaste kiss to my lips. “I trust you, Vance. If renewing time means I get to spend even more of it with you, I will gladly submit to you.”

      I kissed her, licking the seam of her lips, and groaning as she opened to me. My cock was hard in moments, pressing against her soft belly. I pulled back, resting my forehead on hers and gazing into her eyes.

      “We should go tell the others,” I said, thinking of Myrah, Natalia, and Liandra. I had the power to stop time for them, keeping us all in our prime and never aging. Like Sontay had said, I was Kronos Reborn, and Calissa was the Lady Goddess. Myrah, Natalia, and Liandra would also be Lady Goddesses, my consorts and bedmates forever.

      “We’ll definitely need to celebrate,” Calissa agreed and stroked my cock through my trousers. “For a very long time.”

      I tucked her under my arm and guided her out of the temple hall towards the living quarters Sontay had mentioned. When we walked into the common area shared by all the rooms, Sontay and the other black robed priests prostrated themselves on the floor.

      “Eternal Ones!” They chanted reverently.

      “Rise,” I ordered and they did so as one, but each looked at us with reverence. It’d take some getting used to, that was for sure. A blade caught my eye, and I turned to gaze at the practically dulled Etherblade lying on an empty table as if it were any other sword. Shit. It hadn’t been Serenity sending the spies to Astrid had it?

      I let go of Calissa, who smiled nervously at Natalia and Myrah. Natalia’s eyes went wide with recognition, and the mesmer hurried over to wrap her arms around the other. They’d never seen Madam Hourglass without her veil.

      I picked up the Etherblade  and turned to Sontay. “Do you have someone among you who can travel to different times?”

      “I do, Eternal one,” a man spoke up. “I cannot do it without guidance as you can, though. If you are able to tell me the exact points, I can find them.”

      I handed him the blade and he took it with shaking hands. “Keep this with you. Can you enter the gem as well?” At the shake of his head, I looked to the other priests. One of them raised her hand and I nodded. “Enter the gem and take Astrid’s cloak from her. He will need to deliver it for me.”

      “Yes, Eternal One--“

      “I want to go to Astrid,” Tolvie interrupted the priestess, slipping out from the dark. “You have her imprisoned and no one is caring for her.”

      I cocked my head, studying the Valkyrie. During my inspection, Aoife moved to Tolvie’s side, though her gaze held no animosity.

      “And if Astrid can never leave the gem, if I decide she must live within that prison for eternity to pay for her crimes against my parents and my lovers?”

      Tolvie’s face screwed up and she was about to shout, but Aoife put a hand on the Valkyries arm and stepped between us. “We have sworn ourselves to Astrid, Sir,” she spoke with more reverence than she’d had during our journey across the desert. “If Astrid is to be confined, we should be as well.”

      I cocked my head. “You truly would wish to remain at Astrid’s side, imprisoned alongside her?”

      Aoife met my eyes and I saw the loyalty there. It wasn’t a zealous obsession like I’d seen in the black robed priests when they spoke of me or Calissa. Aoife was loyal to Astrid in a way that truly meant something. I looked to Tolvie, who’d mastered her agitation. She nodded in agreement, that same loyalty shining out of her eyes.

      “So be it,” I spoke softly. “Tolvie and Aoife, you will be imprisoned alongside your leader, the Fallen Angel Astrid. She’s imprisoned at my discretion, for the crimes she committed as a Fallen Angel against my family and other innocents. Should you wish to reconsider, you simply need to say so before you are taken within.”

      Neither of them said anything, but both gave a half bow from the waist and turned to leave. The priest who’d volunteered to go within the gem followed on their heels, along with the priest I’d ordered to go back in time to bring us together in Astrid’s town.

      “Our room?” I asked Myrah, who hadn’t changed from her temptingly short shirt. My mouth watered and my dick strained against my trousers while all exhaustion vanished.

      “This way,” she said, curling a finger towards me in a beckoning motion. Sontay said something about needing me to address some shit but when I held up a hand, he got the point and bowed before ushering the remaining priests away.

      When I got there, the rest of my harem already awaited me. Natalia and Liandra had prepared themselves, discarding their clothes and shimmying beneath the sheets. Both of them giggled as we entered, gesturing for us to rip off their clothes and join us.

