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Arcane Almanac



Blurb

I used to be an ordinary guy until I inherited my grandfather’s magic shop.

Now I’ve turned the arcane into a small business empire, I have a small family with several gorgeous girlfriends and an incredible son.

Everything is perfect until a stranger who looks just like my father walks into our shop and shatters everything I knew about our perfect little life. Now I have to use everything I know about magic, the multiverse and time travel to stop him.

To stop myself.

Because I will do anything it takes to keep my women safe. To keep them alive.

Even if I have to put myself in danger.

Even if it means that I might be erased from the timeline entirely.

I will do anything to make sure that they’re okay.




Prologue

I took a few steps back to admire our work.

The “Adventurer’s Archive” was finally fully renovated. Felicity was up on a ladder adjusting the sign above the doorway to read “Grand Opening, tonight!” and Astrid was busy applying some finishing touches to the ticket booths outside. Instead of selling movie tickets, these booths would now function as the reception area for book returns and rentals. Sorcerers who were in-the-know could flash their membership card to an attendant and when they opened the doors, they would enter the archive filled with magical books. Everyone else would walk in and find the shelves lined with normal books.

It had taken a lot of work, and several more months, but we’d modified the library to exist on two separate dimensions simultaneously. It turns out that–when properly implemented–temporal magic had its uses after all, and we’re pretty sure we managed to avoid any paradoxes. The mundane version of the library was a fully-equipped retailer which would sell new and used books like any major chain bookstore. The arcane version was open only to sorcerers.

The magic shop was thriving with all the new artifacts Astrid and I were retrieving. Sales were at all time highs and Bea’s biweekly classes were now booked out several months in advance.

The Scorched Wastes was under new leadership now also. I’d named Zacri as my royal vizier and he was overseeing the sea changes that we hoped would usher in a new era in the other dimension. Ruby’s progress with converting the desert back into a jungle was currently halted, but we were researching alternatives all the time. The treasure hoards tucked away in Baz’s glittering palace gave me an awful lot of capital to play with over here in my dimension, and had allowed me to start making some big money moves.

Pretty soon, money troubles were going to be a distant memory.

With Minerva’s help we had woven a network of portals that linked the grand palace, the library, and the shop together so we could all drop in and visit one another at a moment’s notice. I could wake up in the magic shop, spend my morning in the library on a different continent and then pop over to an alternate dimension to have lunch in a literal palace, and each location was populated with one or more of my gorgeous girlfriends.

Man, this sorcerer’s life was the shit.

Elodie’s pregnancy had gone off without a hitch. She gave birth to a bouncing baby boy we decided to name Kurt, after my grandfather. Ten fingers, ten toes, and a set of cat claws that retracted into his pudgy little fists whenever he was calm, but came out whenever he was feeling fussy. I swore a solemn vow to always look after him and to be there for the little guy the same way my father always was for me…while he was still alive at least.

“How’s it looking?” Elodie asked over the headset I had in my ear.

I grinned. “Oh, you should see it. It looks amazing. I can’t wait to see what kind of crowd we draw this evening. I heard Yvonne put in a good word for us with some of her more respectful clientele. Should be a big turn out on that end. And the locals are having this big festival later in the week, so we’re expecting a pretty good turnout on the mundane side too.”

“I’m so proud of you, Joel. All this work you’re doing to make sure everything goes perfect? You have no idea how much it means to us. The girls and I just wanted to remind you that it’s okay for you to take a break every now and again. You know that, right?”

I almost laughed. “El, please. It’s the grand opening. Remember how much love we put into the shop’s grand opening? This is a big week. And we’re making progress on the curse in the Wastes, too. There’s a lot going on, I know, but I’m managing. I’m not overworking myself, I promise. I’ve got a good routine going, I’m in a nice flow. Things are good.”

Elodie didn’t say anything for a second or two. “Alright, handsome. Don’t forget it’s Coco’s night of the week tonight. She’s got some big plans for you, apparently, so make sure you don’t skip dinner.”

“Wouldn’t dream of it,” I said with a light laugh, turning to look out over the sea. “You take good care of my son over there, okay? I’ll see you again tomorrow morning.”

“You’d better! It’s my day tomorrow. Bea’s cooking us a nice dinner and I get to pick who I’m inviting over for my show.”

I rolled my eyes. “I already know who you’re going to invite.”

“No you don’t.”

“Yes, I do sweetheart.”

“Oh yeah? Who am I going to invite then?”

“Minerva, because you like the way I make her tits bounce, and Ruby, because she’s the only one who can deepthroat me.”

Dead silence over the phone. “Okay, fine. Just because you’re right doesn’t mean you have to be so…so smug about it.”

I chuckled. “Baby, I love you. I’m sorry I sound smug. I just know you very well and I know what you like. I cannot wait to see you tomorrow morning and tell you all about how the grand opening went, then give you and the boy my undivided attention for the entire day. How’s that sound?”

She sighed happily. “It sounds perfect, handsome. I can’t wait. Have a good rest of your night and rock Coco’s world for me, okay?”

“Will do.”

We both hung up and I turned back towards the library.

A man was standing a few feet away, staring at it appreciatively. As he heard me ending my phone call he pointed up at the sign and spoke in a gruff voice.

“This place yours?”

Putting on my best customer service voice, I stepped up beside him with a good natured grin. “Yes sir, it is. We just finished renovating it and we’ll be celebrating its grand re-opening in just a few hours. You interested in stopping by?”

The man chuckled drily. “I don’t know, son. Wouldn’t want to overstay my welcome. I just wanted to come and see how you’re doing.”

That voice sounded awfully familiar.

Brushing off the strange shiver that raised the hair on my arms, I opened my mouth to try and push the sale a little further, but then the man turned to face me.

My heart skipped a beat, and I could feel the muscles in my face go slack.

“Dad?”


Chapter 1



“Okay, let’s just start at the beginning. What’s your name?” Dr. Simmons asked politely.

Looking up from the face of my pocket watch, taking a second to adjust, I tucked the item away in my vest and returned her politeness. “My name is Joel James,” I began.

The automatic scent-bottle in the corner of her office hissed slightly as it released an aromatic spray into the room. Some mixture of lavender and honey. The mild interruption was one thing, but the scent was another.

I hated lavender.

All it took was a simple application of Ferdinand’s Third Law of transmutation, and a light flexion of my index and pinky fingers on my left hand. A slight alteration to the chemical composition of the dispenser changed its fragrance from lavender and honey to something more pleasant, at least to my preferences.

Bourbon and woodsmoke with just a hint of vanilla.

Perfect.

Just like everything else about my life these days.

I sighed in annoyance and quickly reverted my spell.

The lavender scent stung my nostrils, and I almost instantly moved to recast the spell, but thought better of it. I would live with the discomfort.

The therapist coughed lightly, looking up at the glowing particles fading all across her room with bemusement. She was an attractive woman, I suppose. Getting on in her years, but then again so was I nowadays. Age had not dulled the keen edge to her eyes and had only accentuated the naturally striking features of her face.

“A magician, I take it?” she surmised.

“Sorcerer,” I corrected.

“Ah. What’s the difference?”

“I don’t pull coins out of people’s ears or fold balloon animals at children’s parties. I bend the laws of reality and draw power from alternate dimensions. Magicians pull rabbits out of hats and pull party tricks with playing cards for entertainment. The world itself obeys my will. We’re not the same.”

She quirked an eyebrow slightly, appearing unimpressed. “And what do you do with all that power, I wonder?”

“Well, whatever I want, really,” I admitted. “I mastered the arcane arts a long time ago. Now it’s all…mundane. With a wave of my hand I could rearrange this office for you, make it a loft in a skyscraper overlooking any city you wanted. With a bit more effort I could take that painting on the wall behind you,” the image I gestured to depicted a herd of horses galloping across open plains, “and transform it into a pocket dimension where you could ride any of those horses for hours on end. When you stepped back in here, almost no time would have passed.”

She looked dubious at best.

“Don’t believe me? Here.” Glancing down at the pitcher of ice cold water and two empty glasses she had kindly laid out for me, I picked up the pitcher. “Don’t tell me, your favorite drink is hot chocolate, right?”

Dr. Simmons blinked in surprise. “How did you know that?”

“Magic,” I said with a wink, tipping the pitcher over and pouring some of the ice cold water out into her glass. As it splashed into the bottom of her glass, it transformed into hot chocolate. Steam curled off its surface as I stopped pouring, and the ice became marshmallows.

“Go ahead,” I urged, “it’s the perfect drinking temperature.”

As she leaned forward to sample the drink, I splashed some water into my own glass, transforming it into whisky on the rocks.

Dr. Simmons let out a surprised hum of pleasure as she tasted her drink. “Wow. Just like Nana used to make it. That’s incredible. How did you know?”

I waved away the question as I let go of the pitcher and telekinetically guided it back to the table, snatching my whiskey up and leaning back on the sofa. “I didn’t need to. The spell I used was once inscribed on the inside of a cornucopia that was used to serve the gods when they visited for feasts. It detects the tastes of whoever it is serving and adjusts appropriately.”

“Oh,” she said, as if this was normal. Sipping her hot chocolate once more, she sighed contentedly and set the glass down. “So aside from altering the laws of reality, what do you do with yourself? How does Joel James spend his free time?”

My hand gravitated my vest, but I played it off by adjusting the way my jacket was laying and then returning my hand to the arm of the sofa.

“Well, for one, I’m the CEO of Coulson’s Curios Incorporated. The number one supplier of arcane materials in the entire world. Several worlds, actually. We’re an interdimensional company, you see. Branches in seven dimensions and thirty four continents.”

Doctor Simmons nodded. “I’ve heard of Coulson’s. CEO, huh? What’s that like?”

“Boring,” I admitted. “Everything’s going perfectly.”

She frowned. “Okay, so work isn’t the issue. I’m assuming finances aren’t really a concern, either?”

I shook my head. “Money’s no issue. When I was in my late twenties I inherited my grandfather’s magic shop. There was an adjustment period, don’t get me wrong, and I had to solve some supply chain issues. But a couple of years into it, business was running smoothly and we were making more money than we knew what to do with. So I started buying up other properties and expanding the business. One thing led to another, and now we’re here.”

Dr. Simmons glanced down at the smart tablet balanced on her lap and tapped at it slightly, adjusting some of the notes her digital assistant AI was taking. It only took her a moment before she looked back up to me.

“Who’s this ‘we’ you speak of? You have a family, or business associates perhaps?”

I chuckled. “Oh I’d love to hear their reactions to being called business associates. No. I have a number of girlfriends who I have loved dearly for many years. They all know one another and get along,” I clarified, seeing a judgmental look beginning to cross Dr. Simmons’ face.

She looked taken aback. “I see. So all these women have agreed to share you?”

“Yes.”

“Do they ever get jealous?”

“Occasionally, if I don’t spend enough time with them. But for the most part no. We’re all quite happy. There are some that live with me, some that I visit, and some are a little longer distance. But we make it work and they all know they can speak to me if something is amiss. Just last week I took four of them out on a date because they were feeling left out.”

“How did it go?” Dr. Simmons asked.

A grin crossed my face as I remembered the evening well. “There’s a dimension where Earth is constantly getting hit with meteor showers. Like once every other month it seems. Due to some environmental quirks it has these spectacular auroras that encircle the entire globe. I took them to a tropical island, where we watched a meteor shower at sunrise and auroras at sunset. Spent the whole day fu–” I cleared my throat abruptly, “uh, that is, lying on the beach. Sunbathing.”

Dr. Simmons smirked slightly, letting me know she’d caught my slip. Her eyes roamed over my face and hands. “You don’t look sunburnt,” she noted.

I shrugged. “Another benefit of magic. One of my girls makes her own potions, lotions, creams, you name it. She has sunscreen that gives us all a perfect tan, everytime. In fact most of life’s inconveniences can be circumvented so long as you know the right spell, artifact, or substance. For instance, I haven’t had to stop at a red light in years.”

She tapped her tablet screen curiously. “Interesting. Well, I know we’ve only just gotten started here, but so far it sort of sounds like you have the perfect life. Successful business. Potent magic. Total freedom to go anywhere and do anything, even visit other worlds. And a herd of beautiful women who are always down to…have fun. If you’ll pardon my bluntness, Mister James, what seems to be the issue?”

I sighed slowly and drained the rest of my glass.

Here we go.

Leaning forward, I looked her dead in the eye and started the ball rolling. “The issue is my life is too perfect. I’ve mastered the arcane arts. I’ve mastered the art of trade. Love is no longer some great labyrinth to navigate. It’s quite easy to anticipate my lovers’ needs and meet them. Sex is even easier. Especially with magic involved. Have you ever had an astral orgasm? I’m talking about pleasure so profound it sends you out of your body? Because every single one of my girls has.”

“Wow. It’s been a while for me,” she admitted, adjusting a wedding band on her left hand that had a black stone in place of a diamond–an indication in this world that she was widowed–probably for some time, “but I can’t say I’ve ever experienced that before, no. You must be very proud of your prowess.”

“I was. I mean, I am. It’s just…” I ran a hand through my hair and shook my head. “I’m going to sound crazy here, but it’s like the challenge is gone. There’s no obstacle in my life I cannot overcome in an instant. Last year a cabal of lesser sorcerers banded together and tried to topple everything I’ve built. I impersonated their boss, lured them all to a secret meeting, and stranded them in a dimension with no magic. It took less than a week.

“The year before that? One of my girls accidentally unleashed an apocalyptic plague upon the world. I knew exactly which dimension to go to in order to find the cure. A world-ending pandemic became nothing more than a small outbreak of what everyone mistook for the flu. Three years ago a bunch of rifts to different dimensions opened up in a city called Eastport. I went on a business trip, took two of my girls, and we closed ‘em all. Only took two hours. Four years ago, an eldritch horror named Beliak Tor Vuul attempted to invade people’s dreams and devour their conscious minds from the inside out. Stopped that shit from happening in a weekend.

“Hell, if I wanted to, I can think of no less than five ways to achieve immortality or even godhood. It wouldn’t even be difficult. There’s simply nothing left for me to achieve with my life! I’ve done it all. And it’s all because of this stupid book,” I reached off to my left, where I kept my personal pocket dimension for storage, and pulled out the red leather notebook I’d been carrying with me for the better part of two decades and slapped it down on the table.

Dr. Simmons adjusted her glasses slightly as she looked at the notebook. “What is this?”

“This is my life’s Almanac. It has every detail of the past twenty years plotted out in excruciating detail. From the moment it got handed to me until tomorrow at seven in the afternoon. Every business deal I needed to make, every anniversary and birthday I might have forgotten, every magical threat I ever needed to defeat, all of it. This thing has been a blueprint to every decision I made for the past nineteen years and change. I’ve followed every decision it told me to and my life has been, just as you said, perfect.”

Dr. Simmons looked at the Almanac with new appreciation.

“Huh. If you don’t mind my asking, who gave you all of these answers?”

I winced. “Funny story about that, actually. This guy showed up right before I opened up my second business location, a library in a tourist town. I thought it was my father. But it wasn’t.”

“Who was it?” she asked curiously.

The memory of that day came back to me, as sharp as if it were only yesterday.


Chapter 2



Itook a few steps back to admire our work.

The “Adventurer’s Archive” was finally fully renovated. Felicity was up on a ladder adjusting the sign above the doorway to read “Grand Opening, tonight!” and Astrid was busy applying some finishing touches to the ticket booths outside. Instead of selling movie tickets, these booths would now function as the reception area for book returns and rentals. Sorcerers who were in-the-know could flash their membership card to an attendant and when they opened the doors, they would enter the archive filled with magical books. Everyone else would walk in and find the shelves lined with normal books.

It had taken a lot of work, and several more months, but we’d modified the library to exist on two separate dimensions simultaneously. It turns out that–when properly implemented–temporal magic had its uses after all, and we’re pretty sure we managed to avoid any paradoxes. The mundane version of the library was a fully-equipped retailer which would sell new and used books like any major chain bookstore. The arcane version was open only to sorcerers.

“How’s it looking?” Elodie asked over the headset I had in my ear.

I grinned. “Oh, girl, you should see it. It looks amazing. I can’t wait to see what kind of crowd we draw this evening. I heard Yvonne put in a good word for us with some of her more respectful clientele. Should be a big turn out on that end. And the locals are having this big festival later in the week, so we’re expecting a pretty good turnout on the mundane side too.”

“I’m so proud of you, Joel. All this work you’re doing to make sure everything goes perfect? You have no idea how much it means to us. The girls and I just wanted to remind you that it’s okay for you to take a break every now and again. You know that, right?”

I almost laughed. “El, please. It’s the grand opening. Remember how much love we put into the shop’s grand opening? This is a big week. And we’re making progress on the curse in the Wastes, too. There’s a lot going on, I know, but I’m managing. I’m not overworking myself, I promise. I’ve got a good routine going, I’m in a nice flow. Things are good.”

Elodie didn’t say anything for a second or two. “Alright, handsome. Don’t forget it’s Coco’s night of the week tonight. She’s got some big plans for you, apparently, so make sure you don’t skip dinner.”

“Wouldn’t dream of it,” I said with a light laugh, turning to look out over the sea. “You take good care of my son over there, okay? I’ll see you again tomorrow morning.”

“You’d better! It’s my day tomorrow. Bea’s cooking us a nice dinner and I get to pick who I’m inviting over for my show.”

I rolled my eyes. “I already know who you’re going to invite.”

“No you don’t.”

“Yes, I do sweetheart.”

“Oh yeah? Who am I going to invite then?”

“Minerva, because you like the way I make her tits bounce, and Ruby, because she’s the only one who can deepthroat me.”

Dead silence over the phone. “Okay, fine. Just because you’re right doesn’t mean you have to be so…so smug about it.”

I chuckled. “Baby, I love you. I’m sorry I sound smug. I just know you very well and I know what you like. I cannot wait to see you tomorrow morning and tell you all about how the grand opening went, then give you and the boy my undivided attention for the entire day. How’s that sound?”

She sighed happily. “It sounds perfect, handsome. I can’t wait. Have a good rest of your night and rock Coco’s world for me, okay?”

“Will do.”

We both hung up and I turned back towards the library.

A man was standing a few feet away, staring at it appreciatively. As he heard me ending my phone call he pointed up at the sign and spoke in a gruff voice.

“This place yours?”

Putting on my best customer service voice, I stepped up beside him with a good natured grin. “Yes sir, it is. We just finished renovating it and we’ll be celebrating its grand re-opening in just a few hours. You interested in stopping by?”

The man chuckled drily. “I don’t know, son. Wouldn’t want to overstay my welcome. I just wanted to come and see how you’re doing.”

That voice sounded awfully familiar.

Brushing off the strange shiver that raised the hair on my arms, I opened my mouth to try and push the sale a little further, but then the man turned to face me.

My heart skipped a beat, and I could feel the muscles in my face go slack.

“Dad?”

The man standing before me grinned. “No. I’m not our father, Jay. I’m you. Just twenty years older, wiser, and a little better looking.”

I took a step back. The resemblance this guy had to my dad was uncanny, but the closer I looked the more I recognized my own face looking back at me. Strange. I’ve seen my own reflection countless times and seen plenty of pictures of myself. Yet when another version of me walked right up to me, I didn’t even realize it.

He looked older. Mid to late forties. Tinge of gray hair in my beard. But it was me.

“How are you here? This shouldn’t happen. It creates a paradox that will–” I started.

“Shred one of us down to our very atoms?” Other me completed, holding up his left hand to show that his essence was beginning to dissolve away to nothingness. “Yes. I am all too aware. It is a hefty price. But one I am all too happy to pay.”

“Why did you do this?” I demanded. But a part of me figured I already knew. In my mind there could only be one real answer. Something had happened to one of my loves. If any of my girls had been killed there wasn’t a law in existence, be it natural or arcane or least of all man-made, that could have prevented me from undoing it. “Which one was it? Not Elodie. Please not Elodie.”

He grimaced. “Elodie was fine when I left. It doesn’t matter anymore though. My timeline is gone, just like I’m about to be. All that matters now is what you choose to do with your future. Maybe you can avoid some of the mistakes I made and do it better. Live a better life. But you’re going to need to follow every instruction in this thing.”

He reached off into thin air and pulled a red leather notebook out of nowhere. There was a pause as he stared down at the thing, and a wild mixture of emotions crossed his face. Grief. Anger. Fondness. A dozen more. But they all faded as his expression turned statuesque and he handed the book to me.

“What is this?” I asked, taking the book from my older self.

“My gift to myself,” he told me cryptically. Seeing my confusion, he clarified, “It’s the key to your perfect life. Every major decision from here to your last day has been outlined for you. All you have to do is follow every direction I wrote down and you’ll get to enjoy the rest of your life the way most people could never dream of. I call it our Almanac.”

I stared at him in shock.

“Relax, Jay. You look nervous. All your worries are things of the past. Enjoy the time you have with the people you love. Trust me. It goes faster than you think,” he said with a smile. “Oh, and one last thing. Whatever you do, don’t ever mess around with–”

Before he could finish his statement, he dissolved away into nothingness right before my eyes as the timeline corrected itself around him, erasing him from existence. Strangely, the Almanac remained. It must have been thoroughly enchanted to withstand that kind of erasure.

Sure hope whatever he’d been about to say wasn’t important.


Chapter 3



Doctor Simmons was tapping away at her tablet furiously, glancing up at me and asking me to repeat small details about the encounter with my future self. Little, innocuous details like what he looked like, what he was wearing, how he sounded, that sort of thing.

I replied honestly. He looked much the same as I did now. He’d done some different things with his hair, kept his beard a little less well groomed, and he wore a leather jacket and jeans as opposed to the three-piece suits that I preferred in this timeline, but we were otherwise identical.

She asked me whether I found it upsetting seeing a version of myself die right before my eyes, and I admitted that it was for a while, in the beginning, but I overcame that strange grief a long time ago.

Then she hit me with this little gem of a question.

“How long did it take you to open the Almanac?”

I took a deep breath and looked at the red book for a long second before I replied.

“I resisted the urge to open it for about three weeks. Then, while I was on a mission with Astrid, we were in a tough spot. I remember it well…”

[image: image-placeholder]

The sound of rushing water flooded the underground temple we were exploring, but the sound was quickly muffled by the rattle of an oversized serpent. I’m talking, this thing could devour a tyrannosaurus rex the same way some snakes can eat a crocodile. Whole. Might not be able to move around too well afterwards, but still. This thing had no business being so huge.

Astrid hurled her axes into the flank of the giant serpent, making it howl out in agony as the weapons bit deep into its flesh. With a yanking motion, she recalled one of her axes whilst the other one slowly began freezing the serpent. Ice began forming around the wound and the creature’s flailing started slowing down.

“Tear!” she shouted. Her pair of spectral wolves rushed forth and bit into the serpent’s flesh near the other wound.

I longed to help her, but I had my own problems to worry about. Namely, all the animated skeletons coming our way from a side passage. These things were covered in feathery clothing and wielding sacrificial daggers, chanting in their ancient tongue about turning Astrid and me into ‘offerings’ or some shit.

I had my sword in hand and I was hurling lightning bolts, sticking to what I knew well, but it wasn’t going to be enough to cut down every last one of the incoming skellies.

Thrusting out my hand and contorting it through three configurations in rapid succession, I tapped into the power of a far off dimension where Earth’s weather patterns were a little screwy. A four foot tall tornado came ripping into this world and slammed into the battalion of undead priests that were trying to remove my organs.

Bones, feathers, and curved ritual daggers flew everywhere.

“Joel! I need your help over here!” Astrid cried.

Pivoting in place, I saw that she was jammed into a corner of the room, barely escaping the snapping jaws of the massive serpent as her spectral wolves held it in place. But that didn’t stop it from flexing its jaws and spraying venom at her.

Thankfully, my little time-displaced viking explorer had lightning fast reflexes and she dodged out of the way. That venom ate through the stone wall behind her like hot acid through a stack of printer paper.

Reacting instinctively, I hurled my sword towards the thing’s big ugly face. All it took was a touch of telekinesis and a simple spell to multiply the blade’s momentum, and I drove the blade all the way down to the hilt in the serpent’s eye.

I felt pretty good about that for about four seconds before the thing turned towards me and spat more of that acidic venom. This time, the spray was three times as large as the one Astrid had so neatly dodged before. No way I was going to escape that, at least not conventionally.

“Oh shit!”

I sidestepped through the sub-dimension sorcerers commonly referred to as ‘betwixt,’ a world of blank white un-reality and small black outlines which defined the boundaries of all the objects in the reality I typically existed in.

Here, the same shapes that made up my world existed as black and white outlines. Like lead sketches on pristine white paper. As if some giant unknowable eldritch being had sketched my reality in a notebook.

Which, by the way, was an absolutely terrifying sensation that never failed to make me question my own reality. Alas, it was the quickest way to perform short range teleportation, and

Still. For that half second where it was nothing but me, a faint geometric outline of the chamber I’d been standing in, and a giant eyeball staring down at me in an otherwise blank space…I had to wonder if magic was really worth it. Things had been so simple when I was just starting out. Selling knick-knacks and candles. Tarot cards and little bundles of herbs. Stuff I didn’t even believe in back then. Now here I was face to face–uh, face to eyeball, rather–with an eldritch horror older than time itself.

“Don’t mind me. Just passing through,” I said with a quiet salute.

The mysterious eye betwixt dimensions blinked slowly and continued to ponder me silently. I could feel its judgment weighing down on me, questioning my existence. If it had a voice I could hear, I had the feeling it would tell me it despised me for things outside my control.

The silver lining of traveling betwixt was that it didn’t last very long.

A few pounding heartbeats later I reverted to the dimension I’d left.

Good news. The serpent’s venom had decimated the skeletons, reducing their bones to sizzling puddles of goo. The feathers fared even worse. Curiously, the knives looked completely untouched.

Bad news. Serpentes Rex over here was still alive and slithering.

Astrid’s other axe was in her hand and she had ignited it as she chopped down at the serpent’s flesh, trying desperately to kill the thing. I could not help but notice the tears streaming down her cheeks or the word she was shouting at the big beast.

“How dare you take him from me! Die you stupid snake! Die!”

The giant serpent snapped at her, forcing her to retreat while her wolves attacked its face.

Her eyes landed on me and her eyes went wide.

“You’re alive!”

“I’m alive,” I confirmed, already working some magic. I hurled seven different powerful spells at this dumb snake. Nothing worked. He just shrugged off everything I threw at him.

Astrid’s axes weren’t effective, and even her wolves were struggling.

The serpent just healed constantly by bathing in one of the many streams of water coursing around the chamber. Spells bounced off its scales, and anytime we managed to actually harm the damn thing it just healed itself.

Growling in frustration as I avoided yet another acidic spray, my eyes caught on the sacrificial daggers scattered by the entrance. None of the cursed skeleton bones remained, nor any of their feathery garments. But those blades were untouched.

“Cover me!” I ordered Astrid.

“You got it!” Astrid shouted back. Popping the cork on a small vial she kept for emergencies, she tossed back a violet-hued potion. The expression on her face morphed into one of extreme rage in an instant. She summoned both axes to her hands and charged, letting out a viking war cry as she rushed the giant serpent.

I reached out with both hands and curled telekinetic tendrils around the handles of each discarded dagger. Weaving my hands around like I was playing a harp, I maneuvered all the daggers into position around me and pointed them at the giant serpent.

Astrid got knocked aside and doused by the waters ringing the outside of the chamber.

Using the same momentum amplifying spell I’d used on my sword–which was now sadly missing–I plunged every last dagger into the serpent’s body.

The thing howled in pain, confirming my suspicion that it would be weak to the skeleton’s blades. But that wasn’t enough. I saw its eyes dart towards the water.

Oh no you don’t.

Forming one hand into a fist, I made all the daggers converge upon the serpent’s heart, burrowing their way deeper with each passing moment. At the same time I reached out with my other hand and sapped all the heat from the incoming water streams, creating small pockets of vacuum that flash-froze all the water in the chamber.

The serpent crashed into one of the frozen water streams, enraged by the lack of healing energy that coursed through it. It turned around to glare at me. I glared right back and clenched my fist tighter, twisting my wrist to send the daggers in new directions.

It lunged at me, preparing to spit acidic venom once again.
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Finally, a nanosecond before it sprayed me, the blades pierced the serpent’s heart, and all of its flesh and muscle evaporated; leaving behind only the skeletal remains of the giant snake, which swiftly shrunk down to a normal size. Runes had been carved onto every last bone in the skeleton to make it larger and harder to kill. Probably by the same blades I’d used to kill the darn thing.

Astrid and I both took a moment to gather ourselves before we moved on.

I isolated the serpent skeleton in an enchanted containment jar (these are things I’ve learned to keep on me at all times thanks to my adventures with Astrid) and tossed it into my satchel of holding, figuring Bea would love the chance to study it.

While I was at it, I gathered up the daggers and dropped those in my satchel as well.

“Just for the record,” Astrid began tiredly, only regaining her feet with the assistance of one of her spectral wolves. “I really thought that snake killed you when it hit you with its venom. How in Helheim did you survive?”

Averting her gaze slightly, I mumbled out the answer.

“You what?”

“I said I went betwixt,” I repeated, louder so she could hear.

“Joel,” she scolded. “Hundreds of thousands of sorcerers have been lost to that place! How could you take such a risk?”

“Because I didn’t have a choice. There was no time to come up with a more elegant strategy. I didn’t plan anything out. I just reacted. Sometimes I get things wrong, okay? I know it was dangerous, and fuck was it creepy seeing that big nasty eyeball glaring down at me. You can feel the hatred pouring off that thing every single time. But I survived. We’re still here. It’s going to be okay.”

Astrid shook her head. “Yeah, we’re still here, for now. But the tomb is sealed, Joel. How are we going to get out of here? We can’t make a portal. We can’t dig. This place was specifically designed to trap anyone who got in here and devour their souls. There’s no way out!”

She had some good points. But I figured we could figure our way out with magic.
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“We tried for hours,” I told Doctor Simmons, “but it was no use. None of the writings on the walls gave us any hints. It was all just curses and enchantments meant to keep us trapped. Everything we tried just made things worse. Portals didn’t work. We tried leveraging the tomb’s door open at least a hundred different ways. We even sent her wolves out to get help but it was no use. I uh…I actually really thought we were done for there.”

Dr. Simmons’ expression became understanding. “I bet that was extremely difficult. Near death experiences can leave a tangible mark on our psyches. Would you like to discuss the trauma of being trapped down there?”

I shook my head. “No thank you. Astrid and I processed it in our own way and moved on years ago. You asked when the first time I opened the Almanac was. That was it. In the tomb of Hexoaltyl Niikea Ta Voch. An ancient demonic entity who haunted the tribal people of a different dimension than ours, in what we would call…” I had to think for a second because the Pangea of that world broke apart in a different pattern than ours did, “Canada. I think? It’s not a one to one, but it was where Canada is in our world.”

Simmons held up her hands, “If you say so, then I trust you. I don’t understand all of these multiversal travel shenanigans you’re talking about and I’m too old to try.”

I chuckled. “You’re not as old as you think you are, miss.”

She raised an eyebrow. “Oh? And how old do you think I am?”

“Forty three, right?”

“Correct. Was that another example of your powerful magic?”

“Indeed it was,” I said with a small smirk that I quickly concealed behind my glass of whisky. “I consulted the powerful oracle known as the internet, when I scheduled this session. It had your credentials, your age, all sorts of information. I didn’t dig too deep beyond making sure you were competent. But your date of birth was on your omnipedia page.”

Doctor Simmons’ expression stiffened. “You read my omnipedia page?”

“I did.”

“What did you learn?”

“That you are very good at your job,” I said carefully.

“Nothing else?”

I shook my head subtly. “Nothing else that concerns me.”

“Hmm. Alright,” she allowed for now. “You were talking about the ancient tomb in Canada?”

Resisting the urge to correct her, I carried on with my explanation. “Right, so Astrid and I were trapped and things looked pretty bleak. Then she said something, some small comment I don’t really remember after all these years, about wishing she could just know whatever it was we were missing. And I thought of that,” I pointed to the Almanac. “I opened it up and sure enough, it had the solution written on the second page. The first page was a note to myself from my other self that basically said ‘I knew you wouldn’t open this until today, so I didn’t bother writing anything down for the past three weeks’ which was kind of a dick move, but alright.”

“What was the solution?” Dr. Simmons asked politely.

“Oh it was uh…it had to do with the water. We followed the current and found a way out that was no larger than one of our fists. So we just transformed ourselves into fishes and dove through it. It took us to the ocean, we climbed in her submarine, and returned home with the exotic artifacts we went there to acquire. All in a day’s work.”

“Huh. Why didn’t that occur to you before?”

“Well, it must have at some point. How would I have written it down otherwise? Maybe the first time around we figured it out an hour or two later than this time around when I just checked the Almanac and learned the answer.”

“I see.” She scribbled something down on her tablet. “And when was the next time you used it?”

I pursed my lips. “Okay. So I’ve mentioned Astrid to you and you know that I have several girlfriends. There’s Elodie, she was my first. She’s a familiar who’s attached to our original shop. She’s the sweetest woman I’ve ever met and a wonderful mother to our children. Then there’s Coco, who’s the daughter of my grandfather’s old nemesis, this bastard everybody called ‘Papa Argyle,’ right? He was a real piece of work who treated her and her brother like garbage. But she’s fantastic, loyal, and so compassionate. Also, her brother’s my best friend now so things worked out in the end.”

“What happened to Papa Argyle?” she inquired suspiciously.

I clicked my tongue, unsure of how much I should answer that. “Well…he attempted to use a pair of artifacts he stole from my grandfather to body swap with his son so that he could extend his own lifespan further than he already had. I gather that his ultimate goal was going to be to repeat this process with future generations of Argyle heirs, but we stopped him.”

“Stopped him, how, exactly?” she pushed.

“He was on death’s door when he attempted this whole thing. We prevented him from swapping bodies with his son, and let nature take its course. He died in his own body, as he was supposed to. And Choppy got to live on. He’s actually quite happy nowadays. He has three smoking hot girlfriends, one of which is a millennia old vampire, and he runs part of my business for me. We still hang out every other weekend to this day.”

