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Chapter 1

“It’s got to have a name,” Maria insisted. “You can’t just leave the realm blank forever.” Then she hesitated. “Can you?”

“Technically, you can,” Lexi replied, speaking from my left. Maria was to my right. I was the meat in a Lexi and Maria sandwich, and I couldn’t have been happier about it. “But then if you have multiple realms without names, you’ll never be able to tell them apart in your Grimoire. That could spell problems down the road.”

I laughed, trying to think of how impossible it would have been to go back in time and explain this situation to myself just a week ago.

“Fine,” I said, shaking my head. “I agree with all that, but we’re not calling the place Cool Tower!”

“Why not?” Maria asked, quickening her step to match mine as we walked down the hallway. “Finn MacCool is a legend—one of the most enduring among my people. Even now he sleeps in a cave, surrounded by members of the Fianna, waiting for the day when Ireland needs him to rise again.” As she spoke, Maria stepped around me and pulled up short, crossing her arms beneath her breasts. “What could be a better name than that?”

“Is that true?” Lexi asked.

Maria winked. “It’s a legend. But then again, a week ago both of you thought magic was just a legend, too, aye?”

The three of us walked through one of the covered paths that formed the perimeter of the Spire complex, surveying our new home. After a night of vigorous lovemaking, we’d woken with the dew, eager to begin mapping out the boundaries of our new home. The task was proving to be a longer one than we’d anticipated.

As Lexi and Maria continued arguing over Irish mythology, I looked back over my shoulder at the Spire. The massive tower stretched against the sky like a dark finger, looming over the thick pines of the forest surrounding us. Several smaller buildings formed a ring around its perimeter, long and low with thatched roofs like medieval dwellings. Once this place was up and running to its full capacity, those buildings would be staffed with people—students, in fact. Summoners in training.

There are certain moments when a man just has to stop for a moment and reflect on how lucky he truly is. This was one of those moments.

“I still think we should just name it after Tim,” Lexi said. The blonde hadn’t yet noticed that I’d stopped walking and was staring at the Spire—she was too involved in her argument with Maria. “What’s wrong with just calling it Tim’s Place or Tim’s Home? That’s simple. None of us will accidentally walk through a fissure into a realm of fire on the way home after a long day if we call it something we’ll all remember.”

To think that two weeks ago, I thought having a whole studio apartment all to myself was luxury…

It was hard to overestimate how much my life had changed in a very short amount of time. A few weeks ago, I’d been settling into my second semester at college, preparing myself for another round of classes, parties, and attempts to woo the opposite sex. The biggest thing in my life was the fact that I’d managed to get my own apartment—one that didn’t even require roommates. I’d been living the good life.

Then, during a trip to pick up my mail from the dorms, I’d found the letter that changed everything. My invitation to the Blackwood Institute for Summoning Studies.

A place where people were taught to do magic.

Magic, as I’d learned, wasn’t just in fairy tales. It was real. The people who could do it were called Summoners, and they could also open holes into other dimensions called Fissures, coaxing monsters out of them. The greatest Summoners commanded whole legions of monsters, though most turned them over for training to lesser functionaries known as Latents. Latents could use monsters but couldn’t open Fissures on their own or form the Pacts that allowed a man to bind a monster to his will. They couldn’t even cast personal spells.

At least, no one thought they could. I’d blown that theory completely out of the water.

Shortly after my arrival at Blackwood, the college was attacked by a squad of extremely powerful monsters, led by a madman named Kyros. He took the institute over, enslaving the students and faculty—and would have done the same to Lexi and me, if I hadn’t escaped through a Fissure.

That didn’t sound crazy when I thought about it like that. But Summoners weren’t supposed to be able to enter Fissures. Just conjure them. By stepping through one, I’d broken all the laws of magic. And when I brought Lexi with me and found out that she, a Latent, could cast spells on the other side?

Well, that really changed the way the magical world worked.

“Silly girl,” Maria said. “Look at that behind you.”

Lexi did. Both women turned, only now seeing that I stood several paces behind them. All three of us stared up at the Spire, trying and failing to hold the whole thing in our mind’s eye.

It wasn’t the first one I’d seen, of course. But it was the first one that I’d seen that was whole and unbroken: neither under construction, destroyed, nor decayed. Spires were centers of magic; when fully operational, they gave a Summoner the ability to access the most powerful and awe-inspiring aspect of training monsters: Monster Fusion. Two monsters entered a Spire’s heart, and only one came back out again—but the one that did was changed, made more powerful by an order of magnitude.

My Spire didn’t have that ability yet. Which was why, for the moment at least, I needed to rely on our new friends to make my monsters stronger.

Thinking about that made me look down at my wrist. My arms were tanned from spending so much time adventuring, but the section of my skin from my knuckles all the way down to mid-forearm was as pale as if I’d spent the last few weeks coding on a computer in the dark.

I missed my Digital Grimoire. The device was what allowed me to summon and store my monsters—several of my new best friends were sleeping inside, waiting for the hit points they’d lost defending me to be restored. We needed to go get that ASAP, which meant that we couldn’t keep sitting here arguing about names—as fun as it was.

“One day,” Maria was saying, her arm around Lexi’s shoulder, “all of this is going to be a new Blackwood. A new school of magic, where a whole generation of Latents and Summoners will learn how to use their God-given gifts. Thousands of people are going to be buzzing to and from this realm through Fissures.” A smirk tugged at the corner of the redhead’s mouth. “And every single one of them is going to laugh if they have to select Tim’s Place in order to get there!”

Lexi couldn’t help but laugh. Maria just had a way about her. Despite her leadership skills and her abilities as a Latent, Lexi couldn’t help but slip into a more submissive role whenever the vivacious redhead was around. Part of that was because Maria had been Lexi’s ‘big’ at Blackwood—an older student tapped to show a newer one the ropes and get them used to campus life.

But part of that was also because of the roles they played in the bedroom.

The old me would have been over the moon to go to bed with either Lexi Caldwell or Maria Doyle. Being in a relationship with both at once would have been beyond the pale. And having them both totally devoted to me in the way of Latents for their chosen Summoner—that was so far beyond understanding that it would have broken former Tim’s brain just to try and picture it.

As I watched the pair giggle, my mind flashed back to the previous night. It had been our first in the Spire proper, christening the place after the demoness Lezabel and I restored the tower and its outbuildings to their repaired form through the magic we’d stolen from the tower’s heart. By then Lexi and I were an item, and I’d brought Maria into the fold, but I’d never taken both of my women at the same time.

It was my first threesome. I’d fantasized about stuff like that before, and I’d heard plenty of guys at college brag about those kinds of things. It wasn’t until I experienced the real thing that I realized how many of those guys had been lying.

A real threesome was nothing like my fantasies. It was better. So much better.

Lexi and I cared so much about each other that it had been easy to throw Maria into the mix. It didn’t hurt that Lexi had a definite kink for watching me with other girls—something that I’d learned was shockingly common among female Latents. She’d been almost as into watching me fuck Maria as I was. I still remembered her playing hype girl as Maria mounted me, riding me as we christened the master bedroom we’d found near the Spire’s highest chambers.

I tried to remember that all of this was partially biological—that it was primal, happening at the subconscious level. Lexi and Maria were both Latents, which meant that they carried the recessive gene that allowed a human being to form Pacts with monsters and use them in battle. As a full Summoner, I carried the dominant form of that gene. Any children born of the union of Latent and Summoner were guaranteed to at least be Latents, and it was a coin flip whether or not they’d become full Summoners.

And the world needed Summoners.

Hence, every Summoner was expected to breed with lots of Latents. Most of the more powerful ones had a whole stable of Latent concubines, each of whom did their best to make sure that magic wasn’t bred out of the world. Not that it was a big ask on their part. There was something… well, magical about the union of Latent and Summoner. I wasn’t a virgin when Lexi Caldwell and I hooked up for the first time, but it had certainly felt like I was experiencing sex for the first time all over again.

The way we fucked… it was hot, primal, and oh-so-satisfying. Throwing multiple women into the mix just made things even better.

“My wrist feels naked,” I said, interjecting in the midst of Lexi and Maria’s argument. “Now that we’ve walked the grounds, we should go pay Aquinas a visit. See if Lezabel’s finished bringing my monsters back to full health.”

As I spoke, both Lexi and Maria’s gazes traveled across the grass. Standing just to the left of the main stairs leading to the Spire’s entrance was a Fissure unlike any we’d ever seen before. It looked like someone had taken a knife and carved the shape of a door through the air, painting it in wide slashes that made the result look like a cartoon coyote had driven through it. A red carpet stretched across the grass, exiting the Fissure.

Most portals to other realms could only stay open for a short while: just long enough for a Summoner to coax a monster out of one or for me and my team to jump through and enter another world. This one was different.

It led to the Cathedral of Umbra. A realm I still didn’t fully understand despite my attempts to look up information about it. On the other side of that gap in reality were Aquinas and his servant Lezabel—two people who’d helped me more than just about anyone else. I owed this Spire to them. Aquinas taught me how to fuse monsters, and Lezabel helped me restore the Spire to its original form.

So it was super ironic that I still wasn’t sure that I could trust either of them.

I had trusted Lezabel with my Digital Grimoire, however. The cherry-skinned demoness assured me that she could heal the monsters contained within, restoring them to full health before giving them back to me. Inside that Grimoire were two monsters—a frost imp named Frick and a wendigo named Altiri. I missed them both.

Especially Frick. That freaky little imp would have had some choice suggestions for what to name this realm—of that, I was sure.

Both Lexi and Maria stared at that fissure. Lexi looked like she wanted to go through it right then and there and grab my Grimoire, while Maria wore an expression like the fissure was a live viper, and she wanted to stay as far away from it as possible. Strange, as Maria was usually the bigger risk-taker in our group.

“We’ll have to visit Aquinas sooner or later,” Maria said, glancing back over her shoulder at the Spire. “I’d hoped to do a little bit more scouting before we get back to adventuring, Tim. I’d also been praying we could visit the master bedroom a couple more times.”

That made me grin. “Like we need a bed beneath us. You’d let me lay you down in the grass right here and now, wouldn’t you, Maria?”

I didn’t need her to answer. I could see it written all over her face—in the way she blushed with embarrassment, even as her eyes flashed with obvious interest. She gave Lexi a quick, sideways gaze before returning her attention to me as if gauging how freaked out the blonde would be if the two of us did just that.

“Of course I would,” the redhead admitted, discarding any hint of shame. “In fact, I wish you would. I’m pretty sure I’m ovulating right now.”

What? Her response was so brazen that it took me by surprise. “Pardon?”

Maria grinned. “I want to have your babies,” she whispered, closing the distance between us. “It’s my purpose as a Latent—the very reason that I was born. Every cell in my body is crying out for it. I want you, Tim.”

She crossed the distance between us, putting her hands on my hips. Maria was several inches shorter than I was, so she had to tilt her chin upward to look me in the eyes.

“You feel it, too, don’t you?” Maria smirked. “It’s the bond between us, Tim. Now that we’ve attached ourselves to a virile Summoner, Lexi and I are going into heat. We’re extremely fertile when we’re around you.” Without a hint of shame, she reached forward and stroked the bulge in my pants. “It’s affecting you as well, Summoner. You already fuck us much harder than you did when you first started with Lexi.”

Part of me didn’t want to admit it, but what Maria was saying was undeniably true. My first time with Lexi had been slow, sweet, and hot and had taken it out of me like I’d run a marathon. After a night like the one I’d had in the Spire with my two Latents, I should have been completely tapped out, probably for days.

And yet I’d woken up this morning with a raging hard-on and sunk it hilt deep into Lexi the moment she’d woken up enough to spread her legs and whisper that she wanted it. That was so unlike me that it shocked me—but I’d liked it. A lot.

Maria could see from the look on my face that I knew what she was talking about.

“It’s commonly referred to as Summoner’s Rut,” Maria whispered. The hand that had been on my cock now rested on my chest, though the redhead’s expression told me all I had to do was guide her fingers lower to get whatever I wanted. “When it’s first formed, before children are born, the bond between a Summoner and his Latents is… particularly strong.” She grinned, nibbling her bottom lip. “Summoners frequently don’t leave their chambers for a week the first time they take a Latent.”

“No wonder we can’t keep our hands off each other.” I thought about the mission. “When does it stop?”

Maria and Lexi shared a look. Both giggled.

“Once you knock us both up,” Lexi said with a shrug. “Shit, are you telling me Summoner’s Rut is real, Maria? I always thought that was just an excuse for couples to take a few days off classes!”

“I admit, I had my doubts as well,” Maria purred, looking at me. “But what we’re feeling is undeniable. You’re hard all the time, aren’t you, Tim? And it feels like every little thing turns you on—turns you on so much more than normal?”

Again, she was right.

“Great,” I said, shaking my head. “Not only do I have to save the world from Kyros, but I also have to do it with a raging hard-on?”

Both Maria and Lexi laughed at that.

“We’ll be there to help you every step of the way.” The redhead giggled, her nails digging gently into my chest. “Besides, I doubt it will last all that long. It’s a true rarity for a female Latent to go more than one month without getting pregnant by her Summoner—for the first time, at least. Lexi and I are basically walking around at peak fertility all the time. It would be a minor miracle if we didn’t end up pregnant before this is all done…”

Pregnant. Not too long ago, that was a nightmare word. The thought of having not one but two college co-eds coming to me and telling me they were having my baby was the sort of scenario that got a man to shave his head, jump on a boat, and hide on some Caribbean island for the rest of his life. Even now, knowing that once we defeated Kyros we’d have all of magical society on our side to help raise my heirs, the thought should have made the hair on the back of my neck stand up.

So why did getting Lexi and Maria pregnant sound so hot?

Get a hold of yourself, Tim, I thought, pushing down my emotions. You’ve got to focus on the mission!

Whenever I was faced with a large, difficult task to perform, I reacted by breaking it down into smaller, manageable chunks. I’d done this when Lexi and I were stranded in the realm of Hyperborea, wandering a frozen wasteland filled with monsters and high-level monsters. We’d started with Operation: Don’t Freeze to Death and gone from there.

Now I broke the future down into manageable pieces.

Operation: Get Your Monsters.

Operation: Find New Realms.

Operation: Build a Team of Monsters That Can Beat Kyros The Fuck Up.

Yeah. Yeah, that sounded good.

“Dent Academy,” I said, looking down at Maria.

The change in conversational topic was so abrupt that it bounced right off the redhead’s skull. “Hmm?” she purred.

“We should call this realm Dent Academy,” I said, looking back at the Spire. “Like you said, if we end up surviving all of this, it’ll probably end up becoming a school—a new Blackwood. And if the realm has my name on it, it’s unlikely that anyone will ever step into it thinking it’s somewhere else—or get it mixed up with some other realm.”

“Oh.” Clearly, Maria was expecting to already be in the grass, wrapping her legs around me. “Yeah, that’s a good idea. What do you think, Lexi?”

The blonde was grinning from ear to ear. “I think you look like you’re about to tear poor Tim’s clothes off,” she said, her tone cutting through the haze of arousal that was threatening to engulf us all. “He wouldn’t look very good seeing Aquinas again in rags, now, would he?

Aquinas. Now there was a guy to banish any thoughts of red-hot threesomes.

The master of the Cathedral of Umbra was a strange dude indeed. He seemed completely uninterested in the gorgeous demoness he shared his home with, and he’d never given Lexi or Maria a second glance. I’d wondered if women didn’t do it for Aquinas, but lately, I’d begun to believe that nobody did it for the man—that he lived only to aid in Monster Fusion.

Aquinas had secrets, for sure. I still wanted to know who’d sent him to me—who his so-called ‘father’ really was. But those mysteries, like so many others I’d encountered since becoming a Summoner, would have to wait for their proper time.

“So we’re agreed, then?” I asked, reaching for my Grimoire before remembering it was no longer strapped to my wrist. “Dent Academy is a fine name for our new home?”

Both women nodded.

“Of course, Summoner,” Maria said, her voice a little stiff. “Of course, we’ll go with whatever you decide. You’re in charge, after all.”

It definitely felt that way. I still wasn’t sure if Summoner’s Rut was something real or just a horny little concept Maria had made up to get me raring to go, but I definitely felt something through the bonds connecting me to the two Latent women. I’d have to make it up to Maria later—I could see she was disappointed.

“Alright,” I said, already beginning to walk to the fissure leading to the Cathedral. “Let’s get my monsters back. Then it’s time to start mapping out some realms.”

Both women’s expressions changed. A few moments ago they’d been sex kittens; now they were the picture of professional grace—two Latents armed with spells ready to support their Summoner. With a start, I realized that I had changed, as well.

Like flipping a switch.

Maybe there’s something to Maria’s theory, after all, I wondered.

“We need to remember,” Maria said as we approached the fissure, “that Kyros has complete control of Blackwood right now. The people we care about—the other students, the faculty—they’re all his slaves. We can’t… dilly-dally on our way to stop him. We need to build an army capable of bringing that bastard down and liberating our school.”

“We’ve got this,” I told Maria, holding her close. “And don’t worry. As soon as we have a moment to ourselves, I’m going to make the wait very, very worth it.”

The redhead grinned. “You’d better. And you’d better do the same for Lexi, too!”

Lexi nibbled her bottom lip, her eyebrows waggling. “Damn right, Tim. Maria and I are going to be sporting baby bumps together or not at all. I can’t wait…”

I couldn’t, either.

Together, the three of us stepped into the fissure, leaving the newly-christened Dent Academy behind.

It was time to get my monsters back.


Chapter 2

The smell of ozone reached my nostrils as I took my first step into the Cathedral of Umbra. Behind me the Fissure between worlds sizzled as Lexi entered behind me, traveling an unfathomable length in a single step. Maria was just behind, hot on her heels as we entered Aquinas’s reception area.

The place looked relatively unchanged. I got the impression that not much ever did change in this realm—it still looked like Michelangelo ought to be on a ladder painting the ceiling. The main room had a high, vaulted ceiling with flying buttresses painted with runes, and all the windows were stained-glass scenes from the ancient history of summoning. Pews of some dark, expensive-looking wood were in rows on either side of the main aisle, though I couldn’t imagine anyone having an actual religious ceremony here.

Not unless they were worshiping Monster Fusion, in any case.

The chamber’s centerpiece stood atop the altar, where the pulpit would have been were this an ordinary cathedral back on Earth. When I’d seen this device in the ruined, decayed Spire at Trephine, I’d thought that it was some kind of massive egg—but now, here, I saw the truth. It was a machine—a magical machine.

Two monsters enter, and one leaves, I thought, remembering the pictograms in the Spire at Trephine. That tower had once been the center of a thriving community, but Kyros had destroyed it. There was no telling how many beautiful things the man had broken in his mad quest for power.

Maria and Lexi spread out across the room, looking for Aquinas and Lezabel.

“Hello?” Lexi called out.

I was surprised to see neither Aquinas nor Lezabel. Honestly, I wasn’t sure how the strange man and the demoness managed to live inside this realm. Other than the large, central cathedral, the entirety of the land appeared to be nothing more than a few hallways and closets. Not exactly the sort of place anyone wanted to live in the long term.

As Lexi and Maria fanned out, I walked to one of the ornate windows, peering through the stained glass. I could see a rolling hill beyond it with a brilliant sun blazing in the sky—its light was colored strangely by the painted glass I was peering through.

A few moments later, a shudder passed through me. I wasn’t looking at the outside—this scene was a painting. A bit of stone showed through the blue of the sky, revealing that this was a scene of forced perspective. A clever little optical illusion.

“They must have painted the stone before they set up the stained glass,” I muttered, placing my palm on the cold surface of the window. “How is that even possible…?”

“Ah,” a smooth, female voice said. “There you are.”

I forgot all about my study of the window and turned. There, standing before the great bulk of the machine that performed Monster Fusion, was the demoness Lezabel. My Digital Grimoire dangled from her fingers, swaying gently back and forth in a phantom breeze.

“Good to see you, Summoner,” Lezabel said, her tone cool and businesslike. “As you requested, I’ve restored your monsters to full health. They should be ready to be summoned whenever you like. I also took the liberty of infusing your Grimoire with a fresh batch of monster ore—though you’ll find you won’t need it here. You can summon any monster you like within the Cathedral of Umbra without incurring a penalty…”

The demoness trailed off. All three of us were staring at her.

“What?”

How could I explain? I had just started getting used to seeing the beautiful monster in her professional attire—in the smart suit and modest skirt she wore while attending to business with Aquinas. Lezabel must have been feeling particularly daring today because she’d swapped out her business casual for a skintight jumpsuit with a high collar. The shade was a red only slightly pinker than her skin, which gave everyone who looked at her the momentary perception that she was naked. A pair of high leather boots completed the ensemble, ending just below her knees.

“You just look… different, is all,” I managed. It was a stupid thing to say, but at least I didn’t start howling like a cartoon wolf. I would have looked silly with my tongue trailing on the ground, anyway.

“Special occasion?” Lexi asked.

A thin smile tugged at the corners of Lezabel’s mouth. “Perhaps,” she said, holding out the Digital Grimoire. “Will you come and take this, Summoner, or do I need to throw it to you? I warn you, my pitching arm is not what it used to be.”

Mastering myself, I walked up the steps to the altar. The Digital Grimoire felt like home on my wrist as if it had never left. I never wanted to take it off again.

“Thank you,” I said, lifting my eyes from the display to Lezabel. On my wrist, the device was already happily beeping away, re-synchronizing itself to its user. I’d be able to summon Frick and Altiri to my side in a manner of moments.

“You’re welcome,” the demoness said with another one of those enigmatic smiles. “And thank you for noticing me. Along with your women.”

“Hmm?”

Her smile widened. “It’s been so long since I got dressed up,” the demoness explained, “that I wondered if my old powers of attraction had begun to wane. Looking at your faces, it’s clear that I’ve still… what is it you humans say? Got it?”

I must have looked mortified, but Lexi and Maria’s laughter made up for it.

“You’ve definitely got it,” Maria admitted, showing no shame.

“Why did you get all dressed up?” Lexi asked. “Did you just feel like putting in some extra effort for us?”

Slowly, Lezabel shook her head. “I’m going on a trip.”

We all waited for her to elaborate, but no explanation was forthcoming.

“Well, alright,” I said. “I hope you have a good one…”

I’d hoped that that might convince Lezabel to open up, but it didn’t. She flashed another one of those Mona Lisa smiles and gestured at my Grimoire, indicating that I should summon my monsters.

Good idea, I thought, returning my eyes to the display. I’ve missed these two…

A few button pushes later and the Cathedral of Umbra was full of light. A bright pulse of illumination burst across the pews, reflecting off the stained-glass windows, and when it faded, a pair of monsters were standing with me on the altar. One was much larger than the other, yet the smaller one was the louder of the pair.