      I let Myrah do so, watching her all the while. Honestly, I could watch that woman just take off and put on clothes all damn day. But before I joined my women, before I reminded them all just who owned them and who they belonged to forever, I had to make sure.

      “It’s all over,” I told my girls, looking them each in the eye. “Now that the Fallen Angels are defeated, your life can be whatever you make it. There’s no reason for you girls to stay with me if you no longer wish to.”

      My harem shared confused looks, like I’d just grown a second head.

      “I’m giving you this one chance,” I told them, flashing my rakish grin. Even as I said the words, I already knew the answer. I’d known it for a long, long time, but I was looking forward to hearing it all the same. “If you want to walk away, go live your lives and achieve the things you could while being no longer bound to the Chronomancer, you’re free to do so. You can rise, put your clothes on, and I will give you gold and jewels enough to keep you rich for the remainder of your lives.”

      Myrah cocked an eyebrow almost all the way to her hairline. “And why would we want that?” she asked. My other women agreed.

      “I’m just saying,” I told the harem with a laugh. “If you don’t leave now, girls, you’re mine. And I fully intend to make the most of that. I’ve always wanted a big family, a lot of babies running around…and you three would make the most attractive mothers a husband could ever ask for…”

      All three of my women sighed and rolled their eyes.

      “Get into bed,” Myrah commanded, lifting to the covers to show me the sweetness she had beneath. “Knock us up, oh mighty Chronomancer! Breed us like your personal harem.”

      “Because that’s what we are,” Natalia purred. “Aren’t we?”

      “I’m not going anywhere,” Liandra told me. These three women were my destiny, my home. I’d never let them go, and they’d never do the same to me. We were more than a harem now – we were a family.

      “That’s damned right,” Myrah said, grinning at her partners. “Now get in these covers and make us mothers!”

      Laughing, I did.

      And then I did.

      But that’s another story. For another time, as they say…

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Epilogue

          

        

      

    

    
      I wiped the sweat from my forehead and drove the shovel into the ground beside me. It’d been a hard job for more than one reason, as I stared at the two patches of dirt.

      Natalia stepped up beside me, setting her delicate hand on my forearm, touching my skin since I’d had to roll up my sleeves. I gave her a heart wary smile and an even smaller nod.

      She pulled away and stepped between the two graves. Her hands rose, and her head tipped back, her riotous red curls fluttering in the currents of her magic. Two marble headstones formed, one at the head of each grave, and words carved themselves in a beautiful script.

      I’d needed to do one more thing for our victory to finally feel real. I’d left home before knowing if my parents would be found and buried. Knowing they could be left for days in that house and now having the power to do something about it, I’d had to.

      Of course Myrah, Natalia, Liandra, and Calissa had come with me back in time to the day after I’d left as a child. They’d offered me their support and love as we tended to the brutalized bodies of my mother and father. Natalia and Calissa had wrapped their bodies with care, since the Fallen Angels had treated them with too much violence to simply change their clothes. Liandra, Myrah, and myself had dug graves at the site I chose, just behind the house near the trees. My mother had always loved to read to me there, while my father worked on whatever project he’d had in his time off.

      When Natalia lowered her arms, the gravestones bore their names and a simple ephite on each: Beloved parents, eternally.

      Myrah and Calissa laid bouquets of wildflowers they’d picked at the base of the gravestones and Liandra lit two candles in memorial.

      A tear slid from my eye, scalding my cheek.

      “Goodbye, mom, dad,” I whispered, unable to think of anything else to say. I’d spoken to them for years as I’d held the gem my father had given me that night. Coming back here wasn’t for them, I knew that before I struck the dirt with the shovel for the first time. Their spirits were long gone from this world, their time finished here. Burying them was for me. I needed to know I’d done everything I could for them, and not just for vengeance.

      As the sun set over the small house, I reached for Myrah and Liandra’s hands. With a light heart, we stepped forward in time, back to where we belonged.

      I was free of all burdens, and so were my lovers. It was time for us to start living.

      We had all the time in the world. Literally.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            About Gideon Hayes

          

        

      

    

    
      Gideon Hayes decided to finally combine his love for MMOs and writing. Now he can be found typing furiously at his local coffee shop about bitchin battles and babes.