Dr. Simmons nodded. “Sounds like you fought through a significant battle together. It does not surprise me that you get along so well. Alright, Joel, let’s move on a bit. Are there any other girls you wanted to tell me about?”

“Yes. Next there’s Bea. She was a genie trapped in an old lamp by her piece of shit father, this guy named Bazokan who made himself the emperor of his own dimension. Long story, but he’s not in the picture anymore. She’s brilliant and is single handedly responsible for raising this world’s awareness of magic up to where it is nowadays. Without her efforts, you’d probably still think magic was parlor tricks and illusions.”

“I mean, maybe I still do believe that,” she said slyly.

“Uh huh. How’s your hot chocolate?” I challenged.

She grinned. “Alright, alright. Point taken. Go on.”

“Minerva,” I said with a smile. “She’s a vampire I met while trying to save my business. We hit it off almost immediately and she became a vital part of my efforts building my company. She’s gorgeous and fascinating and possesses a perfect body. I never grow tired of her presence.”

“Interesting that she is the first woman whose physical proportions were brought up. Do you find yourself most attracted to her?”

I considered the question. “Perhaps subconsciously, but I don’t make my women compete with one another. I love and cherish them all. Besides, they enjoy sharing me with one another just as much as I enjoy being with all of them. My preferences change with my moods, and we all work hard to make sure no one feels left out.”

“Considerate,” she noted. “Alright. Who’s next?”

“I met Astrid next. Daughter of Amelia Earheart after she got sucked through a time vortex and fell in love with a viking explorer. She’s honestly incredible, she keeps things wild and we still go on adventures to this day. Which…I’ll admit, have lost some of their excitement since I already know what will happen thanks to the Almanac. But she’s still fun regardless. Felicity is another familiar, attached to our second business location, an enchanted library. She’s got a vast collection of arcane and occult knowledge at her fingertips and we’ve gotten along from day one. I’ll admit, our connection isn’t quite as profound as what I share with the others, but that’s alright with us. She answers any questions I have and we usually wind up having incredible sex somewhere in her library. It’s…simple. I like it. We’re both too busy for much else anyway and she’s not the best with emotions, so it works for us.”

Dr. Simmons nodded patiently. “Not an uncommon relationship type for busy people. Are both of your needs being met by this dynamic?”

“Very much so,” I said.

“Then it sounds perfect. Are there any others?”

“Yeah. Two. There’s Ruby. She’s…well, she’s an ancient demon from the same dimension Bea’s father ruled over as emperor. I freed her from her imprisonment in that realm and the two of us fought side by side to defeat him. Multiple times, actually, as Baz had a thing for time loops. Annoying as shit, if I’m being honest. Being trapped in an endless cycle of temporal loops bonds you. Anyway, we slowly got to know each other over the next few years and have formed a beautiful relationship. She rules that dimension now as empress, and the two of us have had six children together in total.”

Dr. Simmons blinked. “Wow. You have six little demon babies? Sorry if that’s an offensive term.”

I chuckled. “Oh no, ‘demon babies’ is the correct term. They didn’t even take a corporeal form for the first three years of their development. Have you ever tried to scold a maleficent cloud of black smoke and red sparks for devouring goats from the wrong pen before? We specifically set up an area where the farmers could bring offerings, and they went and devoured some poor guy’s pet goat, leaving nothing but a charred skeleton behind. That would have been a rough day if it weren’t for the Almanac, but even then I had to get pretty creative coming up with punishments for those little guys.”

I could tell from the bewildered expression on her face that she was not prepared for this little revelation. “Uh, how exactly does one go about punishing a small maleficent cloud?”

“Electric fans, actually. Three or four of them set up facing one another and they can’t move more than a foot in any direction. There are magical means as well, but according to Ruby a lot of those sting, so we went in a different direction.”

“Oh. Okay. Um…who’s the last girl, if I might ask?”

“Dahlia,” I said with a small smile.

“And how did you two meet?” Doctor Simmons asked.
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“So it was my birthday. I’d just turned thirty five, business was booming, and we bought this skyscraper in another dimension. Earth 069 Epsilon. Absolutely gorgeous place. The locals evolved a little differently than we did. Their DNA shares more in common with flowers than mammals. But in many ways, the important ones at least, they are very similar to humans. Their cities are built to resemble massive trees that they almost never leave, and the surface is this vast untamed jungle that they watch over and tend to from on high. A botanical paradise curated by gardeners. Bea and Elodie were smitten by all the fresh ingredients we managed to source from there, and Astrid got to fight a carnivorous plant monster while we were there, so she was pretty happy too.”

I could not help but chuckle at the memory.

“It sounds lovely,” Dr. Simmons commented drily.

“You have no idea. We purchased this spot that’s sort of like a loft. The lower you are to the surface the more expensive things get because you get a nicer view, and we were on the bottom branch of their Arboropolis.”

“I’m sorry, their what?” she interrupted incredulously.

“Tree city. It’s just a giant tree. They live in the trunk and all along the branches. When I say giant I mean it literally touched the upper atmosphere.”

Dr. Simmons’ eyes went wide. “Oh wow. That sounds wild.”

“It was. Here, I’ll show you.” I pointed two fingers at the painting of the wild herd of horses and hit it with a spell that imprinted a mental image I had onto the canvas. The paint swirled around into a new pattern and dried; forming a perfect snapshot of Earth 069 Epsilon.

Dr. Simmons turned around to look and her breath caught in her throat.

“Damn. I wish our world looked like that,” she admitted.

“Me too. I loved that place. Best birthday party I ever had.”
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The clink of eight glasses coming together signaled the end of Coco’s ‘happy birthday’ speech to me. My cheeks were still a little red from all the nice things she’d said.

I drained my glass of lotus wine and moved over to Coco, gently pulling her into a soft kiss so I could thank her for being so kind to me. She and Elodie both looked resplendent in their matching dresses. After all these years they still got along better than any of the others. Bea would be right there with them except she was constantly busy working on some project or another.

“You’re being awfully sweet today, Coco. Am I correct in assuming this means you want something?” I teased.

Coco’s eyes flashed dangerously. “Oh, have I become so predictable over the years, handsome?”

“You say that like it’s a bad thing. I like consistency. I like knowing where I stand with my ladies. For instance, I can tell by the way you, Elodie, Bea, and Minerva have all been sharing glances that you have something planned that you are trying to get away with. So, tell me what your request is.”

Coco grinned. “It’s been seven years since you met Ruby. In that time, you’ve never once expressed an interest in any other women. We’ve tried to set you up with a couple girls in the past, but you haven’t gone for any of them.”

I shrugged. “I’m content with the way things are. The seven of you have kept me plenty happy all these years and I see no reason to mess with a perfect system. Why do you bring it up? Are you ladies already bored of sharing me with one another and you want to see me with yet another woman?”

Coco sipped her lotus wine as a stall tactic. “We’re not bored. We just had an idea for how to celebrate your birthday. You’ve done so much to take care of all of us these past years, and it hasn’t gone unnoticed. I don't know how you’ve managed to be everywhere you’re needed so perfectly, but the ladies and I have been thinking of how we could repay you.”

“Oh? And what did you come up with?” I asked drily, figuring I already knew the answer.

Coco winked at me and raised her voice. “Our man wants to see his present, ladies!”

A playful cheer rose up from my girls as they all gathered around me and started removing my clothing bit by bit. None of them could resist letting their hands roam or leaning in to kiss me occasionally, and the barrage of affection was strangely relaxing.

They guided me from the dining area of our little leaf-shaped loft we’d rented out and into the bedroom. The lowest point of the structure, with a completely transparent floor that allowed us all to see the vibrant colors of the jungle below.

Waiting for us was an eighth woman lying on a round bed that was styled after a rose.

Her skin was patterned with all the colors of a sunset. Pink on the outsides of her limbs and neck, a warm yellow in the softer places like her stomach, breasts, and face, and a rich purple in her most intimate spots–like her lips, her nipples, and between her thighs. Her eyes were entirely green with little white irises, and they were locked on me as my lovers pulled me into the room.

Neither of us wore a stitch of clothing, and her eyes raked across me with the same hungry desire that I felt.

“Ladies? What’s going on here?” I asked.

Elodie was the first to reply, stepping in front of me and kissing me fiercely.

“This is our birthday present to you, baby. Some background. The Lo’Tusians have a ritual that must be performed before business arrangements can be made. A union of clans in the form of a marriage pact. We negotiated for three days, and in the end they agreed to let you marry all eight of us.”

“Eight?” I repeated, doing the math in my head. “So I have to marry her as well?” I asked, gesturing to the nude Lo’Tusian awaiting me in bed.

“Correct,” Bea cut in. “But don’t worry. We were allowed to pick her for you from a pool of thirty candidates. Dahlia here is a virgin priest of the Lotus. She has trained all her life for the opportunity to perform this marriage ceremony. There is a lot of magic involved, and she’s going to require several orgasms to power it all, but in the end, all nine of us will be joined in matrimony according to the Lo’Tusian way. Here marriages can be groups of fifteen to twenty individuals. Our ‘marriage party’ is actually somewhat small based on their average.”

“We know you’re happy with us the way things are. But we figured adding one more, one that we all helped pick out, wouldn’t be too upsetting. Now we can all be married to you, Joel,” Coco chimed in. “As equals wives. Not concubines.”

That had been a sore spot for a little while. I’d wanted to marry them all but none of the cultures on our home dimension had a way to do it that we fully agreed with. Ruby offered to let us do it in her dimension, but Bea protested as the history of men marrying multiple women in that dimension was decidedly…not our thing, let’s just say.

But this sounded perfect. My eyes roamed across each of my girls’ faces. They all looked as happy and hopeful as I felt. I couldn’t take this from them.

The Almanac entry for this day had been surprisingly short. Normally it was highly detailed but this time all it said was ‘the girls are going to ask you to do something today during your birthday celebration. Say yes. You won’t regret it.’

“You all want to marry me?” I double-checked.

A round of affirmatives was my answer.

I turned to Dahlia and looked her up and down. She was certainly easy on the eyes. If I had to accept another woman into our group, her being stunningly beautiful sure didn’t hurt.

Alright then. Let’s do this.

I stepped towards the bed and she lifted herself up onto an elbow.

“Greetings, Joel James,” she said in a melodious voice. “I am Priestess Dahlia of the Order of the Lotus. Are you ready to be wed?”

Have been for a while, actually.

“Oh yes. But before we begin. Is this something you are happy with?”

Dahlia grinned. “This has long been my purpose within the order. To join a marriage party and tend to their happiness just as we tend to the natural order of our world,” she gestured to the great surface-spanning jungle beneath our feet. “Your wives have spoken about you at great length, Joel James. I am lucky I get to be a part of such a loving group. Many matrimonial parties are made for political reasons, and there is little love to go around between so many. You and your women are not this way, and I can see it in each of your eyes. I am honored to be invited to join you, and I will tend to your needs with great joy, Joel James. Are you ready to give of yourself?”

Her eyes darted to my groin and she uncrossed her legs, giving me a spectacular view of her pussy. It resembled a flower in a far more literal way than most times that comparison gets made. Right down to the coloration and the way her lips resembled actual flower petals. The interior was as purple as her lips, and I found my body stirring to lust before I had even processed her question.

“Give of myself?” I repeated curiously.

“Yes. It is customary for the male member of a marriage party, or members in some cases, to plant his seed in the priestess. In the case where only female members of the party are put forward by their clans, a male priest will join the matrimonial party. But in any case it is customary to consummate this union with conception. Love and new life go hand in hand and fuel the bonds of marriage for many seasons to come. As is our way.”

I glanced back at my ladies to find them all giving me encouraging looks and gestures.

Turning back to Dahlia, I started moving towards the bed. “Alright then. Let’s get this marriage started,” I said with a grin.
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“Iknelt by the foot of the bed and got her started with my tongue. I find it’s the best way to kick things off when getting to know a new woman. Because women can have so many more orgasms than men can, I like to just begin by figuring out what gets her off from the get go. It doesn’t hurt that Dahlia’s pussy tasted like honey and nectar. A very fun quirk of her plant-based biology, I imagine. When she came on my tongue the first time I added a finger into the mix to help get her ready for my big–”

“Right, as much as I do enjoy how descriptive you can be, I would like to remind you that you don’t need to share all the intimate details of your marriage with me, Mister James,” Dr. Simmons interrupted, shifting uncomfortably and crossing her legs all of a sudden.

One of the first things I learned how to do when I started getting really good at magic was how to read people’s auras. After some practice it became like second nature or just an extra sense that helped me gauge people’s moods and reactions.

It made closing sales and business deals a breeze, let me tell you.

Right then, Dr. Simmons’ aura was a flustered and naughty hot pink, and there was a cherry red pulse of lust radiating from between her thighs. I tried to ignore it, but it was pulsing pretty strong.

“Oh, sorry. I thought you were used to hearing the intimate details. My apologies.”

“I am. It’s just that I…we’re on a tight schedule here,” she said, sounding more flustered by the second. “You only have an hour and a half before our session ends. We wouldn’t want to spend that entire time discussing the specifics of your wedding night, would we?”

My eyes drifted away from her face as I found myself lost in memories of that night. Dahlia was a welcome addition to the group, and the pheromones she secreted when she achieved orgasm were a natural aphrodisiac that acted like an erection pill for me. I spent my birthday fucking every single one of my wives back and forth for hours. We took breaks for hydration and eating, even bathing, but invariably we just wound up fucking again. On the dining table, in the oversized bathtub, on the balcony overlooking the vast jungle world of Earth six-nine. I remembered many intimate details that I suspected would be more than enough to send dear Dr. Simmons over the edge without me ever laying a hand on her.

“I mean, I wouldn’t mind sharing those details with you, if you wanted me too. That was a wonderful wedding ceremony. I don’t think I’ve ever ejaculated that many times in twenty four hours before or since that day, to be honest.”

Dr. Simmons’ aura flared bright pink, confirming my theory that I was what was getting her all hot and bothered, as she typed something new into her tablet.

“Mister James, I…may we please change the subject? I am here to help you overcome whatever seems to be the matter. You’ve told me a little bit about yourself and a lot about the women in your life. Would you mind refocusing on the effect this Almanac has had on you?”

My mind lingered on my wedding night for a few more moments before I started answering her question.
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By the time Dahlia was wet enough for me to slide right in, the rest of my girls were in various states of undress and laid out across the bedroom on the sofas, cushions, and couches that littered the room. They were all playing with themselves and watching me.

“Group up,” I ordered them all. “Help get each other off. You know I like the show.”

My girls responded eagerly. Watching me with other women was their favorite way to stimulate themselves, and whenever I asked, they were always happy to return the favor and put on a show for me.

As I repositioned Dahlia so I could see what the rest of my girls were up to, my cock brushed up against the delicate petals of her soaking wet pussy. They were so fucking soft to the touch. I resisted for scant seconds after that, gripping her petite body and guiding the tip of my shaft around so it was level with her entrance.

“You ready?” I asked her.

She looked down first, and I could tell she was a little intimidated by my size, but then she looked up at me and nodded. “Plant your seed deep, Joel James. I want to make sure I am carrying your children by the time this ceremony ends. It is my duty,” she swallowed as she looked back down at my thick shaft, “but it is also my privilege to be claimed by you.”

Moving slowly and deliberately, I shoved my way inside her as gently as possible. At first. Just long enough to get her used to my circumference and length. The moans she emitted sent a few of my other girls over the edge. They loved it when I broke one of them in.

Pushing myself deep enough that I encountered resistance, I saw Dahlia’s eyes widen as I reached the end of her ability to take me. Poor girl could only fit half of me. Oh well. It was her first time. She’d do better next time around.

“There,” she gasped. “Fuck me right there. Please?”

Grinning, I decided to see how flexible she was. Gripping both of her thighs just above the knees, I pinned her to the bed–tightening her grip on my cock even further in the process–and started grinding.

One of my favorite things about fucking a girl right was the moment when they forget what to do with their hands. She tried to clutch the bed first, then she clung to me, then she just sort of let them fall on the bed beside her as her eyes rolled back and she stopped caring where her hands were.

Through the gasps and moans and whimpers of pleasure that escaped her I just kept driving my cock deeper and deeper inside her with every thrust.

All around us my other girls, now my wives, looked on with lustful anticipation.

Everytime she came I felt her wrap herself around my cock that much tighter, like she was trying desperately to squeeze every last inch of me inside her that she could possibly fit. But I held off on my own orgasm, wanting to save it for the perfect moment when I could tell most of my girls were on the verge.

Reaching out with my magic, I coaxed each woman’s body a little further down the path to pleasure. Tuning into their desires, I began adjusting the way my body was moving to better suit what they liked to see. Balancing what felt best to Dahlia so she kept cumming as many times as she could handle with what looked best from different angles required a bit of repositioning, but eventually I found the perfect spot.

I gripped Dahlia around her throat and began to choke her lightly, using her neck as a handle to pull her entire body around my cock again and again as I pinned her thigh down with my other hand. Over and over I rolled my hips to meet hers, providing my wives with a glorious view of the way her perfect lips gripped my shaft each time I pulled it out and thrust it back in.

From there it was a simple matter of teasing each girl just the right amount.

A wink to Elodie when I managed to fit myself in a little deeper than I’d gone before, eliciting a heavy groan from Dahlia’s mouth as an orgasm wracked her body and she clung to the rumpled sheets for dear life. A telekinetic tendril flicking Ruby’s nipple right when he head tilted back as she sat on Minerva’s face. A perfect mimicry of my hand squeezing Bea’s ass as she fingered Coco. And all that was left was the crescendo.

When that moment arrived, I gave in to how good it felt and stopped putting on a show. Gripping Dahlia’s hips, I held her steady and started fucking harder and faster. I felt her gushing, succumbing to the last orgasm she was probably going to be able to have for a while after I was done rearranging her guts, and picked up speed.

All around the bedroom my girls whispered encouragement or started to cum, filling the air with their sweet moans of release and sending me closer and closer to that edge.

Until at last, the tension in my balls vanished and was replaced by a wave of pleasure that struck me. I flooded Dahlia’s little pussy with my ‘seed,’ as she called it, and then pulled my cock out with enough time to spare that I splattered her tits and stomach and all over her inner thighs.

At my bidding, my wives came over to celebrate our consummate marriage by thanking Dahlia for her efforts. They used their tongues to clean her off and started a make out session that had me hard again in no time.

Round two began when Ruby crawled over the top of Dahlia and started sucking me off, which Felicity and Coco both decided was not a solo activity and quickly joined in to help.


Chapter 7 



“Excuse me, Mister James? Are you still with me?” Dr. Simmons asked.

“Huh? Oh shit. Yeah, sorry I was lost in a fond memory.”

“Of your wedding night, I presume,” she guessed. Correctly.

“Indeed.”

“I gathered by the way you started to react,” she pointed out, gesturing to my crotch. Her eye traced the outline of my dickprint as she adjusted her glasses, and her aura flared a deep cherry red. In spite of every rule telling her she couldn’t, I could tell that she was tempted to ask me out.

I grabbed one of her decorative pillows and placed it on my lap to ease some of the torture she was going through. “My apologies. You asked about the second time I used the Almanac, and you also asked me about its effects. I can answer both questions at once, I just needed you to understand a bit of the dynamics involved.”

“Okay. Let’s hear it,” she invited.

“So about a month after the tomb incident, Ruby found out she was pregnant for the first time. By then, Elodie had already had our first child and Coco had asked me if I could try getting her pregnant next. We’d been going at it for a little while by then, and the news that Ruby got pregnant first was pretty upsetting for her. There were a lot of emotions floating around and…I just didn’t handle it as well as I could have.”

Dr. Simmons winced. “I can imagine. I’ve never dealt with an instance of this sort of thing quite like yours before, but you’d be shocked how many couples hire me to get them through an unexpected pregnancy with a third party. It’s surprisingly common.”

“Now you tell me,” I said ruefully. “Where were you twenty years ago? I could’ve used your input. I did alright on my own but, lacking a professional opinion, I turned to the Almanac for advice again. It told me that what I needed to do was invite Coco and Ruby both on a romantic date. Elodie helped me rearrange the floor of our first shop, which we still live above, and made it into this sweet little picnic area. We enchanted the ceiling to show us the constellations because it was raining that night. Bea cooked us the most incredible meal and the three of us just talked for a bit. Aired things out.”

“That sounds…nice. Perhaps a bit tense, but a wonderful gesture,” Dr. Simmons commented. “How did it go?”

I sighed. “It went utterly perfectly. The three of us spoke together. I did exactly what this stupid book told me to do, heard their concerns and addressed them patiently, and everything worked out. Ruby invited Coco and I to her palace and offered to perform a fertility ritual on the next double full moon. We went. There was black chalk on the throne room floor, candles and a bunch of people in robes chanting. Ruby took up her smoky form and worked magic above us while Coco and I smeared body paint over one another and fucked like crazy. Sure enough, she got pregnant and gave birth to two healthy children. Ruby and her have been like this ever since,” I said, crossing two fingers.

Dr. Simmons frowned. “Whoa. That’s not a typical outcome. Impressive.”

I scoffed and picked up the red leather book. “That’s the thing, though. It is a typical outcome. For me at least. Ever since I started reading these pages and following the directions, everything in my life has gone completely perfectly. Any potential relationship threatening arguments? Solved before they even begin. Business hazards? Navigated with ease. Magical mayhem unleashed by a rogue artifact? Handled, everytime, without fail.”

Dr. Simmons tilted her head curiously. “Most people would be pretty happy with that situation. I’m struggling to wrap my mind around the issue here, Mister James. You’re unhappy because your life is too perfect? All I’m hearing from you is how great your life is. Help me to understand. What is the negative effect of all these positives? What’s really wrong with your perfect life? And most importantly to our work here today, how can I help you?”

I took a deep breath and pulled out my pocket watch, clicking it open and staring at its face for a moment before closing it up and tucking it back away.

“The problem is freedom. I don’t have any choice but to follow whatever the book says. No matter what it says. Every time I deviate from the path that has been laid out for me, even slightly mind you, something horrible happens. One of my businesses goes under. One of my kids gets sick. One of my girls dies. Some massive magical disaster that isn’t in the book suddenly wipes out a city somewhere. It’s never something simple or fixable,” I complained.

Even to myself I sounded whiny, but if she knew the shit I’d gone through whenever I stepped off the predetermined path…let’s just say she’d probably need some therapy too.
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I stared out the window of Coulson’s Curios as the sun rose, brightening the quaint little town we lived in. Soon the train would come rolling into the station, bringing early morning customers in droves. We would sell out of ingredients and Bea’s books and merchandise. I’d flirt with Coco and wind up getting to spend my lunch break fucking her in a supply closet. Elodie would have tea waiting for us when we finished up, and Bea would make us all a decadent dinner that could have put a five star restaurant to shame.

Or at least, that’s how the day was supposed to go, according to the Almanac.

But I was sick and tired of letting the little red booklet tell me what to do.

As Elodie made her way down the stairs, I turned to her with a grin on my face.

“Hey. I’m feeling spontaneous today. What if we didn’t open up the shop? Think about it, we could head over to the library and pick up Felicity, pop over to Ruby’s palace and drop off the kids with Zacri for the day. There’s a beach on Earth 398 Delta where the mermaids will swim right up to the shore and sing for hours. We could gather up the ladies and go. No kids. No stores. No palace to run. Just the eight of us and a gorgeous beach and as little clothing as possible. What do you say?”

Elodie blinked at my proposal. “Oh, Joel, that sounds amazing! Truly. But we have a lot going on today. We can’t just drop everything, baby. Why don’t we save that for the weekend?”

I grimaced. “We always have a lot going on, El. And just because it’s the weekend here doesn’t mean it’s the weekend in every dimension we do business with. The Earth we get our best blood substitutes from for Minerva, for instance, has a five day week with only a single day of rest right in the middle of the week. Or the garden world where we get all of our best ingredients? They don’t even believe in the notion of week days and week ends. They work and relax every day in equal measure.”

“Hmm, that sounds lovely. Maybe we should plan a vacation there sometime. But not today, Joel. Today there are rich tourists coming from the other end of this world just to see Bea give one of her lectures. If we drop this, we could lose important clients. Minerva’s got the thing with–”

I sighed loud enough to interrupt her. “I know, I know. Minerva’s got the meeting with the invisible wizards from Earth 404. Felicity is hosting a private reading of Astrid’s latest romance novel in the library. Coco is meeting Choppy for tea at three. Ruby is holding the last round of executions for Baz’s loyalists. I know, I know, alright? I get that we are busy. We’re just…always busy nowadays. Sometimes I just want to take a day off. Just one day, you know?”

Elodie’s features softened as she looked at me. “Oh, Joel. You don’t seem happy. I…we all have something going on today. But you don’t. Why don’t you go to Earth, um…thirty nine something or other, without us? Go stare at some mermaid titties and let them serenade you, handsome. I bet it’ll make you feel better,” she said with a teasing smile.

I could not help but smile back. Elodie’s joy was infectious. Always had been.

But I couldn’t just leave them all. The Almanac was very specific about how I needed to navigate the day. No deviations. I had to be here to greet the tourists before Bea’s lecture and to help answer questions afterwards. I had to fuck Coco at lunchtime. I had to be there for Astrid’s reading. I had to be there for Ruby this afternoon. Elodie needed me to be back by seven to help around the shop. Bea needed me to be upstairs for dinner at a decent time. Why, I wasn’t sure, but the Almanac never gave me reasons why I had to do this stuff, it just told me I needed to.

Maybe the book wasn’t like a law. Maybe it was just some very helpful suggestions.

Yeah. I’d been doing this shit day in and day out for like three years. I deserved a break.

Right?


Chapter 8



Wrong. Dead wrong.

I wound up taking Elodie up on her offer and just completely abandoned my schedule that day. I loaded up on the train while all those VIP tourists were heading off to see Bea. Hopped through a couple of locked portals to get to the right dimension, and wound up sitting on the last train for about an hour just reading a nice book.

This dimension, 398 Delta, was still stuck in the 1950s’ era aesthetic. Men wore suits, women wore dresses. Everything was a little too colorful for my taste, and people still read newspapers. Phones around her were these big brick devices that required antennae just to connect. The weird part was the train had holograms and a robotic waitstaff.

Something I’ve learned in my years of multiversal travel, every dimension is different. The things taken for granted in one dimension would be ludicrously magical to people from a dimension just three or four stops over.

Why, there was this time when I was saving Eastport from interdimensional rifts where I accidentally stumbled into the wrong version of Eastport. The city was overrun with monsters and patrolled by this task force of monster hunters. Their level of technology had far surpassed that of my home dimension (which I have naturally titled Earth 001 Alpha, of course), but their knowledge of magic was rudimentary at best. Very strange place.

Anywho. The combination of the scenery flashing by my window, excellent service as a robotic stewardess brought me a refreshing glass of chocolate soda (which is way better than it sounds, at least in this dimension), and a fascinating book to dive into made the time fly by.

The book I was reading was a doozy. This poor fellow got trapped in stasis for so long that when he woke up the human race had gone extinct, and he was the last man alive. He was quite an action hero, and even though a few of the scenes were a bit gory for my tastes, the book felt like a nice mixture between an old space opera and a modern action film. I was enjoying where things were going as the guy–who had an incredible name by the way–was racing through an asteroid field with a bunch of rockets on his tail, but then my train reached its stop.

Stepping off the train, the first thing that struck me was the scent. Clean ocean air had a certain appeal to it that I could never get enough of. Perhaps it was just because I grew up in a big city so the ocean always felt special to me, but that first smell was enough to make the past three or four weeks of stress just melt away.

I wandered through the seaside town on my way to the private beach. All it took was a pinch of magic to influence the security guys and convince them that I owned the place, and I was in. Too easy.

The white sand was so soft, and the waves lapping up against the shore brought a smile to my face before I’d even reached the water’s edge.

Damn. Everything about this place was gorgeous. Right down to the pack of busty mermaids who came up on shore and started harmonizing together. Great thing about mermaids? They don’t believe in bras and even the worst singer amongst them would be one of the greatest human singers. Their vocal range was astounding, their little acapella sessions were sublime, and their tits were spectacular. What’s not to love?

I transformed a rock into a reclining chair with a wave of my hand and dropped down into the chair, letting my eyes close and the waves lull me into a gentle meditative state. All the benefits of sleep, while still letting me stay aware of my surroundings. Fun little sorcerer trick.

When it became clear that my body was not interested in moving for a while, I astral projected–temporarily shunting my spiritual self out of my physical body–and wandered up and down the beach freely; giving my body some much needed time to rest and recuperate.

I remember when magic like this felt impossible to me. Back when Elodie tried to let me in on the beginner stuff. Candles and crystals and cute little phrases to attract money to me or make all the stoplights turn green.

After that it was the artifacts. My old belt sword. The lightning watch. The grenade of plenty! Classics, one and all.

But these were all only parts of what magic was. Nowadays I don't really need any artifacts or ingredients to make the world bend to my whim. The flowing energies I tapped into were so abundant that it never took more than a trickle to achieve whatever I needed. The boundaries between elements, dimensions, particles, etcetera…they were all so thin that I could weave them together in any number of ways.

Like weaving a reclining chair out of rock. Or convincing security guards that I was their boss with a wave of my hand and a couple manually fired synapses to alter their perceptions. Or stepping between the boundaries that separated one dimension from another so I could come to a beach with real mermaids.

It had only been a few years since I defeated Bazokan, and already the wonderful world of the arcane now felt…dull. Mundane and boring.

Any secrets that I had yet to absorb could easily be gleaned by consulting Felicity. If she didn’t have the answers, Astrid and I could go find them. If I felt like it I could have been a really evil motherfucker, come to think of it. No prison could have held me. Nothing short of a god or demon could have even touched me at this point. Such was the power I had inherited from the two distinct aspects of my heritage.

My father’s warrior blood was filled with raw magical energy that flooded my body the same way testosterone flooded regular men’s bodies. So long as I was active, both physically and magically, the magic sprang to my fingertips as easily as lifting my own hand or taking a deep breath. Easier, sometimes.

A sigh escaped my physical body, and I heard it from across the beach as my astral form stepped out onto the water and paced back and forth across the surf.

My life was busy. Always busy. But it was growing rather stale.

I needed a new hobby. Perhaps I should look into expanding the business side of things. My grandfather’s shop and Felicity’s library were doing great but…if I spent another month just bouncing back and forth between those two locations and Ruby’s palace I was going to lose it.

This beach was a nice vacation. A disruption in the all too predictable pattern my life had been taking of late. But the longer I stayed here the guiltier I felt.

By now, Coco would be having tea with her brother. Bea’s lecture would be long over. Astrid’s book reading would have begun. I had this growing sense that I was making a terrible mistake, missing these things, and it was beginning to gnaw at me.

Enjoying the beach was getting more difficult by the second as this sensation grew.

Surely the ladies would be fine for one day, right? They were all powerful, capable women in their own right. We all relied on one another, but each of us was independent. How much of a difference did I really make in all their lives? I could take a day off.

I was just being silly.

Yeah. Obviously.

Unless I wasn’t.

I returned to my physical body and snapped my eyes open, rising from my chair and turning around on the spot. I let the chair return to the shape of the rock it had been before my arrival, and started heading back for the train.
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“By the time I got back to my home dimension, everything had gone to shit,” I confessed to Dr. Simmons. “Bea’s rich tourists stormed out in frustration over the dumbest thing that I could have easily cleared up if I’d been there. Coco was too on edge and she ended up snapping at Choppy for being irresponsible. He got his vampiric girlfriend pregnant and she’s like three thousand years old or something so they are very concerned about her health. Astrid’s book reading was a disaster, some prudes didn’t like all the sex scenes between the male adventurer protagonist and all the hot women he met along the way. Apparently they took issue with how quickly the women jumped into bed with him. They really didn’t like it when Astrid pointed out it was just her art imitating her own life. Sometimes people really do form lightning fast connections and have good chemistry. And sometimes people aren’t necessarily star-crossed lovers but damn are they good in bed together. Oh, and freaking Baz escaped from Ruby’s palace during the executions. So that was a whole other issue.”

Dr. Simmons coughed slightly as she took another sip of her hot chocolate. “Baz escaped? That sort of seems like a big deal.”

I shrugged. “It wasn’t. I’ve defeated him before. Also Choppy’s vampire girlfriend had been drinking his blood at regular intervals for a while by then so he was pretty weak. Here I’ll just tell you what happened…”


Chapter 9



Three days after I decided to take my beach vacation, the Almanac page for that day was completely blank. No advice. No heads up. Not even a little warning of what to avoid that day. Just a white page with absolutely nothing on it.

It was simultaneously the most freeing and the most terrifying sensation I’d felt in years.

I woke up alone. After the big fight we’d all gotten into last night over all the shit that went wrong the past couple days, no one was in much of a mood to fuck. Except Astrid, but that was probably just because she sensed an adventure brewing as we needed to unscrew everything up after my mistake.

Elodie and Coco teamed up to try and tell me it wasn’t my fault, but I knew better. I had deviated from the script the Almanac had laid out for me, and things were crumbling around me.

Ruby and Bea weren’t getting along at all. Felicity was struggling to keep the library open amidst the whole controversy over Astrid’s naughty book reading.

Minerva was the only one who seemed unaffected by that day, but the very next day she drank some bad blood and was now being looked after by Yvonne. Now on top of tracking down Baz I also had to find a cure for whatever was ailing Minerva.

Shit had gone completely sideways.

For the first time in years, breakfast wasn’t waiting for me when I woke up. It was a minor thing, and I didn’t mind cooking for myself, but it spoke volumes about how upset Bea was over her father going free, and all the bad press she was getting from the rich assholes who didn’t like her lecture.

I decided to spend the day tracking Baz down. We’d installed portals that linked the old shop to the library and the library to the palace, so I made myself a light breakfast and headed up to an unused closet on the third story. A spark of magic as I turned the doorknob sent me to the library on a completely different continent.

Felicity waved at me as I walked past her, but she had her nose buried in a book about mediating fights between two good friends, so I’m not sure how much of that was her actually recognizing it was me and how much of it was just her acknowledging me reflexively, as she would to anyone walking through her library.

I moved past her deeper into the library and found my way to a back room. Another spark of magic imbued into the doorknob, and I stepped from my home dimension into the dimension Bea was born in. The same one Baz ruled over as ‘High King’ for millennia. Of course, now it was under new management.