Frick and Altiri were back.

They looked hale and hearty. A quick glance down at the Digital Grimoire confirmed that their mana and health were both at maximum; Lezabel had been as good as her word. The last time I’d seen Frick and Altiri they’d been at death’s door, pulled into my Digital Grimoire to save them from total obliteration at the hands of the Spire’s heart.

Frick shot forward first. The little monster shared few features with the imp he’d been when Lexi and I first met him in the realm of Hyperborea. He’d been fused with another monster, a snowflake-shaped monstrosity known as Pentacle, and now he was much stronger than he’d originally been. Plates of ice armor covered his chest, his arms, and his legs, and a tiny pair of icy wings flapped from his back as he hopped excitedly across the dais.

“Master!” Frick halted before me, peering up at me with a big imp smile. The top of his head barely came up to my chest. “Oh no, Master, you’re leaking! You must be grievously injured!” The imp turned to Altiri, who was still stretching and sighing with relief at being freed from the confines of the Grimoire. “I told you they wouldn’t be able to keep themselves safe without us, Altiri!”

It was enough to make me laugh. “I’m alright,” I assured Frick, wiping my eyes with the back of my hand. “It’s just good to see you, that’s all.”

“Well, of course it is!” Frick agreed. This would have sounded self-aggrandizing if it hadn’t been delivered with such a manic flair. It was impossible to take anything Frick said seriously, even when he meant it. “I’ve lost count of how many times I’ve saved your life, Summoner! I couldn’t even count them on my twigs!”

“You don’t have twigs anymore,” Lexi said. The blonde had her fingers over her lips, doing her best to keep from laughing. “You’re evolved, Frick!”

Frick looked down at his hands, seeming to see them for the first time. “Oh, that’s right,” the monster imp cackled, balling his fingers into fists, “I’m Frick 2.0! That’s a good thing, too, because it looks like you’ve got a lot of fighting to do, Summoner!”

Altiri sniffed the air, waving her shaggy head back and forth. The Wendigo was as beefy as an NFL linebacker and so tall that if she’d been human, she could have signed as the center for any basketball team on Earth. She towered over the rest of us, which made her grumpy, maternal manner even more surprising.

“Summoner no fight,” she sniffed, looking from me to my women and back again. “Summoner mate.”

Oh shit. Both Lexi and Maria blushed, and it looked as if Lezabel was using a great amount of composure to keep her face studiously neutral. The demoness probably wanted to laugh but would have gotten in trouble with Aquinas. Or maybe it was just that she almost never showed emotion and didn’t want to buck the trend now.

Frick, on the other hand, didn’t look surprised at all! “Ah, yes!” the imp said, reaching up and clapping me on the shoulder. “Altiri, did you know that Tim was mating when I first met him? He loves it, this one does!” Frick leaned in closer, dropping his voice to a stage whisper that everyone could still hear. “Good thing I wasn’t around to interrupt you this time, right, Master?”

“We weren’t mating,” I said.

Maria cocked an eyebrow, then cleared her throat.

“I mean, yes, we were mating, but—when you first met me, Lexi and I weren’t mating. We were just huddling together for warmth.”

“Ah!” Frick said as if this made all the sense in the world. Then he nudged Altiri in the side. Because of the difference in height, it was more like nudging her knee. “In the human world, that’s frequently a precursor to mating!”

“Look, Lezabel,” I said, shaking my head to try and clear it, “I swear, we’re not a bunch of horny idiots. Or at least, we’re more than just a bunch of horny idiots. We just…”

“Summoner’s Rut,” the demoness said with a faint smile.

To say I was caught off guard would have been a major understatement. “You know about that?” I asked.

The demoness laughed—a tinkly, musical sound like the wind blowing through a set of backyard chimes. I liked it, even though I could sense a discordant note in the melody—probably a side effect of being a monster. “It’s very common. Frankly, I’d be surprised if you weren’t all pawing at each other at every waking moment. It would mean something was wrong.”

I sighed, relief flooding me. “Then you understand,” I told her.

Her gaze held mine just a touch too long. “More than you know,” she purred, a smirk tugging at the corner of her mouth. “Why do you think I got all dressed up today, Summoner?”

I swallowed hard. That skintight outfit, those boots… Lezabel wasn’t trying to say what I thought she was saying, was she? That she got all dolled up for me?

She put on her sluttiest outfit, I realized. Or at least the sluttiest one she could get away with. Aquinas probably has rules about showing skin in the Cathedral of Umbra, but Lezabel’s completely covered up—dressed from head to toe.

Her clothes were just so tight that anyone who wanted to could see every curve of that gorgeous body. Damn, this woman had me down bad. You’d think I didn’t have two beautiful women already warming my bedchamber each night.

I had to keep my head here. I knew enough about female attraction to know that in its early stages, it was a frail, fragile thing. If the bonds connecting me to Lexi and Maria were blazing bonfires, fires that would burn for the rest of our lives, then the one between Lezabel and I was a tiny spark. There was tinder in the firepit, smoking into the embers, but the fire had yet to catch.

If I threw water on it now by acting like a horny idiot, it never would. And I doubted the demoness would give me a second chance.

“I thought you said you were going on a trip,” I told her. “Aren’t you?”

“Oh, I am,” Lezabel purred. “A very long one if my suspicions serve me right.”

“Well, then I probably won’t see you for a very long time,” I said, glancing back at the fissure leading to our home, Dent Academy, though it had yet to play host to a single student. “Perhaps you’d like to come back to the Spire with us before you go? We could show you around the place—give you something to look at that’s more exciting than the same old Cathedral of Umbra.”

Lezabel’s eyes widened. This wasn’t the response she’d expected. “You’d give me a tour?” she asked, sounding amused.

“You should see the master bedroom,” Maria purred. “I don’t know where you manage to bed down for the night, demoness, but it can’t be anywhere as comfortable or luxurious as our Spire. You should treat yourself for one night, at least, and rest in silk sheets.”

“On big, soft pillows,” Lexi added, squeezing her breasts together with her elbows.

Good Lord, I thought, convinced anew that I was the luckiest man on Earth. Who could possibly ask for better wingwomen than these?

Lezabel looked conflicted. Part of her wanted to say yes, but a deeper, more professional part of her psyche recoiled at the thought of leaving the Cathedral. I wondered if she’d ever truly let her hair down—if she’d allowed herself to let go and have some fun for once in her life. I felt certain she’d enjoy it.

“Come on,” I told her, striking my most winning smile. “It’ll be an adventure.”

The demoness had just opened her mouth when a door in the rear of the chamber opened. God damn it, what’s with the interruption?

It was Aquinas. I should have figured it would be him—as far as I knew, there were only two living people in the Cathedral of Umbra. He let the door slam behind him as he powerwalked through the cathedral, approaching the altar.

“Summoner,” the man said, wiping his brow. A thin sheen of sweat had broken out there, and it was far from the only sign that Aquinas was exhausted. “Thank the Gods you’re here. I was about to send Lezabel to collect you.”

Were you? I wondered. That would have been interesting—especially if I’d accepted Maria’s offer of a little fun before we headed to the Cathedral of Umbra. I’d rather not have had the demoness walk in on my women and me, though. Too much risk of dousing her fire with some cold water.

“I’m right here,” I said. “What’s wrong?”

For there was something wrong, I was sure of it. Aquinas was still dressed to the nines, in his sharp purple suit, silver watch, and shoes that shone like the mirror ball in a discotheque. But it looked like he’d slept in his outfit. Dark circles lay beneath the man’s eyes, and part of his hair stuck out to the side as if he’d been wearing a helmet for far too long. Or maybe he had a cowlick; I wasn’t one to judge.

Aquinas didn’t respond right away. He took in everything happening on the dais: the flirting between me and Lezabel, the eager looks of my monsters, and the women standing behind me as support. Then he sighed.

“I had hoped today would involve a gentle easing into the more complicated aspects of Monster Fusion,” the man said, his gaze lingering for a long moment on Frick. “I had planned to allow you to practice Skill Inheritance, then to give you a guided lesson in Hyperborea on evolving monsters with natural resistances. But it appears we’ll be missing all of that.”

The hair stood up on the back of my neck. It’s Kyros, I thought, the suspicion hardening to a certainty when I looked into Aquinas’s eyes.

“What’s he done now?” I asked.

Aquinas didn’t need to ask me who he was. There could be only one answer: Kyros. The First Summoner.

I still didn’t know the full history of the man or his exploits, but I’d managed to glean most of it from a couple of casual conversations with Lexi and Maria. Kyros had been a wunderkind at opening Fissures between realms, mapping them out in the early days of Summoners and Latents. He’d used his head start on everyone else to attain a crop of high-level monsters, pushing the very limits of what was possible.

If he’d stopped there, he’d have wound up a hero: probably a figure to be discussed in Introduction to Summoning History at Blackwood. But once he realized how much farther ahead of the rest of the magical world he’d gotten, Kyros decided to take it over. He’d reigned over Summoners like the world’s most vicious HR manager—which was appropriate since he looked like an ordinary employee of some mid-level corporate structure. If you squinted, half the extras in any background shot of Office Space looked exactly like him.

But looks were deceiving. It took the combined might of the rest of magical society to bring Kyros down. Once he’d been tossed from his throne, he was sealed away into his own realm where he could no longer hurt anyone else again.

Kyros had spent hundreds of years in that realm, biding his time and growing stronger. Somehow, he’d managed to escape—and Blackwood was now his. God only knew what he was doing to the students and faculty.

“He’s made a move,” Aquinas said with another sigh. “He says… but perhaps it would be easier if I show you. He wants you to see, after all.”

Oh, he does? “Then I’d better take a look,” I said, crossing my arms over my chest. “He brought something here?”

It was a sobering thought. If Kyros could make it to the Cathedral of Umbra, what was stopping him from invading my new home?

“Oh, no!” Aquinas assured me. “Nothing like that. It’s… it’s a broadcast, actually.”

Broadcast?

“Come with me, Summoner,” Aquinas said, already moving back toward the door he’d entered. Now, he probably regretted slamming it shut so hard. “Your Latents as well. This is something you all need to see, I’m afraid.”

Lexi and Maria nodded.

“We’re with you,” Lexi said to me.

Together, we followed Aquinas into the depths of the Cathedral of Umbra.


Chapter 3

The hallway Aquinas led us down resembled the Cathedral of Umbra about as much as the Vatican does a bus station.

As soon as we were outside of the main hall, the luxury and splendor of the Cathedral disappeared. We walked across a bare stone floor through a bare stone hall with torches hung at intervals on the walls to provide illumination. The whole thing reminded me of a video game—one of those old ones from the early 90s where you and your party crawled through an endless dungeon filled with monsters.

I’d never been very good at those. My first RPG was Chrono Trigger, and it was nothing like that. Permadeath had never been my thing, which was why it was ironic that I was inside such a system now.

But that’s life, right?

The path curved as we walked so that we could never see too far ahead of us or behind us. Deep shadows covered the walls and floor. Only Aquinas’s sure, confident steps let me know there weren’t any monsters lurking in the darkness waiting to ambush us.

If we weren’t safe in the Cathedral of Umbra, I reasoned, then we weren’t safe anywhere.

“So this is where you live?” Lexi asked, following right behind me.

Aquinas slowed his steps a bit as he spoke. “Ah, yes,” the man admitted, running a hand through his hair. “The path is about to fork, actually. Lezabel’s quarters are at the end of the left-hand hallway, while mine are on the right…”

“So you’re taking us back to your quarters,” Maria said.

I glanced over my shoulder. As much as I wanted to see where Lezabel slept—just the thought of what the sexy demoness looked like in bed made my Summoner’s Rut flare up like a son of a bitch—the demoness hadn’t followed us out of the main chamber. That part confused me. Didn’t she want to know what Kyros was up to?

“I am,” Aquinas said. Other men might have felt embarrassed or emboldened to be bringing a Summoner and his two women to his own bedroom, but Aquinas was as cool as a cucumber.

Once the path split, we could see the doors to both Lezabel and Aquinas’s rooms. I certainly wouldn’t have been able to sleep that close to a woman as hot as Lezabel without at least making a pass at her. And with all these long, lonely nights tucked away inside their personal realm, Aquinas had really never tried? It boggled the mind.

“It’s right in here,” the man said, evidently not bothered by such questions. “My room isn’t much, but it should be large enough for all of us to watch the broadcast together.”

Not much was pushing it. Aquinas’s personal rooms were larger than the studio apartment I’d been so proud of back on Earth. There were actually three of them: a large combination living room and kitchen, with a television set in one corner, then a bedroom and a bathroom through a narrow door on the opposite side. Through it, I could see a rumpled bed, the sheets unmade.

“Wow, that’s an old TV,” I said, settling down on the couch. Lexi and Maria took their places beside me, each leaning against me as they scooted into the cushions. “I don’t think I’ve seen a set that big outside of a thrift store in a good long while.”

Aquinas had one of those old CRT televisions that were all the rage in the 80s and 90s. In fact, it looked as if it came from the 1980s, and when he flipped it on, I realized that it was a black-and-white set. My first TV when I was a kid had been black and white—a discount find from somebody’s yard sale. I still remembered playing my NES in monochrome, squinting hard to spot the difference between Mario and Luigi.

“Yes, well.” Aquinas seemed slightly put out by this remark, which seemed strange considering how nonplussed he was by everything else we did. “Flatscreens and high-definition displays don’t work with magic, I’m afraid. Only these older sets can pick up transmissions from the intra-realm.”

“The what?” I asked.

“It’s a kind of television network that summoners use to communicate with each other on Earth, but what they don’t know is that the network is also accessible across realms,” Aquinas said. “Old televisions such as these can detect transmissions from the summoner world, no matter where they are. I took the liberty of recording this broadcast,” he explained, grabbing a stool from the kitchen and using it as a seat. “It’s been repeating over and over again, but there was no telling how long it might do so. I didn’t want you or your group to miss it.”

I probably should have felt bad for bogarting his couch, but it was hard to feel shame when there were two women as hot as Lexi and Maria snuggling all up on me. Fighting off Summoner’s Rut was a constant struggle.

“Okay,” I said. “What kind of broadcast?”

Aquinas pulled out an old remote and pushed several buttons. “A very important one, I’m afraid,” he muttered without looking up from the device. “One that involves you, Tim.”

Me? Tim Dent?

I would have said that was impossible. But that was before Kyros.

The man knew me. And not from my deeds in Hyperborea or my new realm, either. Back in Blackwood, when Lexi and I had been fleeing for our lives through the Fissure I’d opened in her dorm room, Kyros had pointed directly at me. He’d told his high-level monsters that I was the man he was looking for.

Why? Because like him, I could travel through Fissures and enter other realms? That had to be it. But if so, how did Kyros know that? I hadn’t even known about it myself, not until it saved my life.

How did the First Summoner know me? And what lay within me that frightened him so badly?

All answers I hoped to get in time.

The static on the television resolved, showing a blurry, monochrome version of the Blackwood Institute. Even fuzzed out I recognized those towers and the sloping Gothic walls of the college.

“It’s an aerial view,” Maria said, leaning forward and frowning. “Whoever’s shooting this must have attached a camera to a drone.”

“Or a monster,” I agreed, watching the broadcast. I knew full well that the latter was far more likely than the former. Men like Kyros didn’t bother with technology when magic would do.

In the center of the Blackwood Institute was a building that hadn’t been there when I left, though I recognized it immediately. Stretching to the sky from the middle of the college’s green was a brand-new tower, halfway built with huge chunks of scaffolding hanging from it. Even as we watched, blurry figures scurried across it. It took a moment to realize those were the workers, hurriedly building Kyros’s spire even as the man himself prepared for his speech.

“That’s why he’s been searching the realms,” I realized, the knowledge searing me like a brand. “He needs a Fusion station. For what, though?”

“It doesn’t make any sense,” Maria said, turning and looking at me. “Kyros already has the most powerful monsters in the world. We saw them raze the Blackwood Institute. He could have burnt the college to cinders and killed everyone inside if he’d wanted to—if he hadn’t been more interested in capturing the place than destroying it. What could he possibly want Fusion for?”

“What indeed?” Aquinas said gravely. The man’s tone told me he already knew—and that I wasn’t going to like it.

The camera panned low over the grounds of Blackwood. Once whoever was shooting the footage was convinced that we’d all seen the Spire and the people building it, the monster (or drone, whatever it was) lowered its altitude, coming to a rest just over the grounds at the front entrance. It stopped at the level of an ordinary camera, only the faint bobbing that occasionally shook the screen giving any clue that this wasn’t a tripod or a person holding a camera.

They’d erected a makeshift stage in front of Blackwood. Several members of the faculty stood at its sides, their resplendent Summoner’s uniforms replaced with featureless black robes. They wore scowls on their faces, their expressions beaten down and drained. Doubtless, Kyros had been running the poor souls ragged.

“Where are the students?” Lexi asked. Now she was leaning forward too, peering at the screen as if she could sharpen it by squinting. “Gaah, I can’t make out anything! The quality is so bad!”

The quality was bad, but there was no mistaking what happened next. A blast of fanfare blew over the front yard of the Blackwood Institute, the notes carried by phantom trumpets with a hint of tinny static. As the music faded, a man stepped up to the podium and took the stand.

Kyros.

Just like before, I felt the strange lack of a reaction to his face that I had while escaping Blackwood. Despite all his villainy, the man did not look like a villain—he looked like a bank teller or the manager of a Best Buy. At worst, someone like him should have been writing up a call center worker for failing to meet their KPIs, not bending the entire world of magic to his will, yet there he was.

The man wore the most expensive-looking pair of Summoner’s robes I’d ever seen. But all the luxury in the world couldn’t hide his receding hairline and baggy paunch or make him look any less like a community theater actor portraying a wizard during some Shakespeare in the Park event. He was short, as well, his height barely allowing him to lean over the lectern the Blackwood crew had brought up for him. He ought to have loomed over it like a monster.

Was this their way of getting Kyros back for what he’d done to them? If so, it was remarkably petty. I couldn’t help but approve.

“Fellow Summoners and Latents of the magical world,” Kyros began. He cleared his throat, then produced a small glass vial of some elixir from a hidden pocket and downed it in a single gulp. “Ah, that’s better.”

His voice was now magically altered—it sounded as if he were speaking at a conversational volume about a foot from my ear.

“Due to an overwhelming threat against the institution of summoning as a whole, I have been forced to assume stewardship of the Blackwell Institute,” Kyros said. He sounded like a bored government official delivering news of some new tax policy, rather than a dictator gloating about his victory over a conquered people. “The student body and faculty of the Institute have not been harmed, though I dare say their syllabus for the remainder of the fall semester is likely to be quite different than they originally expected.”

“I’ll say,” Lexi whispered. She shook her head as she watched the broadcast. “Tim, is this guy for real?”

It was hard to tell. Kyros seemed utterly professional and bland, though perhaps this was just some costume he wore. Perhaps it was a way to throw the rest of the summoners off guard, to make him appear less powerful than he was. Either way, it wasn’t going to fool me. I’d seen his destructive capabilities firsthand. I’d never underestimate him.

“While the threat to Summoners and Latents within the faculty of the Blackwood Institute has been contained, I, unfortunately, cannot say the same about its student body,” the man continued. Kyros pulled out a pair of reading glasses and a sheet of paper, smoothing the latter out across the lectern as he fit the lenses over his nose.

“A number of summoners in training escaped the Blackwood Institute during the worst of the incident. In addition, a small number of Latents and Summoners were off-campus during the morning session, which necessitated the use of additional resources to locate them and keep them safe.”

“Keep them safe!” Maria sprung from her seat, her hands balled into fists. “That asshole rounded all of us up and put us behind lock and key! He’s a fucking liar!”

“We know,” I said, watching the broadcast. I had a feeling things were about to get a whole lot worse. “Everyone who listens to this knows, Maria. Kyros is covering his ass, but he’s not even trying very hard. He knows no one’s going to seriously challenge his reign over Blackwood now.”

“The leader is a young man named Timothy Dent,” Kyros explained. “He’s an escaped summoner in training at the Blackwood Institute, and he is extremely dangerous. He injured several other students and at least one faculty member during his escape—”

“Lies,” Lexi spit, aghast. “We didn’t hurt anybody! Kyros did!”

“—and is said to be currently traveling with two Latents. One of them, Lexi Caldwell, was in the same class as Dent during the incident at Blackwood. The third member of their group, a third-year Latent named Maria Doyle, was absent during the time that all of this took place and evaded the authorities when a sweep was made to pick up truant members of the Blackwood student body.”

“You’re damned right I did!” Maria hissed, jerking a thumb against her chest. “Otherwise, I’d be right there with all the others, building that fucking eyesore of a tower!”

“I’m hereby putting out a reward for any information that might lead to the capture of Lexi Caldwell, Maria Doyle, or the ringleader, Timothy Dent,” Kyros said. “In addition, there’ll be a bounty of both gold and monster ore given to anyone who brings in a member of the trio. The bounty amounts are as follows…”

What came after that was a recitation of sums so great they left me speechless. Lexi, Maria, and I all sat on the couch with our jaws wide open, barely able to comprehend what we were hearing. That’s a fucking fortune, I thought, picturing Kyros handing over an entire room’s worth of treasure to the bounty hunter who brought us down.

Maria was even more surprised. “For fuck’s sake,” she spat, “the person who wins that bounty will be able to swim in it like Scrooge McDuck!”

“It’s quite a bit,” Aquinas said. The man had been quiet up until now, letting us absorb Kyros’ words. Now he touched a button on the remote control, pausing the broadcast, and gave us a few moments to process what we’d seen so far. “A dangerous amount, to be quite honest. There are a number of bounty-hunting groups among Summoners and Latents, and all of them are likely to salivate over the amount of money Kyros has put on your head. You’re unlikely to be safe anywhere on Earth.”

“God damn it,” Maria said, shaking her head. “Our goose is cooked.”

“Wait a second,” Lexi whispered, sitting up straighter. She’d suddenly gone all rigid, looking at Aquinas like she’d just seen a viper slither out from underneath the couch. “What about you, Aquinas? You wouldn’t…?”

The man looked at Lexi as if she’d suddenly grown a second head. “Heavens, no!” he protested, waving an arm in the air as if the merest suggestion of the idea offended him. “I have no interest in their gold or their monster ore, Latent. I would have no use for either in any case.”

“Good,” Lexi said. She nodded, calming down. “That’s good.”