      Follow him on Amazon to stay up to date, because truth be told, he’s too damn lazy to bother with social media or a newsletter.
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      Wayfinder: A GameLit Harem Fantasy

      

      How do you survive a virtual world with only one life? Build a harem of gorgeous, powerful women and conquer everything. 

      When the most anticipated VR game of the year drops, Max is first in line to immerse himself in a world of fantasy. 

      The catch? You only get one life - when you die, it's game over. 

      And when he discovers he can't logout of the game, that one life becomes really, REALLY important. 

      So important that he'll have to build a harem of beautiful women with magical powers to make sure his virtual life is even better than his real one... 

      Wayfinder is a 65k fantasy novel with a harem featuring really hot and bothered women, epic boss fights, and heroic feats. Definitely don’t read this if you don’t like it when women polish a man’s sword, over and over again. Basically, it's heavy on the steam.
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        Neil Bimbeau is a graduate student from Vancouver, BC, specializing in psychology of the experimental variety. When he’s not showing brainy co-eds their horny, submissive sides, he likes to work out some of his dirtier ideas on the page.
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        Do you want exclusive access to stories that are too hot for Amazon? We’re talking melt-your-face hot.

      

        

      
        Nothing is off limits when you become a Patreon.

      

        

      
        Interested? Check it out here:

        Neil Bimbeau on Patreon
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      Goddess Tamer: The Complete LitRPG Harem Adventure

      

  




Tame goddesses. Claim their power. Rule the world...

      Inside Goddess Reign Online, heroes pledge themselves to beautiful goddesses in exchange for power, fighting a never-ending war for control of the world! A few lucky players become Heralds, capable not only of shaping world events but also taking their goddess as a lover and companion.

      Max dreams of eventually becoming a Herald - but when he accidentally opens the prison containing the long-captive Goddess of Mischief, he gets promoted overnight to her chief lieutenant! With her Trickster powers at his side, Max fights a war of revenge against the other goddeses, bringing them to their knees and teaching them all about their submissive sides.

      But is his new boss a wronged woman seeking revenge, or a demon seeking total domination? And will it even matter when he finds out she likes being choked and spanked in bed?

      Goddess Tamer is the complete seven part harem LitRPG by Neil Bimbeau. It contains elements of LitRPG with giant swords, horny goddesses, and a protagonist who uses illusion and manipulation to win the day. Also themes of alpha male dominance, harem romance, and MF, MFF and MFFF scenes! 18+ only!

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Princess Tamer: A Gamelit Harem Fantasy

      Hyperia Online is dying. So when programming nerd Jack discovers a way to charm the game’s three gorgeous Princesses right out of their castles and into his bed, it’s time for a nostalgia run of the VRMMO he was obsessed with in college. Soon he’s turning the game upside down, building a harem of fantasy babes and monster girls as he turns Hyperia into his personal playground.

      After all, it’s not hurting anybody to conquer the world if no one’s playing the game, right?

      Until everyone is…

      Note: This novel is spicy, saucy, and full of harem goodness. You’ve been warned.
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      Alpha Online: A Novel (LitRPG Harem Series)

      

  




Build Your Harem. Conquer The World.

      That's the promise of Seas of Kyria, the world's hottest virtual-reality MMORPG. It's world is a free-for-all where Pirate Kings and Queens do battle on the high seas, competing for treasure and women. And the advertising lets you know that the world of Kyria is filled with a bevy of gorgeous, submissive women who are willing to do anything their Captain demands: as long as you have the guts to claim them!

      Chris enters Kyria hoping for adventure, and soon finds himself the Captain of a crew of beautiful magically-enhanced babes who are both deadly and available at his beck and call! But other players want what he has - and when the Queen of the game sets her sights on claiming his harem, Chris will have to fight to protect the women he cares about - especially the one who wants to meet up in the real world...

      WARNING: Alpha Online is a swashbuckling LitRPG adventure that contains explicit sex between one guy and his crew of rum-swilling, ocean-conquering babes! It contains harem romance, ancient magic, plunder, and lots of MF MFF and MFFF scenes! 18+ only!
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