Ruby’s throne room was a masterpiece, in my humble opinion. The ceiling always showed off the stars above even during the daytime. The gaudy gold had been replaced with clean marble. Instead of statues of Bazokan there were now murals of the people that overthrew him. Everything was filled with more life now, lots of plants and trees even inside the palace walls.

The exterior, likewise, was being terraformed back into the wild jungle it had been before Bazokan’s ancestors turned it into a desert. The palace grounds were being expanded and incorporated into the newly grown jungle as well.

But my favorite part of this dimension was Ruby herself.

With skin as black as pitch and eyes of gleaming crimson, the demon of darkness was a nightmare to behold. Her natural state was as a formless cloud of seething shadows that eviscerated any living thing it made contact with. But in human form she was a bombshell rendered in obsidian flesh.

That day she wore a white dress and a floral crown that used vibrant petals instead of gemstones, and used thorns instead of spikes. She looked resplendent as ever, and the dress hugged my favorite parts of her figure beautifully.

Everything about her invoked an immediate lust in me that made me want to tear that dress off her spend an hour or two claiming that fucking perfect body for myself. Ruby and I didn’t talk much when we were around one another. It was pretty much fuck on sight with us, and we liked it that way. We got our talking done in the quiet moments between rounds or while we napped and bathed and cuddled after the fact, never before.

Something about freeing a demon from her multi-thousand year captivity and going on a rampage against those who imprisoned her had formed a singular bond between us and whenever we were around one another I somehow wound up naked and balls deep in her perfect body. Every time.

Which was probably why when I heard her voice raised in anger rather than pleasure it set me on edge.

Bea was standing in the center of the throne room, screaming bloody murder at Ruby.

Oh shit, here we go.

“...you lose him? All you had to do was keep him locked up in the same cage he used against you! Why was that so fucking hard, Ruby? I’ve helped you so much around here restoring the jungle and helping my people accept you as their queen, the absolute bare minimum you could’ve done was keep an eye on the megalomaniac who used to rule here!”

“That megalomaniac was and is your father. If it were up to me he would’ve been dead the day I escaped. Barring that, I would’ve preferred it if he were kept in the vampire bitch’s custody. I grow tired of her visits to my kingdom. Her and her husband and their pet human waif are so annoying,” Ruby intoned.

In her defense, Choppy and his two ladies could be a bit much. It’s true my girls and I spent an awful lot of time getting intimate with each other, but we did so in the privacy of our own bedrooms, not in public. Choppy had no such courtesy.

“I don’t disagree. Sadly, we can’t kill him or this dimension dissolves into nothingness,” Bea pointed out somberly. “If he’s away from it for too long, the same thing happens. That’s why Yvonne returned him to your care. Remember?”

Ruby made a disgusted noise in the back of her throat. “You’ve been away for a long time, Beatrix. My advisors and I have concocted a severing ritual which will allow this dimension to exist free of his influence. We were hoping to run it past you and Joel this next week during the alignment festival.”

Bea recoiled slightly. “Wait, really? That’s possible?”

Ruby nodded. “Possible? Yes. Easy? No. It must be done on an auspicious celestial occasion and it requires ingredients and artifacts we will need Joel to acquire for us. But it can be done. What happens to Bazokan afterwards is none of my concern, so long as he never steps foot in this dimension again.”

I stepped out into the middle of the throne room beside Bea and gave Ruby a wink.

“Sounds good to me. Make a list of what we need and send copies to Elodie and Felicity. If we’re missing anything, Astrid and I will acquire it. But first we need to track down Baz.” I turned to Bea solemnly. “Any clue where your old man might’ve run off to?”

Bea frowned and averted her gaze. “Baz isn’t the sentimental type. There’s nowhere he would go that might have meaning to him aside from this palace. I know General Zacri was running an investigation on him but I’m not sure how far along he got.”

“Far enough,” a new voice interrupted.

I turned to see General Zacri, who was probably the most badass dude I knew (aside from yours truly of course). He wore green plate armor over a set of black robes, red boots, and gold pauldrons. There was this white feather adorning his helmet which marked him as the general of all the battle-mages guarding the palace, and he carried a curved sword sheathed at his hip.

But the thing that made him the most badass was the green tiger that prowled at his side.

“The former High King escaped with the help of six conspirators. My son and I have tracked them down and slain them. Bazokan escaped a second time and fled into the jungle. I sent my best scouts out to look for him. The moment they see anything,” he tapped the feather on his helm, “I’ll know it and we’ll have his location. Will you be joining us, Master Jay?”

I felt a savage grin trying to work its way across my face, but the thought of Minerva lying sick somewhere and the foul mood all my girls in robbed me of it. I gave a curt nod instead and snapped my fingers.

A three pronged spell I kept handy (I called it the sorcerer’s anvil) ripped open a portal to a sub-dimension where I kept a bunch of raw materials, drew some of those materials to me like metal filament to a heavy duty magnet, and transformed them into a perfect replica of Zacri’s armor and robes. Complete with the white feather and the sword at his hip.

“Ready when you are, General,” I said, heading his way.

He sighed. “This brings back memories. Would you mind changing something up so my troops can tell the difference, at least?”

With a nod of agreement, I swapped the color palette around so I was wearing white robes with blue armor, and left the rest the same. Then I headed out with him in search of my old nemesis. One of them, anyway.


Chapter 10



“It took us four days to hunt him through the jungle before we tracked him down to an old temple half buried in the sands. When we found him, Bazokan put up a nasty fight. He used his favorite trick. Time loops. Same thing he used to nearly defeat me at the height of his power. I’ve grown powerful enough to see through them in the intervening years, but…not soon enough to stop him unfortunately,” I admitted morosely.
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I walked out of the jungle with Zacri, his emerald tiger, and four scouts flanking me. Before us lay a vast expanse of untouched desert, for Ruby’s terraforming efforts had not reached out this far yet. The crumbling ruins of some ancient temple were up ahead of us, carved into a sandstone cliffside that towered over our heads. Statues of old warriors–who all bore a striking resemblance to Baz–glared down at us from on high.

While it was never truly night time in this world due to its close orbit around a green gas giant, the stars shone brighter at certain hours and whenever a passing storm obscured the reflected light of said gas giant’s atmosphere. A few distant moons hung in the sky, one icy, two rocky, and one a mottled brown and red, but otherwise the sky was a glittering tapestry of distant constellations.

“Shall we?” I asked the group.

As one we all stepped forward, crossing the boundary between jungle and desert.

Almost immediately it felt like we walked into a solid wall of dry cold. Or at least, that’s what I mistook the sensation for…at first.

Zacri’s pet tiger made a low noise somewhere between a growl and a purr. It sounded like he anticipated violence and he was very happy about it.

“Zarbok says the traitor’s scent is strongest inside the temple,” Zacri reported.

“Good. Let us paint our blades red with his blood and be done with it,” one of the scouts replied, drawing his sword and marching towards the entrance.

“We’re not killing him,” I reminded them all. “If he dies, he takes this whole world with him. I don’t like it any more than you do, but we do this right or a lot of people we care about are going to have a really bad day. Got it?”

The scouts all nodded, some more reluctantly than others. General Zacri just looked at me with silent approval and let the other four head out a ways.

“You’ve grown wiser since last we met, Master Jay.”

I chuckled. “You try dating seven women at one time, Zac. That shit’ll get you wise real quick. You know that rumor about how women’s periods sync up when they spend a lot of time together?”

Zacri swallowed so audibly I heard it through his helmet. “Oh gods, please no.”

“Oh yeah,” I confirmed. “It gets real crazy once a month in my house. Houses, actually. Well…it’s a flat above a magic shop, a movie theater turned into a library, and a palace in another dimension. But still.”

Zacri laughed lightly. “So long as it is where your heart feels lightest, it sounds like a home to me. Sometimes a home is three locations tethered together via portal enchantments, and that’s okay.”

I grinned at the older man and followed him into the ancient ruins.

In the back of my mind I realized Astrid was going to be pissed I didn’t invite her on this adventure, but I had bigger problems just then.

One of the scouts screamed out in terror as soon as he walked around a corner. There was this loud squelching sound, and then it looked like somebody splashed a bucket of fake blood across the wall. Like a scene straight out of a cheesy horror movie. Except this blood sure as shit wasn’t fake. Neither was the monster that came around the bend and charged towards us.
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“That first time around didn’t go well. All the scouts and Zac got chomped by the chimera old Baz threw at us. I fed it to the Sea of Nightmares, but the minute Baz saw me he reset the time loop. It was only when the first scout died that I realized we’d been reset in the first place.”

Dr. Simmons held up a hand to forestall any further explanation. “Listen, we only have so much time in this session. Why don’t you speed up here and give me the main takeaway from your encounter with this Basil-king.”

“Bazokan,” I corrected.

“Gesundheit.”

I chuckled slightly. “Alright, fine. Long story short, Zacri and I contained Bea’s father and dragged him back to the palace. Things went better after that, for a little while, but since you asked for a main takeaway here it is. Facing Baz’s time loops again gave me the first hint of an idea. An idea it took me another year to complete. And that year was…hell. I lost people. Friends. Business partners. I even lost some of my girls. Minerva succumbed to the blood sickness. There was nothing we could do. By the time they found a cure…she was already gone.”

Simmons blinked in surprise. “Wait, one of your wives died?”

I didn’t reply immediately. It wasn’t that I meant to ignore her, but I was lost in a very dark memory just then.


Chapter 11



Two weeks after we captured Bazokan. One week after the ritual we held during the alignment festival to sever his connection to this dimension once and for all.

We now called that dimension Earth 002 Alpha.

In the week that followed his capture, Astrid and I had scoured six different dimensions and raced against time just to gather the ingredients we needed to pull that off. Her enchanted submarine got eaten by a megalodon in the process, but we managed it.

Coco and Choppy weren’t on speaking terms at that moment. Their argument that day I’d gone to the beach had spiraled into something else entirely.

Felicity was depressed because no customers were visiting her library anymore. Again.

But none of that mattered to me as much as what was right in front of me.

Minerva had never looked so pale in the entire time I’d known her. Her vampiric features were accentuated to a startling degree. Her fangs were out, her eyes were bloodshot, her fingernails were like talons. She was starving to death.

According to Bea and Elodie, who’d been working around the clock trying to solve this, the disease had targeted her ability to process the blood she drank. Didn’t matter if it was artificial or fresh, her body just couldn’t handle it. She was starving to death right before our eyes even though there was plenty of blood for her to drink.

Any one of us would have opened our veins for her to feed if it might have saved her.

But it was all for naught.

I held her hand and confessed my love and gratitude to her. I’m not even sure if she heard me in her state, but I didn’t let that stop me from telling her how I felt. Without her help, my business would have gone under all those years ago when our inventory was running low. She held things together while I fought for a solution, and I’d never shied away from telling her how much she meant to me for that.

I whispered to her how much it meant to me that she got along with Elodie, Coco, and Bea, my first great loves since I started this new chapter of my life and began the journey into all the magic and mayhem that had followed.

I told her she was my favorite (I told them all that). I told her she was the hottest. I begged her to be okay. I pleaded with her to hold on a while longer so the others could find a cure.

She died anyway. All the magic I had learned. All the artifacts at my disposal. There was still nothing I could do to stop it.

When vampires die they crumble into flakes of ash that vanish in seconds. There was nothing for us to bury.

I’m man enough to admit that I cried my fucking heart out after that. I cried until all the grief had turned to anger. Then I took that anger down into my grandfather’s vault and started working.

I shut everybody out. Even Elodie.

When the girls saw me it was in the brief moments where I was passing between the shop and the library, on my way to grab a book or an ingredient I needed for my experiments.

They tried to talk to me. They tried everything. But I was checked out. Nothing mattered to me more than undoing my mistake. And I knew there was a way. Because of Bazokan.

Deep in the bowels of Earth 002 Alpha’s palace was a cage. In that cage was Baz.

I’m not proud of what I did to extract information from him. Nor am I proud of what was left over when I was done. Baz did not survive. But I got the information I needed, and that was all that mattered.

Back in the vault, I worked and worked and worked. Eating and sleeping became nuisances I could hardly be bothered with. The muscular, trim body I’d been so proud of withered away to an emaciated husk with dark circles under the eyes.

I didn’t care.

It was all going to be worth it the moment I completed the artifact.

Then came a day–close to the end of my work, so close I could taste it–when they staged their little intervention. All six of my girls were gathered in the shop, waiting for me as I crawled out of the basement looking for something to eat.

Bea put a plate of food down on a table. Elodie poured me tea. Coco brought up a chair.

Astrid and Ruby both took up positions opposite one another. Felicity morphed into her dog form and came up beside me, rubbing her head against my leg for comfort.

“So, we just want to start off by saying this isn’t an attack,” Bea began.

“I’m going to stop you right there,” I interrupted. “None of what you’re going to say means anything. All of this, here, this is all going to be undone real soon. Like a bad dream. You’ll see. Or, well, I guess you won’t. But my point is, you can all relax. I’m fine.”

My girls exchanged a series of worried looks, and it was all I could do not to sigh in frustration. They just didn’t understand.

“No, Joel, you’re not fine. You’ve been shut away for a whole year! You’ve starved yourself down to a shell of yourself. You don’t eat. You don’t sleep. We never see you. Do you even know the last time you slept with one of us?” Coco demanded. “You’ve been working on whatever the hell you’ve been working on nonstop for so long…it’s like you don’t even see us when you’re walking past us.”

I shrugged and pushed away the plate of food. “You just don’t understand.”

“Then help us to,” Astrid pleaded. “Tell us what you’ve been doing.”

I shook my head and remained silent. If they knew what I was doing they’d try to stop me. Or worse, they’d try to talk me out of it. I couldn’t allow that. This was for their own good.

“We know Minerva’s death hurts, it hasn’t been easy for us either, but you can talk to us,” Ruby said softly. “We’re all still here for you.”

I stood up abruptly. “Yes, yes. We’re all still here. Big whoop. I get it, my grief over Minerva is making you all feel less special. You think I need a reminder that I still have the rest of you. And that’s supposed to make me feel better, is it? Well it doesn’t. It’s not about which one of you I lost. I’d do this for any of you. I swore to protect you all and I failed. But I’m going to make it right. I’m doing this for all of you.

Their expressions all shifted in a myriad of subtle ways, all reflecting the same thing to varying degrees. Pity. It disgusted me.

“Joel, she’s gone,” Coco began, her voice cracking slightly on the last word. “That’s not your fault. The blood disease was incurable. It’s no one’s fault.”

I shook my head again. “No you don’t get it. It is my fault! I could’ve prevented it if I’d just been there instead of off on some stupid beach because I was feeling sorry for myself. I fucked up and she died. And it was curable, just not in time for her. All I have to do is go back and get the cure to her sooner. No big deal.” My eyes closed in a pained grimace as I realized I’d just let the cat out of the bag.

Shock registered across several of my girls’s faces, but none so clearly as Bea’s. She stiffened and took a step towards me.

“You’re talking about time travel? After everything Baz did? Joel!” she scolded. “You know better! The paradoxes he caused with all his reckless time loops are still running amok and creating–”

“Anomalies? Yeah, I know. What the fuck do you think I’ve been working on all this time? Baz’s work with the loops was sloppy. He didn’t care about the collateral damage he caused because it wasn’t his problem. I do. And I’ve found a better way. I’m solving the paradox problem. And I’m getting close to a permanent solution. An artifact that will allow me to–”

“No,” Bea interrupted savagely. “Absolutely not. Time travel is too dangerous, Joel. I understand you miss her, we all do. But you’re not thinking clearly. You’ve done an amazing job of looking after us. Let us take care of you for a change. Please? You need to sit down and eat. You need to bathe and relax. Sleep, for fuck’s sake. Then we can all look over your research and come up with a solution together. But you’re not going through this alone.”

I stepped away from the table, and all of them. “No, that's the thing, Bea. I am going through this alone. You think for one second I’m going to make any of you carry this burden around with you? Fuck no. This was my screw-up. I’ll undo it myself. None of you will even remember this year ever happened. To me, it’ll be like a bad dream. To you? You’ll never know the pain of losing Minerva, or watching me,” I gestured vaguely to my body’s pitiful state and all the work I’d been doing in the basement, “do all this. None of this matters.”

My girls all stared at me in silence for a long moment.

Felicity padded away from me and morphed back into her human form.

I felt the energy shift in the room, like the buzzing of a fluorescent lightbulb. I couldn’t believe it. My girls were preparing to use magic against me? Was I really so far gone that this is what it had come to?

Some distant part of me that felt a lot younger, more naive, and less damaged, wondered if I was in the wrong. I’d fought Papa Argyle for trying to extend his own life unnaturally. I’d fought Bazokan for trying to rule an entire world like a puppet master pulling strings. Both men were just trying to eke out a little more control over their lives. Was I any different?

Yes. Of course I was. I wasn’t doing this for me. I was doing this for them. They just couldn’t see it right now. But that’s fine. They didn’t need to. They wouldn’t remember any of this anyway.

“Joel,” Elodie said softly, “you sound kind of crazy, babe. Why don’t we just talk this out? All of us. Your research isn’t going anywhere. You can take a break for a couple days. Eat something. Relax. Catch us up on this project of yours. You know, we all cared for Minerva, too. If you’d asked for our help, we would’ve tried to find another way.”

A scoff escaped me before I could get a lid on it. “I’m not taking any more breaks. That’s what got me in this mess in the first place! And don’t pretend like you’d help me with this. No you wouldn’t. I know you all. Bea, you hate time travel because of what Baz did. Astrid, I know you do too after what happened to your mother. Coco, I defy you to tell me you aren’t looking at me and just seeing your father right now.” I could see in the way she averted my gaze that I was right. “The rest of you still think time travel is impossible to pull off without side effects. All the books in Felicity’s library just say it’s a bad idea that gets people erased or floods the world with dangerous paradoxes. A forbidden practice. Well, I think that’s because everyone who’s ever tried it did it wrong. They’ve left too much collateral in their wake. Not me. I’ve figured out how to clean things up. Another month or two and this will all be over. We’ll all be together again. You’ll see.”

My final statement hung in the air for a long moment before the girls made their play.

When it happened, it happened fast.

Astrid summoned her wolves and sent them at me, trying to subdue me by controlling my limbs to limit my ability to cast.

Ruby morphed into a cloud of black gas and rushed at me.

Bea and Coco both started casting a containment spell.

Elodie lifted her hands up and tapped into her power as the familiar of the store, calling upon artifacts that had been strategically placed around the shop to keep me in check.

Felicity started chanting some ritual that clogged off the immediate area from any alternate dimensions. Very useful trick, actually.

Credit given where it is due, their plan was decent.

What they lacked was my guidance. I don’t say this from a place of ego, but I recognize that I’m the lynchpin that keeps them all together. Without me in charge, they don’t have the same cohesion that they do when we’re all working side by side.

Still, I was facing down six powerful sorceresses. There was absolutely no room for error.

I sprang into motion by dropping to the ground and placing my hand flat against the floorboards. Despite being cut off from all the energy I would normally have access to from alternate dimensions, there was plenty of raw power just in the atoms that linked the world together for my purposes.

Sapping the kinetic energy from the room drained the place of all heat. A gentle telekinetic nudge toppled an enchanted snowglobe off the counter by the door, shattering it against the floor.

The simple children’s artifact was enchanted to create tiny little snow flurries whenever you shook the snowglobe. Shattering it sent a surge of power through the spell pattern, and in the suddenly frigid environment, the shop was suddenly hit by a miniature blizzard that swept through and froze several of my girl’s solid in an instant.

Ruby was immune in her gaseous form, but I was already working on that.

Bea was too powerful and experienced to let a little chill stop her, but Coco was down for the count. As were Elodie and Astrid. Though the latter woman’s spectral wolves were still headed my way, unaffected by the cold.

Phase two of my defensive strategy began when I sent my body rolling off to my left; reaching for an artifact on the shelf nearest to the counter. An old clay jar with hieroglyphics adorning the side.

At the same time, I shunted my astral form out of my physical body and intercepted Astrid’s wolves.

They weren’t expecting me to hit them were they lived, so I caught the first one off guard; tackling it to the ground without much effort. Placing a thumb between the spectral wolf’s eyes, I hit it with a powerful banishing spell.

With a whimper, the wolf reverted to its natural plane of existence, somewhere in the dense layers of overlapping afterlives which were woven together beyond the mortal plane. Fun fact, all wolves go to valhalla.

As I turned to face the second pup, Ruby’s smoke-cloud narrowed in towards my physical body. I felt my hands close around the clay jar and spin it around to face her, flipping the cap off like I was removing the cork from a bottle of champagne.

The canopic jar began to pull Ruby’s essence inside it like a vacuum. In seconds she was trapped within its confines, where she would remain until I chose to release her.

During that same span of time, I put down the second spectral wolf.

With my physical and astral bodies once again merged, I rose to a standing position and turned to look at Felicity.

“Joel, I–”

I lifted my hand and shot forth a gout of freezing energy; letting her remain just as frozen as the others. With that done, I wiped my hands slightly and set Ruby’s jar on the store counter, heading back towards the basement.

Pausing at the first step, I looked back at them all.

“I’m sorry, my loves. This will all be over soon. I promise. None of this pain is real. It’s all just…a bad dream,” I told them. Then I returned to my work. The sooner I completed the artifact, the sooner none of this would have ever come to pass.


Chapter 12



Dr. Simmons’ cough brought me back to reality and the present day.

I realized I had not said a word out loud in a while, as I had gotten lost in one of my memories once again. This time it wasn’t quite as pleasant as my honeymoon on Earth six-nine, unfortunately. But it didn’t matter. That event had been undone less than a month later.

I’d completed the artifact, gone back in time, and followed the Almanac to the letter.

No beach day. Minerva lived. No intervention.

I made it right. I followed the script. Everything was okay again.

I flipped the pocketwatch over in my hand reflexively.

“You’ve lost me completely,” Simmons admitted. “Who died? Are you experiencing any losses I can help you grieve through?”

I shook my head. “No. The losses I experienced took place on irrelevant timelines. Ones I erased. They certainly felt real at the time, but I went back and undid my mistake. Each time I followed a different path or screwed up something the Almanac told me to do, I just went back and reset things back to this golden timeline where I followed every decision the book told me to make. It’s all led me here.”

“You’re talking about time travel. How have you achieved this?”

A cold smile played over my lips. “Oh it certainly wasn’t easy. But as I’ve said, I mastered the arcane arts,” I reminded her, holding my pocket watch up so she could see the intricate device.

Forged out of silver and other, stranger materials, the little clockwork discus had more enchantments etched into its gears and casing than the entire magical shop had. The watch had several pocket dimensions built into it just to house all the requite moving parts. After all the hard work I’d poured into it in that dark timeline–not to mention all the tinkering I’d done with it ever since–the thing worked like a dream.

“I crafted this little artifact myself. I call it the Stopwatch. Bazokan, Bea’s father, tampered with temporal magics and created time loops that were an absolute bitch to deal with many years ago. He created a whole mess of paradoxes that took me nearly a decade to finish cleaning up. My counterpart, the older version of me who gave me the Almanac, jotted down some notes about how he reverse engineered that magic to shoot him back in time, but he only used it once to deliver the book to me. After careful study, I expanded upon the concept and created this. It allows me to unwind time so I can undo the damages from any of my mistakes.”

“Fascinating,” Dr. Simmons admitted. “How has having this stopwatch affected you? What sort of disasters have you averted?”

I grimaced as a memory came to me unbidden.

“Plenty. But that’s not the right question.”

“Okay. What is the right question?”

“You should ask me what sort of disasters I haven’t been able to avert,” I told her.

Dr. Simmons glanced down at her smart tablet and sighed. “That will have to wait until next time, I’m afraid. Our session is nearly up.”

Blinking in surprise, I clicked open my stopwatch to check the time–which was sort of like turning on a super computer just so the light from the monitor could help you find the keys. Sure enough, there were only three more minutes left in the session.

Guess I’d zoned out a couple times there.

No matter. I’d just have to do better next time around.

Dropping the Stopwatch into my hand, I clicked the button at the top and wound the dial back an hour and a half. Another click, and time unraveled all around me.

I watched our conversation unfurl in reverse. Saw the way I stared off into the distance multiple times as I was lost in thought. Watched myself remove the pillow from my lap and saw the way Dr. Simmons stared at my erection for a pretty solid chunk of time before she interrupted. Guess I wasn’t the only one lost in thought.

The sun moved backwards across the sky until it was in the same position it had been in when I walked in and sat down, and suddenly time slowed to a halt.

Snapping the Stopwatch closed, I snapped it shut and tucked it away in my pocket.

“Sorry, would you mind repeating the question?” I asked politely.

“I said, let’s just start at the beginning. What’s your name?” Dr. Simmons began cheerfully.

Here we go again.

Slapping a grin across my face, I started over. “My name is Joel James…”

[image: image-placeholder]

I made better time during this attempt. Stayed more focused. Cut right to the issues and found easier to digest anecdotes. I steered clear of the story of my wedding night and chose a simpler, more domestic memory to relay to her the details of my marriage to the eight beautiful women I was lucky enough to call my wives.

She still hadn’t asked the right question yet, and we were down to the closing minutes once again, but things were going better this time around.

Dr. Simmons peered at me through her glasses for a long moment.

Clicking her tongue, she reached up and removed her glasses, setting them and her tablet beside her on a small table. Bending forward and affording me a glorious view of her rack (which I barely even glanced at), she took another sip of her hot chocolate and sighed happily at the rich flavor.

“It’s a little soon for a diagnosis,” she admitted, “but…it sounds to me like you are experiencing a pretty normal event in most men’s lives. Albeit, with some extraordinary circumstances surrounding it.”

“Oh? What’s that? Are you going to tell me my testosterone levels have dropped? I actually have an artifact for that,” I said, indicating the ring of vitality I wore on my thumb which helped keep my body in peak condition and kept my hormones in check. Diet and exercise were still important, but I could afford a few extra cheat days without too much concern.

“No, no, I can see that you care for your body just fine,” Dr. Simmons said. A slight blush crept up into her cheeks as she admitted this. “I’m talking about something far more mundane. A mid-life crisis.”

“That…wasn’t what I was expecting,” I admitted. Although now that she said it, it felt kind of obvious. I possessed access to all the arcane knowledge in the world, and a shrewd mind for business as well, but some matters of the heart and mind still eluded me. Go figure.

“It’s perfectly natural. You’re in your forties, fifty is right around the corner, and conventional wisdom would tell you that your prime is behind you. You’ve achieved so much in your life up to this point that all your success has you feeling unsure of where to go next. You’re worried about your legacy and what sort of impact you’ve left on the world. It’s not uncommon. Even for interdimensional super-sorcerers such as yourself. Totally natural for a man your age.”

I leaned back in my chair, pondering this.

“You know you might be onto something there. Just one minor detail you got wrong,” I admitted, whipping out my Stopwatch as our time ran out once again.

“Oh? What’s that?” Doctor Simmons asked.

“I’m not at the halfway point of my life. I’m at the end of it. According to the Almanac, I’m supposed to die tomorrow.”

Her eyes widened and she leaned forward to address what I’d just said, but I wasn’t ready to have that conversation. I clicked the Stopwatch and began unspinning time once again.

Try, try again.


Chapter 13



Dr. Simmons took a deep gulp of her hot chocolate and set it down on the table, rotating it around until the glass was oriented in a way that pleased her. I think she was trying to line up the design on the bottom of the glass with the edge of her coffee table. Whatever the purpose, it brought a smile to my face to see this small habit she had expressed the same way throughout the many, many instances of this conversation we’d had.

Not that she knew of it, of course. To her this was our very first session.

But in truth we had had many first sessions by now.

“I have a hypothesis,” she announced suddenly. “One that I admit may sound selfish at first, but please hear me out.”

Huh. That’s new. She’s never said this before.

“By all means.” I gestured for her to please continue.

Settling herself back into her seat, Dr. Simmons composed her thoughts for a moment or two before speaking once more. “You possess all the answers to any challenges you may face in your life. You also possess the means to relive your life an infinite number of times. Coupled with the awesome power of a master level sorcerer and the resources of a billionaire, there really aren’t any limits for you…are there?”

I winced. “Well, in theory, no. But in practice, I can’t deviate from what the Almanac tell me to do otherwise–”

“Disaster, right, you’ve said,” she interjected. “But you get infinite replays, don’t you? Who cares if one day goes to shit if you can just live it over again and do it the correct way? From the sounds of it, the book only gives you a list of things that need to be done throughout the day. It doesn’t micromanage how you get those things done, does it?”

“Huh. I suppose it doesn’t.”

Simmons grinned triumphantly. “Okay. So jump back in time a week. Break the script. Do something wild and crazy with your wives. Go on a vacation, cast some cool magic, or just go somewhere and act like regular tourists for a day or two. Between this Almanac and your Stopwatch, there are no lasting consequences to anything you choose to do. You can go anywhere, do anything, then rewind time so it never happened. So whatever you have to do to keep your timeline intact, but before that? Go have some real fun. Come back and tell me all about it, and we’ll go from there.”

“That…is not a bad idea,” I admitted, a little surprised.

This whole time I’d been using the Stopwatch as a last resort only. If I messed something up irreparably, I’d rewind. Otherwise, like with small screw-ups or poor timing, there was usually a way for me to make things work out. Just took some extra work. I’d never rewound time just to go have fun before. That sort of went against my instincts after the whole beach incident.

But Dr. Simmons was right. There was nothing stopping me from living it up anyway I pleased. Nothing at all. So long as I went back afterward and lived whichever days I took off according to what the Almanac told me to, everything would be fine.

In hindsight, I realized that this should have occurred to me a long time ago. Sometimes life is like that though. Seemingly obvious solutions are impossible to see until someone else points them out to you. I’d been so focused on never repeating my mistake, so consumed with the all-encompassing mission of following every instruction in the Almanac to the letter, that I’d forgotten something dangerously important.

I’d forgotten to make time to actually live.

I yanked out my Stopwatch on the spot and wound it back. Hours, days, weeks…years. Back to when I was thirty six. Married, successful, happy. But not yet crushed by the inescapable burden of making sure my life went perfectly.

Dr. Simmons held up a hand. “Just uh…don’t forget about me, okay? I may not remember this conversation when I see you again, but a part of me wants to know how this all ends. Please come back and fill me in on whatever I miss? I know it won’t be the first time you’ve rewound to have one of our sessions again.”

It didn’t take me very long to consider her offer. A grin split my face.

“How’d you know?” I asked.

She chuckled and pointed to the hot chocolate. “Since the start. Nobody knows that’s my favorite. Nobody. The only way you could’ve known that is if I told you. And the only way I’d tell you something like that,” she paused, biting her cheek in a moment of indecision before she pressed forward with the rest of her statement, “is if I was starting to like you. As more than a client, I mean.”

My thumb paused a mere inch away from pressing down on the Stopwatch. One click would send me spinning back years and years, to a time long before I’d ever even considered going to therapy. Because I was Joel freaking James and I was a super sorcerer badass with eight wives.

I dropped my fist down onto my leg.

“Where were you nine years ago?”

Dr. Simmons shook her head. “No. I already tried my hand at love once, Mister James. It hurt too much the first time around. I can’t put myself through that again. I’m content sitting in my office listening to other people’s lives. That’s enough for me. Really.”

I tilted my head curiously. “I may not be the most intelligent man to walk the multiverse, Dr. Simmons, but when a woman says no, I listen. If this was soft no, and you wanted me to pursue you a little, give me a sign and I’ll do just that. But unless otherwise hinted, no means no.”

She nodded in agreement. “This is a hard no, I’m afraid. Nothing personal, Mister James, I just can’t lose another great love.”

“What happened to him? If you don’t mind me asking.”

Dr. Simmons winced. “We met in college. We were each other’s first real loves. We dated off and on until we had our degrees, because our careers were the most important things to both of us. Then we sort of took a break as we got serious about our work. We were just friends for a really long time, but he was the best friend I’d ever had. And I was there for him. It was only when we were both settled into solid positions that he popped the question. Sort of felt like the old ‘if we’re both still single at thirty’ kind of thing.”

Her smile was soft and tinged with a long-lost sorrow, but it was also deep and genuine.

“We got married in a rooftop garden overlooking a beautiful sunrise. And…six months later he was dead. Car accident.”

My eyes shut and I’m sure my face did something to convey the pain I felt on her behalf.

“Shit, I’m so sorry.”

Dr. Simmons fiddled with the black gemstone in her mourning band and shrugged. “Don’t be. It was a long time ago, Mister James. I’ve been a widow for longer than I knew him.”

My mind detoured back to the fiancee I’d left in the big city so many years ago. Back before I’d even received notice of my grandfather’s death or the magic shop I’d inherited from him. When I was a corporate stooge going through the motions.

She was never the love of my life, and I’d realized that at the eleventh hour, called off the wedding and walked away to start a new chapter of my life. The best decision I’d ever made, it turned out.

“Still. I’m sorry for your loss. Some wounds, time can’t heal.”

Dr. Simmons waved away my comment. “And others, time can heal. I’m over it, Mister James. It was a lifetime ago.”

“You can call me Joel, you know? Only seems fair. I have just spent the past hour pouring my heart out to you. Well, technically several hours back to back. Or, the same hour just on repeat. Time travel can make your head spin.”

Dr. Simmons’ expression morphed into a smirk.

“I’m sure it’s not the only thing around here that could make my head spin…Joel. Too bad you’re off to the past.”

Suddenly, clicking the Stopwatch didn’t seem quite as appealing as it had before.

“I mean, I’ve got time if you want to–”

She shook her head. “No. When that happens, I want to remember. Understood?”

“Loud and clear,” I replied easily enough. “In that case, I’ll see you around, Doctor Simmons.”

“Actually, Joel. You can call me–”

It was my turn to hold my hand up and forestall her. “No, no. When it’s time for you and I to be on a first name basis, I want to make sure it’s memorable.”

She paused, looking impressed. “Where have you been all my life, Joel James?”

I splayed my hands out. “Oh, here and there. I’ll tell you all about it next time.”

I clicked my Stopwatch and time unraveled around me.


Chapter 14



In the blink of an eye I was almost ten years younger. I awoke in my bed up above the magic shop, with Dahlia and Coco lying on either side of me, cuddled up to me and snoring soundly.