I hadn’t honestly believed Aquinas to be capable of betraying us, but I was glad to hear the man’s denial all the same—almost as glad as I was to believe him. Lezabel, too, I couldn’t picture working for Kyros, no matter how much money or other treasure was at stake. The demoness didn’t seem to care about much besides looking as gorgeous and fresh as possible, though her interest in me since I’d taken control of the Spire certainly gave me pause.

Meanwhile, Aquinas had started the broadcast up again. We’d missed the last couple of words of Kyros’ speech, but they just concerned the reward. It didn’t really matter to us: if someone decided to turn us in, it wasn’t like we’d get a fraction of the result.

“The immediate threat to summoning has been averted,” Kyros explained, looking up from his notes and into the camera, “but, unfortunately, the greater part of the danger still remains. Which is why, as I’m sure you’ve noticed, some new construction is underway at the Blackwood Institute…”

The camera panned up at this point. It had been so long since the little monster holding it flew that I’d honestly forgotten it wasn’t on a tripod. The switch disoriented me, especially as the creature leapt into the air. The Spire glittered above the outline of the Blackwood Institute, its scaffolding catching and reflecting the morning light.

“In recognition of the great threat bearing down on us all, I have authorized emergency orders,” Kyros said.

He didn’t bother explaining what this great threat might be or why it concerned us all so—I knew that wasn’t the point. The point was to wrap his evil deeds in as much bland, bureaucratic speech as humanly possible. To slap a banal, human mask over the heinous plans he had for mankind.

Kyros gestured behind him. “What you see is a new Spire, currently in the process of construction. I have located documents containing blueprints for such a structure, along with preliminary sketches of the fabled device allowing Summoners to perform Monster Fusion.”

“Shit,” Maria whispered. “We must not have been as good at destroying the library’s documents as we thought. He still found Blackwood’s secrets…”

Ice filled the pit of my stomach as Kyros continued his monologue. I had a pretty good idea of where he was going with all this—and I really, really didn’t like it. Not one little bit.

“As you can see, construction on the Spire is going faster than intended,” Kyros explained. “Having the assistance of so many able-bodied Summoners and Latents has allowed the building to be done at speed, around the clock. In short order, the Blackwood Institute will be host to the first terrestrial Spire to exist in hundreds of years.” With that, he held up a wrist. What I’d taken originally as an oversized watch turned out to be a slender Digital Grimoire, of a much more advanced build than mine. It was barely half the size of the one I wore around my own wrist. “Observe.”

Kyros touched a button, and the screen filled with light.

When it faded, two monsters stood on either side of Kyros, flanking their master.

For a long moment, I thought something else was wrong with the broadcast. Static swirled around the two monsters, making them look as if steam was rising from their bodies like meat left on a hot griddle, except that neither of the monsters flanking Kyros appeared bothered by it in the slightest. In fact, they seemed to be enjoying the way they intimidated the viewer.

“These,” Kyros said, “are my two strongest monsters.” For the first time, a note of some emotion entered the man’s voice: pride. Pride that he’d raised such powerful creatures. “To my immediate left is Frostmourne, the ultimate ice-aspected monster in the world. The monster on the right, who is currently ripping holes in reality every moment he spends just standing next to me, is the Time Eater—Chronovore. Though he’s of no one particular element, those who’ve faced him in battle agree that his attacks are extremely devastating. His time-altering spells make him a force to be reckoned with.”

I was stunned, and so were my Latents, but far more worrying, so was Aquinas. The man stared at the screen like someone watching a horror movie that gave them a jump scare the first time around. This time, he appeared to be doing his best to appear unaffected.

But I could tell he was still scared out of his mind.

“I’ve never seen monsters like this before,” Maria whispered. Tears formed in the corners of her eyes, and I didn’t blame her. Even through the grainy television screen, they were so imposing as to be utterly beautiful. I felt overwhelmed just watching them. “How could anyone stand against creatures like those?” She turned and looked at me, her gaze pleading. “How are you going to form a party that can destroy those things, Tim?”

“You won’t have to,” Aquinas said with a sigh. “Keep listening.”

Kyros looked smug now. A slow, sleazy smile spread across his face as he let the moment stretch out, savoring the shock he knew was on the face of every Summoner and Latent watching on their televisions. “Either one of these monsters would be enough to blow the entire Blackwood Institute to cinders. Each of them represents hundreds—no, thousands—of days’ worth of study, training, and fusion to create the most powerful creatures to ever walk the earth. Not to brag, but any other Summoner in the world would crawl through broken glass in order to get the opportunity to form a Pact with just one of these creatures.”

That smile grew wider. “And once the Spire is done, I intend to fuse them together.”

You could have knocked me over with a feather. Both Lexi and Maria were as pale as the moon; Aquinas’s legs shook beneath him as if they would no longer support the part of his weight the stool wasn’t carrying. Suddenly, I understood why Aquinas wanted me to watch this broadcast as soon as possible.

He’s insane, I thought, my jaw hanging open. What the fuck will that create?

“He must be joking,” Lexi stammered. In her heart, she knew he wasn’t, but she tried to deny it anyway. “He… he can’t…”

“No wonder he’s been looking for a Spire,” Maria said. “He has the two most powerful monsters in the world, and he wants to fuse them!”

“Every level of fusion represents an exponential increase in power,” Aquinas said. His face was ashen. “The two monsters you see next to Kyros represent the apex of what Monster Fusion can create. Forget moving mountains, either of those creatures could destroy the entirety of magical society single-handedly. Fused together, made even more powerful, there’d be nothing that can stop them. Not here, and not in any realm that’s ever been discovered.”

My mind worked feverishly. My ordinary impulse to break a large, impossible-seeming task down into simpler steps completely derailed. How was I supposed to make a plan to counter something like that?

You stop him from building that Spire, a little voice whispered in the back of my head. That’s the only thing you CAN do. If he completes it, you and everyone you know are either dead or experiencing millennia of servitude to Kyros.

It was hard to decide which possibility was worse.

“It doesn’t make any sense,” I said, standing up.

Suddenly, all the eyes in Aquinas’s chambers were on me. I could have been seeing things, but was that a faint smile I saw playing at the corner of the man’s face?

“What do you mean?” Aquinas asked.

I shook my head. There was something here, I just had to understand it. “Kyros’ endgame. It doesn’t make any sense. You just told me that either of those two monsters could single-handedly conquer the world. You weren’t exaggerating, were you?”

“I fear not,” Aquinas said. “My estimations of a monster’s prowess are not always perfectly accurate, but they’re usually quite close to the mark.”

I nodded. “In that case, any war we start with Kyros is already over. He has the most powerful monsters—it’s game over. No one can compete with him.”

Aquinas gave me a long, unreadable look. “That certainly seems to be the case.”

“It doesn’t make any sense,” I repeated. “If he’s already won, then why all this struggle? Why even bother fusing the monsters together if they’re so powerful separately? If it were me in his shoes, I wouldn’t care. I’d just conquer everything and rule over the world for another thousand years.”

Slowly, Lexi and Maria were coming around to my way of thinking.

“You’re right,” Lexi said, blinking away her shock. “There’s something going on here we don’t understand.”

“Could those monsters not be as powerful as they appear?” Maria whispered the words as if she were afraid she might get laughed at merely for suggesting it. “Could they be some kind of trick Kyros is putting over on all of us?”

“If so, it would be the world’s biggest bluff,” I said. “Honestly, if that’s the case, I might actually have to give Kyros a bit of grudging respect. The man would have balls if nothing else.”

Aquinas appeared to be thinking about it quite seriously. “I’m not certain,” he said, putting a thumb against his chin as he furrowed his brow. “It’s undeniable that Kyros has been in captivity within a single realm for hundreds of years. It’s not even clear how the man is still alive, much less still middle-aged after all this time. He could have been up to any number of schemes during his exile.”

“So we really don’t know,” I said. “Is that it?”

“I wish I had more information for you,” Aquinas said with a frown. “Really, I do—”

“It’s okay,” I said, stretching. “I think I might understand why Kyros is doing what he’s doing.”

Break it down into smaller tasks, I thought, bracing myself for the adventure to come. Shit. I wonder if Kyros isn’t doing the same thing…

“Summoner?” Aquinas asked.

I gestured at the screen. The broadcast had finished after a little bit more monologuing from Kyros (honestly, was the guy trying to go for some Villain of the Year award or something with all that gloating?) and was currently repeating. The monster flew over the grounds of Blackwood, showing off the in-construction Spire.

“Kyros had a specific goal in mind when making this broadcast,” I said, my voice hardening from the thought of all those people in Blackwood being used as pawns. “He named us for a reason and made this threat for a reason. He wants to flush us out.”

The obviousness of it made both of my Latents groan in hindsight.

“Of course,” Lexi said.

“By threatening me in person and showing the faculty, Kyros is forcing me to go to Blackwood.” The injustice of it rankled me. “Why bother searching all the realms for us? By doing this, we’ll have to come to him. Don’t you see? We’ll have to attack the Spire before he finishes building it!”

Aquinas’s face fell. “If that’s the case, Summoner, then you’d better be ready.”

I knew that.

Only how the hell could I possibly be ready to face what was coming?


Chapter 4

By the time we made it back to the great room of the Cathedral of Umbra, the mood among my party had grown grave.

The luxury and splendor on display failed to cheer me, nor did it cheer up Lexi or Maria. Even the sight of Frick and Altiri cavorting amongst the pews brought nothing more than a faint smile to my face. The pressure of what was happening felt like a heavy rock—one I had to push up to the top of a steep hill, all while wondering if it would roll back over me at the slightest provocation.

“Hello, Master!” Frick squealed as we left the door leading back to Aquinas’s quarters. “Why the long face?”

Lexi and I shared a look. No time like the present, I thought with a sigh.

“It’s bad news, Frick,” I said, looking around for Lezabel. It would be easier to explain all this to her at the same time, but the demoness was nowhere to be found. Maybe she’d retired to her quarters—if so, I couldn’t really blame her. “Really bad. You and Altiri, come here.”

Once they did, I gave them the short version of what we’d learned from Kyros. To my surprise, both took it much better than my human companions had. Neither gasped nor even looked particularly out of sorts. Huh, I thought. Guess monsters are made of sterner stuff.

As I finished my spiel, Frick gave me a secretive smile. “So what you’re telling me, Master, is that things are looking up for us!”

I shared a look with Lexi and Maria. Both appeared just as confused as I was.

“Huh? No, Frick—I’m trying to tell you that things are very bad. Kyros has the advantage over us, a big advantage.”

Frick waved his arms, wiggling them in a way that told me he still thought of them deep down as sticks. “Well, sure,” the imp said, “but we have an advantage, too!”

Really? “And what’s that?”

The imp pointed at the paused broadcast, indicating the half-completed Spire. “Ours is done!” he said, chipper as ever in the face of adversity. “So we can fuse monsters right now, and Kyros can’t!”

I gawked at Frick for a long moment. Then I started to laugh.

“What’s so funny?” Lexi asked, her cheeks coloring. She thought I was making fun of Frick. Nothing could have been further from the truth.

“That’s brilliant,” I said, giving Frick a high-five. “Thank you, Frick. You just gave me the perspective I needed.”

The imp looked a little flustered by my response. “Well, sure, Master!” he said with a shrug. “Any time you need me to tell you the truth, just let me know!”

“I’m afraid I don’t understand,” Aquinas said. The man looked slightly less harried since we’d left his quarters as if he’d lightened his own mental load a touch by handing parts of it over to me and my Latents. I didn’t begrudge the man that, even if I did wish he’d chosen a different way to let us know about Kyros’ plans. “That doesn’t seem like much of an advantage.”

“Oh, but it is,” I retorted. “It’s everything. Frick just reminded me that this changes nothing. Our plan is still our plan. There’s just more pressure on us now.”

Lexi and Maria shared a look.

“Our plan?” Maria asked.

I nodded. “Get more powerful. Go to new realms… find new monsters. Fuse those monsters together to make stronger monsters, which we use to go to even more dangerous realms. Rinse and repeat until we’re finally able to take down Kyros on his own terms.” I crossed my arms over my chest, nodding like a man who’d just finished giving a lesson. “The mission hasn’t changed. We’ve just got to do it a whole hell of a lot faster.”

“Yes, but two ultimate monsters!” Aquinas said. The man made it sound self-evident that no one could possibly stand against that kind of terror. “Kyros has not one but two of the damned things. One, perhaps, you could defeat, were you to follow my father’s instructions to the letter. Two seems completely beyond the pale, no matter how much help you are given.”

I felt my ears prick up. “Your father?”

“You really think we could match one of those monsters?” Lexi added, shocked.

Aquinas knew that he’d been caught out. He gave one of those awkward laughs, the ones guys use when they need a few extra seconds to come up with a clever explanation. “We… had a plan,” he admitted, his lips forming a tight little line as he no doubt replayed said plan behind his eyes. “One that would have gotten you rather powerful in a hurry, yes. But not powerful enough.”

So, Aquinas wasn’t going to tell me about his father. That was fine with me. Maybe I’d find out in the future, and maybe I wouldn’t. The man could keep his secrets if he really wanted to; as long as he’d help me triumph over Kyros, I could forgive him.

“Right now, I’ll take whatever I can get,” I told Aquinas. “Lay it on me.”

Still, he didn’t seem to want to tell me.

“I’m desperate,” I added. “This may be the only chance we have, Aquinas.”

Finally, the man relented. “Alright,” he said, nodding as he glanced down at his silver watch. “Give me your Grimoire, Summoner.”

It was a measure of how much I trusted Aquinas that I didn’t hesitate before removing the device from my wrist and handing it over to him. Aquinas took in his hands and deftly tapped a few buttons on the touchscreen, flipping through options with the dexterity of a practiced veteran. He took a slightly longer amount of time to input something into the Grimoire, then nodded with satisfaction before tossing the device back to me.

“You’ve got a new set of coordinates,” he said, holding up his hands. “Please don’t go to them until I’ve had a chance to explain what you’re up against, Summoner.”

Small chance of that. I wasn’t about to go leaping through any Fissures until I’d been properly briefed. “Sure,” I said. I gestured at the front row of pews, motioning for my Latents to sit. “Maybe we should take a seat while we’re talking about this?”

Aquinas shrugged. We all took seats up front, facing each other rather than the massive machine that allowed Summoners to fuse their monsters together. False light came down from the skylights, bathing the chamber in an ethereal, ersatz illumination. I didn’t like it and would have preferred to get back to the Spire as soon as possible. To Dent Academy.

Our host settled himself as best as he was able in one of the rigid, unyielding pews. They weren’t the most comfortable seats—in a real church, they almost certainly would have put cushions against the wood to allow worshippers to sit in them for longer periods. Aquinas pursed his lips, thinking over where to begin, then cleared his throat.

“Your fused monsters should be powerful enough to carry you through the realm I just entered into your Digital Grimoire,” he explained. “It’s known as Lagoon, and it’s a world of mostly water. There are a number of island chains, some quite large, and an archipelago near the realm’s middle. The fissure you open should drop you off there, near the major population center—”

I held up a hand, cutting him off. “You’re sending me to… what? Some kind of tropical paradise? No offense, but that sounds more like a vacation than an opportunity to train.”

Aquinas was already shaking his head. “Oh no, it’s nothing of the sort,” he insisted. “There are all manner of monsters there, from low-level ones to some nearly as powerful as those that Kyros is holding over all of our collective heads. Why, there’s a pair of brothers there who could probably take down one of those ultimate monsters if they could ever stop squabbling with each other long enough to do it!”

Really? Now that was interesting. “Tell me about them,” I insisted, looking to my women for support.

Aquinas dismissed me with a gesture. “Ah, you’re nowhere near powerful enough for those,” he insisted. “There are no shortcuts, Summoner—you can’t jump directly from wielding low-level monsters to more powerful ones without dedication and training. Far too many Summoners have tried, only to have their own monsters turn on them rather than follow their commands!”

I knew that. Academically, at least. But it was a hard pill to swallow when Kyros was on the summoner equivalent of CNN placing a king-sized bounty on the heads of me and my Latents.

“If these monsters are powerful enough to rival Kyros’, then we should think about recruiting them,” I insisted. “Any bits of information you could give them about me would be helpful, Aquinas.”

“The only advice I’d give you for those two is to stay away from them,” the man in the purple suit said. “You’re not ready, Tim. You need to go through the process. There are no shortcuts.”

I gritted my teeth, frustration filling me. It had been one thing to take this kind of browbeating from Instructor Fallon back at Blackwood. There, at least, I’d been a trainee dealing with a man I respected. But to hear this kind of crap from a man who dressed like a 1970s glam rock star?

“Don’t worry, Master!” Frick insisted. “You’ve already got the most powerful monster in all the universe on your side—me!”

“Thanks, Frick,” I said, chuckling. “I appreciate it.”

But the little imp wasn’t done. “Yeah, just let me at that asshole Kyros! I’ll tell him ‘Hey! Stay the fuck away from Master when he’s mating with his ladies!’ Then I’ll give him one of these! And one of these for good measure!”

The ice imp threw punches at nothing, shadowboxing against an invisible enemy. It certainly looked fierce but was probably about as strong as a stiff breeze. Frick’s powers, such as they were, rested in his magic, not his physical strength.

I couldn’t fault his heart, though. I knew that if it came down to it, the little guy really would try and punch Kyros in the face for me. That was a kind of loyalty that no amount of money could buy.

“Thanks, Frick,” I said, putting a hand on the monster’s shoulder. “You should calm down, man. Save some of that energy for the bad guys!”

“Tiny imp funny,” Altiri rumbled, showing some fang. “Punch Kyros!”

Yeah, it was a pretty ridiculous idea, but I couldn’t fault the hustle.

I turned my attention back to the matter at hand. “So we go to Lagoon,” I said, pulling up the relevant screen on my Digital Grimoire. “We grab as many monsters as we can, then come back to the Cathedral of Umbra and fuse them up. Then we use those to grab even stronger monsters?”

“Indeed.” Aquinas looked pleased that I understood so quickly. “There’s a great diversity of these creatures on Lagoon. It’s one of my father’s favorite training realms—you should be able to gain a great number of summoning levels in a short period of time.”

I dismissed the reference to Aquinas’s father and concentrated on the mission. “I know what you mean by those. They’re those level-ups we get sometimes when we’re collecting monsters, right?”

Aquinas appeared surprised that I didn’t understand this better. He stared at me, amazed, then smiled. “I sometimes forget that your true education began the same day you started your lessons at Blackwood,” he said, polishing his silver watch with the edge of his sleeve. “Even the basics are new information to you.”

The man continued. “More levels will mean that you’re capable of casting more spells, yes. You’ll also be able to hold more monsters in your Digital Grimoire. You’ll want to form as many Pacts as you can once you get to Lagoon. Once you return to the Cathedral of Umbra with your first crop of monsters, I’ll be able to… identify which monsters will make the strongest fusions…”

Aquinas trailed off. I followed his gaze and found myself staring at Lezabel. The demoness stood in the doorway leading to both sets of personal quarters, a sleek black leather bag slung over her shoulder. It bulged on one side, telling me she’d packed it pretty damn full before she left her bedroom with it.

She still wore the skintight jumpsuit she’d had on when Lexi, Maria, and I came to the Cathedral of Umbra. Looking at her so clearly ready to go, I suddenly understood why she’d dressed in a way that was sure to entice me.

“Hey, there,” she said, flashing the most genuine smile I’d seen on her face since I met her. “Are we ready to go?”

I rose from the pew as she approached. “Go?”

“Yes, what do you mean, go?” Aquinas sprang up behind me, looking irritated.

Lezabel spared her master a brief glance, her eyes narrowing, then turned her attention back to me. “I knew about the broadcast,” she said simply. “I watched it in my room before you got here. I know Kyros is in the middle of building a new Spire and that when it’s done, humanity is forfeit. The First Summoner will conquer the world unless we do something to stop him.”

I didn’t even need to turn around and look at Aquinas. I could literally feel him heating up. The faint sound of his teeth grinding together filled the Cathedral as his hands balled quietly into fists.

“What are you saying?” the man in the purple suit snapped. “You’re not talking sense, Lezabel. You’re needed here—”

The demoness wasn’t having any of it. “No, I’m really not,” she said, her voice surprisingly heated. “Like you, Aquinas, I know what’s happening back on Earth. I know what the stakes are.”

“Yes, of course,” Aquinas said quickly before Lezabel could go any further. “That’s why we’re needed here to aid in Fusion—”

“But unlike you,” Lezabel said, filling her tone with a level of vehemence I hadn’t thought her capable of, “I’m not willing to sit around and let other people handle things. I’m going with the Summoner and that’s final.”

Aquinas’s jaw dropped open. “Y-you can’t,” he sputtered, looking around the Cathedral. “You’re my assistant!”

Lezabel rolled her eyes. “Both of us know I’m really your bodyguard,” she whispered, shouldering her pack. “Your father put me here to protect you in the unlikely event that Kyros located the Cathedral of Umbra and tried to claim it. But both of us know that won’t happen now.”

Aquinas appeared to be struck momentarily speechless.

Sensing his distress, Lezabel softened just a touch. “I’m not needed here,” she insisted in a sympathetic tone. “Especially not now. You know that, Aquinas. Kyros has much bigger fish to fry. The First Summoner wouldn’t bother to try assaulting the Cathedral of Umbra now, not when he’s possibly a week or two away from having his own Spire. You’ll be perfectly safe here while I’m gone.”

“That’s not what I’m talking about, dammit!” Aquinas protested. “You can’t… you can’t just leave! You’re not allowed to just walk away!”

Lezabel shrugged. “If we can’t stop Kyros, none of it matters,” she said, sounding like she meant it. “Not my safety, and certainly not my paycheck.” With that, the gorgeous demoness turned to me and gave a mock salute. “Will you let me join your party, Summoner?”

For a long moment, I was unable to think of anything to say. Then the Summoner’s Rut kicked in, and I decided to push my luck.

“Do we need to open up a negotiation?” I asked, looking the cherry-skinned vixen up and down.

“I will join you freely and accompany you, but I won’t be bound to your Grimoire. I don’t want you to think this is anything more than it is, Summoner. I’m going to join your team and help you and your women defeat Kyros. But that’s all I’m agreeing to do.”

“Suits me fine,” I told her, glancing over at my Latents to make sure they felt the same way. “No pressure, Lezabel. You’re more than welcome to travel with us as far as you want.”

“Besides,” Maria added, her eyes sparkling with mirth, “Tim doesn’t have time for another relationship right now. He’s already got his hands full with Lexi and me!”

Aquinas continued to sputter, but the man’s protestations had already grown weaker. He knew he wasn’t going to get his way with this one. For a woman who’d appeared so submissive during our first meeting, Lezabel could be remarkably fierce and independent when pushed. I certainly wouldn’t have wanted to be the one standing in her way.

“Did Aquinas give you the coordinates to the next realm?” the demoness asked. She glanced down at my Digital Grimoire as if to confirm. “He’d better, even if he knows I’m going with you.”

“He already did,” I said, tapping the device on my wrist. “Are you ready then, Lezabel? No last-minute issues you need to deal with before we set out on our way?”

Part of me wondered if the monster wouldn’t have some task that she wanted us to take care of before she was willing to join the group. Not that I would have done it, unless it was something quick enough that it didn’t take away from our time growing strong enough to challenge Kyros. But Lezabel merely shook her head, that Mona Lisa smile reappearing on her face.

“Nope,” she said as if she’d anticipated just such a question. “I’m ready to go, Summoner. Shall we open the Fissure?”

I was moving to do just that when Aquinas stepped between Lezabel and me. His face could have been a dramatist’s mask, one of those over-exaggerated ones meant to be put on when a tragedy was occurring. He wrung his hands, then put them in his pockets as he stared his assistant down.

“Lezabel,” he said, his tone even and clipped. “Listen to me—”

“There’s nothing you can tell me that will make me stay,” the monster informed him curtly.

Aquinas blinked once, slowly. I could feel him suppressing the urge to scream. “I know,” he said after a moment. “I just want you to know that I hope you make it back in one piece. I’ll be worrying the whole time that you’re alright.”

This was not what Lezabel had expected to hear. A half-formed comeback died on her lips, and her mouth dropped open.

“Well,” she said, standing up a little straighter, “I appreciate that, Aquinas. You don’t need to worry about me.”

“Oh, I know that as well,” he said, regaining some of his momenta. Then he turned to me. “You.”

“Me?” I jerked a thumb at my own chest.

Aquinas smiled, but it failed to reach his eyes. “You keep Lezabel safe,” he said, clapping me on the shoulder. “You’d better protect that woman while she travels with you, or you’ll have bigger problems than Kyros to worry about when you get back. You understand me?”

I thought I did. “I’ll watch over her as if she were another Latent bonded to me as their Summoner,” I told the man, meaning it. “I promise to treat her with exactly as much care as I do Lexi and Maria.”

That seemed to satisfy him. “Very well,” Aquinas said. “Then I’ll wish you good luck, Summoner. Once you have your first crop of monsters, feel free to come back to the Cathedral of Umbra. I’ll be here, and I’ll be able to help you fuse them into more powerful forms.”

With a nod, I began my work. A few presses of the right buttons were all it took to get the Fissure open.

Every opening between realms had its own shape, its own character. When I’d opened a Fissure into the haunted realm of Trephine, the gap in reality had been in the form of an upside-down cross—like something from a 1980s Satanic Panic heavy metal album cover. Others had been wide slits in the air like something torn with a magical knife. Only the unclosing portal connecting my Spire to the Cathedral of Umbra took the form of an ordinary door.

This portal was taller than it was wide like the outline of a skyscraper shrunk down to fit in the Cathedral. It looked barely wide enough for me to slip through while holding both Lexi and Maria’s hands—which I would need to do as they weren’t able to cross through the Fissure on their own. This was what made me unique among Summoners. Ordinary ones would be pushed back before they could make contact with the Fissure, and most Latents never even tried to see if they could step through the barrier.

As far as I knew, Kyros and I were the only Summoners in the universe who were capable of doing what I was about to do.

“Hmm,” I said, staring at the Fissure. “For a sunny, beachside realm, there sure doesn’t seem to be a lot of sunshine coming through that crack.”

Actually, there was none at all. I couldn’t see a thing through the Fissure, which was unusual. Normally, the gap between worlds looked like an open window, with the other side clearly visible from where you stood.

This time, we could only see darkness.

That gave Lezabel pause but only for a moment. The demoness stepped up to the Fissure, cocking her head to the side as she ran her fingers gently across the portal’s surface. Mist rose from the tips of her black nails as she grazed the point of contact between the realms.

I laced my fingers through Lexi’s, then took Maria’s hand with my other and gave it a gentle squeeze. “Ready, girls?”

They certainly were.

The three of us leapt through the Fissure with Lezabel a single step behind. As Aquinas called out a final fond farewell, we stepped into a new realm—the land of Lagoon, a world of beautiful beaches and dangerous monsters.

We should be touching down near the main island, I thought as the shroud enveloped me. Hopefully, Lezabel knows someone we can talk to for directions…

My foot came down, taking the first step into Lagoon.

And found nothing beneath it.

Gasping, I tumbled through the Fissure, my fingers losing their grip on Lexi and Maria’s. The portal was suspended a hundred feet over the surface of a churning, crystalline blue ocean—and there were no islands anywhere that I could see.

The three of us were still screaming when we hit the water.


Chapter 5

I’m drowning! I thought, spitting out a mouthful of water. I’ve got to get back to the surface!

I hit the water and sank like a stone, dropping dozens of feet in a span of heartbeats. Above my head, a brilliant light shimmered through the surface of the ocean, illuminating the world around me like a spotlight. I flapped my arms madly, swimming upward as hard as I could. I hadn’t had any time to prepare myself when I fell, so my lungs were nearly empty.

For a heart-stopping moment, it seemed I would never reach the surface. Then my head broke from the waves, and I gasped, sputtering and spitting, as I grabbed out for anything I could hold onto. Where the hell were we?

The realm of Lagoon, I thought, coughing. Except this wasn’t part of the plan!

Aquinas had assured us all that the Fissure would drop us off on dry land, right near the center of the realm’s most densely inhabited island. I’d been expecting a Caribbean paradise, not a trip to the Bermuda Triangle. And I certainly hadn’t thought the trip would leave me this wet.

I scanned both sides of the horizon, already knowing as I did what I was going to find. I’d only caught a glimpse of the landscape around us as I fell from the Fissure, but I knew I’d seen no islands. There was no sign of dry land anywhere around us as far as the eye could see. Which meant that, at minimum, we were a mile or two from anything we could actually stand on.

A mile was a hell of a long way to swim.

Another head broke from the waves a short distance away. Maria gasped as she spat out a mouthful of seawater, her red hair clinging to her forehead and neck. She trod water expertly, rising and falling with the waves as she took in her surroundings.

“What in the world…?” she asked, her eyes going wide at the water all around us. “Aquinas tricked us!”

“I don’t think he did,” I said. I didn’t bother elaborating further—not yet, in any case. I’d just noticed that neither Lexi nor Lezabel was anywhere to be seen. “Shit, where is everyone?”

I was about to dive beneath the surface when Lexi emerged. She looked to be in worse shape than either Maria or me—she coughed hard as she gasped for air, spitting and sputtering from her nose as she flailed about, trying to keep her head above the water. She must not have been as strong a swimmer as either of us, which was going to make all this even harder.

“I’m… I’m drowning!” Lexi gasped, reaching out for me. Her face was sheer panic; she looked like she was living her very own Titanic-themed nightmare. “Tim, help me! I’m going to sink!”

“I’ve got you!” Before the next wave could roll over Lexi’s head, I paddled over and gave her my shoulder. The extra weight meant I needed to pump my legs a whole lot harder, but that was okay—I wasn’t tired yet. Adrenaline kept me going.

In a few more moments, Maria joined us as well. The three of us bobbed like corks in the surf, looking around helplessly.

“This is bad,” Lexi spat, her face going pale. “This is really, really bad…”

Water splashed the three of us in the face. Lezabel had just emerged from beneath the waves, her arms held over her head like a diver floating triumphantly to the surface after pulling off a brilliant trick. The demoness appeared less affected by her time beneath the waves than either of my Latents—and less worried about where we’d ended up.

“Lezabel!” I said, holding out a hand. “Are you okay?”

She sized us up in a single heartbeat, her brow furrowing with alarm. “I should be the one asking you three that question,” she said, swimming over with strong, even strokes. “You look like you’re hanging on by a thread.”

“We’re doing okay,” I said, kicking my legs to keep myself and Lexi above the water. “What took you so long?”

“Hmm?” Lezabel glanced down. “I was trying to find the bottom. I thought if I could see which way the ocean floor slopes, I could figure out which direction would be most likely to lead to land if we were to swim for it.”

“And?”

Lezabel made a face. “It’s too deep,” she said, her lips forming a tight little line. “I dove and dove, but my feet never touched bottom.”

“Great,” I said. “So we’re screwed.”

Another wave lifted Lexi and me up a few feet before setting us back down. Maria paddled over more toward Lezabel, her face filling with fear. Clearly, she wanted the demoness to hold her up if she began to falter since I already had my hands full making sure Lexi didn’t drown.

“I’m not sure,” Lezabel said, glancing up at the Fissure. “Perhaps I can get back up to the Fissure.”

The crack connecting this realm to the Cathedral of Umbra was still open, but if we moved any farther away from where we were, it would likely close. Fissures were usually governed by either time or distance—one or the other would close it eventually.

“If I can get back to the Cathedral of Umbra, I can grab a rope and throw it through,” Lezabel said. Her face brightened as she explained her plan. “You and your women can climb up, and we’ll figure out what went wrong with the Fissure. Aquinas didn’t mean to send us out here—there must be something wrong with the realm, something that sent us off course—”

The Fissure snapped shut, disappearing in a puff of smoke.

“Shit,” the demoness whispered. “So much for that plan.”

“Tim!” Lexi cried, squirming in my arms. “Tim!”

“Lexi, try to stay calm,” I said, wrapping an arm around her waist. I could feel the burn in my legs now, the exertion of keeping both of us above the water beginning to tax me. For the first time since falling through the Fissure to find myself stranded in the ocean, it dawned on me that there might not be a way for us to make it back to land in time. I might drown, here in a world I barely understood.

Lexi shook me. “No, Tim, I’m not freaking out!” she yelled, sounding pretty freaked out. “It’s the water, Tim! The water!”

“Huh? What about the water?”

To illustrate, Lexi lowered her face beneath the surface of the ocean. She sucked in a big mouthful of water, puffing out her cheeks with it before spitting it in an arc over a nearby wave. The effect was pretty impressive, but I didn’t see how it was going to save us.

Then Lexi spoke. “It’s sweet!” she cried, her eyes flashing. “It’s not salty at all!”

Oh shit. It wasn’t salt water?

I took a sip of the ocean, experimentally swishing it around my gums. To my surprise, there wasn’t a hint of salt in it. In fact, it tasted cool and clean with a faint mineral tang like some fancy stuff you’d buy in a bottle.

I was just opening my mouth to tell Lexi that at least we wouldn’t die thirsty when it clicked.

This ocean was freshwater, not salt.

Freshwater could freeze.

I lifted my free hand out of the water, checking my Digital Grimoire. I’d never been a terribly religious guy, but I definitely said a silent prayer of relief that the touchscreen display was still working. Must be waterproof, I told myself, resolving not to test the Grimoire’s ruggedness any more than was necessary.

“Hang on,” I told the women in the water around me. “I’ve got this…”

In a flash, I’d summoned Frick. The little snow imp tumbled from a tiny portal in the air and hit the water with a splash, sputtering and shrieking like a lobster who’d just dunked in a boiling pot.

“What in the world!?” Frick screeched, looking down at his body. “Oh God, I’m melting! I’m meltiiiing!”

“Calm down!” I snapped. I wouldn’t usually have been so harsh with my monster, but my legs were starting to get seriously tired. I wasn’t going to be able to keep mine and Lexi’s heads above water for much longer. “You’re not melting, Frick! You’re in the ocean!”

The imp blinked. “Oh,” he said, examining the plates of ice armor covering his body. They were melting, to tell the truth, but they froze back up just as quickly as the water melted bits of them away. Frick’s frost magic protected them and kept them charged up. “That’s cool, then!” He looked around, shielding his eyes with a hand. “Uh, Master? Where’s the beach?”

I couldn’t help it—I started to laugh. “That’s what I’ve been asking myself since we got here,” I said, churning the surf with my legs as best as I was able. “Any chance you can give us something solid to sit on while we ponder that question?”

Frick’s eyes lit up with excitement. “Sure! One iceberg, coming right up!”

With a flourish, Frick shot a beam of ice magic across the waves. The water froze up instantly everywhere it touched, forming a narrow spit of ice about thirty feet long and a couple feet across. With a palpable sense of relief, I paddled over to it and threw my good arm over the floating ice, using it like a buoy to keep myself floating.

Lexi grabbed on, too, after slipping a couple of times. The platform was solid, but it was still ice.

“Thanks, Frick,” I said, meaning it. My legs were already starting to recover. “How about you make this thing a little bigger, so we can all sit on it?”

If there was one thing my freaky little imp loved, it was a challenge. “Ha! Absolutely, Master! I’ll have this whole ocean turned into an ice cube faster than you can say ‘Oh my God, Frick, you destroyed the marine ecosystem!’”

“I read a book like that once,” I said, laughing. “Unless you’ve got some Ice Nine in your pocket, I don’t think we need to worry about the whole ocean freezing, Frick. Just give us something nice and comfortable where we can spread out.”

Frick was certainly up to the task. Another trio of frost spells created three more spits of roughly the same dimension as the first, each stretching perpendicular from the end of the previous ice bridge. The four lines connected into a square, and as soon as they were stable Frick set about filling the empty space inside the square with ice.

It wasn’t perfect. It wasn’t even particularly pretty. But by the time he was done, a massive ice cube with a flat top floated across the surface of the ocean, roughly the same shape as the living room in a good-sized house.

It was the most beautiful thing I’d ever seen.

“That is perfect,” I cried, relieved to be saved. “Everybody, get up on the ice!”

Saying it was easier than doing it. Frick’s spells left a solid sheet of ice behind, so the only member of our group who could navigate it without slipping and sliding was Frick himself. I struggled to get my fingers into the surface of the island and haul myself up, while Maria rose nearly all the way up only to slip back into the surf twice over.

Once I was on board, however, things were easier. I lifted Lexi up behind me, then helped Maria. Finally, I extended an arm to Lezabel, who climbed aboard with an ease that told me she could have done it on her own at any moment she chose to. I wasn’t sure if I should feel insulted or flattered that she’d decided to wait for my gallant help.

“Looks like the waves are trying to take their water back!” Frick said, noting the way the ocean lapped at the frozen island. Already the edges of Frick’s makeshift ice floe were beginning to melt away, forcing us all to meet in the center. “Don’t worry, Master—I won’t let them! You concentrate on figuring a way out of this mess, and I’ll keep us all from drowning!”

Frick was as good as his word. The little imp froze up the edges of the island as quickly as the waves melted it away, letting out little hi-yahs and hoos like he was doing a martial arts routine. It worried me how much magic he was using, but a quick check of the Digital Grimoire revealed the monster was waiting long enough between casts for his mana to recharge.

Thank God, I thought, looking over the waves. We were almost finished, there.

We could still be finished. I shifted my weight on the floating island and nearly slipped right over the side—we all had to remember how damnably slippery it was.

“Alright,” I said, trying to stay positive. “Operation: Don’t Drown is a success. At least a temporary one. Let’s take stock of our surroundings.”

All three women made a show of looking around. Even Frick shaded his eyes with a hand and peered into the distance as if the shoreline might be hiding around the corner.

Maria sat with her legs splayed out in front of her, not trusting her own body to support her weight without sliding. “Well,” she said with a smile, “the weather is beautiful, and we’ve got all the cold, clear water we can drink. Those should be counted as pluses, I think.”

“We had food,” Lezabel added. “I brought travel rations in my bag, but I lost it when I tumbled out of that Fissure. It must be sitting on the bottom somewhere.”

And Lezabel wasn’t able to reach the bottom, I thought. The monster was clearly the strongest swimmer among us, so I didn’t even want to try and see if one of us could touch the ocean floor. Even if we could, it would be so dark that we’d probably never see the pack. And the food inside was likely ruined, anyhow.

“Alright, then. Time for Plan B,” I said, glancing down at my Digital Grimoire. “Beat a strategic retreat back to the Cathedral of Umbra.”

It was the only plan that made any sense. Now that we were on solid ground, it would be child’s play to open a Fissure back to the realm we’d just left. Once we were back somewhere safer, we could take stock and make sure the next Fissure sent us where we were supposed to go.

I didn’t really think Aquinas had sabotaged me, but maybe someone had tampered with the coordinates before they gave them to him. The thought sent a chill down my spine.

Both Lexi and Maria brightened at the suggestion.

“That’s a great idea,” Maria said. Her hand slipped out beneath her as she straightened up, and she nearly slid right across the island of ice and into the ocean.

“Yeah, we definitely need to get out of here,” Lexi agreed.

I tapped a few keys on the Digital Grimoire. The option to open a Fissure was there: after a moment’s thought, I decided to select our home realm, rather than the Cathedral of Umbra. The wound we’d opened in Aquinas by taking Lezabel from him was too new, too raw to stick our fingers into a second time. We’d go home and give the man some time to adjust.

I pushed the button to open a Fissure home.

Nothing happened.

“Huh?” I shook the Digital Grimoire, suddenly worried that the seawater had done damage to the thing. “What gives?”

A message flashed across the screen. I read it, then read it again—slower this time. A mounting wave of horror traveled from the base of my spine all the way to my brain.

“Oh no,” I said, shaking my head. “No, no, no, shit…”

Lexi and Maria’s faces fell.

“What’s wrong?” Lexi asked.

A message flashed across the Digital Grimoire’s screen:

Warning!

Fissure cannot currently be opened from this side of the realm barrier. There are two (2) Key Monsters in the region blocking transit!

Defeat or form Pacts with these monsters in order to proceed.

I held the device up for Lexi and Maria to see. “We’ve got a problem,” I said, lines of worry appearing on my forehead. “Two problems, actually.”

Both women stared at the device, grave expressions written across their faces.

“Oh boy,” Maria said after a moment. “This is going to be a lot harder than we thought, isn’t it?”

That was it? I expected the women to be freaking out, totally losing their shit. We were stranded out in the middle of the ocean, floating on a barge made of ice that only remained solid thanks to the magic of one of my monsters. There wasn’t much more the universe could throw at us.

“Aquinas warned you about two powerful monsters in Lagoon,” Lexi said, the pieces clicking together in her head. “He told you to stay away from them at all costs.” She pointed at the Grimoire. “What do you want to guess that they’re the two Key Monsters keeping the Fissure sealed?”

I would have laid a very, very large amount of money on that being the case.

Lezabel gestured to my Grimoire. “Tap that red button twice. It’ll identify which monsters we’re hunting.”

I did as she suggested, and the information appeared.

Key Monster: Ryu

Level unknown

Stats unknown

Key Monster: Seiryu

Level unknown

Stats unknown

“Ryu and Seiryu?” Lezabel said, making me look up.

“Yeah, how did you know?” I asked.

“They’re the brothers Aquinas mentioned. I’ve never met them, but from what I understand, they’re legendary among monsters.”

For a time, no one spoke. The only sounds that rose to my ears were the lapping of the waves against the sides of our icy island, along with the faint grunts of Frick as he cast another ice spell to firm up the frost on which we stood.

I wasn’t sure how long I’d been sitting there, staring out at the waves, when I began to think and plan again. Despair was a luxury guys like me frequently couldn’t afford—after all, it wasn’t like the world gave a shit what kind of struggles you were going through. You either got results or you didn’t, and nothing much else mattered in other people’s eyes.

So, I shrugged off my worries and got to work.

“I can’t help but notice that you three seem remarkably okay with this,” I said, looking at Lexi, Maria, and Lezabel. None of them appeared particularly worried, which surprised me. Sure, I could see some faint worry lines around Lexi’s eyes, and Maria kept looking out over the horizon like she expected to see land at any moment, but the full-on freak out I’d expected had failed to materialize.

Lexi and Maria shared a look.

“We’ve been trapped in some pretty strange places with you before,” the blonde said with a shrug. “I distinctly remember wandering around ice caves with you in nothing but my Summoner’s robes, praying that we froze to death before we ran into a monster that would eat us.”

“I remember getting lost in a dead realm,” Maria added with a faint smile. “I thought we were all goners when those statues came to life in Trephine. The fact that we weren’t was all because of you, Tim.”

Lezabel laughed. “These women trust you,” the demoness said. “Make sure you never do anything to violate that trust, Summoner. That kind of loyalty is worth more than a valley filled with monster ore.”

Didn’t I know it. “Absolutely,” I said, scooting to the edge of the platform. The water felt good against my legs, and the contrast between the warmth of the sun, the chill of the ice beneath my ass, and the fusion of both at my legs helped me to think. “I’m already figuring out how we get out of this. You’re still able to cast spells, right, Lex?”

Lexi glanced down at her hands. “Yeah, I am,” she said, summoning a faint glow around her fingers. “What are you thinking?”

“Wind spells,” I said with a grin. “It might not be enough to get us far, but if we’re a few miles out from land, the way I’m hoping, it should be powerful enough to give us a good look at our bearings. Plus this platform’s pretty light, even for how big it is.”

“We can fish along the way,” Maria added, nodding at the waves. “Altiri can probably catch things in her teeth. Or you could Ignite anything that comes to the surface of the water.”

I laughed at the mental image. “Oh sure, fishing with a flamethrower,” I said, a smile tugging at the corner of my mouth. “What could possibly go wrong…?”

“Hey, anything’s better than starving to death out here,” Maria said, a wicked grin splitting her face. “Though I’m sure you wouldn’t mind eating Lexi…”

She trailed off. Something had just appeared on the horizon.

We hadn’t moved since Frick formed the icy platform beneath us, which meant it wasn’t land. Not that it looked big enough to be, in any case. For a long moment it was nothing more than a dark speck, so tiny that my beleaguered mind wanted to dismiss it as a mirage.

Then it began to come closer, and we saw it for what it was. A ship.

“Hot damn!” I yelled, throwing my legs back onto the platform. “We’re saved!”

As Lexi and Maria cheered, I did my best to raise myself to my full height on the icy island. I slipped two or three times, losing the leverage beneath my shoes as the slippery surface gave way beneath me. Eventually, I managed to understand the trick of it.

“I’m going to Ignite the air,” I said, glancing at the sky over our heads. “There are no signal flares, but whoever’s on that vessel ought to be able to see it. Hopefully, they’ll come to our rescue…”

Even in the midst of my relief, the possibility hadn’t escaped me that the people on the boat might not be friendly. Aquinas had told me precious little about the realm of Lagoon before sending us on our way.

Still, I was willing to take my chances. Riding on a boat was better than slowly piloting a chunk of ice across the ocean.

“Summoner,” Lezabel said. “Are we certain we want to attract their attention?”