A smile stretched across my face. I remembered the events of the previous night all too well, even after all the intervening years (and resets). This was the night Dahlia admitted that she wanted to understand where she fit in a little better.

It was a concern that grew into a question with every one of my wives at some point. For a few they’d asked the question almost right away and I’d had to come up with an answer on the spot. For instance; that’s how it went with Coco, way back when. For others, like Dahlia and Felicity, it had taken a while for them to work up the courage to ask where they belonged with me and the ladies.

Bea was an outlier. She’d been comfortable from the start and always knew where she wanted to be, which was typically either wherever she could be the most helpful or just off doing her own thing. I liked that about her.

In any case, I had plenty of practice at answering those questions and comforting bruised egos by now. Addressing Dahlia’s concerns had inevitably led to her kissing me so fiercely that we wound up making out. One thing led to another, and by the time Coco came in to pass out for the evening, we were in the process of making one very memorable evening.

Coco joining in had only elevated the night to legendary status.

Full disclosure? My balls were kind of sore that morning. Like calves after leg day.

In other words, it was the start of a great day.

Moving slowly, I gently extricated myself from the tangle of both ladies’ limbs and moved to the edge of the bed. Stretching out the muscles, I took a moment to reacclimate to my younger body.

I felt a bit stronger, physically, but magically less attuned than I had in Dr. Simmons’ office. Out of curiosity I reached out my left hand and spun two fingers in a counterclockwise circle; creating a halo of glowing spell energy two meters in front of me. A portal linked to nowhere, yet.

Tiny adjustments in the orientation of my fingers, like I was dialing a phone number into an old rotary phone, altered the portal and linked it to different dimensions. Two clicks to the left and four to the right, and the portal let out a soft splashing sound as it linked to the Sea of Nightmares, an old favorite of mine. Very useful for disposing of bad guys.

A giant squid floated by in the background, and a massive eye crossed in front of my portal, observing me with a mixture of shock and total incomprehension.

Three clicks to the left, two to the right, and five to the left attuned the portal to the infernal dimension. Roaring flames and blistering heat like I was standing before a bonfire ripped through the bedroom.

I quickly shifted the portal over to a different setting, shuffling through two dozen dimensions in rapid succession just to gauge how easily everything was working for me. To the casual observer it probably appeared like my magic was responding to my will with lightning fast alacrity. To me, it felt sluggish.

By my mid forties I was used to being able to control a dozen micro portals to different realms, draw energy from each, and weave them into a pattern so fast that I could forge a blade from thin air in the same time it would have taken me to draw one from a sheathe.

Frowning, I decided to do exactly that just to see how much work I had to do in order to regain my future mastery.

First up, I needed to open up multiple portals at once. I knew how, but this younger body had never done it before. It was like training a muscle group in a new way. Everything was shaky and exhausting at first.

More than once, the spells I was working with started to collapse and I had to shunt all of their energy into a trash dimension. There’s a ton of dimensions that are just big empty spaces with absolutely nothing in them. They still contain all the same number of particles as my dimension, they’re just spread so far and wide that no stars have formed. Sending a bit of excess energy their way doesn’t harm anything in them, but if I let a spell collapse in my dimension there was a potential for explosive results.

Maddeningly, it took me over an hour to do what I wanted. But in the end I held a beautifully made sword. There were easier ways to achieve a similar result, like just shaping energy into the form of a blade and wielding it temporarily, but energy blades required focus. Forging a blade from raw ore using nothing but magic? Maybe it’s just me but it felt a bit more badass. Also it required a degree of mastery and skill that very few sorcerers possessed.

I enjoyed the exercise, and it helped me establish a healthy baseline for where I was at in this time period. I had some work to do. I also had some more efficient workout strategies that I could apply to my younger body. Things that I’d had to look into as my body aged that would be doubly effective if I applied them nowadays.

I rose from my bed and started my day.

Setting the newly made blade down in a corner of the room, I went to the kitchen and waved my hand. Ingredients and utensils sprang into motion at my request and began frying up some bacon while I poured myself a glass of orange juice and drained it in one gulp.

“Joel?” Elodie asked from the doorway.

I looked over at her and smiled. She looked just as beautiful as the first day I’d met her. Moreso, due to the years we’d spent together. Her hair was shorter back then–well, now, I guess–than it was–would be–in the future. And she was still dying it vibrant colors. A habit she’d stopped doing a while back, in the time I came from.

“Good morning, gorgeous!”

Elodie set her hands on her hips. “Oh so now it’s ‘good morning gorgeous’ is it? What happened to ‘hello sexy’ like yesterday? I liked that one. Where’s my kiss?”

Chuckling, I stepped around a bowl of eggs that were whisking themselves into a nice scramble and crossed to the doorway. Leaning one hand against the frame, I hooked a finger under her chin and pulled her into a soft, sweet kiss.

She melted against my lips in an instant.

“Better?” I asked after a long, long moment.

Elodie mumbled out a mostly incoherent reply, but her answer was clearly affirmative.

Dahlia wolf whistled from the bed. “Damn. Can I get what she’s having?”

I winked at her. “Why don’t you get your fine ass over here and find out?”

She happily scampered out of bed, still nude from last night, and joined me. I pinned her to the wall with her hands over her head and gave her the same treatment Elodie had gotten.

Breaking away for just a second, I said, “You asked me where you belong. The answer is right here, Dahlia.” Then I leaned back in and kissed her. And Elodie. And Coco, when she came over to join in.

The whole time, breakfast was cooking itself due to a little help from my magic.

One by one they all got overwhelmed by all the attention and dropped down to their knees to return the favor. Passing my cock between each of their mouths, I got a nice head start to my day.
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Later, while we were all enjoying breakfast around the table, the girls started discussing the events of the day. My eyes drifted to the bedside table, where the red Almanac was waiting for me, with the Stopwatch sitting neatly on top of it.

It was like somebody had just pulled the rug out from under me.

Logically, I knew that I was going to have to come back and live this day out according to whatever the Almanac said. Again. But for now I was going to follow Dr. Simmons’ advice and live it up.

“I have a better idea,” I began conspiratorially.


Chapter 15



That day the four of us went to Earth 495 Omicron. A dimension where their version of Pangea had broken up into a globe-spanning archipelago of significantly smaller continents than the typical six to eight that most Earths had (alterations in tectonic activity was one of the first and most noticeable differences when dimension hopping).

Humanity, or at least this version of it, had advanced their sailing technology to an incredible degree. The cruises on this world were incredible.

So we hitched a ride on one of their tropical cruise lines and had a phenomenal time.

We swam in the crystal clear waters around the ship, played billiards on one of those gyroscopically balanced pool tables, got this five star spa treatment, and watched a truly wild movie. It was like the third or fourth movie in a franchise I’d never heard about. One of the benefits of being a multiversal traveler is there’s always new movies to watch. I have this list of very similar movies that were made by different famous directors than the versions I saw in my world, and I’d always wanted to go on a multiversal movie marathon to go watch them all and analyze the differences.

I guess now I could.

We watched live comedians while we dined in this decadent restaurant for lunch. The food was to die for, but the comedy was a little lackluster. Probably just a matter of all the pop culture references the comedians made that flew over our heads, since they were specific to this dimension and we weren’t from here. Still, not even a few missed jokes could ruin the wonderful day we were having.

The cruise ship docked at what passed for a big city in this world. Back home it wouldn’t have been much to rave about, but then again we had way more surface area to spread out across. This city was made up of a ton of spindly skyscrapers and low slung streets that wrapped around an entire island. All the buildings had a very aquatic architecture to them. Everything was colorful like a coral reef and the largest buildings looked like shark fins jutting up out of the water. It was gorgeous, and the inclusion of tropical trees everywhere made it that much nicer.

We ended the evening in this classy lounge that overlooked the whole city and the surrounding ocean. Incredible view.

I was leaning back on a comfortable white leather sofa with a refreshing drink in my hand, some tropical cocktail that was giving me a polite buzz, when Elodie reached over and brushed her fingertips along my forearm. Turning to her, I was once again struck by how beautiful she was.

No matter how down I was feeling, it was always wonderful to see her.

“Hey handsome,” she flirted. “Do you come here often?”

I couldn’t help the chuckle that escaped me. “No, my beloved wife, I don’t come here very often. Aside from a brief journey across the ocean with Astrid to fight a sea monster and explore some sunken ruins, this is the first time I’ve been here.

Elodie pouted a little. The added plumpness to her lips really brought out how damn cute she looked in her figure-hugging sundress.

“Why don’t we come here more often? We could make a habit of it. Come here every couple of weeks. Or…it doesn’t have to be here specifically. But when’s the last time we took a vacation?”

Her question drew me up short. The real answer, for me at least, was years. Ever since I lost Minerva and invented the Stopwatch to go back and fix it, I hadn’t allowed myself to ever really relax. I couldn’t bear to. If I missed a step or deviated from the path, bad shit happened. Every time. How could I, no, how could anyone relax knowing the price for one small screw up was the life of a loved one?

But the answer in real time was much simpler.

“We went on vacation just last year, my love.”

Elodie rolled her eyes. “That was our wedding, Jay. And that took months of planning. I’m talking about a real vacation. Like this. What good is all that money we’re making if we only ever spend it making more money? You work so hard, handsome. You deserve to take breaks every now and again. And your beautiful wives deserve it too, don’t we?”

I almost laughed. “El, I worked it out so each of you gets plenty of days off a long time ago. If you’re overworked, just tell me. I can make things easier on you anytime.”

Elodie glared at me. “That’s kind of my point, babe. You take such good care of us. All the time, really. I can’t think of a single time you’ve ever let us down in…years. You’re always willing to offer any one of us help and to do everything in your power to make things easier on us. Why don’t you extend yourself the same courtesy?”

I shifted uncomfortably and set my drink down on the low table before me.

“I uh, I don’t really know to be honest. It’s just not been a priority. I’m trying to look after you all. Providing a better life for each of you makes me happy. It’s what I genuinely want to do with my life. Why is that bad?”

The hint of a frown crossed Elodie’s features, but she wiped the look away and replaced it with an understanding expression. “There’s nothing wrong with that, and you’ve done a phenomenal job. You take great care of us. It bothers us that you don’t take better care of yourself. You know that most men your age have man caves, don’t you? We could help you build one! That kind of sounds fun, actually.”

“A man cave? That’s sweet, El, but no thank you. The shop already feels like a man cave. It’s filled with magical artifacts that I love being around. The library has all the books I could ever want to read. Between my corporate headquarters and Ruby’s palace I’ve got all the luxury spaces I could ever ask for. I’m good. I’ve got plenty to keep me busy.”

“Yes but is staying perpetually busy the goal?” Elodie challenged.

I paused to consider. Truth was, I’d been so focused for so long that I’m not sure I’d know how to just sit back and truly do nothing for any extended amount of time. But she raised a valid point.

Retirement age was about fifty five where I came from. While I was occupying my thirty six year old self, my consciousness was at least closer to fifty five, maybe even sixty by now thanks to all the temporal shenanigans I’d gotten up to over the years.

Maybe it was time to do some delegating.

But how? If things didn’t work out exactly how the Almanac said they needed to, bad shit was bound to happen. What if something went really wrong again, like what happened to Minerva. I could not allow something like that to happen. No fucking way.

“Busy enough,” I replied at length. “There’s work that needs to be done, El. As long as I’m here to do it, it might as well be me that does it. Providing for you, the rest of the girls, and all our kids is important to me. It has real meaning in a way that I never had in my old life.”

Elodie nodded. “I understand. Just…don’t forget not to lose yourself today in the pursuit of a better tomorrow. It’s just as important for you to be here right now as it is for you to be running the shop, getting groceries, taking out the trash, running supply missions with Astrid, or any of your other responsibilities. This right here is important to me. I like seeing you this way, babe. Relaxed, admiring the view, enjoying yourself. You’ve been really on edge for a long time and,” she sighed, “it’s just nice to see you like this again, you know?”

I don’t think I was prepared for the sincerity in her voice.

“Come here,” I told her softly, holding out my arms for a hug.

She scooted over and leaned up against me.

We stayed that way for a long while. Just enjoying the view and the quiet.

[image: image-placeholder]

It was only later, back on the cruise ship while all my girls were lying asleep, that her words struck home. In the moment they hit. But as I held the Stopwatch in my hand and prepared to go back in time once again–undoing this entire day–that I realized something vital was missing from my world.

According to the Almanac there were at least seven major things I was supposed to have gotten done that I’d skipped out on in favor of taking the girls out on the cruise. I knew from experience that not doing those things would spell certain doom for some aspect of my life. There would be dire consequences for avoiding my responsibilities. There always were.

But I didn’t want Elodie to miss out on the memory of this day. Or Dahlia or Coco for that matter. This day was fun. Erasing their memories of it felt wrong in a way that none of the other times I’d used the Stopwatch ever had.

I had used it to erase bad memories, like the shitty year I’d spent designing the thing in the first place. I’d used it to undo mistakes. I’d used it to send myself all the way back to today and try things a little differently. But if I clicked this button, I’d be using the artifact I made to undo a day that went perfectly for more than just me. And not because the Almanac said it would, but because I did something spontaneous and brought some of my girls along with me for the ride.

A very big part of me didn’t want to undo all the progress I’d made.

Hadn’t the whole reason I’d come back in time been to find a better way?

There had to be a way for me to keep this perfect day intact. To preserve it without fucking up the entire timeline.

Setting the Stopwatch down, I took a deep breath and reached for the Almanac, flipping to the appropriate page and familiarizing myself with everything that I was supposed to do today.

An idea began forming in my head. A way to have my cake and eat it too.

It would require multiple tries in order to get the timing just right. But I had all the time in the world. If anyone could pull it off, it was me.

Alright motherfucker, let’s do this.

I clicked my Stopwatch and sent myself hurtling back to the start of the day.

Time unwound in a blur and sent me back to when I was standing in the kitchen, holding an empty glass of orange juice while breakfast cooked itself all around me.

“Joel?” Elodie asked from the doorway.

I turned to her and grinned. “Hello sexy.”


Chapter 16



The second time around I just lived the day how I was supposed to according to the Almanac. I went about my daily routine and made sure I was everywhere I needed to be in order to solve the problems that I needed to be there for.

Astrid was in a bad mood that morning and needed a little pep talk first thing. No biggie.

At the magic shop there were two very important customers whose purchases I needed to handle myself. Both were after some of our more expensive artifacts and wanted to haggle for the right price. One would be coming in a little past noon and the second would show up later on in the afternoon.

So long as I was present for both transactions, I didn’t need to spend the whole day in the shop. Neither did Elodie and Coco for that matter. We had actual employees on the payroll now. Paid them a fair wage and everything. People in our cozy little town were clamoring for a job at our place nowadays, so we got to be pretty selective with who we hired.

Felicity needed my help to contain a spell misfire from an amateur sorcerer that accidentally tore open a portal to an uncharted dimension. He was just some teenager with a knack for spellcraft who didn’t realize he was doing it wrong. A hint of fairy blood in his genetics made the simple spell completely backfire. That little minor fiasco occurred at one o’clock sharp. While Felicity knew the theory of how to contain such an event, she lacked the raw magical strength to handle it herself.

So long as I stepped in on time and shunted the spell into a trash dimension, everything would be fine. If I didn’t, it would blow up a whole quarter of the library.

Ruby and Bea were going to need me to be present in the palace right around sunset to help with the kids. When some of your kids are half demonic and can turn into acid clouds, tantrums take on a whole different meaning, and as much as the kiddos loved their mothers, there were some things that required a father’s touch.

Lastly, Minerva needed me to stop by before the offices closed up. Firstly, to sign some paperwork. For the record, I’m absolutely downplaying the importance of this little crisis by calling it paperwork but trust me, anytime Minerva actually needed me in the office, it was always important. That girl had a head for business that was almost more impressive than her incredible body. Almost. And secondly, to close a deal, otherwise we’d lose a major client.

So long as I hit all of those spots, everything would work out.

I went through the day like that and purposefully did almost nothing else. Filling up all that empty time with minor work. I peaked ahead at what the following days would entail and jotted down some notes about what I could do today to make some of the next days easier.

There was a surprising amount of down time that I’d never realized I was wasting in between major decisive moments.

It was like the first time I astral projected all over again. I was seeing the world in a whole new light. There were layers here that I’d never considered.

All I had to do was put things into motion and exploit this little loophole I’d discovered
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The third time around was the real test.

At breakfast I made the same suggestion I’d made before, about taking the day off and spending it on Earth 495 Omicron. The girls responded in almost exactly the same way as before, and while we were getting ready and changed I explained that I wanted to check in on all my girls throughout the day so there would be times when I disappeared for a short while but I would always come right back, no different than taking a quick business call.

Elodie looked a little disappointed, but I promised it wouldn’t be a big deal.

She still fought me on it, naturally. It was her way of looking after me.

I think the phrase, ‘a minor price to pay for a spontaneous vacation’ made all the difference in the world with that conversation.

First thing I did was pay a visit to Astrid on her enchanted submarine.

My beautiful little time-displaced viking was busy doing sit ups when I popped aboard her vessel. Blasting death metal while she did it, too. Not a great sign.

“Hey sweetheart,” I said as I moved into the cramped captain’s quarters and set down a plate of bacon and eggs. “I brought you some breakfast.”

Astrid made a noncommittal grunt and kept working out angrily.

While I knew how this conversation went from my last go around, I still didn’t mind going through it again.

“Something wrong, little warrior?” That nickname never failed to soften her a bit.

“No, I’m fine.”

“Uh huh,” I said drily. “Sure you are. Is that why your knuckles are bloody and you’re covered in sweat?”

“I was exercising,” she said defensively.

“You were venting your frustrations on your body. It’s not the same thing. At a certain point that becomes harmful. Tell me what’s going on in your world or I’m not taking you on the supply run this next Friday.”

Her eyes went wide. “You wouldn’t dare!”

“I would dare, actually. I can handle one mission without you. What I can’t handle is my wife being so pissed off she sprains something while working out too aggressively, then doesn’t tell me about it, and gets her arm bitten off by a hydra on our next mission.”

Astrid’s eyes narrowed suspiciously. “That’s oddly specific.”

I shrugged. “You ladies aren’t the only ones that overthink every now and again. I’m protective of you and I don’t want to see anything bad happen. So talk to me. Get whatever it is off your chest.”

The last bit of reluctance on her face finally faded away and she started talking.

I’d heard it all before, and I knew better than to try and actually fix the problem, so it was easy to listen to her vent to me. A comment here or there about how much that sucked or a gentle nudge in the direction of some healthy coping mechanisms was all it took for the most part. Mainly, as it wore on, what she really wanted was to be close to me and let it all out.

When she was done, I said the same thing I’d said to her the day before.

“Your parents were two of the most famous explorers in history. I know you think your discoveries can never compare to them, but Astrid, please try to remember that you and I have sailed across dozens of other dimensions’ oceans. We’ve uncovered the equivalent of like sixteen Atlantis type cities. We’ve found thousands of artifacts. Found so many monsters I can’t even remember all their names. Your parents would be impressed as hell, baby girl.” Then I added something I hadn’t said last time around. “Now eat your breakfast and get cleaned up. You’re coming with me today.”

Astrid perked up at that. “Where are we going?”

“You’ll see,” I said slyly. “Wear something tropical.”

With that I popped over to the offices (which were half a world away) and spoke to Minerva before heading out for the day. Even though I was only there for less than five minutes helping her prep, we still snuck in some flirty banter that I could tell left her wanting more.

She’d be hot and bothered all day waiting to see me again, just for me to swoop in and help her land a major deal later on in the evening.

From the offices I ported back to the shop, collected Astrid, Dahlia, Coco, and Elodie, and headed off to Earth 495 Omicron. The ladies had all done their makeup and looked utterly ravishing. Dahlia had to use a magical glamor to make her skin blend in with regular human skin tones, but she looked just as exotic even without the green skin.

We boarded the cruise and had fun for a few hours.

At noon, while they were settling in for lunch and the comedy show, I stepped out and popped back to the shop to handle the first major customer. What could have been a half-hour shitshow that turned into a screaming match wound up being a ten minute round trip that left the customer utterly thrilled to do business with us. Then I was back in my seat right as our food was arriving.

The food was just as good the second time around. The comedy was actually a little funnier after my last visit, as I understood one or two of their references a bit better, but not even time travel can fix everything.

After lunch I popped over to the library and averted the catastrophe with the misfiring spell. I just walked in, shunted the wild energy into a trash dimension, and kissed Felicity on the cheek. Took like two minutes and I was back.

On the cruise, we went to the arcade and played a few rounds of this holographic adventure game where two players were given fake swords and sent out to duel these fantasy creatures. Astrid and I paired up and completely destroyed that game. We got a top score that no one was going to beat anytime soon.

Don’t tell anyone, but that was so much fun I whipped out my Stopwatch and replayed it.

The day progressed like that. We all got to enjoy the cruise, and occasionally I’d pop out to go handle one of the crises that I knew were going to happen ahead of time. The addition of Astrid even spiced up the experience so that the cruise experience was different than it had been the first time around.

Elodie still gave me the same chat in the fancy lounge overlooking the ocean.

Real talk. Her “...don’t forget to lose yourself today in the pursuit of a better tomorrow…” line hit a little harder the second time around.

And as the evening wore on I excused myself one last time to go help Minerva.


Chapter 17



The offices were quiet and dim that night. All the associates had gone home for the evening and everything was as it had been last time I was here.

I stepped through a portal in a forty fifth story supply closet and started making my way towards the conference room. All it took was an application of the same principles that allowed me to turn water into whiskey or hot chocolate (or wine, for that matter) and I transformed my clothing–which was more appropriate for a tropical cruise–into a very slick business suit.

I already knew what I was going to say to help seal the deal, then I’d take Minerva to her office, sign some paperwork, fuck her right there on her desk, and the two of us would head home for the night.

Life was good.

Halfway to the conference room I felt a sudden trickle of cool liquid rolling down my mouth. My hand instinctually rose up to catch it, and my fingertips came away bloody.

Shocked, I ripped out my handkerchief and dabbed at my nose.

I heard voices approaching from down the hall. Minerva’s assistant leading the clients towards the conference room.

Shit.

I ducked into a bathroom and fought to get the nosebleed under control. Tilting my head back, applying pressure, even tapping into some meditative magic to coax my body’s natural healing to pick up the pace a bit.

The bleeding only lasted a minute or so, but it was unexpected. I was more caught off guard than anything. I tossed the handkerchief in the trash and shrugged off the incident before heading to the conference room.

A half hour later, my company had established a trade partnership in an alternate dimension–one ruled over by super powered beings and which regularly fought alien invaders–that would bring in several billion dollars annually. All we had to do was provide a steady stream of potent artifacts and blueprints for arcane weaponry. Which we had ready to go.

Minerva and I celebrated in her office. Vigorously.

As I lay in bed that night I marveled at how much better I felt.

I’d found a way to have it all. The Almanac’s list of events had all been satisfied, and I’d gotten to make memories that I could actually share with my girls.

I closed my eyes and fell asleep with a smile.
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The next day I played it straight. Nothing crazy. Just stuck to the script.

The day after that though, I took Ruby, Bea, and Felicity on an adventure. Took me three tries to get it right, but it was so worth it.

I fell into a nice rhythm following the same pattern. Stuck to the script most days but twice or maybe three times a week I’d break out the Stopwatch and do something crazy. One day it would be some crazy vacation. Another it would be something simple, like a date night.

I raced sports cars through a post-apocalyptic city with Dahlia–who was surprisingly good at driving considering her dimension didn’t even have cars. The little speed demon absolutely loved drifting through the ghouls that came after us. Seeing this whole other bloodthirsty side of her was pretty refreshing, and I decided to take her on some missions with me and Astrid.

Speaking of Astrid, I took her and Felicity to museums a lot. Anything that related to airplanes or vikings was an automatic win, but anyplace they could learn something new made them both extremely happy. Watching them light up and gush about everything they learned never ceased to amaze me. They were both so full of life and a love of history.

Bea and I visited a dimension where dinosaurs never got wiped out. We tamed a pair of T Rexes so we could ride around in style. Spent the whole day eating these massive grapes the size of melons and telling each other stupid jokes, talking about life and everything she’d learned in her thousands of years trapped as a genie.

I took Ruby to the mountains (not in some strange dimension, just in my own home world) so she could see snow for the first time. The look on her face when she first felt it was almost as priceless as when I hit her with a snowball. Our snowball fight was epic, right up until the weather turned foul and we got caught up in a snowstorm. A quick burst of magic set us up in a cozy igloo until it blew over, and we found a fun way to pass the time.

Snowflakes weren’t the only white substance she caught with her tongue that day.

Coco and Elodie loved shopping trips, and money was no longer the issue it had once been, so I took them to places where they could buy some really cool shit. Any excuse to spend time with them was fine by me, but my personal favorite was when they both tried on a series of lingerie outfits and modeled them for me.

There was this attendant who caught a peek of my girls. I didn’t appreciate that too much. So I accidentally bumped into him and shifted us both between dimensions. You should have seen the look on his face when we returned to the normal world. Priceless.

Of course, my wives weren’t the only ones who got the extra attention.

I got to spend more time with my kids. Many of them were old enough by then to have their own personalities and interests and they all took after their respective mothers to some degree. Even in my world, raising kids is probably the most magical part of my life. Getting to be a bigger part of their childhoods this time around was a blessing I honestly…can’t put into words properly.

I feel lucky to be their father and I wouldn’t trade it for anything.

On a slightly less positive note, every couple of days I was getting nosebleeds again. Just minor trickles. Nothing serious. My working theory was that all the shifting around between wildly different climates was having an effect on my sinuses. Unfortunate, but nothing a couple extra regenerative meditation sessions couldn’t fix given enough time.

I made a note in my Almanac to go visit a doctor during a relatively slow day next week.

Then it was back to business as usual. And for the first time in ages, business was good. I felt…at peace. My life was my own again, not just some script I was following to keep everything balanced, but a real life filled with fantastic magical adventures, beautiful women, and amazing sex. I was truly happy.

Probably should have been my first clue that something was wrong.
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So. Time for the other shoe to drop. We all knew it was coming sooner or later.

Things went fucking spectacular for exactly four months, ten days, and sixteen hours. Of course, with all the times I reset using the Stopwatch, that timeframe might be a little misleading. The amount of time I spent living those days may have been half again as long for all I knew. But every second was well worth the effort.

Right up until the moment things changed.

It was a busy Thursday. I had fifteen major items to accomplish that day so I didn’t have a lot of time to spend doing anything–or anyone–else. But the day was tricky. Lots of things to juggle all at once and if I took too long with one of them it would affect the next in line and create a domino effect that ended poorly, to put it mildly.

I remembered struggling with this day during my first pass at it, what felt like ages ago, but back then I’d been solely focused on just getting through the day. This time around I was determined to also make a bit of time for some of the simpler things in life.

I spent six resets perfecting things so I could carve out these little snippets of time to spend with some of the most important people in my life.

I made sure to thank Minerva for all her hard work in the office first thing in the morning. As a vampire she had no need for sleep, so she was pretty much always burning the midnight oil. So when I went in to oversee the opening of several alternate reality stock markets–for there were several important trades I needed to oversee that day–I gave her a heartfelt speech about how much she meant to me.

If you’ve never seen a vampire blush, it’s extra cute. Trust me.

Exercise with Astrid was always fun. She took everything to an extreme and enjoyed pushing her own limits. Cleaning all the sweat off each other in the shower was always fun, and all her hard work paid off in the battlefield and bedroom alike.

A walk through the palace gardens with Dahlia and Ruby devolved into a game of tag with our children. Ruby and my little munchkins were having way too much fun using their shape-shifting powers to evade us.

Brunch with Elodie, Coco, and Bea at this lovely little cafe in our quaint little town.

These peaceful moments cleared my head and helped me deal with each minor crisis with ease. It took me eight tries in total but I finally got it down. Just one last thing to do, and this was the first time I’d actually gotten to it this time around, so I was going in kind of blind.

Yes, I’d handled it once before, but that was years ago and memory is a funny thing.

I strode into Felicity’s library and made my way to the front entrance.

Felicity and her employees were all busy with other customers, so they failed to notice the young kid sneaking towards the front door with a necromancer’s tome she’d stolen from the restricted section.

I don’t know what she was planning on doing with it, but if the Almanac said to put a stop to it, I trusted that whatever she tried was going to end in sheer disaster.

All I had to do was get in her way and take it from her.

She started crying, so I sent the book floating back to its rightful place and coaxed her over to a chair in the lobby.

“Let me guess. You lost somebody important and you wanted to bring them back?” I surmised.

She nodded through her tears.

“Yeah, I figured. Been down that road, kid. Necromancy isn’t the way to go. The thing you bring back will never be your parent or your friend or whoever they were before they died. It’ll just be this empty shell that does your bidding. If you’re lucky. If you’re unlucky, it’ll be a ravenous decaying monster that tries to tear apart everyone it meets. The only reason we even have those books are so we know how to defeat zombies in the first place.”

She looked up at me with tears still in her eyes and shook her head. “I don’t want to bring back a friend, weirdo. I want to reanimate this dead bird I found. I just think it would be neat to have a skeletal pet, you know?”

I chuckled softly. “Oh you’re one of those kids. You like horror movies, don’t you?”

The little girl nodded emphatically.

“Of course you do. I’ll tell you what. Using actual skeletons can be messy, but if you come back tomorrow I’ll put together a trinket for you that’ll let you have a cool skeleton pet. One that’s hygienic and not likely to release a plague of undead upon the world. Deal?”

For a moment she looked confused as to why that would be a bad thing, but she accepted my terms regardless.

Trying not to laugh, I led her out of the library and told her to come back in a week or so.

As I turned towards Felicity with a smile on my face, preparing to tell her all about the interaction, I felt something cool on my face again. Another nosebleed. Damn these were getting annoying.

I reached for my handkerchief only to feel a sudden pain inside my skull, like someone had mistaken my brain for a gong and just lain into it with a rubber mallet.

I crumpled down to one knee and looked down at the floor to find it covered in blood. Way more than my nosebleeds usually produced.

Dimly, I was aware of someone calling my name.

None of that mattered though.

I fumbled for my Stopwatch and tried to set it back just ten minutes, but my vision got too blurry before I could click it. The floor swam up to meet me, and everything went dark.


Chapter 18



Iawoke in a hospital bed. Bright lights shining down on me like spotlights.

A bolt of panic lanced through me.

How long had I just been lying there, unable to avert the endless series of catastrophes that were surely unfolding outside the confines of my hospital room? How many things had gone wrong while I was out? How much damage would I have to undo?

The first thing I reached for was my Stopwatch. But all I was wearing was a thin patient gown made of itchy blue cloth. My artifacts were nowhere to be found.

“Looking for this?” A familiar voice asked.

I turned my head to find Elodie sitting at my bedside, holding up my Stopwatch in one hand and my Almanac in the other. Although there were no circles under her eyes, and in fact she looked just as good as she always did, she looked tired in a much, much deeper way.

All it took was a slight unfocusing of my eyes to peer through her mortal form and witness the deeper truth of her being. Same trick I’d used to detect when Dr. Simmons was into me, and one I’d used many times throughout various sales and business deals to gauge how a potential client was responding to my pitch.

Right now, Elodie’s auras had dimmed slightly. The flow of magic through her body appeared sluggish compared to what I was used to seeing.

Despite outwardly appearing well rested, I could tell that this Elodie was older than she appeared. She was out of sync with the timestream, same as me. By a few days at least. Maybe longer.

There was a new sadness behind her eyes that I did not like one bit.

It was exactly the look I’d been trying so desperately to keep her safe from.

“You used it?” I asked her, my breath catching in my throat.

Elodie nodded calmly and set the Stopwatch down atop the Almanac on the bedside table. “I had to. Things started falling apart the day after you went down. I didn’t mean to snoop, my love, I just went looking for answers and figured you’d have your most powerful artifacts with you. I was right.”

My eyes shut tight against this news. “What happened?”

“Nothing too crazy. Just a zombie apocalypse. That little girl you spoke to snuck back in and grabbed the book on necromancy. I was so busy trying to put things back together with everything else that the book told me to do during that week that I missed it. Things got bad for a bit. Eventually I figured it out. Jumped back in time, solved it, and now here we are.”

I didn’t like how fast she was saying all this. It rubbed me the wrong way.

The way she was looking at me, too, was unsettling. She looked…disappointed.

“I’m sorry you had to go through all of that Elodie. Don’t worry. I can make it so you never had to experience any of it,” I offered, reaching for the Stopwatch.

She swatted my hand, the anger on her face becoming far more apparent.

“No! You’ve done this on your own for way too damn long, Jay. I’m your wife. You’re supposed to come to me for help, damn it! Like I do with you. Like we all do. Why can’t you admit you need us just like we need you?” She held up the book and flipped to the back half of it–after the page that contained the fateful words ‘the end’ written in bold ink–which was filled with my own personal notes that I’d taken over the years. “I read what you wrote, Jay. About all the days you unwound. The year after Minerva died. How you fought all of us off so you could save her. Your daughter with Coco that was never meant to be. I read it all. Even the stuff about this Doctor Simmons chick you started seeing. Why could you talk to her and not us?”

Oh shit.

I’d never told anyone about all the notes I’d been keeping in that thing. Not even Doc Simmons. Elodie had found them and read them, which meant I was fresh out of secrets with her.

A bit of nervous laughter escaped me, which was not the correct response let me tell you.

Her eyes flashed dangerously and her mouth opened, preparing to unleash a new tirade.

I held up my hands to stall her and started talking. Once I began, it was hard to stop.

“Okay, okay, you’re right. I should have talked to one of you sooner. But I couldn’t. I’m not trying to be mean, El, but the fact is I don’t need help the same way you do. I’m okay with that, but look at what I’ve accomplished all on my own. Everything the book says? I’ve lived it. Twice or more in most cases. All those adventures with Astrid, all the journeys to distant dimensions, every major sale and meeting, every crisis averted, all of it! I did that. I did it so I could give you a perfect life. Every last one of you. Coco, Bea, Minnie, Astrid, Felicity, Ruby, and Dahlia, too. All of our kids. I didn’t need anyone’s help. You all needed me though. Just open to a random page and read a few lines and you’ll see that for yourself.”