I thought about it for a moment more, then nodded. “Take a look at that ship,” I said, gesturing out toward the horizon. “Notice anything about it, Lezabel?”

The demoness crouched across the edge of the icy platform like a gargoyle, squinting. I wondered how she managed to do that without slipping—then I saw that she’d removed her boots and tucked them into her belt. The nails on her feet were as black and sharp as her fingernails, and she used them to dig into the ice and gain more leverage than the rest of us. Almost like snowshoes, I thought. Clever girl…

Lezabel’s brow furrowed in concentration. “What am I supposed to be seeing?” she asked.

She must not have known a lot about boats. To be fair, I hadn’t either until recently—I had a podcast to thank for the tidbits of wisdom I was about to dispense. “That’s a fishing boat,” I explained to the group, shading my eyes with a hand to get a better look. “A big one. The kind that would have been used to hunt whales on Earth, back when there were enough whales to make tracking them down worth it.”

“That’s horrible!” Lexi said, her mouth dropping open. “Those poor whales!”

“People had to get oil from somewhere,” I said. “Edison hadn’t invented the lightbulb yet—it was candles or nothing. Anyway, you see the way it’s slung low in the water? I think that means it’s been out here a long time. And ships like that don’t stay near their home harbor for long. They’re always seeking out good hunting grounds, places where other vessels haven’t fished the ocean dry yet.” I could feel my brow furrowing with the conclusion. “That ship’s a long way from home. Which means we’re probably not anywhere near land.”

It was an assumption—and a big one—yet I felt strangely convinced that I was right. Partially because it would be our luck to be stranded hundreds of miles from safety, and partially because I hadn’t yet discarded the sabotage theory. Even if Aquinas hadn’t done anything to our Fissure coordinates, someone else might have.

That saboteur wouldn’t have been satisfied with dumping us a few miles from shore, either. They’d have wanted the most remote, dangerous spot in the realm, just to make sure we never made it home.

I watched as Lezabel absorbed all this information. The wheels turned behind her eyes, then the gorgeous monster nodded. “Do it,” she whispered, parking her pert ass on the ice and putting her boots back on. “Everyone be on your best behavior, and for God’s sake, let Tim take the lead. These men are sailors.”

Lexi and Maria both nodded. “No problem,” they said.

“Don’t worry about me!” Frick added, throwing his stumpy arms in the air. “I’m ready to be a pirate, Master! Yarrr! It’s rum, sodomy, and the lash for all of ye, lest ye walk the plank!”

Both Lexi and Maria looked like they would have gladly taken the rum & sodomy twofer from me. Maria might have enjoyed the lash, as well, though probably not as much as she’d have enjoyed watching me use it on Lexi.

“Good, Frick,” I said, lifting an arm and preparing an Ignite spell. “You keep that energy once we’re on board.”

Before the imp monster could respond, I snapped my fingers.

The Ignite spell was larger and more powerful than normal. Perhaps the rules of magic counted any spell cast outside of the presence of an aware enemy as a Preemptive Strike, or maybe I’d just grown stronger since the last time I’d had to use my personal spells.

Either way, the sky above our heads burst like a firework exploding. Flames danced against the clear blue, pinwheeling off to the sides as a cloud of smoke slowly spread over our small, icy island. The shock wave rocked the ice beneath us, nearly flipping the platform over.

“Wow, that was something!” Lexi said. She’d fallen to her knees from the blast and was digging into the frost with her fingers to keep from rolling. “Do you think the boat saw it?”

I did.

“Look,” I said, pointing. “It’s turning!”

Already the silhouette of the vessel on the horizon had begun to move. It narrowed as the ship turned toward us, its sails unfurling as it picked up speed. As we watched, it rode the waves like a toy in a child’s bathtub, crossing the distance between us with admirable speed.

“Hell, yes,” Maria said, grinning. “We’re saved!”

More tiny dots emerged from the larger vessel, and these shot across the waves like arrows, propelled not by the wind but by oars. I couldn’t make out the features of the people driving the smaller boats, but they appeared to be rowing as hard as they possibly could.

I frowned. Why were they in such a hurry?

“Look,” Lexi said, laughing now. The relief in her voice was palpable. “They’re really rolling out the red carpet! They’re sending little ships to pick us up!”

“Those are harpoon boats,” I said, my voice curiously monotone. I wasn’t sure whether to be glad or terrified. Not yet. “This is definitely a whaling vessel. It deploys those boats whenever it’s got a target in its sights. Crews of harpooners surround the whale and stab it until it’s dead…”

The women fell silent.

“You don’t think they’re going to do that to us, do you?” Lexi asked.

I didn’t.

In fact, I thought something much worse was about to happen.

Out in the distance, a larger wave than the others rose above the surface of the water. It kicked up tons of froth, turning the sea into a churning bath just ahead of where the harpoon boats rowed. I swallowed hard when I saw it because the podcast I’d listened to had gone into this part of the hunt, too.

“Oh fuck,” I said, ice filling the pit of my stomach. “They are a fishing vessel. Shit, shit we’re in trouble…”

The boat hadn’t stumbled onto us by chance. Now I understood perfectly why our saboteur had chosen to redirect our Fissure to this section of the realm’s ocean.

We were in the middle of a deep-sea monster’s lair!


Chapter 6

“Everyone get ready to swim!” I roared, reaching for my magic. “Prepare your spells—you might need them!”

The ship rapidly approached on the horizon, flanked by a half-dozen or more of the tiny harpoon boats. From this distance, I could just make out the men with their weapons, the heavy metal harpoons tied to the decks of the vessels by thick, sturdy ropes.

The men on board those boats who weren’t currently pumping the oars like their life depended on it were waving at us. Whether they were trying to get us to swim for them or warning us to run, I couldn’t tell—from this distance, it could be either. Only one thing was for certain.

Our little ice island was directly in the monster’s path.

The massive wave broke, and the creature’s head emerged above the surface of the water. It was huge and blue, covered in thick cerulean scales, and coated in seaweed. Amber eyes glistened from the depths of its face, and smoke poured from its nostrils. Long whiskers like a catfish’s extended to the left and right from its mouth, giving it the look of a fish.

Good Lord, I thought, shocked to my core. It’s a dragon.

The dragon emerged from the water with a roar. It stretched upward and kept right on stretching, its body as long and sinuous as a snake’s. Those blue scales covered every part of its body besides its underbelly, which was pale and white like someone who’d spent too much time in a darkened room. Tiny fins extended along both sides of the creature’s sinuous body, flapping as it effortlessly rose the front half of its body into the air.

No amount of muscle or wing could have accounted for its movements. The creature was magic, plain and simple. It was as awe-inspiring as it was terrifying.

I slammed the Digital Grimoire, summoning Altiri. I hadn’t brought out the Wendigo before now as I’d worried her weight might topple the icy platform Frick had created for us. But if we were going to survive this, we needed all the help we could get.

And I didn’t think our little island was going to survive the next few moments in any case.

A flash of light enveloped the icy platform. By the time it faded, Altiri stood beside me, her feet pressing so hard into the surface of the ice that she left footprints in the solid frost. Her legs threatened to pop right through the narrow spit of ice, which was alright by me.

“Summoner,” the Wendigo said, nodding at me. Then she saw the monster approaching. “What that?”

“Bring him down!” one of the harpooners screamed. A lance of metal soared through the air, spearing the azure dragon in the back. “Don’t let him get away this time, boys!”

A desperate plan began to form in the back of my head. “Everyone,” I said, taking aim at the dragon with another Ignite spell, “let’s hit this thing with everything we’ve got!”

Lezabel stared at me like I’d grown a second head. “Are you crazy?” she asked. “We don’t want that thing to know we’re here!”

I shook my head. Even as I pointed at the beast, I could see the numerous wounds covering its scale. “They’ve fought it before,” I said, hoping she and my Latents would see what I was pointing at before the wave hit our platform. “The dragon is running away from them! If we help them slow it down, they might be able to stop the monster right here and now—”

It was as far as I got. The massive wave kicked up by the dragon’s emergence rolled over our ice platform, flipping it neatly over like a cheap card table.

Suddenly, I was under the water. I kicked upward, hitting the platform of ice from the bottom side. Damn it, the thing hadn’t broken? I’d expected the first contact with the monster to shatter our little island, but it remained stubbornly solid.

Which meant we were trapped beneath it, slowly drowning.

A figure shot upward like a bullet right next to me. It was Altiri, who crashed into the bottom of the island with a roar. Bubbles erupted from her mouth as she slammed into the ice, unleashing a Tantrum-powered strike that cleaved the island in two.

It was enough. Suddenly, we were floating beneath a dozen large chunks of ice, rather than a single unified sheet. I grabbed the hand of the person next to me and tugged, bobbing to the surface like a cork.

I gasped and threw my free arm over the nearest chunk of ice.

Lexi sputtered next to me, spitting out the freshwater as she sucked in air. “That was close!” she cried, her eyes wide with fright. “I thought we were going to end up trapped underneath that platform!”

That would have been a terrible way to die, to be sure.

A short distance away, Maria popped out of the water. Lezabel rose gracefully from the waves a moment later, Frick clinging to the back of her neck like someone’s girlfriend getting a better view during a rock concert. The little imp was screaming about being melted, though the panels of ice armor all over his body froze back over the moment he was above the waves.

I turned my attention to the monster. It was almost completely out of the water now, curled up beneath itself like a spring. A half-dozen harpoon boats surrounded it, tossing spears into the creature’s body like their lives depended on it. Which they did.

It took no real eye for detail to see the artistry in everything the harpooners did. They aimed their shots and picked their targets like snipers, striking the patches of bare skin they’d already revealed from previous assaults on the creature’s scales. My guess that they’d been pursuing this monster for a long time was right on the money. They’d probably been chasing it across the ocean for days.

They’d chosen here to make their stand. Because of us, or was that just a coincidence?

I decided I didn’t care. I was going to help out as much as possible.

Hopefully, the people on the main ship would see it and realize we would make valuable allies. I prayed they weren’t somehow working for Kyros.

“Frick, hit it!” I roared, gesturing at the place where the sea serpent’s body connected with the water. “Keep it from getting away!”

The little imp saw what I was aiming at instantly. “Coming right up, Master!” the monster said, lifting himself until he was standing on Lezabel’s shoulders. “Let’s see how you like this, you overgrown snake!”

“Ow!” Lezabel hissed, craning her neck to try and keep it away from Frick’s feet. “Careful, monster!”

“Sorry,” Frick said, clearly not meaning it in the least. “One Frost-Infused Spiral Snowflake, with a dash of Freezer Burn coming right up!”

The imp threw out his hands and channeled. If I’d been looking at my Grimoire, I would have seen the better portion of his mana dissolve instantly, torn away by the power of the spell. Beams of frost surrounded Frick, floating around him like snowflakes in a blizzard, then the spell shot into the air, filling the sky above the monster’s head.

It struck like a lightning bolt made of frost. A rain of sharp shards of ice shot down with hurricane force, slashing the creature’s scales from stem to stern. The water around its trunk froze up, forming thick plates that kept it from maneuvering out of the storm’s path.

“Ha ha!” Frick roared, screaming over the sound of the wind. “Got you now, monster! From Hell’s heart, I stab at thee!”

Didn’t know monsters were into classic literature, I thought. Either way, it was hard to argue with the result. Frick’s attack had effectively frozen the monster to the spot, keeping it from moving while the shards of ice pelted its body. The harpooners yelled with joy, tossing their spears with renewed vigor while the monster roared in a mixture of pain and surprise.

Then the azure dragon turned and stared back at us.

Oh shit, I thought. It knew where that blast had come from.

And now it was coming for us.

Smoke poured from the monster’s nostrils as it stared down at what remained of our island. Its whiskers fluttered on the wind, its mighty jaw opening wide as more smoke billowed from its gullet.

I didn’t need to be a rocket scientist to know what was coming next. “Get under the water!” I yelled, hoping that both monsters and humans heard me. “It’s going to attack—”

That was as far as I got. A wall of blue flame erupted from the monster’s mouth, shooting across the ocean like a tidal wave.

I gasped deeply and sank like a stone, plunging beneath the surface of the water. For a single heartbeat, the clear blue sky shone above my head, then the world was ripped away by a churning carpet of blue fire.

My arms pushed downward, keeping my head from breaking the surface of the water. How long can that thing attack? I wondered, feeling like I was trapped anew beneath an unbreakable platform. We’re going to burn to death if it doesn’t let up!

Finally, just as darkness crept into the edges of my vision, the flames cleared. I shot up like a rocket, breaking the surface just as Lexi, Maria, and Lezabel did the same. They looked harried but unharmed; none of them had been burnt. I whispered a silent prayer of thanks that they were alright.

The azure dragon let out another roar, this one filled with an animal sense of frustration and rage. Ripples of movement traveled along the creature’s trunk, twisting it back and forth within the makeshift cage of ice Frick conjured. Then the ice cracked, and the monster was free.

It charged, lowering its head to the surface of the water. That massive jaw opened once again, but no smoke billowed in the back of its gullet. The creature had something even more horrible in mind.

It was going to eat us!

“Get back under the water!” Lezabel yelled. “Tim, it’s coming right for you…!”

I didn’t drop. Even as I watched, the azure dragon lowered its head even deeper into the water, so that only the top row of its hideous, stained teeth emerged over the surface of the water. I could sink as much as I wanted—I wouldn’t be able to escape it.

The thing was going to eat me alive. Unless I did something.

I charged up a double helping of Ignite, holding up both hands with my middle fingers against the pads of my thumbs. If I was going down the creature’s throat, I was at least going to be one spicy fucking meatball while it tried to swallow me.

“Smile, you son of a bitch!” I yelled, preparing to turn the air around me into flames. “I hope you choke on this!”

The azure dragon opened wider, preparing to swallow me whole.

A half-dozen spikes of frozen water ripped through the roof of its mouth.

The monster roared in pain, turning on a dime toward the source of the attack. Frick stood on an ice floe that had drifted away from the rest of our island, his arms in the air as he channeled the remainder of his magic.

“I won’t let you eat my master!” the little imp shrieked, the sunlight glinting on his iced, armored plates. “Stay away from the Summoner and his mates!”

Frick had just saved my life. And now he was about to be eaten, instead of me.

I grabbed my Digital Grimoire and pushed the buttons rapidly. As the azure dragon closed on the ice floe, I mentally timed out what I was going to need to do.

“Keep hitting him, Frick!” I yelled, cheering the monster on. “I’ve got you!”

I wasn’t sure if Frick heard me. Either way, it didn’t matter—the little monster continued pelting the monster with ice and rocks, even as it opened its mouth wide to swallow him whole.

Three, I thought, holding my finger just over the button. Two. One…!

Right as Frick disappeared into the azure dragon’s mouth, I hit the recall function on the Digital Grimoire. A flash of light erupted in the creature’s gullet, lighting up the world around it like a miniature explosion. I felt Frick hit the Grimoire, the device around my wrist giving an audible shake as the monster sank back into the device’s internal memory.

“Ha!” I yelled, watching as the dragon’s jaws came down on nothing at all. “Take that, you fucker!”

The azure dragon turned, its eyes filling with hatred as it realized it had been tricked. Its massive trunk reared back, coiling around itself as it prepared to strike anew.

But now the harpooners were on it in force.

A half-dozen of the tiny boats surrounded the azure dragon on all sides, tossing spears into its flesh like men punching holes through paper. Each of the harpoons was connected to the boats by a thick cord, which went taut as the dragon reared back in pain.

Each of the men who’d thrown their harpoons yelled at a figure standing on the back of the tiny boats. I hadn’t noticed these men until now—or if I had, I must have assumed they were little more than support crew, meant to help steer the vessel and reload harpoons for the men doing the real work.

Now each of those figures pulled back their hoods, revealing faces covered in tattoos. Each of them was as bald as an eggshell with no facial hair, only those dark tattoos, covering every inch of available skin like fine writing across a canvas.

The figures lifted their hands and chanted. The harpoons sparkled in the monster’s flesh, digging in deeper as the azure dragon twisted and tried to escape their grip. Why did the harpooners not pull back, go for another shot? The monster was right there.

The thick cords connecting the boats to the monster ignited.

And suddenly, I understood.

Purple flames shot from the harpoon boats to the azure dragon’s flesh, sizzling through the steel spears in its flesh. The harpoons were like lightning rods, drawing and amplifying the magic that coursed through them! As I watched, they pulsed with arcane power, sending rippling waves of the same purple magic across the azure dragon’s scales.

Suddenly, the monster was no longer interested in revenge. Its fight or flight instinct had kicked in, and flight was winning by a country mile. The dragon reared backward with all its might, popping the steel spears like pincushions from its flesh.

Those harpoons left deep gashes behind. They were cruelly curved, designed to inflict maximum damage on a fleeing target. The azure dragon sank beneath the waves, fleeing, and left a huge pool of dark red blood behind, floating on the waves.

In the stillness that followed, the only thing I could hear was the frustrated cheers coming from the harpoon boats. It was a strange thing, that mixture of triumph and anger the men must have been feeling. How long had they been stalking this monster across the realm, trying to bring it down?

I lifted a hand to greet the men. If they were enemies, then so be it—I wasn’t afraid, even though those tattooed summoners clearly carried some powerful magic. Or were they summoners at all? Perhaps they were this realm’s equivalent of Latents.

Now that was a scary thought. If the Latents were that powerful, what about the Summoners?

“Hello there!” I yelled, pushing my fears to the side for now. “Good thing you got here when you did! We were starting to get nervous!”

Several of the harpoon boats came together, their crews conversing. One of the tattooed men with the fancy robes jerked a thumb at me, whispering frantically to his companions. Several of the men nodded along, while others appeared to be arguing.

Butterflies filled my stomach. “They’re figuring out what they’re going to do with us,” I whispered, loud enough for Maria, Lexi, and Lezabel to hear.

“Here’s hoping they come up with something good,” Maria groused. The redhead clung to a large chunk of ice, shivering. “I’m about to toss off this frozen chunk of ice and swim for it in a minute…”

Another flash of light told me Altiri was back in my Digital Grimoire. The men on the boats saw it, then began talking in an animated fashion, gesturing at each other. They’ve seen me using my monsters, I thought, not sure if that was a good thing or a bad thing. They know I’m a Summoner. Is that a bonus in a world like this? Or does it mean I’m feared and hated?

Evidently, the harpoon boats had come to a decision. The men looked over at me and the women, clinging to our makeshift platforms of ice, then turned around and headed back for the main ship. One of them glanced back over his shoulder and nodded, then grabbed the oars and paddled harder, leaving us behind.

I couldn’t believe what I was seeing. “Hey, what gives?” I yelled after them, lifting myself as best as I was able onto the narrow chunk of ice. “You can’t just leave us here!”

“They’re not,” Lezabel whispered after a moment.

“What do you mean?”

The gorgeous monster pointed. “I think they’ve decided the question of what to do with us is above their pay grade,” she said, a faint smile playing over her features. “They’re going to let their captain sort us out.”

Lezabel was right. As the harpoon boats traveled back to the main vessel, the fishing ship dropped its oars and paddled toward us to meet them. The tiny ships docked quickly, their crews climbing onto the deck. No doubt they were explaining everything that had just happened to whatever command structure they had on board.

“Cross your fingers,” I whispered, trying to cheer up my group. “Cross anything else you’ve got, too. I don’t like the idea of having to pilot ice across this ocean…”

I was shivering by the time the ship made it close enough for us to see who was on board. The broken-up ice floated all around us, dropping the temperature of the already chilly ocean to dangerous levels. Hypothermia would be a real concern if we weren’t fished out of the drink sometime soon.

Several figures stood at the side of the ship, watching us. I wasn’t terribly surprised to see that none of them were human. Their skin was various shades of green and blue, their bodies muscled, sleek, or covered in scales like a fish’s. A motley crew indeed, but probably one well suited to long ocean voyages.

“Hello there!” I tried again, lifting an arm in greeting. “My name is Tom, and I’m the leader of this group. We risked our lives to help you defeat that monster. The least you could do is give us a ride in exchange.”

Several of the heads peering over the boat vanished.

I was feeling pretty bad about our chances. The people on the vessel didn’t appear to understand us at all or care about our situation. A terrible thought occurred to me—maybe they didn’t even speak our language? Summoners were given a basic enchantment when they arrived at Blackwood that allowed them to understand pretty much any spoken language. Without it, negotiating with certain species of monsters would have been almost impossible.

But perhaps that didn’t extend to every realm. And if it didn’t include this one, we were most likely screwed…

“’Ello there!” a cheery voice called down from the ship. “What the bloody hell are you people doing in the drink?”

The man who stood leaning over the bow of the ship could have been put in the dictionary right next to the definition of the word pirate. His clothing was leather and silk, with enough fashionable flourishes thrown into his travel-worn leathers to give him a flamboyant appearance. He wore a tricorne hat and had an eyepatch over one eye, along with the largest and reddest beard I’d ever seen.

I did a double-take. This man was human. The first human I’d seen since landing in Lagoon.

“It’s kind of a long story!” I shouted, laughing. “Are you the captain of this vessel?”

“Aye,” the man said, giving me and my party an amused look. “You say your name is Tom?”

“Yes,” I replied. There was no point in trying to hide who we were. “That’s Cally to my left,” I said, gesturing to Lexi, “and the redhead clinging to the ice over there is Mary.” I figured it best to use some kind of cover names while we were being hunted. “The monster is Lezabel.”

The captain nodded. “I’m Henry Flint,” he said, tapping his chest with a thumb. “This is my vessel—the Glen Carrig. We’re a monster-hunting crew.”

“Well, you certainly found one!” I said, looking over at the pool of blood on the waves.

“Aye,” Captain Flint said again, his eyes narrowing. “I did. You want to tell me what the hell you’re doing in Seiryu’s demesne, Tom?”

Seiryu? Oh shit.

“That was Seiryu?” I gasped, amazed. I’d just realized that getting home was going to be a hell of a lot harder than I thought.

Captain Flint’s eyes widened. “You don’t know Seiryu!?” he asked. Several of the crew members near him chuckled as if this amused them. “Well, ye got one hell of an introduction, I’d say. I don’t know how you cannot know of that monster, though. Seems downright suspicious!”

Lezabel had been paddling over to me while Captain Flint spoke, a determined look written across her face. Now she grabbed my wrist and lifted it over the surface of the waves, giving the captain and the crew of the Glen Carrig their first good look at my Digital Grimoire.

“We’re not from around here,” Lezabel said humorlessly. “If you bring us on board, Captain, I promise that Tom will tell you everything you want to know.”