Elodie frowned down at the Almanac in her hand and shook her head. “If that’s the case then why did you jump back in time so far and try it over again?”

I grimaced. “Because I’ve been to the end of this book and back, Elodie. I know how it ends and I’m not happy with it. I worked day in and day out for a whole lifetime to keep all of you ladies happy. Never complained about it, either. It was noble work and I’ve always been happy to do it. But when it came time for me to pass on I…I realized I wanted some of that happiness for myself. I got so caught up in leading the perfect life I forgot to slow down and enjoy it while it was happening. One day I woke up and the book was over, those two little words ‘the end’ staring up at me like an accusation, and that just didn’t feel right. I wasn’t done. How could I be? I wanted more time with you and the girls.”

Tears rolled down Elodie’s cheeks and she reached out to hold my arm. “Babe, you didn’t have to go through all of this alone! We’ve been here for you this whole time. Why didn’t you talk to any of us?”

I looked away. “Because,” I started, nearly choking on the next words. “Because it wasn’t your burden to bear, El. It was mine. A future version of me handed that book to me the day we completed Felicity’s library. Ever since, it has been my mission to complete. Nobody else’s.”

Elodie scooted to the edge of her seat and gripped my arm a little harder than–in my opinion–was strictly necessary. “Damn it, Joel James, you listen to me right now. This world is not for you to carry on your shoulders. Nor is the entire fucking multiverse. Bad things happen to the people we care about sometimes, and it’s not our fault. Minerva getting sick? Not your fault. Your daughter I never got to meet? Not your fault. You don’t need to save everyone, Joel. You don’t need to be the richest man on the planet for your wives to love you, either. I liked you just fine as a simple shopkeeper. Have you considered the reason that the timeline is fighting so hard to screw things up for you is because you’re fighting so hard to have it all? I read every page of that Almanac and there wasn’t a single day that told you to rest. Not one.

“These past four months, you’ve put in a concentrated effort to make it work anyway, but babe…come on. Every spontaneous vacation or date you’ve taken us on, you’ve only been half there. You run off to go sign checks or check in on one of us at the drop of a hat. Just the other day, Ruby and I turned around in the middle of that picnic on Earth 703 Delta and you were gone. It’s kind of hard to go on dates with you when you aren’t even in the same dimension, you know.”

I sighed. “I have things I have to take care of, El. This stuff isn’t just pointless business transactions, okay? It’s literally life and death.”

She reached up to my shoulder. “I know that. But why do you have to do it alone? I just spent a week looking after everything in the book and I’m exhausted. I can’t imagine how you must feel after decades. Do you know how much easier it would have been if I’d had help?”

That brought me up short.

“Wait. You’re telling me that you handled everything that was in the book?”

She nodded. “I did. For a whole week. Also, I have some notes of my own. A lot of the times that the book said ‘fuck Astrid so she doesn’t put an axe through somebody’s skull’ I found that just talking to her or watching an old black and white movie does the trick just fine. I tried it your way but,” she shrugged, “it’s not as fun when you aren’t there to watch and encourage us. I even tried filming it for you, but yeah it just wasn’t the same. Movies, popcorn, cozy blankets, and takeout seem to do the trick when she’s in one of her moods.”

Picturing her and Astrid awkwardly trying to have sex was, weirdly, kind of a pick me up. Especially since I knew just how good they could be at it when I was there directing them.

“How did it feel trying to fill my shoes?” I asked her.

Elodie shook her head. “Like I said, exhausting. I don’t know how you do it, Jay. But the days of you doing it alone are over. For several reasons, actually.”

I looked up at her curiously. “What do you mean?”

She swallowed nervously. “How long have you been getting random nosebleeds?”

“A couple weeks. I figured it was from all the hopping around from different dimensions. Lots of different climates all at once can cause irritation. You know how it is.”

“Yeah. Babe…this isn’t about climate, okay? It’s about this,” she said, holding up my Stopwatch.

I stared at the artifact as it spun around on its long chain for a second before my gaze shifted to Elodie’s face. “I don’t understand. What are you saying to me right now?” Don’t get me wrong, I had some hunches, but I needed to hear confirmation out loud before I just leapt at a theory and called it good.

Elodie hesitated for a long while before she stepped away from my bed and flicked her hand out; conjuring a magical projection of an x-ray of my skull.

My heart skipped a beat the moment I saw what this was about.

I was no doctor, but I recognized a tumor when I saw one.

“According to the arcane surgeon here, you have a cancerous growth in your brain. A tumor that is feeding off of temporal energy. The more you use the Stopwatch, the worse it gets. Just doing some quick math here, you’ve had it since Minerva got sick? That was when you were thirty two. So from the age of thirty two to forty eight, you’ve been time traveling pretty much nonstop trying to build the perfect future. Which means you’ve had at least sixteen years worth of temporal energy that’s been surging though your body. Probably way more with all the days you’ve reset and tried over and over again, right?”

She had me there. I once tallied it up before I even decided to go talk to Dr. Simmons and I realized I was probably closer to seventy years old rather than fifty. Still felt plenty young, and in sorcerer years that really wasn’t that old. My grandfather was pushing a hundred and sixty I believe. I never did go looking for a straight answer but I know good old Papa Argyle was at least a century old due to his obsession with the 1920s, but for all I knew he could have been way older. Still. Seven decades is nothing to scoff at.

Seeing the truth on my face, she pressed onward. “This thing will kill you, Joel. Just as sure as any monster or curse you’ve ever faced. There are treatment options that the doctor recommends, but they all have the same cost. You have to stop using the Stopwatch. Permanently.”

I shook my head. “No. Unacceptable. If everything in that Almanac doesn’t happen properly, shit’s going to go sideways. People are going to die. Magical curses will be unleashed. Eldritch horrors will rise out of the deep. You don’t understand. I have to use the Stopwatch. One screw up and it’s over.”

“Yes, I learned that the hard way,” Elodie admitted. “Which is why I’m offering an alternative. Let me use the Stopwatch instead. I did some tinkering of my own with it. Don’t give me that look, I taught you most of the things you know about magic,” she scolded, seeing the look on my face when I heard that she’d been messing with my artifact. “I think I’ve made it safer. I can use it on myself and reset anytime something goes wrong. But this way you don’t ever have to use it again. We can help each other get through this,” she pointed to the Almanac, “one page at a time. And everything will be alright.”

I had to take a serious moment to consider what she was saying.

“Elodie, I can’t ask you to do this. This time travel stuff is…I’m so tired, baby.”

Elodie leaned down and kissed me on my forehead before I could say another word. She wrapped her arms around me tightly and told me over and over again that it was okay now. I could rest and focus on healing. I didn’t have to do it alone anymore.

You know…I’ve done some pretty macho stuff in my life. Fought so many monsters and dark sorcerers and all kinds of villains I haven’t really had the time to get into here. I’ve also had amazing sex on a regular basis for a very long span of my life.

To be perfectly honest with you, whoever you might be, none of it compared to just feeling her arms wrap around me and listening to her voice tell me it was going to be alright.

Didn’t even matter if it was true. Just hearing her say it made me feel better already.

We were still in that position when the doctor came into the room. He was all dressed up under his lab coat, and he walked with a cane. Embroidered on his chest pocket was the name Fletcher.

Damn. Elodie didn’t mess around. She took me to Earth 419 Epsilon just to get the best care around. On top of being a super sorcerer in his own right, this guy was used to patching up supers with a wide variety of powers and strange mutations, not to mention aliens, so if anyone could help me out it was him.

He glanced up from the smart tablet in his hands and spotted us still hugging one another. “Oh, my apologies mister James, if this is a bad time I can always come back later.”

“No, no, it’s okay Doc. Talk to me.”

Doc Fletcher stepped further into the room and sighed. “So. By the looks of it, you’ve got a quantum tumor. I know that sounds pretty bad but trust me, it’s actually way worse.”

“You’re making that up,” I accused. “You just slapped the word ‘quantum’ in front of something to make it sound time-related, didn’t you?”

Doc Fletcher scoffed. “Sir, I am a master sorcerer and an award winning surgeon. I’ve performed brain surgery on a microscopic supervillain, in prison, while the prison was in the midst of a riot. I’ve also helped defend my world from interdimensional invaders, excluding present company of course, on multiple occasions. I swear I would never lie to you. On my honor. So when I tell you that that is exactly what I did, I want you to believe me.”

A slow grin cracked across the man’s face as he finished his little spiel.

I couldn’t help it. I smiled back. His bedside manner was too good.

“Alright. What’s the treatment for this tumor, which you’ve arbitrarily slapped the word quantum onto just to make it scarier?”

Fletcher started walking me through the treatment options and explaining the particulars of the tumor. As much as I gave him shit for it, the word quantum suited this nasty piece of work. Even if he performed a successful surgery on it today, it would still come back tomorrow. The cancerous cells existed outside the normal timestream, just like I did.

In the words of my esteemed high school biology teacher, nature is bullshit. To add to that, magic is double bullshit, and time travel is triple bullshit. And all of them were teaming up to make the cancer I was now diagnosed with.

Luckily for me, I had one of the greatest surgeons in the multiverse on my side. And Elodie was now in the fold when it came to the Almanac and the Stopwatch.

Maybe everything really would be okay.

Fingers crossed.


Chapter 19



That first year was better than I could have imagined. Sharing the burden of the Almanac's knowledge with Elodie, not to mention the workload of making sure every day went off without a hitch? Well, take it from one of the most potent sorcerers of my era, that feeling was downright magical.

It was like the early days renovating my grandfather's shop all over again. For the first time in a long, long time, I was building something with Elodie instead of around her and the rest of my wives. She was no longer an obstacle in my path to happiness but an equal partner in our shared future.

That simple change in perspective and attitude made things drastically easier.

Each day I had a morning debrief with Elodie. She helped make sure I took my treatments for my quantum cancer (still on the fence about that name, but Doc Fletcher made a compelling argument) while going over what needed to be done according to the Almanac for that day.

From my perspective every day went off without a hitch.

I knew from experience that it probably looked a lot different to Elodie, but she assured me that she was making me do most of the work.

My major concern in those days was making sure Elodie didn’t get the same sickness I had picked up. We hopped over to Earth 419 Epsilon on a monthly basis for checkups. Sometimes he wasn’t around, off saving his world or something.

This place was pretty neat, I had to admit. The news playing in the waiting room showed off a bunch of superheroes battling to protect this place. Honestly I was a little jealous of Doc Fletcher. Saving my world would have been a hell of a lot easier if I had a few of these guys on speed dial.

This one guy flew around on a magical chariot pulled by four golden horses and shot laser beams out of his eyes. I wanted to meet him, mainly so I could run some arcane tests on him to see where his powers came from, but also just because he was pretty cool.

But my personal favorite was the super athlete who ran around with a baseball bat. From what footage I picked up on, his powers were pretty basically augmented strength and speed right up until he started swinging that bat around. Firing off little indestructible baseballs and sending them smashing through bad guys like they were ballistic missiles? Too fucking cool. That guy had style in spades, and I think the little kid I used to be who wanted to grow up and be a professional baseball player would have been thrilled to know there was a superhero out there hitting grand slams through alien spaceships.

But I digress.

Doc Fletcher assured me that Elodie was fine. Whatever minor flaw in the Stopwatch that had allowed me to pick my magical malady had been fixed. It was now safe for her to use. But not for me, since I already had the damn quantum cancer, it was still dangerous.

So things fell into a completely new rhythm.

One where Elodie and I were equal partners in protecting our future.

It was strange, letting go of the reins a bit, but as my beloved wife pointed out, I’d already done it all myself. This time around I was going to lean back a bit and let her help me. And boy did it make a world of difference.

Through careful planning and by employing a few of the other girls to help us out, without revealing why, we even managed to carve out a day completely to ourselves. No responsibilities. No ducking out to go take care of anything.

Just some well deserved alone time.
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I took her to my favorite restaurant. A five star steakhouse built on the very first lunar colony we’d ever discovered in our multiversal travels. It was simply called “the Buzz” after some famous astronaut who I wasn’t familiar with. My home dimension prioritized going to the moon a little later than most other places for some reason. Just one of many discrepancies.

Anyways, the Buzz has the highest quality food cooked by chefs who are (literally) out of this world talented. The finest ingredients brought fresh either the planet’s surface or one of the incredible habitat domes built into the moon’s cratered surface.

One bite of her meal had Elodie’s eyes rolling back in heavenly pleasure. Two bites and she was giving me a look that told me I was getting my dick sucked later that night.

Even better than food? The view was unbeatable.

We sat on a raised terrace overlooking the moon’s surface in one direction and a habitat dome in the other.

To my right was a botanical habitat dome so lush and vibrant that there was no way whoever designed it didn’t tap into some magic to make everything grow so beautifully. I recognize that science can be powerful, don’t get me wrong, but there were some things that just didn’t feel natural about that place. It was a little too gorgeous.

Above us was nothing but an open expanse of glittering stars.

To my left was the Earth itself. Well, one of them. But in all my travels this was the only place I’ve ever gone that let me see humanity’s homeworld from outside its atmosphere. There was so much blue. Mottled greens and browns covered the continents. Clouds of varying shades of white and gray crisscrossed the planet, looking like hands cradling the world and keeping it suspended amidst the void of space.

Compared to that vast emptiness all around it, Earth looked so utterly fragile. A soap bubble floating in the dark. Praying that nothing came along to pop it.

It was gorgeous and breathtaking and terrifying to behold all at once.

Enjoying a delicious meal at the same time was just the cherry on top of an incredible, humbling, and magical experience.

Earth 893 Theta, if you’re ever in the neighborhood I highly recommend it.

Elodie and I spoke softly to one another. I don’t remember the words, but I remember how her smile made me feel. Weightless. Adrift in the sound of her laughter.

The food was spectacular, the company was sublime, and the view was just…profound.

It really put things into perspective seeing it all from up here. Suddenly my problems felt very small. Very, very far away. I was just one man. A powerful man, to be sure. But my life was as significant in the grand scheme of things as a single drop of water in a hurricane.

I had been selfish. Bending time to my will just to eke out a perfect existence. Who was I? Joel freaking James. Master of the arcane arts, interdimensional business tycoon, prolific adventurer, and polygamist. But weighed against this Earth and all her multiversal counterparts that only amounted to so much.

I’d once fought Papa Argyle for trying to extend his own life unnaturally. My methods were nowhere as harmful as his, and that dude was a real piece of work, but at the end of the day the man I was now was not terribly different.

We were both powerful men defiantly standing in opposition to the one simple truth all mortal men faced. Everything in nature died eventually. It was not a weakness to be a part of this cycle. It was just…life.

The strongest thing I could do was accept that with grace, and staring down at the Earth from 390,000 kilometers away really brought that home for me.

This had to stop. The time travel. I’d already let it get me sick. I wasn’t going to let it consume me anymore. My one singular life wasn’t worth holding the timestream stagnant for so long as I tried so desperately to have it all.

I looked at Elodie and saw her smiling at me from across our empty plates.

“Hey handsome?” she whispered softly, her voice dripping with promise.

“Yes my love?”

“You showed me the stars and fed me the best meal I’ve ever had in my whole life. Pay the bill and take me somewhere quiet. I want to give you a proper thank you.”

My hand was up to signal the waitress before she reached the word ‘bill.’
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We hopped a dimension or two over to stay in a classy hotel. Couldn’t tell you the name if I tried, I just remember not caring how expensive it was because my eyes were glued to Elodie the whole time we were there.

I got her up to our presidential suite and pushed her up against the wall, taking my time to kiss my way down her neck as I started removing her dress.

Using my hands was taking too long, so I twirled a finger and channeled a pinch of magic. Her dress melted off her body and fell to the ground as a puddle that quickly reverted to its regular shape, leaving her naked except for her heels. Those, she could leave on.

I plucked her up off the ground and lifted her waist up to head level. Didn’t even need any magic to do it.

Ducking my head between her thighs, I made her squeal and sigh and moan nice and slowly. I wanted her soaking wet by the time I stuck it in, and she was already halfway there all on her own after that meal.

She tapped out after a while and begged me to let her return the favor.

Before I let her go completely I dropped her down into my arms and kissed her. We stayed like that for a while, just making out against the wall, before her hands drifted to my clothing and started undoing it.

I bit her lower lip ever so gently and she let out a growl that let me know she was seriously turned on. Tapping into some magic of her own, she seared all of my clothing off in a flash, using actual fire to convert my garments into smoke, and then reversing the process less than a second later.

So all of my clothes went up in smoke and then rained down around us.

“Dramatic,” I commented drily.

“You haven’t seen anything yet, handsome,” Elodie said with a smirk.

She got down on her knees and took me in her mouth. Swirling her tongue around my head and stroking my shaft at the same time, she had me hard as a rock in no time. Then she really went after it.

There was this spell she and Coco liked using that numbed their gag reflexes. Using it was second nature to them after all these years. She snapped the spell off and gave me a wink.

Elodie forced her lips around the base of my shaft, deep throating me over and over.

I pushed my hands into her hair and helped her out so she could fit all of me.

She gave me the sloppiest, most enthusiastic head I’ve ever received that night. I came hard, balls deep in her throat. So far down she never even tasted it. And when she slid off (and caught her breath) she only had one thing to say.

“Again.”

Attagirl.


Chapter 20



Afew hours later we were both panting heavily, and that glorious suite we’d bought was completely trashed. The bedframe was broken, not that it had stopped us, and it was clear from the debris littering the rest of the interconnected rooms that we had worked our way through the whole suite and fucked in every single space.

The sweaty outline of Elodie’s tits and her handprints still hadn’t faded from the floor to ceiling windows I’d fucked her up against.

She was staring at me a little cross eyed as she struggled to bring herself back to the present moment whens she admitted something to me.

“Joel, I can’t fucking see right now. You literally fucked me so hard I’m blind, deaf, and dumb. What the fuuuuck? Who does that?”

“Your husband. It’s why you married me, remember?” I teased her.

She smiled happily. “Damn right it is. There were some other reasons too, I think. Something something, integrity, kindness, hero, blah blah blah. But yeah I’m pretty sure it was mostly the bomb ass sex.”

Laughing with her was easy.

I started to get up to kiss her and start up yet another round, when a spot of blood appeared on the bed. My nose felt like it was running, and a cool dribble ran down my mouth.

Shit.

I tried to cast a spell, something to stem the bleeding, but the magic failed me.

It…failed.

My magic never failed anymore.

“Shit. Shit, shit, shit!” I cursed, heading towards the bathroom.

Elodie was asking me what was wrong, and stumbling out of bed to catch up to me, but I was too preoccupied to hear her properly.

I reached the bathroom, grabbed a towel to my nose, and saw myself in the mirror.

For a second I thought I was seeing double. Well, triple, actually. The modern version of me, still in his late thirties. Beside that, to my right, the older version of me in his late forties. And to my left was the younger version of me, as I was when I received the Almanac, in my late twenties.

But that was just the start.

Behind these three were dozens, maybe hundreds of iterations of me. Some were clad in classy business suits. Some in adventuring gear. Some in pajamas or casual clothing. Some were not wearing a stitch at all, just as I was now. But beside the main trio, all of these extra reflections were all holding the Stopwatch in their hand.

As one, they all spun the dial and clicked it, evaporating in an instant.

One lingered a second longer. A pale, emaciated version of me. The very first time I’d used the Stopwatch. He…I looked far too similar to Papa Argyle. Ribs showing. Pale skin. Sunken eyes. Obsessed with an artifact we thought would fix it all.

He looked at me and he started to say something.

Elodie rushed into the bathroom, tearing my focus away from the strange apparitions in the mirror. She grabbed the towel and fussed over me. When I looked back in the mirror it was just the one version of me with Elodie.

She made me swear to go see Doctor Fletcher, and I promised I would.

But as soon as the bleeding stopped I looked at her and I took her hands in mine.

“Elodie, I…I’ll go see Fletcher anytime you want. But I think I need to go see another kind of doctor as well.”

“Simmons?” she asked, her tone of voice making it clear that she had no problem with that right from the start. Left unspoken were the words ‘whatever it takes’ and for that I was grateful.

“Yeah. I just had a hallucination. It has me concerned. Would you come with me this time? Now that you’re involved, I’d really like to have you there this time around.”

Elodie smiled sadly and held my hands tighter. “Anything for you, Joel. Anything at all.”
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Stepping back into Dr. Simmons’ office felt strange. In some ways I hadn’t been here for years. In others, I was here entirely too early. And I wasn’t alone.

Elodie sat down across from the doctor first, and I sat down next to my wife.

Three empty glasses and a pitcher of water waited on the coffee table before us.

I couldn’t help but notice how different this space was from the office she would have in a decade. This office was much smaller, and she hadn’t quite mastered the feng shui of the room just yet. Even with the smaller office, I had to admit that a full decade younger was a good look on Dr. Simmons. Even knowing she was going to age like the finest of wines, I mean damn, seeing her in her prime was something else.

Elodie flashed me a knowing glance as I sat down next to her, conveying to me in a single silent instant that she noticed how attractive Simmons was and that she thought the therapist might have a thing for me.

She was right of course. Or at least she would be, later on. For right now though Dr. Simmons and I were complete strangers all over again. Time travel, man. When the past is tomorrow and the future is behind you. What a ride.

“Mr and Mrs Joel James, welcome,” Dr. Simmons said politely. Her eyes lingered on me for a long second before they darted to Elodie and she decided to give my wife her full attention. “I see you booked an extra long session today for couple’s counseling. May I ask what we’re here to discuss?”

“Actually, we have a lot to discuss,” I admitted. “But I suppose we should start with the basics. I’m the CEO of Coulson’s Curios Incorporated. This is my first wife, Elodie James.”

Elodie gave Dr. Simmons a shy little wave. After all the years I’ve known her it never ceased to amaze me how cute she was. I’ve seen this woman face down dark wizards, close sales with angry customers, and swallow my frankly oversized cock like a total champ. Yet she was still embarrassed to meet new people. Adorable.

“First wife?” Dr. Simmons repeated, asking for clarification.

“Yes. I love all my wives, the numbers are literally just in order of how I met them. Elodie was the first, then Coco, then Bea. For a while it was just the three of us and we were happy. But they uh,” I glanced over at Elodie, “they wanted some more friends. So when Minerva showed up in my life and made some advances, I didn’t say no. Then Astrid and I hit it off kind of instantly. Felicity was kind of a whirlwind thing, we got swept up in some pretty strong emotions but we’ve had plenty of time to talk things out over the years. I got trapped in a time loop with Ruby and we had to work together to fight our way out, which was a pretty sweet bonding experience, I will admit. Good test run for a relationship, and to be honest I sort of underplayed just how many times we went around trying to escape that loop. After her things quieted down for a while. It wasn’t until–”

“There was that girl on the train,” Elodie reminded me with a sly grin.

I clicked my tongue as the memory came back. “Okay, yes, you have me there. Elodie, Bea, and I did once go on a train ride where we were all feeling a little handsy. There was this cute stewardess who walked into our private room during a uh, compromising situation.”

“He wanted us to give him a show, so we were sixty-nining for him,” Elodie said proudly.

Dr. Simmons blinked in surprise and jotted something down in her notebook.

“The stewardess sort of invited herself in and there was some flirting, and she wound up joining us. That was a one off though. Hasn’t happened since,” I pointed out.

Elodie shrugged. “If it did, it wouldn’t really bother us girls. We’ve never minded sharing. You’re plenty generous with us in bed and all our desires are met. So long as you’re happy, we’re happy. You know this.”

“I do. Circling back to our marriage though, lastly we have Dahlia. She was the officiating priestess at our wedding ceremony. They do things a little differently over there so in order to forge a group marriage you have to accept a priest or priestess into the group to make it official. My ladies picked out a wonderful woman to add to the group, and we’ve all been happily together ever since.”

Dr. Simmons took all this in stride. “So the nine of you are all spouses, together?”

“Correct,” Elodie answered.

“And you all share marriage duties, financial burdens, and parental responsibilities as a single unit?”

“Yep,” I replied easily.

“And how would you say the nine of you get along? Is it a happy marriage?”

“Very happy,” Elodie said honestly. “It’s nice having a little backup to look after my man. He’s hung like a horse and he’s dedicated himself to looking after us. As much as I’d love to show him the appreciation he deserves all on my own, it’s not really a one woman kind of job. We managed alright with the three of us for a while but,” she shrugged, “it was fun having all that backup and we kind of wanted more. I can’t speak for our husband, but us ladies get along great. We all have pretty similar tastes in at least one category after all.” she pointed her thumb towards me in case her point was unclear. “We take turns looking after all the kids and the businesses. We’re a team. A pretty kickass one, to tell the truth.”

Dr. Simmons made a little ‘huh’ sound and scratched off something on her notepad, making a new note. “That sounds surprisingly healthy. To be honest, I’m a little jealous of your setup. Sounds like there’s a lot of love to go around in your house. I’m sure I’ll have about a million more questions before I can catch up enough to help you, assuming you’re here for my help navigating any relationship troubles, but please keep talking. I’d love to know more about what I can assist you with. It sounds like the wives of the marriage are pretty happy, but how about you?” she asked, turning to me.

“Well, I can sit here all day and tell you about how much I love each and every one of my girls with all of my heart, but I’ll keep it really simple. I’ve got eight wives and they’re all bombshells. At least one of them is nearly always in the mood for sex, and with their support I’ve been able to become wildly successful. Providing for them is no issue. We have a great life together and I’m honestly living every guy’s dream. You’ll hear no complaints from me.”

Simmons chuckled. “Fair enough. Aside from your physical needs though, are your emotional needs being taken care of? Providing for eight women–and I don’t know how many children–sounds like it might be quite the burden for one man to carry alone. How are you holding up?”

I actually sat back and pondered that question for a moment.

“You know something? I don’t think I’ve ever looked at it that way before. But you’re right. It has been a lot. When it was just me on my own, life was one kind of hard. Meeting Elodie changed that. I wanted to look after her and provide for her. Things were a little rough when we first met, so rebuilding my grandfather’s business gave me a way to do that. But finances were a major strain at the time. It took us a long while to get where we are now with money, and it’s an ongoing thing. By the standards I had ten, twenty years ago? We’re loaded. But maintaining that requires tending each of our businesses constantly. Like…like a garden. Or a farm, perhaps. I have to water each aspect of our financial ‘garden’ every now and again to make sure it is still producing fruit. Eight wives, a dozen kids, it’s a lot. But I’m Joel fucking James. I’m more than up to the task,” I said confidently.

Dr. Simmons made another note before looking up to us both. “Alright, I’m liking what I’m hearing so far. Let’s keep talking, see if we can find out what seems to be the problem.”

Elodie and I worked together, filling up the minutes with everything we needed in order to catch Simmons up on where we were.
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“...and that’s as far as we got last time around,” I finished.

Dr. Simmons was leaning forward, several filled pages of her notebook laying beside her.

“May I see this infamous book?” Dr. Simmons asked curiously.

I nodded and retrieved the Almanac from my pocket dimension, setting it on the coffee table before us, right beside her hot chocolate. The red book was far more heavily worn than it had been the last time it had been set down before Simmons, ten years from now in a forgotten future. It was filled with Elodie’s handwriting now as well, not just mine.

As the Doc began flipping through it her eyes lingered on the pages with the heaviest density of notes. The hardest days that had taken us many, many tries to get right.

She looked up at us with a mixture of awe and sadness.

“The two of you have fought so hard to give your other spouses such great lives. Have…have you ever considered bringing them up to speed with what you’ve been up to? If things got easier for you, Joel, after Elodie began helping you out, then my two cents is I think you should talk to them. I can only imagine how much easier it would be if all nine of you were working towards the same goal, all working with the same information stored inside this Almanac. Like Elodie said, you are a team. Teams rely on one another. They build with one another. Teams that put all the burden on their star player and don’t share that weight,” she grimaced slightly, “aren’t really teams at all. They’re dictatorships. Not relationships.”

Elodie and I were both quiet after that.

“I’m not trying to call you out. Your choices make sense. You wanted to protect them, you thought you could handle it, I’ve heard it all before. But a secret this big shouldn’t be kept from the people you love,” Doctor Simmons said.

It was hard not to hear a scolding tone in her voice, but even if it was there…she was right.

An apparition appeared in my periphery. The emaciated, obsessed, version of me who built the Stopwatch in the first place. Even knowing he was a hallucination didn’t help make his appearance less disturbing.

I’d gotten to a really, really low point by pushing all of my women away–to protect them, but still–and I don’t think I ever fully recovered from that.

“I should have told you about all this from the beginning,” I admitted. “All of you. You tried to tell me once but I was so, so lost. I couldn’t hear it at the time because all that mattered to me was saving Minerva. But you were right. I should have asked you all for help instead of trying to do it all on my own. I bit off more than I could chew, and now…now it’s killing me.”

Elodie reached out and rubbed my back. “Baby. Magic is complicated. It makes life easier in some ways but every spell has a price. As sorcerers we learn to shift that price to other dimensions and power sources that can afford those prices far better than we can. But sooner or later, if we aren’t careful, a bill comes due that we can’t pay. Everyone has their limits. You,” she scoffed, sounding impressed, “you had to fold time in on itself a billion times over just to find yours. You’re incredible. You’ve fought demons. You’ve provided a great life for all of us. But no one is limitless.”

I sighed deeply and slowly. “I know. I’ve found limits before. There are things in that book I can’t change no matter how hard I try. Coco and I had a daughter once who died of a magical malady that fought back everything we threw at it. No matter what we tried she always died. I spent the equivalent of years trying to fix that. But even with time travel, some things can’t be avoided.”

Another apparition came to stand beside the emaciated version of me. This one looked pretty rough too, but what set him apart was the medical gear I’d been forced to wear just to visit my daughter in her quarantine cube.

Doc Fletcher had set it up. But not even he could save her with all his advanced resources. The grief that took hold of Coco and I when I finally realized there was nothing to be done…it was soul crushing, to say the absolute bare minimum.

“So I went back in time to the night we conceived her and undid it all. Came in Astrid instead. She gave birth to a son nine months later. He’s still alive and well. But not my daughter. Nothing I could do to save her,” I said, trying not to sound bitter.

Elodie wrapped her arms around my shoulders and clung to me.

Simmons set her notepad down and took a large gulp of her hot chocolate, giving us a moment of silence before she started up again.

“Pardon me for not being an expert on time travel, but there is something I caught there I’d like to examine more closely. You said you went back and did something different, and it worked out. Astrid had a son instead of Coco having a daughter. That worked out, yes?”

Elodie and I both nodded.

“Ragnar’s got soccer tryouts next week,” Elodie supplied helpfully.

Simmons smiled. “Is there any mention of Ragnar anywhere in the Almanac?”

I frowned. I’d read that thing backwards and forwards. I had it memorized just like the curves of Bea’s beautiful backside. There wasn’t a single mention of any of our children.

“Okay, correct me if I’m wrong as again, I’m no wizard, but it sounds like only the things that are written in this Almanac are written in stone. Everything else can flow around these points without causing too much damage. It’s how the two of you have been able to fit so many vacations into your days ever since Joel returned from ten years in the future, yes?”

Elodie and I exchanged a glance.

“She’s onto something here,” Elodie admitted.

“She is,” I agreed.

Dr. Simmons smiled. “Magic is fun. Alright, new question for you two. What is it that you are trying so hard to change?”

My breath caught in my throat a little bit.

She’d finally asked the right question.

“Flip to the back of the Almanac,” Elodie instructed.

Simmons complied with the order, moving to the final page of the book.

Her eyes widened and then she looked up at me. A world of emotions played behind her eyes, and I could see her aura shifting through a symphony of warring colors. One of them that represented regret made a recurring appearance as she processed this information.

According to the Almanac, my final days were approaching rapidly. I wouldn’t live to see fifty. Unless I found a way to cheat time. Or fate. Whatever. Whichever force it was I found myself up against every time I wielded the Stopwatch to rewrite my life’s story, it was my greatest enemy.

My eyes darted over to the growing number of apparitions staring at me from the corner of the room. They all had blank expressions and were just watching. Waiting. Lingering in the air like an accusation.

Maybe it was not time or fate that I was fighting. Maybe it was myself.

Simmons wiped away a tear and set the Almanac back on the table. The warring colors of her aura painted a tapestry that told me what she was feeling.

The consistent attraction each of the future version(s) of Simmons felt for me during our repeated opening session all pointed to a fairly potent raw physical admiration, but I was a married man, several times over. I didn’t date outside my marriage and I had no intention of changing that, regardless of how pleased Elodie and the others might be. I was happy with my eight wives and wasn’t looking for any side pieces.

But Doctor Simmons looked deeply upset to learn of my impending demise. More than seemed strictly professional in our current setting.

“Are you okay?” Elodie asked our therapist.
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Simmons winced. “It’s uh, it’s sort of my job to ask you that. Not the other way around.”

“Just because it’s not my job, doesn’t mean I can’t ask anyway. What’s wrong?”

Dr. Simmons looked up at Elodie’s words and her expression softened considerably. “I’m sorry, I’m being terribly unprofessional right now. Thank you so much for looking out for me, and it’s very sweet, but I’m really fine. I promise. Let’s talk about you.”

I stepped in to back up my wife. “Doctor, it’s okay. You can talk to us. I know this feels like the first time we’ve met, but ten years from now, you and I have actually spoken about all this many, many times,” I told her. “You helped me see another way, and it was your advice that sent me back in time to try and live a fuller life. I feel like I owe you a lot more than your hourly rate. You can tell us what’s wrong.”

She sighed. “You know it kind of did feel like I knew you when you walked in. Both of you. I can’t explain it but, in the past two hours I’ve felt closer to you two than anyone I’ve met in a long, long time. More than patients. More than friends or coworkers. I don’t have a clue why that is. You two are the wizards, maybe you can tell me, but talking to you just sort of feels right in a way. Like it was meant to be.”

Leaning back in her chair, Dr. Simmons considered for a moment before answering Elodie’s question directly.

“A long time ago, nearly a decade actually, I was married. He was sweet. Kind. Held the door open for me. Kissed me on the cheek before we went to work. Did all the right things. He was my best friend. But I’m not sure we were ever really in love.