Captain Flint’s face went momentarily pale at the sight of the Grimoire around my wrist. He’d seen the monsters helping me fight Seiryu—or at least his harpoon crew had—but I don’t think any of them had truly believed what they’d seen until that moment.

“A Summoner,” Flint said, sounding as if a legend had just swum into his piece of the ocean. “By the Gods, lads! This is just what we’ve been looking for!”

Cheers rang out on the Glen Carrig.

“Bring the Summoner and his people aboard!” Captain Flint said, cocking one leg on the side of the boat. “Doubtless the lad’s got one hell of a story to tell!”

Ropes flew over the side of the Glen Carrig, dropping into the water. The thick knots tied into the cord made them easy to climb, and the women and I swam for them.


Chapter 7

After being stranded out in the middle of the ocean, being lifted onto the deck of the Glen Carrig felt like salvation indeed.

I landed on the deck hard, coughing up seawater as I lay along the boards. Behind me, Lexi and Maria did the same, with a healthy helping of thanking their lucky stars to no longer be floating in the drink. A few moments later, Lezabel smoothly slid over the side of the boat, her boots thudding against the board. The demoness didn’t fall, but neither did she chide us for falling. She just watched, taking in the lay of the vessel.

A few moments later, I had the strength to do the same.

We were surrounded by gawkers. I didn’t know how many men and women served aboard the Glen Carrig, but it certainly felt as if every member of the crew had come above decks to see the strays their captain had just fished out of the briny deep. I gave up counting around two dozen; there were probably twice that many people on board.

It was a little hard to figure out the exact number because they came in so many different shapes and sizes. Far from being of all the same species, the Glen Carrig’s crew were a motley assortment of different beings—some were mostly humanoid, while others had the bulging muscles and tusks I associated with orcs. Quite a few were green but tiny, their bodies covered in freckles and their ears as long as an elf’s.

The realization hit me in the chest. These people are monsters, I thought. They look like the fantasy creatures I used to read about in books when I was a kid.

Perhaps it took a vessel crewed by monsters to hunt down monsters. If so, I understood why and how such a diverse ship of miscreants would sail the oceans in search of Seiryu.

Three large masts dominated the deck, standing like tree trunks from the main body of the ship. All three of them were held together with rigging, the sails jutting out at fanned angles like the roof of the Sydney Opera House. It wasn’t the way any ordinary human crew would choose to hoist their sales, but it seemed to be working for the crew of the Glen Carrig.

More of the small crew members—I hesitated to call them goblins, not until I’d heard how they referred to each other—climbed through the rigging, scaling it the way squirrels scale a tree. Some of them hung from the ropes, peering down at me with obvious interest as I looked up at them.

Goblins, I thought. And orcs for muscle. Plus a few of these crew members look like they belong to the same demon-monster species as Lezabel. What a group.

For the first time, it occurred to me that maybe all those fantasy creatures I’d read about as a kid had come from somewhere. Perhaps they hadn’t sprung onto the page from the human imagination but from the records and diaries of the Summoners who’d opened realms in the distant past. I could picture a medieval peasant seeing something like Altiri or Frick and coming up with a whole new mythology based on their attributes.

It was humbling to think about.

I was still thinking about it when Captain Flint joined us. Unlike the rest of the crew, he was recognizably human—in fact, he was the only human being I saw on deck beside myself, Lexi, and Maria. And yet, the longer I looked at him, the more I became convinced that there was something off about the man. Firstly, how did a human being manage to come into the realm of Lagoon? Was he a Summoner who’d hidden his ability to traverse the realms?

No, I told myself. It’s something different than that. He looks human enough, but something tells me there’s a different story under that uniform.

Either way, it was none of my business what species Captain Flint happened to be or what kind of creature he was. I was just glad to be alive.

Showing a surprising amount of gallantry, the captain helped Lexi and Maria to their feet before extending a hand and pulling me up off the floor. The ship rocked beneath me as I stood, nearly knocking me off balance. I was going to have to get used to that in a hurry.

“Welcome aboard the Glen Carrig,” Captain Flint said with a twinkle in his eye. It was almost as if he expected me to recognize the name as some sort of joke, but if it was a clever reference to something, it flew right over my head. “I apologize in advance for the manners of my crew, Summoner Dent. We haven’t had a man of your caliber aboard our vessel in many moons.”

“I don’t take offense easily,” I told the man, wiping the seawater from my robes. “I would take a couple towels, though. And gladly.”

The captain chuckled. “Not too many of those here, Summoner. I can offer you and your maidens some replacement clothes, however, once you dry off a bit in the sun.”

That would have to do. “Sure.”

Captain Flint nodded. “Kuang! Lumley! Have a couple replacement uniforms brought up to my cabin. A few different sizes, so the Summoner and his crew can find ones that fit them.”

At the captain’s command, two of the crew members broke with the pack and headed below decks. I noted them for later—the first was an orc, probably the biggest on the whole crew, while the other resembled a tiger that had learned to walk on two legs. I had just enough time to wonder which was which before they disappeared down the stairs.

“That’ll do,” the captain said, evidently pleased with his act of charity. “We’ll get some grog in you as well, Summoner—nothing better to warm a man up after a dip in the drink than a nice, frothy brew. But first…”

Captain Flint stepped forward, sizing me up. He was still smiling, but there was something steely in his gaze as he grinned at me. I knew instantly that I’d be inviting trouble down on my head if I fucked with this guy. The crew surrounding us suddenly felt less like a welcoming committee than an enemy army, trying to decide if we were targets or not.

“Ye’ll tell me what you’re doing in Seiryu’s waters,” the captain said, stroking his long red beard. “And why a lone Summoner’s floating in the middle of the ocean, with no boat nor backup anywhere to be seen.”

I figured we’d have to get into this sooner or later. I’d have preferred to tell the whole story somewhere private, though. I hadn’t completely discarded my theory that there might be agents of Kyros aboard the Glen Carrig, nor that they might be behind the hijacking of my Fissure.

“I’d be happy to talk to you,” I said, meeting the captain’s gaze with as much confidence as a man stranded in the middle of a hostile ocean could muster. “Perhaps we should retire to your quarters, Captain, and I can give you a full report—”

I froze. Eight inches of steel protruded just beneath my chin, poking me in the hollow of my throat.

A goblin girl held a cutlass over her head, pointing it at me with malicious intent. Even among the other members of her species, this girl stood out—she had a remarkably curvy little body, augmented with enough tattoos and piercings to get someone a cashier job at Hot Topic. A gold ring sparkled in her left nostril, with rows of silver bands up and down her ears. When she opened her mouth, I saw a single stud in the center of her tongue.

“Anything you have to say to the captain you can say to the rest of the crew!” The cutlass wobbled, pressing against my skin just hard enough to draw a single drop of blood. “If you don’t like that, outsider, then you can walk the plank!”

I was stunned. My hands went up, even as I wondered how quickly I could get a spell off. The goblin girl looked dangerous but likely had a pretty low center of gravity. If I jumped backward and kicked, I could probably knock her over like a bowling pin.

Captain Flint, however, just chuckled. “Ease off him, Shortcake,” the bearded man said, grinning from ear to ear at my discomfort. “This man’s a Summoner. You know what that means?”

The goblin girl did not ease off. “I don’t,” she spat—literally spitting onto the boards—“and I don’t particularly care.”

“You saw those monsters help us against Seiryu,” the captain said, more serious now. “This lad conjured those for us. He controls them, Shortcake. He’s a damned handy man to have around in a scrap, which means I won’t have you poking holes in him.”

I thought that would be it. But instead of relenting, the goblin—Shortcake?—aimed her cutlass lower. The tip pressed between my thighs as the goblin girl smirked, staring at that part of my anatomy a touch longer than strictly necessary.

“In that case, mayhaps he can poke a few holes in me,” she said, shamelessly letting her tongue waggle from her mouth. “Gods know none of the other men on this leaky tub can fill the breach!”

To my surprise, groans from the rest of the crew met this pronouncement. They’d clearly heard this kind of talk before.

“Oh, come off it, Shortcake,” one of the tusked orcs standing near the rigging snorted. “You know any one of us would gladly warm your hammock at night.”

“Yeah, but you won’t let us!” someone else cried. To my shock, that second voice sounded female.

A fierce smile lit up Shortcake’s face. Now that I looked at it closely, she was pretty damned cute for a goblin. “That’s right,” she said, stretching the moment out with the relish of someone making a joke for the hundredth time. “That’s because all you mangy bitches are crewmen, and I’m an officer! And officers don’t fraternize with their lessers!”

“Hey,” that second voice said, “some of us are crewwomen.”

Shortcake scoffed. “I don’t care what ye have in yer pants,” the goblin chuckled. “Yer all crew, which means look but don’t touch!”

I couldn’t believe the direction this conversation had taken in such a short amount of time. “Weren’t we talking about where I came from…?” I asked.

Before Shortcake could spout off any more talk, Captain Flint intervened. “This is what I meant when I said I needed to apologize in advance,” he said, gently pushing the goblin and her cutlass a safe distance away. “This little spitfire is Shortcake, the First Mate of the Glen Carrig. She’s my second in command and takes over the operation of the ship whenever I’m away hunting or buying supplies. She’s as loyal as a hound to her friends and as terrifying as the Legion of the Deep to her enemies.”

He glanced over at the woman. “I’ve never seen a sailor who’s more respected by her crew. She’s jumped overboard to save men from monsters before without blinking.”

“Aye,” Shortcake agreed. “I’m a damn sight braver than anyone else you’ll meet on this boat!”

More groans. Evidently, Shortcake was something of a character—and most of the crew members on the Glen Carrig had heard her schtick more times than they could count. To me, though, everything she said seemed new and fresh. I kind of liked her despite the whole ‘shoving a cutlass in my face’ thing.

“She does have a point,” Captain Flint admitted. “I’m not in the habit of keeping secrets from my crew, Summoner. If you explain your situation to me in private, I’ll just have to come out and tell everyone serving under me about it. You might as well just say what you have to say out here where everyone can hear you.”

Did I dare? I looked all around the deck of the Glen Carrig, scanning each set of eyes watching me. I even scrutinized the rigging, though the faces I could see up there were far away and practically unreadable. If there were any spies on board, would they choose this moment to strike?

Let them, I told myself. If there were enemies on board the Glen Carrig, I’d have to face them sooner or later. Better to get it over with now.

“Alright,” I said, meeting the captain’s eye. “Any chance we could sit down, at least?”

In short order, a pair of deckhands brought a bench from belowdecks. It wasn’t much more comfortable than sitting on the boards of the ship’s deck, but at least we didn’t look so much like kids hiding beneath the grownups' dinner table when we addressed the crew.

Where to begin? I thought. Probably at the beginning, right? With the day all this happened.

“My name isn’t Tom. It’s Tim Dent. And the two women with me are Lexi Caldwell and Maria Doyle.”

“Ah, I figured you weren’t telling the whole truth about your names. And I appreciate you being truthful with me now,” the captain said, and I could tell he had been testing me. He’d known the names were false, and I wasn’t sure what he would have done had I not admitted as much. Either way, I decided I’d be as truthful as possible from here.

“We’re from Earth,” I said, looking to see if Captain Flint’s face would betray any knowledge of the place. If he’d ever heard of my realm, he was a damn good actor—he gave no sign. “I guess the first thing you need to know is that I’m from the Blackwood Summoning Institute. Myself, Lexi, and Maria are some of the only people to escape an attack on the college a few weeks ago…”

With that start, it all came tumbling out. Before long, I was telling the whole story of our adventure: from discovering I could not only open Fissures but step through them to Lexi and Maria realizing they could cast spells and manage monsters in other realms. Hyperborea, Trephine, the story of our Spire and how it came to be… it all wound together like a good tale, ebbing and flowing with the waves outside of our boat.

The rest of the crew rapidly lost interest. They had no real truck with Summoner’s business; like Shortcake, they didn’t even really know what a Summoner was. The goblin girl stayed close, either out of politeness or because she was interested in getting poked, but most of the crew wound up going back to their own tasks within a few minutes. That surprised me, though perhaps it should not have.

Captain Flint himself listened patiently and respectfully—right up until I said the name Kyros. As soon as I said it, the color drained from his face, making his bright red beard look even brighter and redder. He looked back and forth to make sure no one else had recognized the name for what it was, then bid me to continue but quieter than before.

My interest was piqued, so I did just that.

At some point, Captain Flint asked me to stop. He made a few gestures to other members of the crew, and in short order, a couple of deckhands were bringing thick blankets and tall cups of coffee to us on our bench.

“I thought you said you didn’t have very many of these?” I asked, wrapping the plush fabric around my shoulders. I took a sip of the coffee—it was strong enough to peel paint but hot and good. After the ordeal I’d been through, I couldn’t say I didn’t need it.

“We don’t,” Captain Flint said with a wry smile. “Please, Summoner Dent, continue.”

“You can call me Tim,” I said, waving the man’s sense of ceremony away with a gesture. “As I was saying…”

The coffee was gone by the time I finished the tale. The hot liquid warmed me up inside, the caffeine giving me energy so that by the time I’d narrated up to the present moment, I felt like a whole new man. Lexi and Maria looked about as comfortable as it was possible for them to be under the circumstances. Lezabel sat with her pert ass on the edge of the bench, one leg crossed over the other as she helped herself to a third serving of the coffee. She was the only one of us who hadn’t accepted a blanket—her demonic skin was warmer than a human’s and dried off much faster.

Finally, I was done. Captain Flint stared at us all evenly for a long moment, then cleared his throat and took a sip of the coffee. Steam billowed from the rim of his cup; unlike us, he’d hardly drank any of it at all. I wondered about that, though I’d only truly understand why he abstained much later.

“That,” he said, sounding impressed, “is quite the tale. Tim—I may call you Tim, correct?”

I nodded.

Captain Flint continued. “It sounds like you and your women have been through quite a lot, Tim. Under the circumstances, I’m inclined to give you the help you need.”

Really? Relief washed through me. “That’s wonderful news, Captain Flint. Really, just a ride to the nearest large island would be more than enough—”

He stopped me by lifting a single finger. “There’s just one thing I need to ask you,” he said.

He stepped closer, seeming to grow taller at the same time. Nothing had changed outwardly about his person, but in the blink of an eye, it was as if someone had thrown a switch. Captain Flint radiated a quiet menace, a sense that the only human being who served on the Glen Carrig’s crew might just be the biggest monster of all.

Oh shit, I thought. “What’s up?”

The captain squatted down on his heels, looking at me eye to eye. “Why,” he asked, “are you here?”

Huh? The question didn’t make any sense. What did he mean by that?

“We’re on a quest,” I said, trying to think if anything I’d said in my story would give him a different impression than that. “We’re here to save the world.”

Suddenly, Captain Flint seemed irritated. “Aye, and so am I,” he hissed. “Let me ask you again, Summoner. Why have you shown up now? Right when I’m finally about to catch that bastard, Seiryu?”


Chapter 8

It was then that I realized every crew member within earshot was staring at me.

Our conversation with Captain Flint hadn’t gone unnoticed. Far from it. Those crew members who’d been nearby had been hanging off their leader’s every word, just waiting for the secret signal to strike if necessary.

Only now did I realize how much danger we’d been in since we stepped aboard the Glen Carrig. If we’d shown any falsehood or tried to bluff our way out of this situation, we wouldn’t have just had to fight, we probably all would have ended up walking the plank. Shortcake probably would have cackled with glee as we sank to the bottom of the ocean.

“I don’t know how to answer your question,” I told the man, stalling for time. “I came here to gain new monsters—to get more powerful so that me and my party can stop Kyros. I’m only stuck here because of that bastard Seiryu, as you call him. If you think I’ve come to stop you, you’re dead wrong.”

Captain Flint chewed on that for a moment. “He is a bastard,” he finally said, spitting over the side of the ship. “Lumley! Bring me a chair. I need to have a nice long palaver with our new Summoner friend.”

The tiger man I’d seen earlier emerged from below decks a few moments later, carrying a heavy-looking, high-backed chair. So that one’s Lumley, I thought, filing the information away for later. That makes the big orc guy Kuang. The sooner I could name every member of the crew, the sooner I could start winning them over to my side.

Captain Flint sat down with a heavy sigh. “My sea legs aren’t what they used to be,” the man admitted, stroking his long red beard as he rested against the high back of the chair. “You haven’t said much since you were brought on board, monster.”

The remark was directed at Lezabel. The gorgeous demoness merely shrugged—she’d been in the middle of tipping her boots over and shaking out the last of the water in them, dumping it over the side of the Glen Carrig.

“I don’t think you’re going to kill us,” she said flatly. “If you were going to, you’d have done it by now. That goblin First Mate of yours would have turned it into a big show.”

Captain Flint looked amused. “Aye.”

Lezabel glanced up and met his gaze. “So now I’m just waiting for you and Tim to stop measuring dicks so we can get on with the rest of our mission.”

I winced at that. I expected Captain Flint to be pissed off by that remark, but he smiled instead.

“Fair enough,” he said, giving a good-natured chuckle. “And what is your mission as you see it, monster?”

“Her name is Lezabel,” I whispered, my eyes narrowing. “Not monster.”

Captain Flint looked taken aback. “Aye,” he said, sounding chastened. “Lezabel, then.”

Lezabel looked as if she didn’t particularly care what Captain Flint called her. “We need to get Tim more monsters so that he can get stronger,” she explained, gesturing at the ocean surrounding us all. “Normally, I’d also say that he needs to bring those monsters back to the Cathedral of Umbra so that he can fuse them together into more powerful forms—but we can’t do that.”

“And why’s that?” Captain Flint gave her a grin as if this was exactly the conversation he’d wanted to have since the beginning.

Lezabel stared at the man for a moment, sniffing for a trap. When she didn’t find one, she continued. “Teleportation between realms via a Fissure is disabled when certain powerful creatures are in the area,” she explained, sounding bored. “It’s a safety measure, designed to keep the most dangerous monsters of each realm contained. Unless a powerful enough Summoner comes around and forms a Pact with them, of course.”

“Of course,” Captain Flint agreed. “I’m guessing Seiryu’s that monster?”

“We call them Key Monsters,” Lezabel said. “And yes, Seiryu is one. The other one is his brother, Ryu.”

At the name Ryu, Captain Flint rocked back on his heels. “Ye seek Ryu?” he asked, his eyebrows shooting all the way to his hairline. “Truly?”

I nodded, cutting off Lezabel before she could rattle off more facts in a disinterested manner. “We think he’s one of the two Key Monsters sealing off this area,” I explained. “I kind of assumed you were hunting him as well as Seiryu. You mean you’re not?”

Captain Flint looked flummoxed. “No one’s seen Ryu in years,” the man admitted. “He’s Seiryu’s brother, aye—and for a time, he kept the Azure Dragon from giving in to his darkest impulses. But he vanished around the time that Seiryu began hunting villages and boats. We kind of assumed he’d killed his brother, Seiryu had. For wouldn’t the brother come and help him if he could?”

I assumed that would be the case, but brothers could be complicated. “He can’t be dead,” I said, glancing down at the Grimoire to confirm. “He wouldn’t be on the list if he was dead.”

“I thought a monster had to be near the Fissure in order to dampen it?” Lexi asked. “You and I could have escaped Hyperborea on our own if we’d gotten far enough away from the Wendigo as long as there wasn’t another Key Monster in the area. Isn’t that how it works?”

“It is,” Lezabel confirmed.

“Then Ryu must not only be alive, but he must also be somewhere nearby,” Lexi said, sounding confused. “Otherwise, there’d only be one Key Monster blocking the Fissure.”

Captain Flint rubbed his beard, thinking. “Ryu is said to be a very powerful monster,” the captain said after a moment. “Even more powerful than Seiryu. Mayhaps he’s strong enough that he can affect your Fissures at a greater range than most monsters?”

“Maybe,” I said with a shrug. “It doesn’t really matter, I guess. We can’t even start thinking about the Key Monsters until we get stronger.”

“Aye,” Captain Flint said. There was a twinkle in his eye now as if he’d already planned how this part was going to go. “Isn’t it lucky for you, then, that you’ve fallen in with my crew? A ship full of monster hunters, pledged to track down Seiryu and end him once and for all?”

It was lucky. Except I was beginning to wonder if luck had anything to do with it.

“I’m sorry,” I said, lifting a hand. “I didn’t want to do this in front of the crew, but there’s something I’ve got to ask you.”

Captain Flint’s face grew hard. He must have seen this part of our conversation coming as well. Yet he seemed resigned to have the talk, all the same. He sighed deeply, sitting back in his chair.

“Aye, lad,” he said, stroking his long red beard. “I have an idea of what you’re about to ask me.”

“You’re human,” I said, leaning forward in my seat. “A human being who captains a ship full of monsters.”

Captain Flint chuckled. “I’m human, am I?” he asked, looking down at his captain’s attire. “I mean, I look like you, aye. But that’s no guarantee of anything.”

I sensed that he was joking around with me. That was fine as long as I still got answers. “Are there others like you in this realm?” I asked. “Other human beings?”

I was still thinking of my theory, you see. That all the monsters from our mythology: orcs, goblins, dragons, and monsters, all of them were from experiments brought over from other realms. Or from spots where the worlds crossed over and something from the other side got brought to Earth.

If monsters could come to where we were, maybe humans could wind up in another realm. Maybe some already had.

Captain Flint’s response threw cold water on my hopes. “I’m the last of my kind,” he said, the warmth fading from his eyes. “That’s all there is to it, lad.”

Seeing the look on his face, I knew I ought to let it go. But I had to know.

“The last human being in the entire realm of Lagoon?” I asked, trying to keep any trace of sarcasm from my voice. “I kind of find that hard to believe, Captain. Pardon me if I’m being offensive—”

“Ye are!” Captain Flint snapped. “I was a citizen of Spider Island, lad.”

All around the deck, heads turned. The crew members were clearly expecting some sort of drama, keeping their distance while watching every move the captain made. I sensed that I’d walked out onto some pretty thin ice, but as I still wasn’t sure what I’d done wrong, I decided to continue.

Besides, if Flint changed his mind and made me walk the plank, I could always combine Frick and Lexi’s powers to create a makeshift ice float.

“That should settle the matter,” Captain Flint said.

I shook my head. “I’m sorry,” I told the captain, meaning it. “I don’t know what that means.”

He stared at me a moment longer, anger in his eyes. Then his expression collapsed, and he leaned forward with a deep, deep sigh. “Aye, I can see it in your eyes that you don’t,” he said, his voice changed. “The name Spider Island rings no bells for you, Summoner. Nor should it. I see you meant no true offense.”

“I didn’t,” I agreed.