“He had a terminal illness. He married me so that I’d get his life insurance policy, because like I said we were best friends. But then he lived longer than the doctors predicted he was going to. And I was,” she paused, looking deeply ashamed, “I was thinking about breaking things off with him, truth be told.”

“Oh my. Might I ask why?” Elodie asked softly.

Simmons winced. “Because…because I didn’t want to be in the way in case his real soulmate ever came along, you know? Same for me. What if I met someone,” whether she meant to or not, her eyes flicked over to mine for the briefest instant before she continued talking, “but I couldn’t act on it because I was still married to this guy who I never–” she shook her head, deciding against whatever she’d been about to say. “I loved him. I didn. But I just never loved like that. Not like you’re supposed to love a spouse. Not like the love the two of you have, for instance. So I had decided I was going to tell him. Right when I’d almost worked up the courage, there was this horrible car accident. He died practically on impact. Just like that, all the stress and worry I’d been feeling just evaporated. And along with that grief that everyone feels there also came this other emotion. Relief.”

Her voice broke on the last word, and she looked at us like she was expecting judgment.

“That sounds hard,” Elodie admitted quietly. “But your feelings are understandable. You can’t control the way you feel, you can only control how you choose to act on those feelings. Did something we say remind you of all this somehow?”

Simmons nodded in an affirmative. “You did. All that stress I felt lasted for so long. It was awful. Every day I woke up next to him and I felt like I was holding on to a lie. I needed to tell him, because it was poisoning me from the inside out. Then the accident happened and…it all felt so silly. Why didn’t I just tell him? He was an adult. We could have handled it together, just like we’d handled his chemo treatments or a dozen other difficult things. He was my best friend long before he was my husband and I should have told him so we could’ve dealt with it as a team. I owed him that much.” Her eyes locked onto mine. “Just like you owe it to your wives to warn them about what’s coming. This secret you’ve been holding onto has literally poisoned you, Joel. Take it from someone who was married to a man with an expiration date, you should tell them what to expect. Whether it’s in ten years or it’s a freak accident tomorrow, losing you is going to hurt. They should be allowed to prepare in their own ways. And who knows? I’m sure nine heads are better than one. Maybe working together you can all come up with a solution that lets you survive past what the Almanac says is your final day. If your unexpected son Ragnar is any indication, it’s possible for things that aren’t written in the book to work out. Give it a try.”

Elodie reached over and grabbed my knee with a soft touch. “She’s right, Joel. We can’t keep this from the others forever. They deserve to know the truth.”

I remained silent as I stood up and paced back and forth.

“If we tell them, all that changes is they know the pain is coming. From my experience, knowing something is going to hurt just makes the thing hurt that much worse. Why would I do that to the people I love the most?”

Dr. Simmons and Elodie both started talking simultaneously.

Simmons held up a hand politely and said, “No, you go first.”

Elodie thanked her silently before rounding on me. “Because that’s not your decision. It’s ours. We’ve been with you through all the highs and lows of your life, Joel. If that time is coming to an end we deserve to know what you. And like the Doc said, maybe we can find a cure if we all work together. Bea and Felicity combined can get more research done in a few months than either of us could do in a lifetime. Ruby has access to powers the rest of us can’t even fathom. Even if none of it works, we deserve the chance to try!”

I stared at her as the echo of her words faded around the room.

“There’s nothing we can do,” I told her gently. “This tumor isn’t growing linearly. Some days it’s a pinprick. Some days it’s a jawbreaker. One of these days, probably the one the Almanac stops at, it’s going to grow too large for my body to handle and it’s all going to be over. Talking about it, telling all the girls…all it’s going to do is deepen their pain. What I want is to bring each of you as much joy as I possibly can before my time is up. That’s all any man wants for his loved ones. Telling them about all this? That’s not bringing joy, that’s not lessening the burden, that’s being a burden. And that’s unacceptable.”

Elodie actually glared at me then. With an intensity she typically reserved for extremely rude customers once their backs were turned. She glared and remained completely silent for a long beat before Dr. Simmons cleared her throat.

“What about the pain that will come after you’re gone, and they learn that you knew your last day was coming for a long, long time and yet you refused to trust them with that information? Don’t you think that pain will be worse than if you just told them now?”

I rolled my eyes at her. “No. I don’t. We’ve got just under a decade before my time runs out. If I tell them now, the last nine years of my life will be all about how doomed I am. I know each of you very well, Elodie. They’ll work endlessly looking for a solution that doesn’t exist. And in the end I’ll die anyway. Take it from someone who has tried desperately to save someone only for it to fail, it is better if they don’t see it coming. It would have been better if you didn’t see it coming either, but that ship has sailed.”

Elodie winced. “You regret me finding out?”

The hurt in her voice made me take a deep breath before I replied, but I had to be honest.

“Yes, I do,” I admitted. “Can you honestly say you’ve been happier since you’ve known? Because with all the stress of keeping up with the Almanac, I have to say you don’t seem happier than you were my first time around. At this time, during my first pass? You were a bundle of sunshine. Nowadays you eat, sleep, and breathe the stress of my situation. That’s not an improvement. That’s just pain. I don’t want to cause you pain, baby girl. That’s not who I am.”

Elodie looked taken aback. “Joel, it only hurts because I love you. I don’t want to see you go before your time is up. I want you to live a rich, happy, fulfilled life and frankly I’m not sure you have yet. You’ve been killing yourself trying desperately to lead this perfect life, trying to have it all, trying to do it alone…how did you think it was going to end? Either you would just continue on that way until you died, or you would have hit rock bottom and we would have wound up helping you anyway. Nothing in nature blooms year round, Joel. Not even you. You want to cause me and the rest of your wives the least amount of pain? You tell us the truth and trust us to handle it. Because I speak for all of us when I say I’d rather be a bit sad knowing the full story than be blissfully unaware of the very real problem you’ve been hiding from us. I’ve trusted you and I’ve followed you for a long, long time, but just this once you’re wrong, Joel. Tell them. Please. For me. Tell them or I will.”

I stared into Elodie’s tearful eyes, maybe searching for a way out, but she didn’t leave me much of a choice. She never made demands of me. Never. If she was really ready to make an ultimatum, maybe I owed it to her to hear her out.

“Alright, El. We’ll tell them. But this better not become a trend. I don’t like ultimatums anymore than you do. Let’s not make a habit of issuing them, okay?”

Elodie nodded, wiping away the tears and rushing over to hug me.

“I’m sorry. Really I am. But you have to trust me on this. They deserve to know.”

Breathing in her scent, I hugged her back and mentally prepared myself for what came next.
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Dahlia was the last girl to file into the office lounge. It had been a conference area Minerva and I typically used for board meetings, but a couple quick spells had transformed all the office chairs into comfortable sofas and had made the big wooden table into a couple of ottomans and coffee tables.

Elodie had brewed tea to everyone’s preferences and placed them down beside each of the ladies, and the two of us now sat side by side with the rest splayed out around us.

“Oh goodness this seems so serious. Let me guess,” Astrid joked, “El’s pregnant again?”

“Jay!” Coco chided.

“Master Joel, while your prodigious fertility is impressive, if you keep this up much longer we’re going to have to expand the palace,” Bea complained. There was a good natured grin on her face as she said it though.

Elodie coughed lightly. “Actually, I’m not pregnant. Joel has something he’d like to tell you all.”

“Oh shit, is he pregnant?” Felicity asked incredulously. “That’ll be one for the books. How did you manage that?”

“No,” I told her calmly. “Though you’re right, that would be pretty strange even by magical standards. Nobody’s pregnant.”

“Speak for yourselves,” Ruby said with a quick smile, patting her rotund belly affectionately.

“Okay, nobody else is pregnant,” I clarified. A stray thought about next week’s Almanac entries made me add in a, “Yet.”

“Oooh. Have anyone in mind?” Minerva flirted. It was a bit of an ongoing joke with us. As a vampire she couldn’t actually get pregnant. The closest she could do was bite someone and feed them her blood to turn them into a vampire, I suppose, but that wasn’t really the same thing.

My eyes flickered towards Dahlia unintentionally as I shook my head. “We’re not here to talk about who’s getting pregnant or when, okay? We’re here to discuss something else entirely. It’s something I should have told you all about a long time ago. But I didn’t because I didn’t want to be a burden. I didn’t want to cause any of you pain, and I thought I could handle it on my own.”

“Oh,” Bea said suddenly. “We’re having that conversation, are we? You heard him ladies, pay up!”

“Fuuuuck!” Astrid growled out, reaching into her coat pocket and pulling out several hundred dollar bills. She passed the wad of cash to Bea with a sour expression on her face.

Similarly, bills and coins began appearing all around the conference room, all being passed to Bea; who cackled gleefully as she counted up all her money.

“What the hell is going on?” Elodie demanded.

“I’m cashing in on the bet I just won,” Bea explained, starting over her count again.

“Okay, first of all what? And second of all, why?” I asked, trying not to sound agitated.

Minerva chuckled. “I think I’ll take this one if you all don’t mind.” Nobody raised any protest. “A couple of years back I got really sick because I drank a bag of bad blood. By all rights, that should have killed me. It’s killed every other vampire who ever contracted it since, uh, forever. Yet you magically appeared out of nowhere with the cure at the eleventh hour. I wasn’t the only one to suspect shenanigans were afoot, but when we put our heads together we figured out the rest. We’ve known you were up to something ever since.”

“Bea and I figured it was time travel. We were right. Surprise, surprise,” Astrid chimed in. “Only weirdly we weren’t detecting any paradoxes. So we, correctly, assumed you had perfected time travel.”

“Very impressive by the way,” Coco said.

“Oh yes, very,” Felicity agreed.

“But also reckless, dangerous, and a bit stupid,” Minerva concluded. “Because, as Astrid or Bea, or Felicity, or any of us could have told you, magic always exacts a toll. Time travel is the most expensive form of magic known to sorcerers across the entire multiverse. You may have found a way around the paradoxes, but time has a way of getting even with anyone who fucks with it. Eventually.”

“So let’s skip your heartfelt confession and get to the part where we try and solve whatever went wrong, shall we?” Dahlia suggested, crossing her arms over her chest.

I sat back for a moment before chuckling softly. “Alright I’ll admit I was being pretty stupid trying to keep a secret from all of you. But in my defense, I was just trying not to–”

“We know why you did it, Jay. Doesn’t make it any less wrong. We’ve helped you defeat so many bad guys and curses and problems over the years. You should have known you could come to us with this,” Bea stated. “You should have always known that.”

She was right, too.

“Okay, I have a question,” Elodie said angrily. “Why were you all placing bets on this without involving me?”

All the other girls exchanged meaningful glances.

Coco was the one silently nominated to speak up.

“Elodie, you’re his first. We figured at some point he would trust you with whatever was going on long before he trusted the rest of us. And no offense, babe, but you’re really bad at lying. So if we told you what we suspected ahead of time, there’s no way you would have been able to pretend like you didn’t already know. You’re too much of a sweetheart.”

Elodie frowned. “But why not tell me anyway? When I found out I could’ve told the rest of you immediately.”

“Yeah and then he would have just done his time travel thing and undone the moment you found out. Your reaction had to be genuine,” Minerva pointed out. “Otherwise, how would we have gotten here? We trusted you to eventually convince him to tell the rest of us, and we were right.”

“All that was left to do was place bets on how long it would take,” Astrid finished.

“And the winning bet was seven years and six months,” Bea added proudly.

I had to think about that for a second. “It’s been seven years and eight months, though.”

“Eh,” Dahlia shrugged. “Bea’s bet was the closest. Next closest was eight years and two months.”

Thinking about it a little harder, I asked, “Did anyone guess around thirty years?”

Astrid raised her hand. “I guessed thirty five. Nobody else came close. They all figured it would take less than a decade. I, on the other hand, figured you would be immovably stubborn for as long as possible.”

I pointed to Astrid and looked at Bea. “There’s your winner right there. Sorry, Bea, but it took me a long time to get to this point. I really thought I could handle it on my own.”

It was Astrid’s turn to cackle as she accepted the payout.

Bea was looking at me like I’d just stolen the last bite of her favorite cake.

I mouthed ‘sorry’ to her before Elodie and I launched into a longer explanation of the hows and the whys involved in what brought me–or I guess us–to this point. It wasn’t a quick conversation, but thanks to my wives’ uncanny knack for always surprising me with how well they knew me, at least it wasn’t as emotional as I’d been fearing.

All in all things went surprisingly smooth up until a certain point.

But boy oh boy, was that certain point a doozy.

The story of how I responded to Minerva’s death was the loosened pebble that kicked off the avalanche. And I was but the lonely climber caught under a mountain of heavy snow.


Chapter 24



“You what?” Dahlia demanded.

Wincing, I explained to her once again what I had done upon being confronted.

“My dogs?” Astrid repeated, no less dumbstruck for this being the third or fourth time she’d said the same phrase.

“Okay. Look, like I said at the time, none of that counted. I did what I had to do to save Minerva and keep everything on track. If I hadn’t, Minerva would have died!”

“Technically she was already dead. Like, yes because of the blood thing, but like also waaaay before that when she was turned into a vampire in the first place,” Felicity pointed out. “Vampires are technically a form of undead so, right off the bat, she had to be dead first in order to be reanimated by the vampiric curse.”

“Thanks for that,” Minerva said sourly. “Really makes me feel sexy when you call me things like ‘undead’ and ‘reanimated.’ Or my personal favorite, ‘cursed!’”

Felicity’s eyes went wide. “No, wait, that’s not what I meant.”

“It is literally what you said, though.”

“Yes but, okay side note, thank you for using the word literally correctly. As a librarian that is a major pet peeve of mine. Yes, I did literally say the words undead, reanimated and curse, but I didn’t mean them in a derogatory fashion. It is simply a fact of your existence.”

“It’s a touchy subject,” Minerva stated, still sounding angry.

“Yeah. There was a time I got bitten by a vine snake when I was just a young sapling,” Dahlia said, “according to the healers I was technically dead for a full minute before they brought me back with an injection of nectar. Does that technically make me undead?”

“Uh…no,” Felicity said quietly. “But I didn’t mean–”

“What did you mean?” Minerva demanded.

Felicity sighed. “If you’d just let me finish, I’d explain. Vampirism is a part of your essence, Minerva. It’s really no different than how Elodie and I are familiars. Thus we are bound to the person, place, or object we choose to infuse our essence with. Any time familiars are born, if there isn’t something for them to bind to, they become strays. Their essence wanders until it finds the first thing it can attach to. As a stray, the first thing I attached to was a dog collar someone threw in the trash after losing their beloved pet. As a dog I wandered for a long time before I found my way to the library.

“Naturally, the word ‘stray’ is a touchy subject for me, the same way undead is for you. If it wasn’t for Joel showing up and fixing the place, I would have died a slow and agonizing death as the building crumbled away into ruins. He saved me just as he saved Elodie, and you Minerva. I’m sorry if I offended you by addressing a part of your being you are unhappy with, but if I’ve learned anything since meeting Joel, it’s that at least one person in the multiverse is capable of looking past our base essence to see the inner beauty in each of us. When he looks at us he doesn’t see a stray or a vampire, he sees us.

“Joel did something monstrous, but he only did it to protect you. He did it out of love. Not selfishness. If he can look past our outer strangeness to see who we are deep down, I think we should extend him the same courtesy.”

I could not help but smile at Felicity. It was nice to know I had at least one of my girls still in my corner.

“Mmmn, nah. He attacked my dogs,” Astrid said angrily.

So much for that.

“I defended myself from your dogs, yes. I didn’t go out of my way to harm either of them, though. It was just some light banishment back to the endless fields of grass and tennis balls of Ball-halla. It’s not like I hurt them, okay?”

Astrid gasped in shock. “You banished them?”

Oh here we go.

I turned to Felicity for support, but she was avoiding my gaze.

My list of allies had grown thin indeed.
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Two hours later, we were still at it. Sadly, not in a fun way.

Somehow–and I’m not even going to pretend to understand how at this point–we had circled back to an earlier topic.

“...which I think technically makes me just as undead as Minerva. I was dead. I got injected with nectar, which is kind of like blood to my people, and now I am no longer dead. That’s the ‘un’ in undead, right?” Dahlia asked.

Elodie, who was looking as tired as I felt, was the only one brave enough to speak up at this point. “I thought you bled tree sap, not nectar?”

Dahlia rolled her eyes. “You’re thinking of a different species. Again. I’m a Lo’Tusian, not a Da’Relian. Duh! My people come from fruit and flowers, not trees. The liquid coursing through my veins is nectar. If it was sap, my skin would look like bark and I would talk really slowly.”

The tiniest survey of the room told me that I was not the only one who wanted to point out that Dahlia already talked really slowly.

“I saw that,” she said, glaring at Astrid, who was busy picking her fingernails with the blade of one of her axes. “I mean even slower than me. By a lot! It’s not by fault that all you near-humans talk so darned fast. Some of us like taking our time and basking in the details.”

“Some of us don’t derive energy from sunlight,” Bea pointed out. “The rest of us evolved from primates who had to eat to survive. Lends itself to a bit more urgency in the way we conduct ourselves when our food source is less abundant than say, I don’t know, sunlight.”

Dahlia pursed her lips. “Still. I technically feed on the same substance I use as blood. And I was dead for a time and then I wasn’t. I think that makes me a vampire.”

Minerva scoffed. “You’re not a vampire, Doll. Nectar from non-sentient plant life is a common beverage on your dimension’s Earth. Drinking it helped heal you of your wound. It did not imbue you with any supernatural strengths and weaknesses, like heightened senses and an aversion to sunlight for instance, it just healed you. You’re not undead. You’re not a vampire. You just received medical attention. It’s not the same thing.”

Dahlia looked perturbed by this explanation and for the first time in a while fell silent to contemplate this perspective.

Seeing my opportunity, I spoke up.

“Look, not that this hasn’t been fascinating, but can we circle back to the larger issue?”

“Like how you banished my dogs?” Astrid cut in.

“Sure, we can start there, so long as we eventually work our way around towards something more productive like–”

“Like couples’ therapy?” Elodie said suddenly, perking up at the idea.

I glanced over at her curiously. “That’s not a bad idea, actually.”

“I know that. It’s the ‘actually’ that has me concerned,” Elodie fired back.

“Didn’t mean it like that, baby, I’m sorry. You have a lot of good ideas. After how the past couple hours have gone I just expected you to pop off with something unrelated, and for us to get sidetracked all over again, that’s all. Figured we’d spend another hour discussing whether it is possible for a fruit-based lifeform to be a vampire or not.”

“Hey!” Dahlia said defensively.

“Joel, if you didn’t want to sit through off topic conversations about the intricacies of magical beings, why did you marry eight magical beings?” Bea asked pointedly.

Oh it is annoying being married to someone who always has to be right. It is eight times as annoying being married to eight people who have to be right.

“That is a valid point, I retract my earlier comment. Sorry. Although technically Coco and Astrid are not inherently magical beings. They are both humans, just like me. Wait, no, I’m a hybrid. But still, they’re both pureblooded humans. Also so are you, albeit after you spent a shitload of time as a genie.”

Bea shrugged, conceding my point.

“I’m a witch and she’s a time traveling viking. Close enough,” Coco said stubbornly.

“There aren’t even any humans on my Earth,” Dahlia complained. “If they don’t count as magical beings I shouldn’t either.”

“A minute ago you wanted everyone to think you were a vampire!” Felicity said.

“Yeah well, I’m feeling weirdly emotional today. It’s a lot to process. Also I’m hungry, and it’s night time, so that has me in a bad mood.”

“Vampires do better at night,” Minerva pointed out snidely. “Ergo, not a vampire.”

“I thought we were already past this,” Ruby said angrily.

“Enough!” Elodie interrupted before things could spiral any further out of hand. “We’re doing therapy. All of us. I’ll schedule it with Dr. Simmons in the morning. For now, everybody back off and stop pissing one another off or so help me…no sex with Joel for two months!”

That created a whole other round of complaints that lasted a while.

I’ll admit it was nice to know that despite how angry they all were with me, the prospect of not getting to have sex with me still got them even more upset than the idea that I’d gone rogue and created a time travel device to save one of their lives, then kept it a secret for a really long time. And yes, also banished Astrid’s spectral wolves to the canine warrior heaven.

Moodiness and rabbit-holes aside, they were actually handling it pretty well.

It didn’t occur to me until Elodie and I were the only ones left in the conference room that we’d neglected one key piece of information.
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“You’re dying! What the fuck? How could you not tell us?”

Just to be clear, all three of those things were said at the same time, by multiple different speakers. Several other things were also said, and few of them were kind. But in the end those three phrases got used the most so that’s what I chose to focus on.

Dr. Simmons looked mortified sitting across from all nine of us. I would have felt bad for her but I was the one sitting in the hot seat. She was basically just playing referee.

“I didn’t want you to be scared,” I said plaintively.

“Well we’re plenty scared now, so great job,” Astrid shouted.

Coco was in tears already as she said, “This wasn’t your decision to make, Joel. Not alone anyway. This is our life too. We deserved to know what was going on in your life. Isn’t that the whole point of a marriage? To share the burden?”

“Exactly!” Dahlia exclaimed. “How could you not entrust us, your wives for fuck’s sake, with such a crucial aspect of your life? You really wanted to go through this alone?”

“They are all right. But I’m not just your wife, Jay. I’m also your business partner,” Minerva said sternly. “Losing you puts all of our companies at risk and threatens our future. At the bare minimum I deserved to know. So I could protect your assets and look after the rest of your wives indefinitely. We have a contract drawn up for that sort of thing. You could’ve signed it so I could take over as CFO, but first I would’ve had to actually know that you were unwell.”

This statement actually earned Minerva several glares as well, taking some of the heat off of me for a moment. When she saw all the dirty looks she was getting, Minerva frowned.

“You just had a contract like that ready to go?” Felicity asked incredulously.

“What?” she asked defensively. “I’m a vampire, remember? I’m already going to outlive all of you, so I had to come to terms with the fact that this part of my life is only temporary. Ruby gets it, she’s immortal, too.”

Ruby shifted uncomfortably. “I mean, yes, I suppose I am. But that wasn’t something I felt the need to say out loud. In all my millennia, these past two decades have been the happiest of my long existence,” she reassured me. “Since I’m a demon, some may argue that I do not have a soul, but I still consider Joel to be my soulmate. And no matter what happens I will still have his children to raise for the rest of my life. My kids are just as immortal as I am, and as for all of yours, I will happily look after the James bloodline for all the eras from here to the edge of eternity.”

Minerva nodded. “See? She gets it. That contract is the same thing. A way for me to look after the people and things that Joel cares about most in the multiverse. As happy as I am, it doesn’t hurt to be prepared for all eventualities. From a business perspective, our husband is a reckless adventurer who gallivants across the multiverse scouring ancient tombs for powerful artifacts. Many of these artifacts are guarded by dangerous monsters, protective curses, or both. And almost none of them are easy to get to in the first place. While extremely capable, Joel does lead a very risky lifestyle. If our board of directors knew what he got up to in his free time they would happily label him a liability and try to oust him from the company. I’m just trying to look after all of us in the event that he doesn’t come home one day.”

Nobody seemed to be on Minerva’s side, but they weren’t glaring at her with the same intensity. All except for Astrid, in any case.

“He is never alone on those adventures, you know? I am always there to look after him no matter what comes our way. We’ve explored side by side through six hundred and eighty four dimensions, fought beasts that make vampires look like sissies, and I’ve always brought him home, haven’t I?”

“Nobody is questioning your ability to protect you man,” Dr. Simmons chimed in.

“Can it, shrink! This ain’t about you!” Astrid spat. She glared around at every woman in the office. “Do you all feel this way? Do you all not trust me to look after him while we’re on exploration and retrieval missions? Please speak up if that’s the case.”

“Okay, not really the point and I get that, but I’m not incapable of defending myself, ladies. I am a master sorcerer, I’d like to point out,” I interjected.

“Yeah but Minerva has a point,” Bea reasoned. “You are pretty reckless. You often pick fights with things you probably shouldn’t, and you have a way of downplaying how much danger you are in after the fact. I read what you wrote in your autobiographies about being stuck in Baz’s time loops. You and I both know those fights weren’t as easy as you made them sound.”

My eyes narrowed. “They were too! I’m a badass, babe. Those thugs he sent after us were nothing. I kicked so much ass.”

Bea rolled her eyes. “I remember every loop, too, you know. I know how many times you showed up bleeding and bruised and looking like you’d just gone twelve rounds with the Terminator. I love how much you want to be this unstoppable badass, but was that really the most accurate portrayal of how those fights actually went?”

“I never should have let you watch those movies,” I grumbled. “Okay, so I focused on the broad strokes of the fights and described how I won. That’s what people want to hear! Why would I talk about every slash and punch that landed or all the times I’ve had to heal myself in the middle of a fight, when I could just focus on how amazing it felt when I won?”

“Maybe because it’s more realistic to tell it how it actually happened?” Elodie suggested. “I read what you wrote about fighting Papa Argyle. That was pretty accurate. But like, the fight scene on the train when you and Minerva were heading home? You left out a couple key details about how you got stabbed and walked away with a broken arm.”

“Okay it was twisted, not broken. And who cares? When I got home you made me a tea and a bath, I meditated, we bandaged the cut with some poultices, and I was all better. I focused on the important bits, like how the nightmare krakens fucked those guys up, and how Baz ran away scared! What’s wrong with that?”

Dr. Simmons cleared her throat. “If I may?” she asked, waiting for my wives to back down and let her speak her mind. “It sounds to me like your wives are upset with you for once again not telling the whole truth, but instead focusing on a version of it that makes you look good. Leaving out key details from your autobiography, such as how dangerous some of your encounters with ne’er do wells actually were, isn’t really the issue here. The real issue is the fact that you failed to mention your time-traveling antics to any of them until the revelation was made for you. If your quantum tumor had not taken its toll on you, Elodie would never have found out. Be honest. If she’d never discovered the Stopwatch and the Almanac, would you ever have told her? Or any of them for that matter?”

Well, shit.

I could sense all their eyes on me. For those of you who’ve never had the distinct displeasure of sitting in a room while nine women stare at you expectantly, waiting for you to confess that, yes, you did do something incredibly stupid; allow me to describe it to you as succinctly as I can.

It fucking sucked, bro.

In a few more words? Uh, it really fucking sucked, bro. I do not recommend it at all. Zero out of ten stars. If you ever have the chance, do not follow in my footsteps, I am not a role model, please for the love of tight pussy just be honest with your multiple wives about your time traveling antics and come clean about your quantum cancer. It’s just not worth the fight.

With the benefit of hindsight, I now understand how my response to this question really wasn’t the best. But, I’ve learned my lesson about trying to paint the things I did in a better light so I’ll come clean.

“I mean sure. Eventually,” I lied. I lied right through my teeth. What an idiot.

My memory of the exact wording for what followed may be a little foggy. Like I said, being stuck in a room with nine judgemental women is a bit nerve wracking (understatement of the millennium) but the gist went something like this.

“Oh bull to the shit, Joel! No way you would have told us!”

“That’s a lie! If I hadn’t found out you would’ve just kept on going all on your lonesome!”

“I can’t believe you still think you’re a one man show after all these years!”

“You’re lucky you have such a nice dick, otherwise I’d be a lot angrier right now!”

You get the picture. Moving on.

“Okay. Some strong feelings here, ladies. Why don’t we give the man a chance to speak?” Dr. Simmons suggested.

I took a moment and a sip of water to collect my thoughts before I spoke again. This time at least I stuck with the truth.

“You’re right. I should have told you all a lot sooner. I thought I could handle it all on my own, and I was wrong, and nobody likes being wrong. So I didn’t say anything. And by then it had been years and it was just easier to keep on not saying anything than to open up the can of rotten worms that was better off left where it was. That’s the honest truth. I was scared, alright?”

I could’ve left it there, but I didn’t. I kept talking.

“But it’s not the whole truth, is it? Because, as Astrid knows even better than all of you after all the crazy adventures we’ve gone on, being scared isn’t a new experience for me. I still do what needs to be done even when I’m scared. I could have told you a dozen, a hundred, a thousand times over. But I didn’t. Because,” I swallowed, and my eyes darted around the room looking for a friendly face. They alighted upon Coco’s. Which was right where they belonged for this. “Because I know how much it hurts watching someone you love die, slowly, when there’s nothing you can do about it. I didn’t want any of you to have to go through that. Not telling you about the time travel was one thing. That was my mistake. I thought it was my duty to handle it alone, and I was wrong. I’m man enough to admit it and I’m deeply sorry it took me so long to say it. But when it comes to this cancer? I just…I just thought it would be easier to lose me all at once, rather than over the course of years and years. At least that way, all you have to feel is the loss and the grief after the fact. You wouldn’t have to sit with it and stew, or grieve me while I’m sitting across from you eating breakfast, or doing paperwork in my office, or selling books and trinkets and artifacts. I didn’t want you to feel like I wasn’t there, when I was right beside you, and I didn’t,” I had to pause and let out a shaky breath before I could finish.

“I didn’t want my death to feel like a relief.”

There was a long silence before anyone spoke up again. How long, I couldn’t say. It might have been less than a minute. It could very well have been half an hour. Felt like a while, but that really isn’t the best gauge of time. Take it from a seasoned time traveler, some moments just feel longer than others.

“Oh, Joel,” Elodie said softly, breaking the silence.

“I think I’ve heard what I needed to hear,” Astrid said. “I only have one question. Now that we all know about it, what are we going to do to fix this mess?”
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It was another hour before the session was over. More things needed to be said and more emotions needed to be felt before we could all move on. But more than anything it boiled down to Astrid’s question.

What were we going to do next?

When the session eventually ended, Dr. Simmons asked me to stay back while the girls all filed out. She waited until we were alone to turn back and talk to me.

“What you said back there, about not wanting your death to come as a relief, was that because of what I told you about my husband?” she asked plainly. Trust a therapist to skip the subtext, I suppose.

“I didn’t mean it to be,” I responded honestly. “That parallel didn’t occur to me when I said it, actually. But I don’t know for sure that it didn’t play a factor in my word choice. Regardless, it was unintentional. I didn’t mean to bring up any painful memories.”

She waved my statement away with a casual flick of her hand. “He’s been dead a long time, Joel. I wasn’t asking because I was offended. What I want to know is if you really think your wives could ever feel relieved to lose you. Is that…you don’t actually feel that way, do you?” Though there was the barest pause, she didn’t really give me enough room to formulate a reply. I think her question was rhetorical. “Because if you do, you’re blind. The love those women have for you far surpasses what my late husband and I had. My marriage was friendship and obligation, and nothing more. Yours is…it’s everything. Devotion, lust, romance, obsession, passion, mutual interest, the joys of parenthood, there isn’t a box you haven’t checked with these women. They love you, Joel. The very last thing that any of them could ever feel after losing such a special connection as the one they have with you would be ‘relief.’ You are their husband. You saved most if not all of their lives. You’ve provided them each a wonderful life, happy homes, and beautiful children to raise. And frankly, a man doesn’t collect nine wives without being prodigiously capable in bed, so I’m sure you’ve provided them plenty of physical satisfaction as well.”

I tilted my head curiously. “Eight.”

Dr. Simmons frowned. “Pardon me?”

“I have eight wives. You said nine. I was just correcting you.”

“Oh! Yes, of course. My apologies. I must’ve counted wrong. There’s so many,” she said with a light chuckle. “Anyway. I just wanted to say that you were wrong. No one will be relieved by your passing. Least of all your wives. Remember that, and feel free to come and see me anytime you need another session. My door is always open,” she invited.

I accepted her offer with a thank you and then departed to join my (eight) wives.

Before we even returned home they were already brainstorming ways to cure my cancer.
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So the thing about time travel is it can make long stretches of uninterrupted linear time feel dreadfully boring. Having a dial I can whirl that takes me through the highlight reel did not properly prepare me for the following years of my life.

With all nine of us working together, it became child’s play to ensure that all the events in the Almanac came to pass as they needed to. I found myself with long stretches of time where there was nothing that I absolutely had to get done.

No earth shattering pressure crushing down on me. No life threatening crises, except for the ones I’d already lived through many times over. Just one long uninterrupted stretch of life.

That first year was particularly rough.

Elodie kept the Stopwatch in her possession the whole time and only used it for emergencies. A few months in we realized she wasn’t using it very much at all.

I’ve never felt dumber than realizing just how fucking easy my life could have been if I’d just asked for a bit of help from my wives. Would have saved me a few thousand spins around the Stopwatch, at least.

Felicity, Bea, and Astrid took the whole cancer thing the hardest. They spent every available moment of their free time searching for answers. They weren’t alone, of course, it was just that everyone else had other things that had to get done as well, like looking after businesses and children. But the three of them became glued to the library shelves.

Astrid started going out on her own to track down resources from alternate dimensions. More and more frequently when I hopped through the portal network to reach her submarine I found myself in a completely different dimension.

Several times throughout the first few years Elodie would wake me up one morning and tell me I needed to go with Astrid that day. She never outright said what happened, but I could put two and two together.

What we learned time and time again was extremely disheartening.

The tumor had attached itself to my quantum signature; which is sort of like a multiversal thumbprint that is as much a part of you as your DNA. Severing it from my body would require fully resetting the timeline. And if I ever tried to time travel again, the cancer would only get more aggressive and start spreading to other organs.

We researched every method of time travel under the sun, and continuously came up empty. I wish I could say we were missing something obvious, but having spent the years looking into it I can honestly say this felt a little too familiar. Like losing my daughter all over again. No matter what we tried, no matter how many clever solutions we thought we had discovered, there always seemed to be some immutable fact of magic or science that kept us from curing it. Kept me locked on this same path that only ended one way.

It was hard not to become disillusioned, and I spent more and more sessions in Dr. Simmons’ office over the years discussing it. She helped me navigate the complex web of emotions that my wives and I were going through. Without her I’m not sure how I could’ve gotten through some of the harder setbacks.

But Astrid, boy oh boy, she never quit. She never gave up or faltered. Every defeat was an annoyance, not a soul crushing blow. I don’t know where she found the determination to keep going after five, six, even seven years of constant failures, but she managed somehow.

Eventually I just couldn’t do it anymore. I told them I was done looking for answers and I just wanted to enjoy the time I had left. That was a hard day, but I’d learned my lesson about being honest with my wives and for the most part it went alright.

I got to see Bea and Felicity more. They joined us on several vacations where we wandered around the dimensions seeing the multitudinous wonders of all the worlds.

I introduced them to Doc Fletcher over on Earth 419 Epsilon and we helped out stopping one of the endless series of world ending threats that he and all of his fellow super heroes faced.

The crisis in question was an undead uprising. Pretty boring stuff after all the shit I’ve faced in the abandoned timelines, but this one was a bit unusual. Instead of zombies or skeletons it was a bunch of ghosts pouring out of this hole in the fabric of their dimension. They called it a tear in the veil. I made the mistake of calling it the ‘gash’ which let me tell you did not go over very well. But I digress.

The girls and I helped Fletcher seal the ga–I mean, the ‘tear’ and send all the ghosts back to the afterlife where they belonged.

It wasn’t that big of a deal for us, but the guy was extremely grateful. Must have been an awful lot of pressure, being one of the only sorcerers in a group of super heroes. The guy didn’t seem that much older than me but he looked like those years had been rough on him.

The thanks and praise he heaped on our shoulders was quite elaborate. I picked up several new artifacts to sell at the shop. Most of which were a little flashy for my tastes but hey, we had customers come through from time to time who liked the comic book stuff. I’m sure we could make a sale or two.

He even introduced me to this young man who might have been his son, or something (the relationship was a little weird, I couldn’t tell which one of them was older and which was younger), and had been a big help in letting us work our magic and save the day. Without him and his team running interference, we would’ve been overrun by the hordes of ghosts threatening to overwhelm us. Isaac, I think his name was. Neat young man. Silly costume, in my opinion, but I suppose that came with the territory of being a superhero. All in all he seemed like an alright guy.

No matter how cool, fun, or relaxing our vacations were, Astrid didn’t accompany us. Instead she preferred to continue her search for a cure.

Our sex got angrier and messier as time went on. She fucked me like she was trying to memorize every inch of me. I fucked her like I was trying to remind her I wasn’t gone yet. Not sure how successful either of us were in our efforts, but it never stopped us from trying.

I suppose I should mention that I did ask Fletcher for help with the whole quantum cancer thing. His response just wasn’t…what I wanted to hear, I guess. According to him, the only way to cure the tumor was to have never contracted it in the first place. In order to do that, I’d have to travel back in time (which I reiterate, is a major no-no and would likely kill me instantly) and stop myself from ever inventing the Stopwatch. Which would cost Minerva her life, and likely have many domino effects thereafter; none of which I was prepared to accept.

The years fell away like clothes in the honeymoon suite. If there were answers, none of them ever made themselves known.

Eventually, the fateful day that the Almanac claimed was supposed to be my last was only a few days away.

I swear, I blinked, and the day was upon me.

It’s true what they say. Life really does go by pretty fast. I spent a good deal of mine trying to stretch the time I had out, like the last bit of butter in the bottom of the tub across too many slices of toast. I jumped back and relived every moment I had twice or more, trying desperately to live the perfect life. I’m not sure it did me as much good as I would’ve hoped.

But if you were in my shoes, would you have done any different?


Chapter 27



My last day on earth began…pretty damn well actually.

I was awakened by three of my girls–Ruby, Coco, and Felicity–taking turns sucking my cock while Elodie sat back and watched. The trio were superbly gifted at working together. For a while they all kissed and licked the sides to coax me awake, but once I was up–in both applicable meanings of the word–they enacted phase two of their plan.

Ruby worked my shaft, deepthroating me repeatedly and filling the air with the sloppy sounds of her gagging on it, whilst Coco and Felicity each focused on one of my balls. They licked, she gagged, and I just got to lay back and enjoy it.

I swear, nothing else feels as good. Not even close.

The scent of breakfast foods wafted over from the kitchen, and I saw Bea hard at work cooking up something delicious.

I could tell Elodie was enjoying watching me receive all this attention from the way she couldn’t stop playing with herself. I motioned for her to join me and made her come sit down on my hand. Burying my fingers in her soft, tight pussy and bringing her to the point of orgasm was just the cherry on top of the experience.

Right as Bea was bringing over a plate of food, Ruby and the ladies found the perfect rhythm and I felt myself letting go. My cock pulsed even harder than it had been and I unloaded at least six thick ropes of cum down her throat.

She swallowed them all.

Felicity and Coco’s tongues working simultaneously on my balls throughout the entire finale left my loins feeling drained and happy. I felt several pounds lighter all at once.

And then there was bacon, handed to me while I was still coming down from the euphoria of a powerful orgasm.

Best. Day. Ever…except for the part where I was scheduled to die at the end of it, but hey, not everything can be perfect I guess. If it were then how would we enjoy the simple pleasures in life? Like blowjobs. And bacon.

As I enjoyed Bea’s delicious cooking (she’d really outdone herself this time) the girls walked me through the itinerary for the day. It was a nice steady pace of things to enjoy. Nothing crazy for once. More of a victory lap than anything else, really.

That was a nice way of putting it, actually.

I’d fought pretty damned hard to make life great for my girls. Sure I hadn’t always gone about it in the best way possible, but who does?

I’d earned a victory lap, and I was damned happy with who I got to spend it with.

The rest of the girls wandered into the apartment throughout the morning as we spent a lazy day in bed.

Mostly we just talked. What we talked about wasn’t really as important to me as just spending that time together. You’d think after decades with the same women I’d be bored of hearing them talk. You’d be dead wrong. I never got tired of them. Never. They were my favorite people in any dimension, on every Earth, in any timeline.

And each of them was perfectly imperfect.

Notably absent from the morning lineup was Astrid, who was apparently pouting in her submarine.

An hour before noon we got up and had a group shower. There were sweet and gentle times in that shower. Plenty of gently exploring one another with soapy hands. Lots of slow groping and making out. But just for the record I also wound up cumming in Dahlia’s cute ass, so it wasn’t a perfectly tame shower by any means.
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Lunch was burgers and beer in Choppy’s bar.

His old vampiric mistress, Yvonne, joined us along with his three other girlfriends. He’d done his best to follow in my footsteps, but he still had much to learn.

After that we went to Ruby’s palace for part of the afternoon. General Zacri awaited us with a full honor guard arrangement and flags of valor flapping in the wind. The people held games in my honor. There was dancing and live theater and these delicious turkey legs.

They ended their show with enchanted fireworks that displayed the story of how I defeated High King Bazokan the Unworthy with each explosion.

Ruby and I strolled together through the botanical gardens one last time. We kissed beneath a jade blossom tree, in the light of the emerald gas giant her moon orbited.

The kiss slowly became something more passionate and I wound up taking her right there on the ground. I didn’t even cum that time. It wasn’t about that. I just wanted to hear her gasp and feel her gripping me. I wanted to soak the ground with her pleasure and feel her pressed up against me one last time.

We cleaned one another off in a fountain before we hopped back over to my home dimension and went to Felicity’s library.

Standing outside the Adventurer’s Archive, it struck me that this was where it had all begun. When my alternate future self showed up and I mistook him for my father, that was what truly set me down this path.

Some piece of me wondered if my life would have gone differently if I hadn’t accepted that Almanac. If I’d never opened it. If I’d thrown it away or lost it somewhere, how much would be different?

That same piece of me reached into my pocket almost as soon as the thought formed, reaching for my Stopwatch. But it wasn’t there–hadn’t been for years since I relinquished it to Elodie–and even if it was…using it again would only aggravate the temporal tumor rotting away my insides.

No. It was too late to change things. Going back, trying to redo it all over again, it would just lead me to the same destination.

If I went back and handed the Almanac to a version of me from before I invented the Stopwatch, he would make the same mistakes I did and wind up standing exactly here, pondering the same thing.

Sighing, I walked towards the library’s entrance.

The second I pushed open the door, I was greeted by an overwhelming cacophony of voices all crying out, “Surprise!” in one combined voice.

There were so many faces crammed into the library. Doc Fletcher had hopped a few dimensions just to show up. The little girl who’d once tried to sneak off with a necromancer’s grimoire was here, all grown up now with a husband (who was most likely fully alive and not undead…I think).

Countless others. People I’d helped. Or saved. People who bought their favorite books from me. People whose lives I’d touched. And there were so many of them. More than I think I could have sat down and even remembered if I’d tried.

But they all remembered me.

People not just from around this world, but from across my little corner of this vast multiverse. Some of them weren’t even close to being human. But they were all here to pay their respects to me.

You know, growing up I was told that men didn’t cry except at funerals or, like when your mother died. Maybe if you got heart broken. Maybe. Depends on the girl. The rest of the time you kept those tears to yourself.

Well, to that I say that I’ve lived the equivalent of damn near eighty years, all told. I don’t give a damn what other people tell me to do.

A bunch of people showed up to say their goodbyes to me, and that shit made me tear up.

After all that time I’d fought for the good life, fought to provide, fought to be somebody…here was more proof that I’d made it than any number of zeros in a bank account. If I died tonight, I’d die a hero. I’d lived a good long life and fought against time itself just to carve out the best piece of an existence I could manage. Not just for me, for everybody I loved and even a bunch of strangers I’d honestly half forgotten about.

I’d never really known it mattered to me in the slightest, but here at the end I realized that I would be remembered by people long after I was gone. Remembered for being a good man who worked hard and was kind to people who were less powerful than him.

There wasn’t a price I could put on that.

Not even sure there are enough words to really say everything I felt as I was shaking hands with these people. Getting hugged by family members who were grateful to me for saving their loved ones. Getting book reviews of books I hardly even remembered selling.

It was…uh, it was something else that’s for sure.


Chapter 28 



After the library we went home.

The sun was dipping low to the horizon as we returned to the place where it all began.

Coulson’s Curios.

I stepped through the door and heard the faint bell ringing above my head.

For a moment I just breathed in the scents of all the fresh ingredients we had laid out and stared around the shop. I looked at the book cases. The glass countertops beneath which rested enchanted artifacts from all over.

This was home. Not the place I grew up. Not the place I spent my early adult life.

No. Here.

Where I’d met Elodie. Where we’d rebuilt this place bit by bit. Where I’d first started learning magic. Where I picked up my first artifact. All of it.

Turning back towards the door I could practically see where Coco had walked in with Choppy (back when he was possessed). Back when she’d been deathly skinny. I remembered rubbing Bea’s lamp and seeing her pop out, offering me three wishes and calling me ‘master’ all the time. She still called me master, but we both knew it wasn’t serious like it had been back then.

I ran my hands along the window pane that had once been shattered by a brick thrown from Papa Argyle’s goons. Things were a lot simpler back then, I’ll admit. But at the time? It felt damn near impossible.

I suppose that’s how it all is, life. Everything feels impossible until you’ve done it a few times.

Saving the world that first time, with Astrid at my side and Felicity on bluetooth searching her archives for ways to combat the five demons of Korrazich? That felt impossible. But we’d done it. And we’d done it again multiple times over the years.

I could probably have filled entire volumes with the shit we got up to. I just, ironically, never had the time.

The stray thought actually made me chuckle out loud.

“What’s so funny, baby?” Elodie asked from the doorway.

She and the other girls were waiting for me. All except Astrid, still.

“I just caught myself thinking ‘if only I had more time’ and I had to laugh. Because that’s the sort of thinking that got me into this mess in the first place.”

Elodie’s smile was small, tinged with sadness, but understanding.

She stepped inside and took my hand.

“Come on, Jay. Our train will be here any minute. Let’s go.”

“Is Astrid here yet?” I asked.

Elodie frowned. “No, my love. She’s still mad we didn’t give her idea a chance.”

I sighed. “She knows where we’re going, at least?”

“She does. Maybe she’ll be there waiting for us,” she said hopefully.

But I could tell by her voice she didn’t believe it would be the case.

Although all I wanted was to linger in the store and wait for Astrid to show up, I allowed myself to be led away from the shop and towards the train station.

As the sun was setting, we stepped off the platform and took our seats.

So many of my life’s adventures had started and ended this way. With me stepping onto this train and letting it whisk me off to distant lands. But it all began when I came here to this sleepy little town in the middle of nowhere, determined to fulfill the terms of my grandfather’s will so I could collect my inheritance money.

Funny how differently my life turned out from how I’d expected it to.

The last will and testament of a grandfather I’d never met led me to a life I’d never expected. And yeah, I was sad that life was coming to an end, but man what a fucking ride it had been. I’d fought demons and mastered magic and married eight beautiful women. What more could a guy ask for?

I held onto one of my wife’s hands and stared out the window at the countryside blurring past us on our way to our destination.
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The girls took me to the mermaid beach for my final evening.

They’d laid out large white stones and dug out a circular sand pit, making this luxurious seating area that was covered in a massive sand-resistant tarp and then decorated with blankets and pillows.

We all sat together with a massive bonfire behind us and watched the ocean.

Flocks of mermaids came out to see us, which only added to the view because mermaids didn’t believe in bras. I don’t know what it was about the exercise they get down under the sea, or their diet, or whatever, but every single pair of mermaid titties was in the top one hundred sets of racks I have ever laid eyes on. Phenomenal cleavage. I’d say ‘out of this world’ but that feels a bit on the nose.

The girls and I talked and laughed. We played games and threw around a whizzball (this dimension’s version of a football, it makes this signature sound when it’s flying; hence the name). We cast little spells and minor illusions for no other reason than to delight one another. With all the sand around, it was easy to heat and shape it into little glass ornaments for each of my wives. Something small that reminded me of them.

Elodie’s was a cat, for instance. With an opal hue that let it reflect every color of the rainbow when held up to the light. I still remembered the way she’d taken the shape of a cat for the first few days I’d known her, before I’d realized the cute kitty I was cuddling at night was actually my coworker.

Coco’s was an owl that matched her dark hair color and was utterly adorable, same as her. The first time she’d taken the shape of an owl in front of me and I realized it had been her looking over us in her owl form, my feelings towards her had changed almost instantly. Despite starting off on opposite sides of our family’s old dispute, we had fallen deeply in love.

Bea got a fierce falcon that was the same striking green as her eyes. I’d briefly considered forging a little lamp made of glass for her, but ultimately decided against it. I didn’t see her as the genie who’d come billowing out of that lamp. I saw her as the fierce and brilliant (and deliciously curvy) woman who had filled my home with joy for years.

Minerva got a little bat clutching a clipboard, and I’d woven some pretty intricate magic to get the fangs and eyes to glow red whenever the little glass ornament sensed her touch. It was cute and playful, just like our relationship had always been. Most importantly, it made her laugh the moment she saw it. I’d always loved the sound of her sweet laughter.

Felicity’s was a dog clutching a book in its mouth. Not just any book, but her favorite. When I gave it to her she damn near cried. She gave me a huge hug and just held on for a long while before finally confessing that she would really miss me.

I held her back and admitted that I would miss her too. Our relationship had always been closer to a rock solid friendship that happened to involve sex, and it wasn’t quite as romantic as some of my other connections, but it didn’t mean she was any less important to me.

For Ruby I made a black tiger with red stripes. We had been through a lot together, starting with that fateful escape from Baz’s time loop. But more than any of that, she was the woman I thought of most as the mother of my children. She had long taken the central role of raising all of my kids over the years. Not just hers, but all of ours collectively. In my eyes she was a goddess, not a demon.

Lastly, I gave Dahlia a tree of glass with spots on it for each of the other glass ornaments to perch or rest. Ever since our wedding, she had been the glue that held us all together. She looked after each of us in a million small ways that kept us all going, and did so as invisibly as possible. But I told her that I had noticed, and that I had seen her all along. Mostly, I told her that I was grateful to her and I hoped she continued doing what she loved (which was painting, in case you were curious).

I also made a pair of wolves for Astrid, and had prepared a small little speech about what they represented, too. But she was still AWOL for now. So I entrusted them to Dahlia’s care and asked her to make sure Astrid got them.

After that we barbecued, swapped stories, and watched the sun slowly sink down over the blue horizon. As we ate and drank, the bioluminescent ocean began to glow and the temperature dropped. Slowly but surely we all snuggled closer together for comfort.

I wound up sandwiched between Elodie and Bea. Coco and Minerva both had their heads resting on one of my thighs and were holding Ruby and Felicity in their arms, respectively. Dahlia was laying out behind and above me, playing with my hair and watching the ocean waves crash against the shoreline.

Astrid was still nowhere to be found.

The mermaids began singing a tune in their native tongue. Something somber and profound that went along with the rhythm of the tide and raised the gooseflesh on my arms.

I relaxed my head back, smiling up at Dahlia, and let my eyes close.

Two of my girls, I didn’t look down to see which ones, worked my cock free of my shorts and began sucking on it in tandem. They were doing a damn good job of it, too.

Slipping free of my corporeal body, I lifted my astral self up away from the cuddle puddle and turned back to look at them all.

This was exactly how I wanted to go out. After a nice meal, surrounded by my wives, with a glorious view, two mouths working eagerly on pleasing my cock, and not a care in the world. But nothing can ever just be simple, can it?

The ocean darkened behind me as something disturbed it.

Both of the mouths wrapped around my cock retreated slightly as my wives all looked towards the ocean. In an instant I was back in my corporeal form and looking at what was headed our way.

Astrid’s submarine was rising up out of the water just a short distance away from the shoreline. The mermaids were all scattering off like startled fish, and the bioluminescent algae was dimming as the massive vessel drew nearer.

A hatch on top of the sub cracked open and Astrid flew out in the shape of a raven; speeding to the shoreline and landing before us, a few meters shy of our cozy sunken sand pit.

Retaking her human form, Astrid held up a scroll that looked like it had seen better days.

“I found it!” she declared proudly.


Chapter 29



Iwas the first one to break the silence that fell after Astrid’s declaration.

“Found what?”

Astrid rushed towards us and unfurled the scroll excitedly. “A way to save you, Jay! Look, it’s all outlined here.” she held the scroll up for us to see.

The instant I laid eyes on it I felt the blood drain from my face.

In that dark year I’d spent researching time travel and crafting my Stopwatch, I’d encountered records of several cursed items that I had not dared pursue. Artifacts which would allow someone to bend time to their will with no side effects or paradoxes…but at a truly terrible cost. I’d purposefully hidden or destroyed any records I found pertaining to such items because they were way too dangerous to leave lying around.

Astrid now held one such artifact in her hands.

I lifted my hand up to slash the scroll to ribbons with a burst of simple telekinetic energy, but a glimmering shield spell intercepted my attack.

Turning, I saw Elodie sitting up. In her hand was the Stopwatch. She was glaring at me.

“Girls? It’s time.” She said firmly.

As one, every girl except Elodie and Astrid worked together to hold me down.

“Hey! What the fuck is going on?”

One of them produced handcuffs from a pocket dimension. Which hey, was pretty kinky and normally I’d be open to trying it, but now sent a jolt of panic through me.

I tried to access my magic and thwart whatever they were planning, preferably without hurting any of my girls, but the instant the handcuffs clinked around my right wrist, all my access to magic was instantly shut off.

The other end of the cuffs was secured to Minerva’s left wrist.

Her gleaming red eyes sparkled with amusement when I tried to break free.

Shit, she’s fed recently.

For right now, Minerva was physically stronger than I was. My hybrid DNA counted for something, but not enough to overpower a recently blooded vampire. Not without magic, anyway.

As if that wasn’t enough, roots sprouted from the sand and curled around my ankles, rooting me in place for good measure.

I glared up at Dahlia.

“What is this? Let me go!” I tried.

All my girls backed off and gathered around Astrid, ignoring my protests.

“Girls! What the fuck? Talk to me.”

“It’s no use, babe,” Minerva confided in me, sitting down next to me and resting one of her hands on my thigh. “We’ve made up our mind and we’re going through with this.”

“No! You don’t know the price that scroll asks. It–”

“Yes we do. All it wants is a little blood sacrifice. We can manage that no problem.”

I shook my head. “You can’t. It requires the beating heart of the one the spell’s target loves the most. You’re going to ask me which one of you I love the most and I don’t have an answer for you. Each of you are the loves of my life. My soulmates. There’s nothing I would trade for your lives and happiness. Stop trying to give me a second chance. I’ve already had plenty. Just let me go!”

Minerva scoffed. “Like you let me go?” she asked pointedly, locking her eyes on mine.

“That was different,” I claimed.

In the decades I’d been with her, I’ve never once seen the look on Minerva’s face. I imagined it was close to the same look she gave her human victims in the small moments before she sank her fangs into their throats and drained every last drop of blood from their veins.

“No, Joel. It was devotion. You chose me over the laws of time itself. You pushed away everything else that was important just to save me. We all know you’d have done the same for any of us. It’s our job to do the same for you. No matter the cost.”

“The cost is too high! You’ll undo everything I did,” I shouted, straining against the cuffs and the roots to no avail.

Minerva sighed and repositioned herself, straddling me and getting right up close to my face. “Loyal, wonderful, heroic husband of mine. Please shut up. We’re saving you whether you like it or not. Now. You and I can spend this time together arguing, which is the boring option in my mind, or,” she reached down and held my cock in her hand, beginning to stroke it slightly and lifting a questioning eyebrow as she looked at me, “we could find a more engaging way to spend our time. The choice is yours.”

Gritting my teeth and trying to pretend like her hand wrapped around me didn’t feel amazing (that was a losing battle and I knew it) I asked, “Is there a third option where we can do both?”

Minerva’s eyes flashed dangerously as I started inching closer to rock hard with each stroke. “Hmm. Option three sounds like it’s going to piss us both off, Joel. You really want to fuck while we’re angry?”

In spite of my current predicament, a smirk crossed my face.

“Try me.”

Minerva stopped stroking as she felt me get rock hard all at once.

“Huh, I always thought that trick was a magic spell you’d picked up somewhere.”

“Nope. That’s all me, gorgeous. But if you want to ride it you’re going to have to listen to what I have to say.”

I watched her debate it with herself for a moment before caving completely.

“Fine. You can talk all you want. It’s not changing what we have planned,” she warned me. But she was already pulling her panties to the side and sitting up slightly so she could tease herself with my head.

She was already slick. A few seconds of teasing got her soaked enough to ride me.

Right as she was guiding my tip to her entrance, I bucked my hips a little and forced it inside sooner than she’d been expecting.

Minerva let out a loud gasp as I spread open the first few inches of her pussy and started rolling my hips up to meet hers.

She came within the first ten thrusts, no question about it.

“You feel that?” I asked her. Rhetorically of course, as she wouldn’t be able to form a coherent response just yet. “I’ve gotten to enjoy doing this with you and all of my other wives for years! I’ve had a legitimately epic life, Minerva. And after everything, I couldn’t be happier. If you unwrite everything I’ve done…all those people in the library you brought out to see me? Who’s to say they still get saved? You need to listen to–”

Minerva shushed me and braced herself by gripping my left shoulder. She started riding me harder and harder, rolling her hips up and down as she grinded against me. Tactical error, on her part, because I could feel her already building towards a powerful orgasm.

“Don’t shush me!” I warned her.

Rolling her eyes, Minerva undid her bathing suit slightly and popped out her breasts. Which–as I’m sure I’ve mentioned at least once before–were the end all be all of the boobs I’ve ever seen. Ever. They were so gorgeous I instantly forgot about the mermaids entirely.

Watching them bounce as she picked up the pace proved to be an effective distraction from whatever it was I’d been trying to say. It sure seemed important at the time but…I wasn’t sure why I’d even cared about it. Who could be mad at a woman with such a nice rack?

A delicate golden key dangling from a chain around her neck was busy bouncing back and forth between her titties as she rode me, only adding to my enjoyment of the view.

The sound of chanting coming from behind her brought my attention up to the rest of my wives, who were now drawing ritual circles in the sand.

Shit.

Glaring up at Minerva, I tapped into a bit of my hybrid strength. I may not have been strong enough to overpower a blooded vampire, but the roots keeping my feet locked in place were another story altogether.

Taking my free hand, I wrapped it around Minerva’s throat and began suffocating her slowly. Lifting my hips to meet hers at just the right rhythm to match her aggressive riding, I felt her grip on me tighten as she built towards an orgasm.

Grinning, I squeezed the sides of her neck tighter.

I freed one foot at a time from the floral restraints, and right as Minerva started cumming, I moved away from our seat and slammed her down into the ground. One of the (many) benefits of having a damn near invulnerable vampire wife was that I didn’t have to be even slightly gentle during rough sex.

I pinned her down and rammed my cock deeper inside her right as she was starting to cum. The overwhelming sensation started to make her scream, so I clamped my right hand over her mouth to muffle her and then shushed her right back.

Her eyes rolled back as I picked up the pace and started fucking the hell out of her.

I mean the sloppy sounds we were producing alone were enough to make several of the ladies glance over at us with a look in their eyes that told me they would have happily traded places with Minerva in a heartbeat.

When she started to cum again I pulled out, leaving her pussy gaped and leaking.

She looked at me, desperately pleading for me to put it back and finish her off.

Glaring down at her, I teased her lips with my head and then shoved it balls deep back inside her, riding her harder and harder with each passing second.

She started squirting near the end, utterly soaking the base of my shaft and the blanket I was pinning her down on. The minute her eyes lost focus, I took my chance.

My right hand stayed clamped firmly around her mouth, but my left hand came free of her throat and moved between her glorious breasts.

I clutched the golden key around her neck and yanked, ripping it off her neck and jamming it into the handcuff. A twist unlocked it even as I kept up a steady pace with my hips, riding Minerva through her leg-shaking orgasm.

My magic came flooding back through my body the instant the cuff was off.

I grinned down at Minerva and took my sweet time pulling my cock out of her.

Pinning her hands up over her head, I closed the cuffs around her other wrist.

A simple spell locked the cuffs in place. She wasn’t going anywhere.

Her eyes flashed with concern and she tried feebly to free herself, but it was done.

I tossed the key out across the beach and turned towards my other wives, looking for one in particular. Elodie. Her back was turned as she was busy preparing the spells as outlined by the cursed scroll. My eyes alighted on my Stopwatch.

All I had to do was get to it, and I could undo this whole mess.

I spared myself the briefest of moments to memorize exactly where Elodie was standing.

Taking a step in her direction, I slipped betwixt for the first time in years.


Chapter 30



Returning to that blank white un-reality was no less disconcerting no matter how many times I did it. There was just something so freaky about that place.

The giant eye in the sky remained overhead. All seeing. Ever watchful. Ever judgmental.

Meanwhile, I stood on the blank outline of the same beach I’d been on before.

I moved fast, leaving the sand pit and moving over towards the outline of Elodie’s latest footprints. All I had to do was stay here and wait for the time to run out. Then the spell would spit me back out of the betwixt and I’d wind up standing right beside her.

I could snatch the Stopwatch and unwind time back to before Elodie ever found out…no. No, I couldn't do that to them all over again.

As loath as I was to admit it, the past few years being with them all without having to hide anything had been so much more peaceful than my first time around.

Working together to achieve a brighter future and enjoy our present had made a world of difference in my marriage. I couldn’t just take all that time away from them. Or me for that matter. That would be thievery.

No. I’d only rewind just far enough to make sure I wasn’t caught off guard when Astrid showed up. So long as I kept my magic, I’d be able to seize the scroll and destroy it. The nine of us could talk things out after that. But what they were planning on doing with that scroll was completely unacceptable.

Don’t get me wrong, I was plenty sad to be at the end of my life. But I wouldn’t trade it for any other life I could have had. All my mistakes. All the lessons I’d learned. They’d all led me here.

I just had to make my wives see that and accept that it was time to let me go.

My mental timer counted down to one and I lifted my foot up to bring it down on the sand and lunge for the Stopwatch…except I didn’t revert to the normal dimension like I’d expected.

Glancing around, I realized the great eye was staring down at me from on high.

“Wait. Are you doing this? Are you keeping me here? Let me go!”

The eye rotated clockwise, like a dog’s head tilting when it hears something it doesn’t understand.

“You are the one they call James Joel, yes?”

Okay. Being spoken to by the eye betwixt dimensions was not on my card for the last day on Earth bingo. I’ll admit.

“Joel James, but yeah. That’s me. What do you want? No offense, but I’m kind of busy.”

“So I’ve gathered. This is the fifth time I’ve seen you here in recent memory. You wouldn’t happen to be messing with time again, would you? I warned the last James Joel of the consequences he might invite upon himself if he continued meddling. He assured me he would never dare. Spoke of a book he was writing to insure that no James Joel ever again had to dabble in the art of time manipulation. Yet here you are!”

Oh shit. I had no memory of ever speaking to this thing before in my life. Which meant he must have been talking about the other version of me. The one who handed me the Almanac in the first place.

“Uh, that wasn’t me. Not precisely, anyway. It was another me. From a different timeline entirely. I’m the guy who got the book he was writing.”

“No shit, Sherlock. How did that work out for you?”

I felt my shoulders sag a little. Of course the extra dimensional all seeing eye was a sassy little bitch. Because why wouldn’t he be.

“Not great, obviously! But I’m working on it!”

“Well, your solution better not involve sending yourself back in time anymore. She sent that little quantum tumor your way to teach you a damn lesson. You try to time travel again and it will kill you. Permanently.”

Well, fuck.

“Wait. She gave me this tumor? That’s so messed up!”

“It was her idea of a deterrent. Something to take you off the track you were on and get you to quit fucking with her work.”

I swallowed nervously. “I need to get back. Now! My wives are planning on doing something to fix the tumor. I’m not sure what it is yet but I know it involves a ritual and you can bet your, uh, iris that it will involve time travel.”

“Oh she’s not going to be happy to hear that,” the great eye declared cheerfully.

I got the distinct impression he did not mind the idea of seeing this lady Time upset.

“How the hell do you know so much about what time likes and doesn’t like?” I asked.

The eye’s massive pupil dilated slightly and I got the distinct impression that it was gazing past me without really seeing me. “Time is an old friend of mine, you see. In all the many eons I’ve known her, she has always been a vengeful bitch. Any and all who dare meddle with her grand designs feel her wrath. Not just mortals, either, but gods too. Oh how I enjoy it when she goes off. Her victims never see it coming. I often tell her she would have made a superb goddess of war or perhaps torture. But for all that she has a short fuse, she makes the prettiest art I’ve ever laid my eye upon. Moments. Lifetimes. Ages. Her art takes a keen eye for detail to properly appreciate. And I am her number one fan.”

Oh goodie. The all seeing eye of the dimension betwixt dimensions is a fucking simp.

I took a step back, trying to wrap my head around a couple of things he’d just let slip. “Whoa, whoa, wait. Back up. Did you say that this is the fifth reset? Elodie’s hit the Stopwatch already? Shit! I have to get back before they complete that ritual. Release me!”

The eye did not so much as blink. “Not yet, James Joel. First I must deliver a warning from Lady Time. Then and only then shall I release you. The warning is this!”

Jeez, for a guy with no mouth, he really liked to hear himself talk.

“Your reality is in grave danger, James Joel. You’ve pissed off Time herself by screwing with her artistic vision. In multiple dimensions nonetheless! Unless you cease your incessant meddling, she will erase you from her great tapestry like an errant brushstroke from a canvas. She will paint over you and replace you with a boring version of James Joel. Someone who never had the balls to leave his fiance at the altar, or pack up everything to go fix up his grandfather’s shop. A simpler James Joel who will lead an unnoteworthy life.”

“Wow. That’s…that’s a bit harsh, don’t you think? What about all my wives? What about my businesses? Fuck, what about all the people whose lives I’ve saved along the way? They’ll all die without me there to save them!”

“What about them? Their additions to my lady’s great tapestry can be altered to fit her whim at any time. Yours is more difficult to unravel, as you have so recklessly woven it through so many patterns in your annoyingly long life.”

I crossed my arms. “Okay now you’re just mixing metaphors, dude. Is it a tapestry or a painting? Am I a blemish on a canvas or an obstinate thread that’s tangled up your lady’s knitting project? Which is it, pal?”

If it had nostrils, I think the great eye would have sniffed disdainfully.

“It might be both. It might be neither. Art is subjective,” it said pompously.

Of course it is. Great.

“You know, I don’t like you very much,” I told the big stupid eyeball.

“I’m simply devastated,” the great (annoying, sassy bastard of an) eye said sarcastically.

“So this bitch called Lady Time is going to erase me from existence, which is either a tapestry or a painting, or a secret third thing altogether, all because I tampered with her artistic vision a little too much in the pursuit of a better life? Again, that seems a bit extreme.”

“Not just you. Your wives will all pay the price for your transgression as well. Elodie and Felicity will wither away as their buildings are torn down. Coco will never escape her father’s shadow. Bea will be lost for another century before someone happens upon her lamp, and they shall not be so kind as you were and free her from her captivity. Minerva will linger on in Yvonne’s service and eventually take over her business, being the perfect daughter Yvonne always longed for, even as her spirit slowly withers away doing business that she hates. Helping you run your charities and shelters gave her more hope than you ever realized. Astrid will continue drifting aimlessly through her life without ever settling down, chasing treasure and adventure until something finally kills her. Ruby will remain trapped in Baz’s prison, until he eventually grows tired of her and decides to kill her. She will never know the joys of motherhood that you gifted her with. Dahlia will be forced to wed a group of Da’Relians who talk too slow for her and never want to do anything exciting. She will find little pleasure in tending to them, and will slowly succumb to boredom. At her funeral they will speak only of how she served them. Nothing about who she was. And lastly, the good Doctor Cassandra Simmons shall join her late husband in his fateful car crash.”

“What the hell? She’s not even a part of this!”

“Like I said, Time can be a vengeful cunt sometimes.

Oh I was mad as hell. Nobody threatens my wives. Nobody. Not even Time herself.

I opened my mouth to say as much, but the eye spoke first.

“Anyways. That was my warning, now delivered. Just to reiterate, stop messing with time, or she’ll stop pulling her punches. For the sake of protecting her artwork, there is nothing she wouldn’t do. Even doom you and your collection of consorts to miserable ends.”

My eyes narrowed as I felt myself beginning to revert to my normal dimension.

“Alright listen you giant fucking eyeball, and listen very closely. I’ve got a message for your little lady crush, and I want to make sure she hears every damn word. You tell her Joel James said to–”

[image: image-placeholder]

In a rush I was standing on the beach again, less than a meter away from Elodie.

“–suck my fat cock, you…oh. Shit. Hey, El.”

All my wives were staring at me in confusion, surprised to see me free of the magic dampening handcuffs and suddenly standing in their midst.