Captain Flint stared at the floorboards between his feet for a long time. The rest of the crew slowly abandoned their duties and came closer, using everything from barrels to sections of the ship itself as seating. From their faces, I got the impression that this was not a new story to any of them—on the contrary, they’d probably heard it any number of times. But they didn’t mind listening to it at least one more time, for their captain’s sake.

Shortcake was the last member of the crew to arrive. The First Mate had none of her normal brassy bluster as she took a seat next to the captain’s chair, then put a hand on the man’s boot.

“Spider Island,” the captain said. As soon as he began the tale, he was no longer the sea captain of the Glen Carrig. He was Henry Flint, landlubber.

I listened, rapt with attention.

“I was born there and lived there all my days,” Flint explained, his eyes gazing off into the middle distance. “A more beautiful island you’ve never seen, Summoner—no matter how many years you spend sailing the seas and witnessing all the beauty this realm has to offer. Do you know why ’twas called Spider Island?”

“Because of all the spiders,” Shortcake said. “Duh.”

Flint guffawed, though they’d clearly done this call and response many times before. “No,” he insisted. “Spider Island’s a cluster of rocky cliffs, a bunch of highlands just over the sea. From it, a dozen spokes of narrow land emerge from the main body of the island, stretched out like the tentacles of an octopus when it’s spitting out its ink. Or the legs of a spider.”

I could picture it. It had probably been a beautiful place when Flint was growing up. From the way Captain Flint talked about it, I got the impression it was beautiful no longer.

“One day,” Flint said suddenly, “there was a terrible storm. Beyond terrible. ’Twas as if the sea herself was grieving a lost lover, battering the shores with wave after wave of cruel, merciless surf. Shards of ice fell from the sky like frozen teardrops, and woe be unto the poor villager who was caught out of doors when they began to fill the street.” He shook his head. “Many people were injured, but at first, we thought ourselves lucky. That the crisis was manageable.” He chuckled mirthlessly. “Then the tidal wave struck.”

Lexi and Maria both gasped. I’d read enough articles about tsunamis and tidal waves to know just how deadly they could be—and that was before taking into account those spokes of beach extending from Spider Island. Those would have been completely washed away.

“Aye, it was bad,” Captain Flint said, seeing the look on my face. “We did our best to save the wounded and get those we could to higher ground. Me and all the other young, able-bodied men of the island. What we didn’t know was that the tidal wave was just the beginning. A preamble to the main event; little more than an appetizer. The main course was on its way.”

“Seiryu,” I whispered, the word filling me with dread. Spider Island had been defenseless, pummeled into submission by a tidal wave. And they’d had to deal with that sea serpent in all his horror.

Captain Flint didn’t respond at first. His hands shook, and he stopped them only by grabbing onto his knees and digging in with his fingers. “Aye,” he finally whispered.

By now, the activity on deck was so quiet that everyone could hear him, no matter the volume.

“Just when we thought it was over,” the captain said ruefully. “Right when things were at their worst, when it looked as if we were seeing the light at the end of the tunnel—it turned out to be him. Seiryu.” His eyes stared at nothing; I knew he was no longer seeing the present moment but a far-flung memory. Something he’d have rather kept buried. “He came out of that wave like nothing I’d ever seen before. Ten stories tall, thicker than the masts of this ship. I watched people who’d survived the worst of the storm drop dead of fright just looking at the beast before it even made it to shore.” He swallowed hard. “Those were the lucky ones.”

Some nameless crewman came up and handed Captain Flint a tin cup filled with liquor. He downed it in a single gulp, nodded, then gestured with his chin for the man to bring him more.

“The wave wasn’t the worst part of it,” Flint said, his gaze haunted. “Nor was it the creature itself, however fearsome and terrifying it was. There we were, Summoner, a bedraggled crew of island villagers. Holding onto our very lives. Some of us had watched parents, children, husbands, and wives washed away into the surf, never to be seen again. We were at our lowest point—less than zero. And that thing played with us.”

Several crew members hissed. Those near the side of the ship spat over it into the ocean, their faces contorting in fury.

“It was as if death itself stalked the island,” Flint explained, his voice curiously deadened. He downed another whole cup of the hot, dark liquor, neither grimacing at the taste nor seeming to be in the slightest bit inebriated from it. “The survivors, already exhausted and near death, were slaughtered.” He looked up at me, his eyes snapping to the present moment. “You ever see a lion make a kill, Summoner?”

I’d been to the zoo a few times, but that was about the full extent of my experience with the animal kingdom. “I can’t say that I have,” I admitted.

Flint nodded. “When a lion kills its prey, it kills it quick,” the man said, balling one hand into a fist. “It brings it down clean, going for the jugular. Rips open the throat. A messy death, and not an altogether pleasant one—not that many deaths are—but fast and honorable.” He shook his head. “That was the opposite of what Seiryu did.”

“I’m so sorry,” Lexi whispered, shaking her head. There were tears in the corners of her eyes.

“He took us in twos and threes,” Flint said. “Some of us hid in what buildings remained standing, and Seiryu knocked them down. He popped them open like coconuts and ate the people inside like candy. It was all a game to him.” Flint began to shake. “There was nowhere to run. Six inches of water covered the entire island, all the way up to the foothills. We couldn’t get away—and if we tried, that bastard ate us…”

It sounded horrible. The sort of thing that would crush a man’s soul. No wonder Captain Flint had sworn revenge against Seiryu. No wonder he’d put this crew together and gone after the monster.

“Eventually, I guess he got tired of it,” Flint said, barking out a humorless laugh. “He couldn’t get the last few of us—we were too tenacious, too good at hiding under rocks and getting out of the way. So he left. Summoned up another big wave and rolled it over the island. This one made the first tidal wave look like something in a child’s bathtub by comparison. The last thing I remember was running for the foothills, screaming for my life when that big wall of water struck me in the back.” His face was the color of ashes. “I still have no idea how I survived.”

“You survived because you’re the captain,” someone said. Several crew members muttered their agreement. “You can’t keep Henry Flint down…”

Flint batted away the compliment. “All I know is, the wave covered the whole island. When it finally rolled back, it rolled back on a graveyard. A rescue boat found me three days later, delirious and totally out of my mind. They’d seen the storm, you see, and came to try and help the survivors.” A ghastly grin spread across his face. “They hadn’t yet realized that I was the only one they were going to find.”

“The only one?” I asked, amazed. “You’re telling me no one else survived? Seiryu killed the entire island?”

An entire island? It was almost unthinkable.

“They searched the island for days,” Flint said, his gaze returning to the spot between his feet. “As far as I know, I’m the only man who made it out. I don’t know why that bastard Seiryu didn’t kill me, not when he killed every other man, woman, and child on that island. Maybe he wanted one man left to tell the tale—to let the world know the hell that was coming for them.”

That last sentence firmed up the threat like nothing else could. “I take it Spider Island hasn’t been Seiryu’s only target,” I realized.

Lexi and Maria could barely speak. They were openly sobbing now; even Lezabel looked painfully moved.

“No, it hasn’t,” Flint said. “But I’ve done as good a job as I can harrying the beast. Ever since that day, I’ve devoted my life to hunting down Seiryu—to making sure what happened to Spider Island doesn’t happen to the entire rest of this realm. We’ve been fighting him for months now, hitting him hard so he stays away from major population centers. I’d begun to believe that he was retreating to his lair—that this is his home water. I don’t think it’s a coincidence that we found you when we did, Summoner.”

Nor did I. “You put together a team to kill him,” I said.

Captain Flint laughed again, without any humor in it. “’Twasn’t hard,” he said, gesturing around the crowded deck. “I just went to a few bars and asked for anyone who’d survived an attack by the Azure Dragon. Nearly everyone you see here has had someone they loved taken by Seiryu, Summoner. Most of ’em didn’t get hit as hard as Spider Island, but they got hit plenty hard all the same.”

I hadn’t realized that. The knowledge stunned me, and I found myself looking at the motley crew of the Glen Carrig in a whole different light. These weren’t people hunting monsters for gold or for fame. They weren’t even doing it for the good of the realm, though that might have been what they told each other in order to keep themselves going.

This boat was after revenge.

His story done, Captain Flint tapped his knees and rose. “So that’s my story, Summoner,” he said, watching as the crewmembers carried the cracked chair back beneath the deck. “I’ve shown you mine, and you’ve shown me yours. Will you and your crew help me catch Seiryu?”

I shared a look with each of the women in turn. From the looks on Lexi and Maria’s faces, this was now about more than just powering up and getting the hell out of Lagoon. They’d been moved by Captain Flint’s story, and they deeply sympathized with the crew of the Glen Carrig as a result. They wanted to stay and help.

Lezabel shrugged when I met her gaze. The beautiful monster could take or leave this side quest—she was telling me with that shrug. She wasn’t a cheerleader for bringing down the Azure Dragon, but she wouldn’t try and stop me from doing it.

“It seems to me that you and I share a common goal,” I told the captain. “Seiryu is one of the two Key Monsters that are stopping us from going home. We’re not ready to go home, not yet—not until we get a whole lot stronger. But even so, that can’t happen until we either kill or disable Seiryu for good.”

“Disable,” Captain Flint said, rolling the word over his tongue. “Now that’s an interesting word, Summoner. How would you ‘disable’ the beast?”

“I have my ways,” I said, giving him a look like I didn’t want to say more. I didn’t want to bring up the actual idea that had been floating around my mind—not in the middle of a crew of Seiryu survivors, anyway. These people wanted the Azure Dragon dead: right now, the thought of turning him into some Summoner’s captured monster probably felt about as blasphemous as finding one of their society’s holy books and ripping it up in front of them.

But I kept the plan in the back of my mind.

Aquinas told me there were two super-powered monsters I needed to worry about and avoid in Lagoon. What if I did the opposite? What if I didn’t just beat Ryu and Seiryu, I formed Pacts with them? Sure, Seiryu was a sociopathic monster, but once he was fused with another monster, what would he become?

Would a monster that strong be able to take down Kyros?

“Even if we do find and kill Seiryu,” Lezabel was saying, “we have another problem. That of his brother, Ryu.”

“Aye,” Captain Flint said. “I’ve been thinking on that since you told me about it, Summoner. If you ask me, the brother of the Azure Dragon is probably in Seiryu’s lair right now. He probably has the poor bastard under lock and key, somewhere in his undersea palace. Doubtless, when we track him to his lair, we’ll find his estranged brother as well.”

It… wasn’t a bad guess.

“And why do you think that?” I asked.

“’Cause,” Flint said with a shrug. “If the bloody dragon was here, he’d be helping us, right? Otherwise, he’s no better than his damned brother.”

I understood. Flint wanted to believe the other dragon was a captive. The fact that the brother of the Azure Dragon lived provided a conundrum. If he was alive, and he wasn’t actively out there hunting for and fighting Seiryu, then what good was he?

Was it possible that Ryu had just given up? And if so, what did that mean for Lagoon?

“That’s definitely something we should investigate,” I said, taking Captain Flint’s hand. “Alright, I’m in. My Latents and I will help you on your quest to bring down Seiryu. Assuming we can make a couple stops along the way to grab some monsters.”

“Of course!” Captain Flint looked truly pleased to have us along for the ride. “After this engagement, we’ll be stopping briefly at Marauder’s Reef to refuel and get more ammunition. You’ll have plenty of time to gather new monsters—and take in a bit of all the hospitality that Lagoon has to offer…”

As Captain Flint spoke, I leaned in close and whispered to him. “There’s something else I need to ask you,” I said in a low tone. “Can we talk in your cabin?”

The eyes of the captain flickered down to the Digital Grimoire at my wrist. “I don’t think there’s any need for us to go to my chambers just yet,” the man said, nodding in the direction of the captain’s cabin. “I have a feeling I know what you’re about to ask me, Summoner.”

The two of us were close enough that the rest of the crew couldn’t overhear. Of the women, only Lezabel was standing near enough to pick up the whispers the two of us were making.

“Do you, now?” I asked, glancing from the Grimoire to the captain. Yes, he does, I realized, seeing it written all over his face. He knows I want to capture Seiryu, rather than kill him. “Then what do you say?”

His lips formed a tight little line. “The only thing I care about is making sure Seiryu never harms another person in this realm, ever again,” the captain whispered. “Ever again. You understand me?”

“Crystal clear.”

Flint nodded. “I’m actually counting on it. We’ve been able to disable the beast, but our harpoons don’t seem to be able to go in for the kill. I’d been praying for something to come along to make the difference, Summoner, and it seems like you’re the answer to my prayers.” He leaned in even closer, whispering against my ear, “You put him in that thing and don’t ever let him go, you hear me? You do that for me, and you take him out of this world, and I’ll let you keep him. As long as we never, ever see that bastard again.”

Under the circumstances, I found that a remarkably good offer. “Done,” I said, stepping away and returning my voice to normal. “I’m looking forward to joining the crew.”

The smile was back on Captain Flint’s face. “Oh, you won’t be joining—just along for the ride,” he said, clapping me on the shoulder. “Shortcake would never let me hear the end of it. Now how about you and yours get some dry clothes, hmm?”

With that, the captain walked off to resume his duties.

Lezabel watched him go, her arms crossed beneath her heavy breasts and her eyes narrowed to slits. “That was peculiar,” she whispered, leaning in close to me. “You’d think a man who lost so much to Seiryu wouldn’t accept half-measures when it came to revenge. That seems awfully suspicious.”

It did. In fact, I was suspicious of Captain Flint for my own reasons, in addition to Lezabel’s. For I knew something that even the monster’s enhanced senses had failed to detect.

Captain Flint had lied to me.

Specifically, he’d lied when he told us all he had no idea why Seiryu had left him alive.


Chapter 9

Life on a ship at sea agreed with me so much that it was shocking.

Over the next few days, Lexi, Maria, Lezabel, and I fell into a steady rhythm as we assisted the Glen Carrig with her hunt. We rose with the sun, rocking across the deck of the ship to the beating of the waves as we did a number of tasks, going wherever we were needed and doing whatever was necessary.

After so long on the run, it felt strangely freeing to have a simple life on the sea. Though living on the Glen Carrig was anything but easy—there was always some work to do, whether big or small—the easy camaraderie of the crew and the joint nature of our task made us all feel like comrades in arms. I fit into the Glen Carrig’s crew as if I’d been there from the start, and the women found their niches within the ship’s ecosystem almost immediately.

I soon learned the names of all the crewmembers, along with their particular species. To my surprise, Shortcake really was a goblin, and the bulky, green-skinned men with tusks who performed all the heavy-duty work around the ship were referred to as orcs. Several monsters took shifts in the crow’s nest, using a lens fitted to their supernaturally enhanced eyes to spot threats and land from a great distance. Everything worked the way it was supposed to, and with the large crew, there was plenty of time for dicing, playing cards, and drinking when not in the middle of a task.

The ale the Glen Carrig kept in its hold tasted terrible but got the job done—and it was the best cure for seasickness I’d ever seen. I could down copious amounts of the stuff, drinking Lexi, Maria, and even Lezabel under the table on several occasions.

But the one person I couldn’t match drink for drink was Shortcake.

The little goblin appeared to be able to drink her entire weight in ale each night, then chase it down with a few shots of rum. No matter how drunk she got, she never lost her footing, either—her jokes just got dirtier and her flirting more brazen. I was going to have to do something about that girl sooner or later.

To my surprise, no one harassed the women. Even when Lexi and Maria put on the uniforms they’d been given by the crew, few of the crew members gave either of them more than cursory interest. This confused me until Shortcake mentioned while we were drinking one night that Captain Flint had put out the call that the girls were ‘my’ Latents.

“Any man who touches them loses his hand,” the goblin First Mate had cheerfully informed me over her cups. “And any woman who touches them loses a hell of a lot more than that!”

I’d been good and drunk then, more than able to treat her jibe like the joke it was. “Ah, that makes a lot of sense,” I’d told her with a hiccup. “They were starting to wonder why you weren’t groping them at every opportunity.”

Shortcake had downed her drink, then grabbed another one. “Hell! I wouldn’t do that without your permission, Summoner. Every good pirate knows not to touch another man’s booty if they know what’s good for them.”

“Permission?” I’d laughed. “You’re a pirate.”

“Aye, and we live by a code.” Shortcake smiled. “Besides, I wouldn’t want to sample the side dishes until I taste the main course. You looking to get a little green on you yet, Summoner?”

I’d tried to explain to Shortcake that my women and I were part of the crew now, which made fraternizing with us forbidden. But, of course, Captain Flint had specifically not made us part of the crew when he allowed us to travel with the Glen Carrig.

I was beginning to suspect he’d done so as a practical joke, knowing just how flirtatious his First Mate could be.

Even Shortcake was alright, though. She didn’t make too much trouble, other than a bunch of lewd jokes and questions about me making the ‘hammocks shake’ at night once most of the day shift had gone to bed. It was true that the three of us slept on deck in the big hammocks they hung each night between the masts, but that was out of convenience. I’d have rather smelt the fresh air of the sea than all the bodies in the Glen Carrig’s hold, and strangely enough, we had more privacy on deck than we would have below.

I was sure the goblin was joking. There was no way she could feel us shaking the ship at night, no matter how vigorously Lexi, Maria, and I were burning off our Summoner’s Rut.

In fact, sleeping on deck had led to some of the most restful nights of my life. For the next two weeks we sailed, roughly following the tracks of blood and foam Seiryu had left across the ocean. Every day I stood with the captain and the first mate, helped around the ship with whatever needed doing, and ingratiated myself further with the crew.

Whenever we got the chance, I sparred with the crew members, summoning Frick and Altiri alongside me. Lexi and Maria joined in too, honing their magic and increasing their mastery. Through this form of training against the monstrous members of the Glen Carrig, I not only increased my mastery so that I was able to have five monsters in my party (and higher level ones at that), but both Frick and Altiri leveled up multiple times too. Frick was the only one to learn a new spell (a Healing spell), but the effectiveness of their existing spells increased, along with their HP and MP, so they could cast more powerful spells more frequently.

Nights were filled with drinking, cards, and bawdy games, with the promise of slipping into a hammock with either Lexi or Maria just before bed and fucking like rabbits until we both passed out. A couple of times we tried to have threesomes, but the hammocks made it difficult to do anything more complicated than one-on-one riding.

I almost managed to forget about Kyros and his threat to end the world. But because I didn’t, I decided to also dedicate a portion of each day to keeping my Summoner’s skills sharp.

Explaining all of this to Frick and Altiri turned out to be even easier than I’d expected. In no time at all, the pair of monsters had adjusted to life at sea—Frick had even become something of a mascot to the crew of monsters. Several of them joked about getting a statue of him made to affix to the front of the Glen Carrig, the way some vessels attached a beautiful carved woman to the prow of the ship as a good luck charm.

Our sparring sessions only deepened the crew’s appreciation of the freaky little imp.

One afternoon, I found myself running Frick through some drills near the prow of the ship. The goblins who scaled the rigging were used to this by now; sometimes, when a piece of wood threatened to break from the hull or they needed to make emergency repairs on some rope, they’d have Frick freeze it solid before they climbed up there. I thought the slipperiness would make it challenging, but they still scampered like nothing was wrong. The ice kept things from breaking further while they made their repairs, which the crew appreciated.

“Hiya!” Frick shouted, sending a whirling beam of frozen particles out over the sea. “That’s the one I’m going to unload in Kyros’ face the next time I see him, Summoner! That guy’s not going to know what hit him…!”

I was just about to command Frick into a new attack pattern when I heard the faint sound of applause from behind me. When I turned, I saw Captain Flint watching me, his hands on the railing of the ship’s upper deck.

We must be getting close to land, I thought. The captain looked different than he had over the rest of the voyage: someone had trimmed his beard, shearing off the rough edges that made him look half-crazed when he rode the waves. His outfit looked as if it had been recently cleaned, and his red hair was slicked back over his head and neatly combed.

“Summoner,” he said, gesturing at me. “That’s damned impressive work.”

I called a halt to what Frick and Altiri were doing. “Thanks. Is everything alright? Lezabel’s not causing any trouble, is she?”

The demoness had been a bit of a handful since joining the crew. She didn’t mind hard work, but she resented anyone who tried to tell her what to do. After spending so long under Aquinas’s thumb, she must have carried some serious bitterness around with her.

Half the crew made jokes when she wasn’t listening about how she needed the Summoner to fuck her into a better mood. The other half made the jokes when she was listening.

“Aye, but nothing out of the ordinary,” Captain Flint said with a faint smile. “I’ve got Shortcake watching over her today, trying to show her a few advanced moves. She’s got skills, that one.”

Indeed she did. Still, I shuddered to think what kind of chaos combining my monster with Flint’s goblin would produce. “Is there something else you need, then?”

Right on the money, Tim. Flint nodded.

“Unsummon your monsters and come to my quarters,” he said, turning away from the railing. “There’s something you and I need to discuss.”

“Well that doesn’t sound good,” Frick said once the captain was out of earshot. “Did you do something wrong, Tim?”

“Summoner good,” Altiri protested, hitting her chest with a closed fist. “Captain Flint strange.”

I agreed with the wendigo on that point. There was indeed something a little off about our captain. Despite that, I didn’t think of him as a villain. Other than his remark about Seiryu letting him live, I’d never been able to detect a whiff of falsehood about him. And if he’d wanted me and my Latents dead, he’d had ample opportunities to make it happen.

So I didn’t stress about unsummoning my monsters.

“Into the Grimoire,” I said, lifting the device on my wrist.

Both Altiri and Frick groaned like kids being told to go to bed early on a school night.

“Aww, do we have to?” Frick asked, gesturing around the deck. “I’d rather hang out with the crew! Learn a few more pirate words! The Grimoire is soooo boring!”

“The last time you hung out with the crew, you learned how to call Shortcake something that got you slapped,” I told the imp. “Into the Grimoire. No more fighting.”

Neither one of my monsters liked it, but they went. Two flashes of light erupted on the deck, and the little touchscreen on my wrist informed me that my monsters were stored.

I would have gladly kept Frick and Altiri out and about 24/7. It felt unfair to store them in my Digital Grimoire while the rest of us were becoming friends with the crew, and the men and women who served on the Glen Carrig (though there seemed to be way more women than men for whatever reason) loved seeing them.

But I had to watch my monster ore. I had a lot of it, thanks to Aquinas, but I wasn’t in possession of a limitless supply. Eventually, it would run out, and I’d no longer be able to summon Frick or Altiri outside of their home zone: Hyperborea. Taking a monster out of its native land incurred a monster ore charge—that was part of the burden of being a Summoner.

The walk to Captain Flint’s cabin was brisk. A chilly wind blew over the deck as the sun began to set on the horizon. As I passed the stairs leading below decks, a wonderful smell filled my nostrils—Lexi and Maria must have been on kitchen duty. They always managed to turn the simple fare in the Glen Carrig’s hold into something restaurant quality when they put their minds to it.