It occurred to me only now that I was still butt naked from my time with Minerva. Not going to lie, it felt good that even in my late forties my wives all still did a double take as they turned to see me, and many of their gazes lingered on my crotch.

Elodie recovered first and reached for the Stopwatch, but I was quicker. Tapping into raw telekinetic energy, I yanked the artifact out of her reach and pulled it into my hand.

The cool and intricately detailed metal felt good against my palm.

I’d forgotten the sheer power enclosed within its metallic frame. And the temptation it carried, holding it again…all I wanted to do was spin the dial and send myself back in time. Try again. And again. And again. However many times it took to get it right.

“No!” Elodie cried. “Jay, please! Don’t go! Stay with us. We’re working on a solution. Please, stay. Just give us a chance to figure it out.”

“Please, Master Joel. Don’t do it. We’ve almost got it. Let us try?” Bea pleaded.

Coco begged me to hear them out. Dahlia told me they had been working on this for years. Felicity launched into a detailed explanation of what they were doing.

Even Astrid joined in, ready for a fight as always.

The cacophony of their overlapping voices was almost overwhelming. But through it all came the same message loud and clear. I may have been ready to let go. But my women weren’t.

I looked into Elodie’s eyes and took a deep breath.

Tapping into several different power sources at once, I reinforced the strength of my arm and started squeezing with all my augmented might. At the same time, I reached into the artifact with tendrils of my magic and began collapsing each and every one of the pocket dimensions that helped power my Stopwatch all at once.

Though there was actually a complex web of interweaving magics surrounding me, as I had to crack through the dense layers of enchantments it took to make this artifact function in the first place, to the casual observer it would have looked like I just crushed the pocket watch like an aluminum can without breaking a sweat.

I dropped the hunk of useless metal into the sand.

All of my wives stared at me, dumbfounded.
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The Stopwatch lay in ruins at my feet.

Its intricately detailed case was nothing more than a crumpled wreck that sand shifted through constantly in the wind.

A moment of silence passed, and perhaps I mourned for the artifact I would never again use. The ability to flit between points in time at my whim…it was a type of freedom I’d be lying if I said I wasn’t sad to lose. But some things are worth sacrificing for the good of my marriage. My wives would always come first, no matter what.

“Does this mean you’re staying?” Astrid asked, breaking me out of my reverie. I glanced up from the wreckage of the Stopwatch to see both of her spectral wolves at her side, ready to pounce if I gave the wrong answer. “It’s not a trick?”

Standing in the middle of them all, seeing how defensive they all were, how ready they were to fight anything and everything to save me–even if it was me, or time itself (herself, whatever)–was beyond humbling. My wives had been by my side from the start. As powerful as I had become, my conversation with the big stupid eyeball betwixt dimensions had taught me something.

I was nothing without the women at my side. Without them I never would have learned magic. I would have lived that boring suburban life I’d run from so many years ago, with a wife I tolerated, instead of loved. As much as I saved them from their various fates…they also saved me. Maybe that’s all that love is, really. Two people (or more, if you can swing it) devoted to saving one another. Or maybe it’s not. Who am I to say? I just cast spells and make deals.

Reaching out, I severed the magical restraint pinning Minerva in place and let her up so she could come join us. She got up with a pretty grumpy look on her face, but she’d get over it eventually. After all she started it by cuffing me and she did get some pretty powerful orgasms out of the deal.

“It’s no trick, Astrid,” I promised, turning back to my badass little warrior wife. “I’m here to stay this time. With all of you. To whatever end awaits us. We’re in this together and I’m done running around trying to do it all by myself. You were right. I should have trusted you with this from the start. I was never alone, and I’m sorry I didn’t see that sooner. But I’m here now. Let’s find a way to stop this. But this ritual isn’t the way. It costs too much, and I’ve just learned something terrible about what can go wrong.”

“Joel, I’m so sorry. I just–” Elodie began.

I held out a hand to forestall her. “It’s okay. I understand why you did it. Hell, I did the same thing to save Minerva and I would’ve done the same for any of you. But we’ve got bigger problems. If we want to save each other, we’re going to have to find a different way than this,” I gestured towards the blood ritual they were laying out around me.

Now that I had a chance to see it up close, it was even worse than I’d feared.

Having exhausted all of the regular options for time travel, they were preparing to send just our consciousnesses back in time to before Minerva got sick. Which made sense. To them, that was where this whole ordeal began. To me, it began when I received the Almanac in the first place, but I suppose I didn’t actually piss off Lady Time until after I made the Stopwatch. In order to achieve this though, we were going to have to sacrifice our mortal forms to do it.

Blood magic always had a steeper cost than regular magic, which is why I had always avoided that shit like the plague.

“What problem could possibly be bigger than the tumor in your head?” Felicity asked.

I winced. “How about the angry goddess who put it there? Apparently there’s some bitch called ‘Lady Time’ who has a personal vendetta against me for screwing with the timeline so much. If I travel back in time again, she’s going to rewrite my personal history so I never went to see my grandfather’s shop in the first place.”

I could see the cascading effects of that subtle change slowly occurring to each of my girls in turn. Me never showing up in Coulson’s Curios would have altered all our fates for the worse. Many of us would be dead or worse; stuck in joyless dead end lives without one another there to look after one another.

“Who the hell is Lady Time? I’ve never heard of her!” Felicity complained.

“Me neither, until a couple minutes ago,” I admitted. “But she’s been here all along. Pulling strings and fucking shit up for me any time I deviated from the path laid out for me in the Almanac. Any time I stepped off the beaten path she had meticulously laid out for me, she lashed out and fucked with us. Every zombie apocalypse, every bankruptcy, every avoidable death, all of it was her.”

“Even our daughter?” Coco asked somberly, her hand resting on her stomach.

The blood drained from my face as it dawned on me that she was right.

“She did, didn’t she?” Elodie realized.

Lady Time was the one who gave my daughter an incurable disease.

“Oh that fucking bitch!” I shouted, surprising myself with the venom that escaped with the words. Despite all the years and countless resets since I’d lost her, the rage I felt at losing my daughter was still ready at hand, just waiting for me to reach for it. “I’ll make her pay,” I decided there and then.

For a long moment, my brain was completely abuzz with all the arcane knowledge I had ever acquired in my many years. I was searching for a way, any way, to force this Lady Time to take a mortal form so I could have my vengeance against her for what she took from me.

And if I’d been alone on that beach, I would have done it, too.

But a hand alighted on my shoulder. Then another on my chest. And a third on my back.

My wives surrounded me, not to trap me and save me against my will as they had last time, but to comfort me. Their arms wrapped around me and they enveloped me.

“Master Joel, that’s enough,” Bea said gently. “Lady Time is not an enemy you can kill without dire consequences for our reality. Leave it be. Pick your battles, my love. Just please don’t pick this one.”

It took me a second longer of holding them all before I finally let go of my anger.

Whether it was her fault or not, Lady Time was just doing what was in her nature as the goddess of time itself. My daughter’s existence was not meant to be, apparently. As much as it hurt, and it always would, screaming at a higher power wasn’t going to change anything. I had to face the world as it was, not as I wished it to be.

“Fine. I won’t kill her,” I agreed reluctantly.

“Good. But we still need a solution for that tumor in your head,” Ruby pointed out. “Does anyone have any ideas?”

A quick glance showed that no, no one had any ideas at the moment.

“It’s okay. Let’s head back to the library. I’ll work with you all for however much time I have left. But I need each of you to make me a promise. If we don’t find a solution and I wind up dead, whatever you do, just don’t send anybody back in time. Lady Time’s message was clear. If any of us travels through time, she’ll alter the timeline so that I never meet any of you in the first place. We’ll all just go our separate ways without ever having known each other.”

“Jeez, Lady Time is a bitch,” Ruby said. “I almost would have preferred not knowing that time was personified. I could have gone on my merry way never knowing that there was a person responsible for all my misery. What the hell is her beef with us anyway?”

I pointed my thumb at myself. “My fault. Apparently all the combined butterfly effects from my constant use of the Stopwatch fucked with her ‘art’ or something. She’s really picky about it. Or at least that’s what the giant eyeball betwixt dimensions had to say about her.”

“You went betwixt, again?” Elodie said disapprovingly.

“Really not the highlight of what I just said, babe.”

“Still. You are so reckless,” she complained.

“Well, good news. You are all in good company, because apparently the goddess of time herself agrees with you. My recklessness is exactly why we can’t just jump back in time and put an end to this whole thing. Whatever solution we come up with, we have to be careful not to piss her off.”

“How much time do we have?” Astrid asked, staring down at the ritual she’d worked really hard to find and now had to abandon.

“I don’t know,” I admitted, walking over to her and kissing her forehead. “But we should get back and get started trying to find a solution. Preferably one that doesn’t involve sending anyone back in time.”

“We’ve spent a decade searching for an answer and haven’t found one,” Felicity said.

I didn’t like the defeated look on her face. Or any of their faces for that matter. So I decided to reframe her statement as a positive. “Good. It means we have a major head start. Ten years worth of ways how not to make this work will only help us narrow down the one way we need in order to make it happen. Come on, let’s get to work.”

My wives and I agreed to swim out to Astrid’s submarine and load up to return to our home dimension. Much to their collective disappointment, I retrieved my swim trunks first.

I also gathered up the glass wolves I’d made for Astrid and showed them to her before we headed out. Her eyes lit up when she saw them, and she loved the way they both had places on Dahlia’s glass tree.

She kissed me on the cheek and said, “It’s very sweet of you to make ones for my pups, but where’s mine?”

Rolling my eyes, I collected a bit more sand and forged a new glass ornament just for her.

A raven, the same bird she transformed into when it was time to fly.

My wives each placed their glass ornaments in the respective spot on the glass tree and hung back to admire the view for a moment before we doused the bonfire and headed out to the submarine. Dahlia collected the tree and kept it safe in her own private pocket dimension.

We departed the beach with mere hours left before my last day on Earth came to an end.
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We returned to Felicity’s library and immediately got started on a solution. There was years’ worth of research to go through, and we wound up splaying it all out across the lobby floor and going through it at the same time.

Someone conjured a big whiteboard that we used to list possible solutions and cross them out one by one. The list was extensive, and included just about every possible method of time travel, a bunch of experimental cancer treatments, and a few oddball ideas that included transferring my consciousness into a synthetic body.

The synthetic body idea was pretty unpopular, but it wasn’t a terrible idea actually. I got outvoted pretty heavily.

It was well past midnight when an idea occurred to me.

Turning to Minerva, I said, “Hold on, ladies, I’ve got it! Why don’t you just turn me into a vampire? Cancer doesn’t hurt vampires, right?”

Minerva sighed and slowly closed the book she’d been pouring over. “Joel, if it were that easy don’t you think I would have offered to do that for you years ago? Vampires are immune to regular cancer, sure, but feeding on a cancerous human is still deeply unpleasant. Let’s pretend for a moment that what you had was just regular cancer. If I turned you right now you would still have that tumor for the rest of your immortal life. The nosebleeds you still get sometimes? Way worse when blood is your primary source of sustenance. You would be sick for eternity. But, this isn’t even that simple. Your tumor exists outside the linear flow of time. Some days you wake up and it’s in remission. Some days it’s in the final stages and you can’t even move out of bed.”

Another detail I didn’t feel like including. One of the benefits of writing your own biography is you get to edit out the shit that’s not important. My first draft of these books was more of a diary of all the incredible sex I had with my gorgeous wives, but I was convinced (mostly by Elodie) to actually focus on a few other parts of my life.

But ultimately she’s not wrong. I did spend a good portion of the last decade experiencing all the highs and lows of cancer out of order. It’s not a memory I like to dwell on.

Minerva finished shutting down my vampire idea with the fateful question, “Do you really want to be stuck as a cancer patient for centuries? Because that’s what me turning you into a vampire would achieve. We need to find a real solution to your tumor. If you still want to drink blood forever, we can reopen this conversation when you are healthy. Deal?”

“Deal,” I agreed. “Okay. Back to the drawing board.”
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The sun was rising, spilling light across the lobby, and we were still no closer to a solution. All the best ideas and the worst had all been ruled out side by side.

We were coming up pretty empty.

Our best idea yet, and full credit goes to Elodie and Felicity for this one, was to just send an object back in time. Like a note that said ‘hey don’t do time travel, it’s bad’ or something to that effect. We didn’t actually write that note but I’m sure it would have been more eloquent if we had.

Technically, the message from Lady Time said that if anybody traveled back through time we would be erased. But she didn’t say shit about objects.

“Well, on the bright side,” Coco said sourly, “at least you lived for a day longer than the Almanac said you would.”

I blinked. She was right. I’d never seen this sunset before. For the first time in a long, long time, I was stepping into a brand new day without a clue how it would turn out.

My last day on Earth had come to an end. And yet I was still here.

Perhaps out of instinct or muscle memory, I reached out and stuck my hand into the pocket dimension I kept anchored near me at all times. My hand closed around the Almanac itself and I pulled it out, setting it down on top of several other volumes on various solutions we’d been researching.

Flipping through the pages furiously, I found the page for the last day…and turned to the page after it. A page that had always been blank. Always.

All the blood drained from my face. There, written plain as day in my own messy handwriting, was perhaps the single most annoying message I’d ever written myself.

Gotcha! Hope you enjoyed one hell of a farewell party, pal, but the joke’s on you because you’re going to live! Knowing sorcerers, you’ll probably live to be at least three hundred, too, so you’ve got a long ways to go my friend. What, you didn’t think I’d actually hold your hand all the way until the end, did you? I got you through the messiest years of your life. Everything after this should be a breeze. Sit back, enjoy the good life you fought so hard for, and whatever you do, don’t mess around with time travel. There’s this absolute mega cunt called Lady Time who I may or may not have pissed off a little bit by making this book. If she catches me, well, actually you, traipsing around the timestream changing shit? Ooooh she’s gonna be mad as hell. She stuck this bullshit quantum tumor in my head that my good buddy Fletch says is going to kill me in a couple months. But, not to worry. I’m going to abandon this timeline and deliver this book to my younger self. You. If all goes well, you’ll be on your way to the perfect life. Just remember. Whatever you do, don’t mess around with time travel.

“You son of a bitch,” I said under my breath.

“Who?” Felicity asked. She happened to be the one closest when I said it.

“Me, actually,” I said angrily, tossing the Almanac towards her and guiding it into her hands using telekinesis.

As she read, I got up and started pacing back and forth.

Felicity’s gasp of shock as she read drew the other ladies over to read over her shoulder. One by one they all caught up with the reality of our situation.

This whole thing was my fault. My previous iteration screwed with time so much that she got pissed off at me and put a tumor in his head. And in classic sorcerer fashion, he had failed to put that warning down in the Almanac until the end of the book.

Which, sidebar, is the worst design habit I’ve ever heard of. Who puts the warning after the spell? Sorcerers, apparently! Dumbest move ever made, but that design flaw was ubiquitous throughout all the spellbooks I’d ever read.

I was furious with myself. Both versions. The me that handed me the Almanac, and me-me for actually accepting the book. I should have chucked the stupid thing out. If only it had been erased just like he had.

Wait…

My eyes went wide as I turned towards the Almanac and let my eyes lose focus, allowing me to peer at the enchantments swirling around the red book’s covers.

A slow grin crossed my face.

“Hey ladies? I think I just found a solution.”
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“...so these three enchantments keep it rooted in space and these seven stabilize it within whichever timeline it is in. Those two over there track the reader’s knowledge regardless of where in the timeline they are. Hence why I could still read every day except today even though I leapt back a dozen years,” I explained, still writing furiously on the front cover of the Almanac even as I spoke.

“Okay, I understand all that, I do. But what does any of this have to do with you curing your cancer?” Elodie asked, not for the first time that morning.

I finished the last line of my message and flipped the book closed, turning to address Elodie’s question. “Everything. It has everything to do with that, you just have to trust me on this.”

The train ground to a halt at the station, and I immediately stood up and started for the exit. My wives all got up and followed me out onto the street, heading into the small city just two stops away from Coulson’s Curios.

Something I’ve learned in my travels across the multiverse was that trains were not the most frequently used mode of transportation in most dimensions. Pretty much just mine. Most other places preferred cars, but they never really caught on here the same way they did everywhere else. We still had them, but they were all rentals. You took the train to get to the motor park, rented a car, and drove it around through miles and miles of areas that were mostly forested–except for the roadway itself, of course.

Most other dimensions, cars acted as personal vehicles.

Not the case here. You wanted to get somewhere you hopped on a train.

Personally, I liked my dimension better, but that’s just my preference. To each their own.

I turned down another street and found the entrance to Doctor Simmons’ offices. Picking up the pace, I made it to the entrance and rang the doorbell.

Nothing. No answer.

“Babe, your nose,” Bea said, concern coloring her voice.

I pulled a handkerchief out of my breast pocket (I’d taken the time to change into something nicer than swim trunks) and dabbed at my nose. The thing came away covered in blood. Guess this was going to be another rough day.

“Ugh, for fuck’s sake. Can one of you find out if Cassie’s in an appointment right now or something? I need to talk to her.”

“On it,” Astrid said, morphing into a raven and soaring upwards to find the window into Dr. Simmons’ office

“It’s ‘Cassie’ now, is it?” Dahlia asked, sounding a little jealous.

I glanced at her with an eyebrow raised. “Yes, actually, it is. I spent over a decade confiding in her. In that time, we came to be on a first name basis. Is that a problem?”

Dahlia smirked. “Not at all. Did you fuck her yet?”

“Dahlia! I told you all, I’m a married man. Nine of you is plenty. I’m already outnumbered enough as it is.”

“I think you mean eight, darling,” Elodie corrected.

Shit.

There was a crashing sound overhead as Astrid smashed through the window into Cassie’s office, followed by a scream. Ruby held up a hand and vaporized a few falling pieces of shattered glass before they could fall on us.

I pointed to the bloody handkerchief I was still pressing to my nose. “I’m a little preoccupied at the moment, my bad for being off by one. In my defense, I’m kind of seeing double right now so there’s like twenty of you.”

“Sounds fun,” Bea teased.

I sagged against the wall slightly and let out a soft chuckle. “It does, doesn’t it?”

Elodie reached out to keep me steady. “What do you need to talk to Cassie about, my love?”

I glanced up at her and tried to focus on the version of her that was moving around the least. There were currently about six images of her floating around where she was standing as my vision swam. While I wanted to just chalk that up to the nasty headache I was experiencing, each version of her was wearing slightly different clothing. Like what I was seeing were alternate possibilities of how this moment might have played out.

A side effect of my quantum tumor, no doubt.

“She’s involved in this, too. Lady Time threatened her along with the rest of us. I don’t know why. Might just be all the time I’ve spent around her that made her a target. But it doesn’t matter. I think she can help us.”

I sagged a little further down the wall.

“How? Tell us how before it’s too late, baby. You look like you need to pass out. You’ve been up for more than twenty four hours,” Felicity pointed out.

“So have all of you,” I fired back weakly.

“Yeah, but none of us have magical tumors in our heads. You do,” Dahlia replied coldly.

“And some of us don’t require sleep,” Minerva added.

Ruby reached out and fist bumped Minerva, in a show of solidarity.

“See? I’m outnumbered,” I said with a small, pained smile. “Why would I want to add a ninth woman to the mix? There’s already no winning with you ladies.”

Bea snorted and looked me dead in the eyes. “Oh, Master Joel, you win plenty with us. Remember all the threesomes, foursomes, and moresomes that you’ve enjoyed over the years?”

A grin spread across my face even as I slid down into a seated position.

“Oh yeah. Those I’ll never forget.”

“I’d call that winning. Wouldn’t you?”

Absolutely I would.

Before I could answer aloud, the door to Dr. Simmons’ office opened.

Cassie and Astrid rushed out and turned to me.

“Here he is, doc. He said he has a favor to ask of you,” Astrid said urgently.

Cassie knelt by my side. “Anything. Whatever you need, tell me.”

I reached out and plucked my Almanac from thin air, pressing it into her hands. “I need you to read this. All of it. And then follow my directions exactly.”

I laid it all out for them from beginning to end. Exactly what I needed them to do.

They all agreed, though some were more reluctant than others.

Astrid, especially, refused to give up without a fight.

“Baby, we both know this is the only way. I’m sorry,” I told her.

She shook her head. “I know. And I’m glad Doctor, no, Cassie will be the one to do it. I just…what I wanted was to heal you in this time so that we could have all our memories together. Are we really going to lose the past twenty years of our lives all because of this Lady Time bitch?”

My eyes shifted over to Dahlia, and a smile crossed my face.

“Now that you mention it…no. We don’t have to forget a thing. Hey, Dahlia, you still have the glass sculpture, right?”

Dahlia nodded and retrieved it from her pocket dimension.

Gazing around at all my wives, my smile only widened.

“Alright. One last piece of the puzzle. Here goes…”


Chapter 34



Twenty years ago. A brand new timeline.

I took a few steps back to admire our work.

The “Adventurer’s Archive” was finally fully renovated. Felicity was up on a ladder adjusting the sign above the doorway to read “Grand Opening, tonight!” and Astrid was busy applying some finishing touches to the ticket booths outside. Instead of selling movie tickets, these booths would now function as the reception area for book returns and rentals. Sorcerers who were in-the-know could flash their membership card to an attendant and when they opened the doors, they would enter the archive filled with magical books. Everyone else would walk in and find the shelves lined with normal books.

It had taken a lot of work, and several more months, but we’d modified the library to exist on two separate dimensions simultaneously. It turns out that–when properly implemented–temporal magic had its uses after all, and we’re pretty sure we managed to avoid any paradoxes. The mundane version of the library was a fully-equipped retailer which would sell new and used books like any major chain bookstore. The arcane version was open only to sorcerers.

The magic shop was thriving with all the new artifacts Astrid and I were retrieving. Sales were at all time highs and Bea’s biweekly classes were now booked out several months in advance.

The Scorched Wastes was under new leadership now also. I’d named Zacri as my royal vizier and he was overseeing the sea changes that we hoped would usher in a new era in the other dimension. Ruby’s progress with converting the desert back into a jungle was currently halted, but we were researching alternatives all the time. The treasure hoards tucked away in Baz’s glittering palace gave me an awful lot of capital to play with over here in my dimension, and had allowed me to start making some big money moves.

Pretty soon, money troubles were going to be a distant memory.

With Minerva’s help we had woven a network of portals that linked the grand palace, the library, and the shop together so we could all drop in and visit one another at a moment’s notice. I could wake up in the magic shop, spend my morning in the library on a different continent and then pop over to an alternate dimension to have lunch in a literal palace, and each location was populated with one or more of my gorgeous girlfriends.

Man, this sorcerer’s life was the shit.

Elodie’s pregnancy had gone off without a hitch. She gave birth to a bouncing baby boy we decided to name Kurt, after my grandfather. Ten fingers, ten toes, and a set of cat claws that retracted into his pudgy little fists whenever he was calm, but came out whenever he was feeling fussy. I swore a solemn vow to always look after him and to be there for the little guy the same way my father always was for me…while he was still alive at least.

“How’s it looking?” Elodie asked over the headset I had in my ear.

I grinned. “Oh, girl, you should see it. It looks amazing. I can’t wait to see what kind of crowd we draw this evening. I heard Yvonne put in a good word for us with some of her more respectful clientele. Should be a big turn out on that end. And the locals are having this big festival later in the week, so we’re expecting a pretty good turnout on the mundane side too.”

“I’m so proud of you, Joel. All this work you’re doing to make sure everything goes perfect? You have no idea how much it means to us. The girls and I just wanted to remind you that it’s okay for you to take a break every now and again. You know that, right?”

I almost laughed. “El, please. It’s the grand opening. Remember how much love we put into the shop’s grand opening? This is a big week. And we’re making progress on the curse in the Wastes, too. There’s a lot going on, I know, but I’m managing. I’m not overworking myself, I promise. I’ve got a good routine going, I’m in a nice flow. Things are good.”

Elodie didn’t say anything for a second or two. “Alright, handsome. Don’t forget it’s Coco’s night of the week tonight. She’s got some big plans for you, apparently, so make sure you don’t skip dinner.”

“Wouldn’t dream of it,” I said with a light laugh, turning to look out over the sea. “You take good care of my son over there, okay? I’ll see you again tomorrow morning.”

“You’d better! It’s my day tomorrow. Bea’s cooking us a nice dinner and I get to pick who I’m inviting over for my show.”

I rolled my eyes. “I already know who you’re going to invite.”

“No you don’t.”

“Yes, I do sweetheart.”

“Oh yeah? Who am I going to invite then?”

“Minerva, because you like the way I make her tits bounce, and Ruby, because she’s the only one who can deepthroat me.”

Dead silence over the phone. “Okay, fine. Just because you’re right doesn’t mean you have to be so…so smug about it.”

I chuckled. “Baby, I love you. I’m sorry I sound smug. I just know you very well and I know what you like. I cannot wait to see you tomorrow morning and tell you all about how the grand opening went, then give you and the boy my undivided attention for the entire day. How’s that sound?”

She sighed happily. “It sounds perfect, handsome. I can’t wait. Have a good rest of your night and rock Coco’s world for me, okay?”

“Will do.”

We both hung up and I turned back towards the library.

A woman was standing a few feet away, staring at it appreciatively. She was an attractive woman, I suppose. She was a few years older than me, but the extra time had yet to weather away the striking features of her face. She was beautiful, and some part of me was instinctively drawn to her before I’d even fully registered her appearance or heard her voice.

As she heard me ending my phone call she pointed up at the sign and spoke in a melodious voice.

“This place yours?” she asked.

Putting on my best customer service voice, I stepped up beside her with a good natured grin. “Yes ma’am, it is. We just finished renovating it and we’ll be celebrating its grand re-opening in just a few hours. You interested in stopping by?”

The woman smiled softly. “I’d like that,” she admitted. “But I’m not good in crowds. Maybe you could give me a private tour?”

The hint of suggestion in her voice felt comforting. Like there was a familiarity there that I wasn’t clued in on. Yet.

Even as I started to rise to her request and offer her what she was looking for, I stopped myself. There was a ringing in my ear like tinnitus that came and went just as swiftly. I got the distinct impression that something had just changed. What that thing was, I didn’t have the slightest clue.

“Uh, I’m sorry, miss, I didn’t catch your name but I just got the weirdest sense of deja vu looking at you. Have we met somewhere before?”

She shook her head, her smile unwavering. There was no hostility in her features, and I sensed no danger. She seemed genuinely happy to see me.

“You don’t know me. Yet. But I know you very well, Joel James.”

“Oh? How’s that?” I’ll admit, my hackles were raised. In my experience, most people who used my full name were looking for a fight. My parents. My fiance (back before I moved into Coulson’s Curios). Papa Argyle. King Bazokan. It set me on edge a bit to hear my full name said aloud by a total stranger.

But she smiled so sweetly. There wasn’t a hint of malice in her eyes. “It’s a long, long story. But I’d be happy to tell you all about it over a nice meal. Perhaps you could introduce me to Elodie. It’s her night, tomorrow, isn’t it?”

I raised an eyebrow. “How do you know so much about me?”

“Oh, I read about it. In a book that got me through a…a really hard time last year. I’ll tell you all about it on one condition. You have to invite me over for dinner tomorrow. Deal?”

Although I felt a frown forming, I held up my hands in conceit. “I’ve got two conditions of my own. Promise you aren’t some freaky super villain here to ruin my life, and tell me your name so I know who I’ll be dining with. As long as those two conditions are met, you’ll have yourself a deal.”

Her smile evened out to an approving look and she held out her hand. “My name is Doctor Cassandra Simmons.”


Epilogue



My thirty fifth birthday party took place on Earth 069 Epsilon. Something tells me you already know all about it, but Cassie had been looking forward to this day for a long time. She wouldn’t tell me why though.

This dimension was dominated by a wild jungle. The locals were a humanoid species of sentient plantlife who called themselves Lo’Tusians (and I’ll be honest they were smoking hot) who all lived in these massive tree cities.

It had been a long day of fighting plant monsters with Astrid and negotiating trade deals with Minerva and Elodie, but now all the girls and I had gathered in the lowest hanging suite of the Arboropolis to celebrate my birthday.

The clink of nine glasses coming together signaled the end of Cassie’s ‘happy birthday’ speech. My cheeks were still a little red from all the nice things she’d had to say about me.

I drained my glass of lotus wine and moved over to Cassie, gently pulling her into a soft kiss so I could thank her for being so kind to me. She looked so cute in her slimming black dress, and it hugged her figure so well that I couldn’t wait to tear it off her.

“You’re being awfully sweet today, Doctor Simmons. Am I correct in assuming this means you want something?” I teased.

Cassie batted her eyelashes. “Who, me? Of course I do.”

I gave her a wolfish grin and kissed her. “Keep flirting like that and you’re going to be the first present I unwrap tonight.

“Oooh, speaking of presents,” Cassie winked at me and raised her voice. “Our man is ready to see his present, ladies!”

A playful cheer rose up from my girls as they all gathered around me and started removing my clothing bit by bit. None of them could resist letting their hands roam or leaning in to kiss me occasionally, and the barrage of affection was strangely relaxing. Unexpected, by most welcome.

They guided me from the dining area of our little leaf-shaped loft we’d rented out and into the bedroom. The lowest point of the structure, with a completely transparent floor that allowed us all to see the vibrant colors of the jungle below.

Waiting for us was a tenth woman lying on a round bed that was styled after a rose.

Her skin was patterned with all the colors of a sunset. Pink on the outsides of her limbs and neck, a warm yellow in the softer places like her stomach, breasts, and face, and a rich purple in her most intimate spots–like her lips, her nipples, and between her thighs. Her eyes were entirely green with little white irises, and they were locked on me as my lovers pulled me into the room.

Neither of us wore a stitch of clothing, and her eyes raked across me with the same hungry desire that I felt.

“Ladies? What’s going on here?” I asked.

Elodie was the first to reply, stepping in front of me and kissing me fiercely.

“This is our birthday present to you, baby. You’ve been talking about wishing there was a way you could marry all of us at once. Well. We found one. The Lo’Tusians here have this ritual that must be performed before business arrangements can be made. A union of clans in the form of a marriage pact, overseen by a priestess. We negotiated for three days, and in the end they agreed to let you marry all nine of us.”

“Nine?” I repeated, doing the math in my head. “So I have to marry this woman as well?” I gestured towards the naked Lo’Tusian laying on our bed.

“Correct,” Bea cut in. “But don’t worry. We were allowed to pick her for you. Dahlia here is a virgin priest of the Lotus. She has trained all her life for the opportunity to perform this marriage ceremony. There is a lot of magic involved, and she’s going to require several orgasms to power it all, but in the end, all ten of us will be joined in matrimony according to the Lo’Tusian way. Here. marriages can be groups of fifteen to twenty individuals. Our ‘marriage party’ is actually somewhat small based on their average groupings.”

I started to back away and protest, looking at each of my girls’ faces in turn in the hopes that I might find an ally. But all of their minds were made up.

“We know you’re happy with us the way things are. But we figured adding one more, one that we all helped pick out, wouldn’t be too upsetting. Now we can all be married to you, Joel,” Coco chimed in. “As equals wives. Not concubines.”

That had been a sore spot for a little while. I’d wanted to marry them all but none of the cultures in our home dimension had a way to do it that we fully agreed with. Ruby offered to let us do it in her dimension, but Bea protested as the history of men marrying multiple women in that dimension was decidedly…not our thing, let’s just say.

But this sounded perfect. My eyes roamed across each of my girls’ faces. They all looked as happy and hopeful as I felt. I couldn’t take this from them.

The Almanac entry for this day had been surprisingly short. Normally it was highly detailed but this time all it said was ‘the girls are going to ask you to do something today during your birthday celebration. Say yes. You won’t regret it.’

“You all want to marry me?” I double-checked.

A round of affirmatives was my answer.

I turned to Dahlia and looked her up and down. She was certainly easy on the eyes. If I had to accept another woman into our group, her being stunningly beautiful sure didn’t hurt.

Alright then. Let’s do this.

I moved onto the bed and introduced myself to Dahlia, getting to know her in ways she’d never been known before. She tasted like honey and nectar, and her moans were some of the sweetest sounds I’d ever heard.

My girlfriends, correction, my wives had chosen well.
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Waiting for us in the wedding presents was a beautiful glass sculpture of a tree with many animals perched in its branches or nestled up to its roots.

A raven for Astrid.

An owl for Coco.

A dog for Felicity.

A tiger for Ruby.

A bat for Minerva.

A falcon for Bea.

The tree itself seemed to be for Dahlia.

And of course, a cat for Elodie.

It came with a note, written in Elodie’s handwriting.

Hold your totem and repeat these words in unison, “We are as we have always been, together forever to whatever end.”

Cassie took one of the two wolves, and I took the other.

In unison, all ten of us repeated the words.

There was this buzzing sound, and time seemed to pause, like it was holding its breath. Then came a flood of memories. Decades’ worth. All at once, I remembered everything.

The Almanac. The Stopwatch. Everything that had transpired.

I could see on my wives’ faces that their memories had been restored as well. Just as we’d planned when we’d transported the tree back in time to our wedding, and a slightly modified Almanac back in time to Cassie.

One tweak to the enchantment allowed her to read the whole book at once instead of waiting around for the right day to reveal the words. After that, all we’d had to do was send it back to her at the right time.

The rest was history.

My eyes lifted up to lock with my wives

We were back. No quantum tumor. But no Stopwatch either. Most importantly, all of our memories intact and a whole multiverse of possibilities before us.

“So ladies. What’s next?”

THE END

Thanks for taking the time to read this story! I hope you had as much fun reading it as I did writing it. Your continued support motivates me to keep writing. If you can, please leave a review on Amazon. You can add me on social media to stay up to date with my new releases. Let’s keep the dialogue going!

Do you like fast-paced sci-fi action stories with badass heroes, sexy AIs, and monster girls? Start reading Rod Quasar today!

If you enjoy my stories but are looking for something a little less high-octane, check out these cozy harem books by my other pen name, Axel Ingram. <br>

Happy reading! See you next time for another adventure.

In the meantime, you can check out these Facebook groups:

Harem Babes

Dukes of Harem

Monster Girl Fiction

Harem Gamelit

If you want to see these babes, click here:

Waifufor.us
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