A crewmember shot me a mock salute as I ascended the stairs leading to Captain Flint’s cabin. As the leader of the Glen Carrig, he was entitled to the nicest berth to be found on the vessel, and his was no slouch. It overlooked the sea at the highest point on the ship that was neither the masts nor the rigging, even having a small personal balcony he could use to watch what was occurring on deck without stepping away from his quarters. It was the envy of everyone else on the ship, especially those who were forced to bunk down in the belly of the beast.

Captain Flint was alone when I entered. He sat behind his desk, examining a globe. A bunch of papers covered his working space, covered in tiny writing whose letters I didn’t understand.

“Ah, there you are,” he said, tucking a few of the pages away. “Sit, won’t you? Care for a drink?”

The old Tim would have said no. The new Tim drank ale like it was water and tried nearly every night to match Shortcake drink for drink.

“Absolutely,” I said, taking a seat on the opposite side of the desk.

Captain Flint filled a mug and slid it over to me. “You have a natural aptitude with monsters,” he said.

I took a look at the liquid in the mug. It wasn’t the usual grog we served to the crew, and it wasn’t any of Shortcake’s ale, either. “What’s this?”

Flint smiled a grim smile. “The good stuff,” he said, tucking the bottle back into his desk. “Don’t let the rest of these blighters know I opened it, or they’ll be picking the lock in the middle of the night to try and filch some.

I didn’t need to be told twice. I tipped back the mug and drank deeply. The rich, dark liquor coated my tongue, tasting like earth and growing things and the lips of a girl who’d been driving you crazy with teasing.

“God damn,” I whispered, momentarily stunned. “That is the good stuff.”

Captain Flint laughed. “You have a natural aptitude with monsters,” he repeated, refilling my mug with some of the ship’s rum and pouring himself a cup. “Even from what I have heard of Summoners, you exceed those expectations. Your women do, as well.”

“Thank you,” I said, accepting the compliment.

Flint made a steeple of his fingers. “And yet your women have no monsters of their own,” he said, cocking his head to the side. “Despite the fact that they’re perfectly capable of commanding and training them.”

Now that was an interesting thing to bring up. I took another swallow of the dark rum, letting it burn my throat on the way down. It wasn’t as good as the stuff Flint had filled my cup with the first time, but it was still a damned sight better than what they dredged up from the hold.

I realized Flint was expecting me to speak. “What can I say?” I told him with a shrug. “Those are the only monsters I’ve got. I need to meet some new ones.”

“And you will,” Flint said, nodding. “We’ll fix that.”

I looked out the window for a moment, watching as the sun dipped low on the horizon. There was only one sun and one moon in this realm, just like back on Earth. The phases of the moon were all out of whack, though—this one must have orbited with a markedly different pattern. Every time I thought I understood it, the sun went down and surprised me.

“I called you in here because the Glen Carrig is going to make port tomorrow,” Captain Flint explained. “Should be shortly after daybreak, I think—though the waves always make it a little bit of a guess. I believe I told you that the place we’re setting down is called Marauder’s Reef?”

Now it was my turn to nod. “Sounds like an exciting place.”

The name conjured up all my boyhood fantasies of Caribbean pirate adventures. I pictured crystalline seas, bars filled with ne’er do wells, and lots of half-naked island girls. Everything you needed for a good film franchise or a Jimmy Buffett album.

A faint smile played on Captain Flint’s face. “It is, although it’s rather dangerous as well,” he explained. “I’ll be leaving the ship with a small detachment of crew members and going to the market. It’s the centerpiece of the port, a place where nearly anything is available to buy or sell. You and your women will be going with me, of course.”

“Of course,” I agreed, even though I hadn’t known that until that very second. “I’ll be glad to provide protection.”

“I suspect Kuang and Lumley will be protection enough,” the captain said with another smile. “No, you’re going to be there to do some shopping, Summoner. You see, you can buy just about anything at the market in Marauder’s Reef. Including monsters.”

I felt my ears prick up. “You can buy monsters? Really?”

“Not buy, exactly,” the captain explained, holding his hand in front of him and waving it this way and that. “Slavery has been illegal in Lagoon for hundreds of years. We can thank Ryu for that, actually, even if we can’t count on him to keep his brother in line. So you can’t just walk up, give a man a few coins, and expect him to hand you over a monster. But there are ways.”

I leaned forward in my seat. All this time, I’d been picturing expeditions to the far-flung places of the world. Of dangerous sojourns in mountains, jungles, and places where men were eaten alive by creatures almost as fierce as Seiryu. I hadn’t realized what it would take to get some more powerful monsters on my side.

If you could just walk down to the market and get them? Well, that made this place seem almost civilized in comparison to Earth.

“The city has an arena dedicated entirely to monster fighting,” Captain Flint said, taking another sip of his rum. “No fights to the death, of course—not officially, in any case. But there’s a great deal of blood. The strongest monsters become almost celebrities in their own right and seek out new challenges to test their mettle. Sounds like something a Summoner like you could exploit, hmm?”

It really, really did. “You’re sure about this?”

Captain Flint was practically beaming now. “There hasn’t been a Summoner in these parts in a very long time,” he said, making a steeple of his fingers. “If you were to show up with some coin, saying the right things to the right monsters… well, let’s just say you could fill that Grimoire of yours up rather quickly, all things considered.”

It sounded so easy. And yet so impossible.

My expression fell. “Shit. I don’t have any money.” I was already thinking of a way around that. “Is there any way I could make some? Enter the arena myself?”

“That won’t be necessary.” Captain Flint reached into a drawer of his desk. For a moment I thought he was going back for that bottle of exquisite, dark liquor—but instead, he pulled out a sack and tossed it over the desktop to me. “This is for you.”

The sack was tied with a little string. When I opened it, I saw the glint of gold inside.

Coins. Gold coins.

“Doubloons,” Flint said by way of explanation. “There are a dozen different currencies in Lagoon, but doubloons are accepted everywhere. You should have no problems with any of the vendors in Marauder’s Reef. If you do, just let me know.”

I feared I was making a face like a fish that had washed up on dry land. “But… I can’t take this!” I said, holding up the sack. “I’m not part of your crew, Captain. I don’t get paid a salary—”

“It’s not a salary,” Flint insisted. “It’s a down payment.”

“Pardon?”

A fierce look entered the old pirate’s eyes. “You’re going to help me bring down Seiryu,” he said, his eyes once again taking on that far-away cast that told me he was replaying old memories. “In order to do that, Summoner, you’re going to need much more powerful monsters than the ones you currently have. No offense to your little imp friend—the crew certainly seems to enjoy his company…”

“No offense taken,” I said. “I agree. We’re nowhere near strong enough.”

“Hence why I’m helping you get stronger,” the captain insisted. “Let me ask you something, Tim. Did you really think that I’m feeding you, clothing you, and allowing you to travel on my ship out of the goodness of my heart?”

The words shocked me. I stared out at the setting sun for a long moment, the wheels turning behind my head. “Kinda?” I finally asked.

Captain Flint shrugged. “Well, perhaps,” he admitted, taking another sip of rum. “I do enjoy a good story, after all—and you told a whopper when you were first brought on board. If I hadn’t seen your monsters, I wouldn’t have believed it. But no, you’re not just here because of charity, Summoner. I see you as an investment.”

The captain leaned forward, putting his elbows on the table. For a moment the look in his eyes wasn’t just fierce—it was Ahab charging at Moby Dick with the harpoon held over his head, his one good leg kicking against the boards.

“I’ve had Seiryu in my sights a half-dozen times in the last six months,” he confessed, shaking his head. “Something always happens—either the Azure Dragon manages to slip away or our killing blow never quite finishes him off. I’ve been looking for something, anything that will make a difference. That will allow me to get the bastard for good and avenge Spider Island.” He smiled. “And then a Summoner falls into my lap. Almost sounds like Providence, doesn’t it?”

“Almost,” I agreed. I tucked the sack of coins into my robes. Captain Flint was right—it was a down payment. A layaway for services to be rendered. Lexi, Maria, Lezabel, and I weren’t riding for free.

Once we ran into Seiryu again, the work we’d have to do would make our service with the crew look like child’s play by comparison.

Captain Flint stared at me a moment longer, then slapped his thighs. The strange look fell off his face, and he was the good-natured captain once more, his long beard not quite so long after being trimmed in anticipation of going portside.

“Wonderful! That’s settled, then,” he said, tipping back the rest of his rum. “Use that as an investment, Summoner. It should be more than enough to get you on the road toward increasing your power.” He swallowed hard, then coughed. “I understand you need some material to keep your monsters powered, as well?”

I did—and I was shocked to hear it coming from Captain Flint. He was better informed than I thought. “It’s called monster ore,” I said. “I have some with me but not enough to keep my monsters up and running all the time.”

He nodded. “See if you can purchase some in the market. If you can, buy as much as you need. Don’t use the coin—I have a line of credit with the commodities dealer in Marauder’s Reef. Let them know that you’re with Captain Flint of the Glen Carrig, and they’ll bill me.”

“That’s… extremely generous of you,” I said.

“No, it isn’t.” Captain Flint rose from his chair, then turned around and watched the sunset. “I fear you don’t understand, Summoner. I’m not in this for the money. I’d gladly toss my last coin into the deep if it would stop Seiryu. What happened to Spider Island will never happen to anyone else, not ever again.”

Why did Seiryu let you live? I wanted to ask. But in the face of such generosity, I found that I couldn’t broach the topic. Even if Captain Flint insisted that what he was doing was not charity, I still felt like the guy was sticking his neck out quite a lot to help me and my party.

Maybe he’ll tell me once the beast is in here, I thought, tapping my Digital Grimoire. Hopefully, it wouldn’t be too much longer.

“Oh,” Flint said as I began to leave, “one more thing.”

I turned.

For a moment, the haunted man who’d escaped Spider Island was banished. Captain Flint wore a natural smile as if this were just a wonderful ocean voyage with treasure and fame at the finish line.

“Do buy your women something nice at the market,” he insisted, taking a sip of his drink.

“That money’s for our monsters and our supplies.”

Flint laughed. “Trust me, Summoner. Your life will be a hell of a lot easier if you come back from the market with presents for those women. Especially that demoness of yours.”

I made my way back to my berth, feeling the jingle of the coins in my pocket. I’d been wondering, even with all the training, how we were possibly going to get powered up enough to bring down Seiryu—never mind Kyros and his monsters.

Now, thanks to Captain Flint, we had a chance.

This arena might just be the way.


Chapter 10

By the time I made it back to the prow of the Glen Carrig, the sun had disappeared over the horizon. A full, lustrous moon shone over the water, casting its wan illumination across the deck of the ship. The stars twinkled, their constellations unlike anything I’d ever seen in the night sky on Earth.

True to Shortcake’s boasting, the women and I had hammocks slung near the rear of the ship. Usually, the two of them were kept separate, as there was too much risk of getting them entangled and having to untie them in the darkness, but someone had slung several of the things together, forming a carpet of rope nearly the dimensions of a good-sized mattress. Maria lay across it, an empty bowl of stew in her hands.

“Tim!” Lexi was sitting near the back of the boat, watching the waves and the trail the ship left behind. Two bowls sat next to her on the railing—one empty, the other full. She took the full one and handed it to me. “We wondered where you got off to! Maria and I saved you some dinner.”

My stomach gave an undignified rumble at the sight of the stew. I hadn’t eaten a proper meal since breakfast, and I was famished.

“I was meeting with Captain Flint,” I told the women. “I’ve got lots to tell you. Let me scarf this down first, though.”

Maria sat up, exchanging a look with Lexi. “Are we about to reach land?”

The stew had cooled to the point that it didn’t burn my mouth when I ate it. The first bite was heavenly, and the next tasted just as good. I nodded as I chewed, gesturing with the spoon.

“Good,” Maria said, smiling. “Maybe you should summon Frick, too. He ought to hear this.”

Normally, I wouldn’t have—but between Captain Flint’s promise of more monster ore and his explanation of the arena, I had several things I needed to tell my monsters. As I ate the delicious stew, I fiddled with the touchscreen on the Digital Grimoire, summoning both Frick and Altiri.

A pair of lights flashed across the back of the ship, and the wendigo and the imp were among us.

“Ooh, that looks good!” Frick said, reaching out for my meal.

I slapped his hand away. “Eating,” I said, taking another spoonful.

“Give him a minute,” Lexi told the monsters. “He’s got something he wants to tell us.”

Another few spoonfuls and the stew was done. I had just enough presence of mind not to lick the bowl clean while the women were watching. It probably would have just given them ideas, anyway.

I swallowed down the last bit of food and sighed happily. My bowl fit neatly inside Lexi’s, and soon both were stacked next to the hammocks.

“Captain Flint says we’ll dock at Marauder’s Reef tomorrow, just after sunrise,” I explained. “He gave us this.”

I reached into my pocket and produced the sack of gold coins. Both Lexi and Maria’s eyes went as wide as saucers when I untied the string and revealed what was inside. Frick let out a whoop like he’d just followed a treasure map all the way to where X marks the spot.

“Tim, this looks like a lot of money,” Lexi said, sounding amazed.

Maria cocked an eyebrow. “You’re sure you didn’t knock the captain over the head and rifle through his pockets?” she asked.

I shook my head. “Nothing like that. Captain Flint sees us as an investment—as strange as it sounds…”

Over the next few minutes, I filled everyone in on what had happened in Captain Flint’s quarters. They were interested in the man’s single-minded devotion to bringing Seiryu down—and almost as interested in whatever was in that bottle of dark liquor he kept in his desk.

“I bet it’s crazy good,” Maria said, running her fingertips over her pouty lips. “I wouldn’t mind sharing that bottle with you on a pretty night like this, Tim…”

It was a pretty night. I hadn’t really taken a good look around before now; the needs of the mission had taken precedence. Now I saw the big moon and the twinkling stars for what they truly were: a rare gift.

Frick’s face lit up when I started talking about the arena. “You mean there’s a place where monsters fight for fun?” the little imp asked.

“That’s right,” I said, glancing from him to Altiri. “We should be able to pick up some pretty powerful monsters there if we’re lucky.”

Frick cackled with glee. “I want to fight in the arena!” he said, throwing his fists in the air like a championship boxer standing over the man he’d just put down for a ten count. “What’s my name? Who’s the champ? It’s Frick, baby, Frick!”

“That probably won’t be necessary,” I said, breaking it to the monster gently. He was so enthused about the prospect, after all. “But I’ll look into it. Maybe it’ll help the people who run the arena trust us if I send some monsters in to fight.”

Frick seemed satisfied with that. “Alright, Master! I’ll keep training, just in case!”

That sounded good. If nothing else, it would keep Frick busy—and give the crew on board the Glen Carrig something else to laugh about. I unsummoned both monsters, tucking them back into the depths of my Digital Grimoire.

Silence reigned for a moment. Then all three of us started to laugh.

“Shit,” I said, shaking my head. “This just might work. We’ve got a chance here, you know?”

“Oh, we know,” Maria said. She shared a look with Lexi, and instantly, I knew the two had been planning something. “Come with us, Tim. We want to go watch the waves for a while.”

No doubt they did—but there were other things they wanted to do, too. If Lexi and Maria had wanted to watch the ocean roll by, it was as easy as craning their necks and looking out over the side of the ship. The stern of the ship meant privacy, as simple as that. At this time of night, there was only a single sentry watching the ocean from that side—and frequently, the man or woman assigned to that duty was below decks instead, drinking and playing cards.

I took Maria’s offered hand and followed her to the stern. The third of the Glen Carrig’s masts rested on a raised platform there, which shielded us from the prying eyes of the crew on three sides. Beyond the railing, large waves lapped at the ship while a thick trail of frothing bubbles followed behind our vessel as we left our wake behind us.

“Here,” Maria said, pressing a cup into my hand. “A little something to enjoy the evening with.”

To my surprise, the mug was full of rum. Maria pulled back the side of her top to reveal a slender bottle tucked into her belt, halfway full of dark liquid.

“Frick managed to filch a bit of it from the kitchens for us,” the redhead said, her eyes sparkling with delight at the mischief. “Enjoy our ill-gotten gains, you mangy pirate.”

I took a long draw from the cup. The liquor burned on the way down, then filled my stomach with a warm, floaty feeling. The world rocked gently around me with the motion of the waves as I finished off the cup, then handed it back to Maria.

“You didn’t need to steal it,” I said. “Captain Flint probably would have given us some if you’d asked.”

“Yeah, but that’s not the pirate’s way, is it?” Maria teased, filling my mug from the bottle. A moment later, she filled Lexi’s as well, giving the blonde a generous portion. “Don’t worry so much about it, Tim. ’Tis just a bit of harmless fun!”

“’Tis?” I asked, my eyebrows shooting to my hairline. “You’re even starting to talk like a pirate, Maria.”

A wistful look entered the redhead’s eyes. She peered out over the water, leaning on the rail as she watched the surf gently churn behind our boat. “Maybe I am,” she said, turning around and resting her elbows on the railing. “It’s a defense mechanism. When I’m talking in this ridiculous pirate accent, no one on board the Glen Carrig can tell how bloody frustrated I am.”

This was news to me. “Frustrated? I thought we were all having a pretty nice time out at sea.”

Lexi moved a step closer, sipping her rum. There were spots of color on the blonde’s cheeks, but I didn’t think they were there from the alcohol. Clearly, whatever the two of them wanted to talk to me about was something they’d already discussed—and they’d decided to bring me to the back of the boat and talk about it in private.

Whatever it was, it embarrassed Lexi something awful. I hoped I could help.

“Aye,” Maria agreed, putting an ironic spin on the word that would have made Captain Flint proud. “I am frustrated. At you, you big bloody hunk. And also at our damned hammocks.”

I could feel my brows furrowing together. “The hammocks? There’s nothing wrong with the hammocks…”

I trailed off as the truth finally hit me. If I were somehow able to look directly through the third mast at the back of the Glen Carrig, I’d be able to see the hammocks hanging from hooks.

The much larger than usual hammock that Lexi and Maria had spent so much time putting together, making sure that it wouldn’t get tangled up.

“I think I understand what you’re frustrated about,” I said evenly.

Maria smirked at me. Evidently, they’d both chosen her to take the lead on this conversation, and for good reason. Lexi would have broken down in giggles from the embarrassment by now.

“Yeah, I’m sure you do,” the redhead said, jostling me. “You’ve been getting everything you could possibly want during this voyage, Tim—it’s Lexi and me who’ve been dealing with the deprivation.”

“Deprived?” I asked, unable to keep a look of disbelief off my face. “You’re anything but deprived, Maria. Every night I’m not with Lexi, I’m with you…”

The look on her face silenced me instantly.

“That’s just it,” the redhead said thickly, looking from me to Lexi and back again. It occurred to me then that the two of us looked like the last pair of pieces in a jigsaw puzzle: needing to come together in order to make Maria feel complete. The fact that we were so close yet so far away must have been maddening. “You’ve been having sex with each of us, yes. But not both.”

So that was why Lexi and Maria had brought me out here.

“You two aren’t getting what you need,” I said, looking from one woman to the other. “I’ve been alternating who I spend the night with every time I climb into a hammock at night. I’ve seen you watching me and Lexi together, Maria. The other way around, too.”

Now both women wore spots of color on their cheeks.

“But I’ve been remiss,” I said, slipping a hand around Maria’s waist. “I’ve made you two feel like my girlfriends, sure, but not like you’re my Latents. I haven’t made you feel like what you are.”

Maria’s eyes widened with hope. “Which is?”

“Two utterly gorgeous women,” I said. “In service to the same Summoner. Who desperately want to show the love and affection you have for me and each other in the most natural way imaginable…”

Before I knew what I was doing, Maria and I were kissing. Her lips parted, filling my mouth with the sweet taste of rum as her tongue wiggled against mine. She groaned as she hiked up her skirt, parking her pert ass on the railing of the ship’s stern.

I broke the kiss.

Maria came away gasping, blinking rapidly as stars swam in her vision. “Fuck, I needed that.” She laughed, sharing a naughty little look with Lexi. “I need a hell of a lot more than that, Tim…”

I did, too—but I couldn’t forget that we weren’t alone on board the Glen Carrig. “There’s a sentry,” I reminded both women. “Right on the other side of this mast. If we start making any noise, they’ll come over and investigate—”

As if on cue, a shadow emerged from behind the mast. A tall figure stepped around the deck, watching us silently. Even with the moonlight streaming down on the deck, I couldn’t make out their face—though they did look familiar to me.

I expected Maria and Lexi to be pissed that we’d been caught in the act. Instead, both of them grinned as if they’d just played an incredible joke on me.

“Who?” Lexi asked innocently. “You mean this sentry?”

The shadow stepped forward into the moonlight, revealing themselves.

It was Lezabel.

“Evening, Summoner,” the demoness purred, a cocky smile spreading across her face. “Bet you weren’t expecting to see me tonight, were you?”

My mind worked feverishly. “I wasn’t,” I admitted. “You traded shifts with someone, didn’t you?”

The gorgeous, cherry-skinned monster shrugged. “Lexi came to me and asked if I wouldn’t mind offering to take Kuang’s sentry shift for the night. I figured she had some kind of mischief on her mind.” Her gaze took in the three of us, the railing, the utterly romantic sight of the waves, and the smell of the salty sea. “Should have figured you three had something like this planned.”

I hadn’t planned anything, but I wasn’t about to tell her that. “That’s clever as fuck,” I said, impressed. “Are you the only sentry on deck right now?”

“Mm-hmm,” Lezabel purred. “You have the entire stern to yourselves right now.”

This was really going to happen, wasn’t it? Lexi, Maria, and me underneath the stars with the ocean beneath us. My cock jerked to life in my boxers, pulsing hard against the thin fabric. I still wasn’t sure whether Summoner’s Rut was just a legend or an actual condition, but the lust I felt at the thought of taking Maria and Lexi at the same time couldn’t be denied.

It made me bold. “Interesting,” I told the monster. “Were you planning on watching the show, Lezabel? Maybe even participating?”

The monster looked shocked by my boldness. Honestly, so was I. If I didn’t have a raging hard-on turning my thoughts into soup, I never would have suggested it.

But something about the fact that Lezabel would be so close by during the threesome did things to me. That sexy, tight body in her pirate outfit. That tail and those horns that practically begged to be grabbed and held onto for leverage while someone thrust deep into her, dominating her and making her beg for more…

Shit, I thought, shaking my head. I really do have Summoner’s Rut, don’t I?

Well, there was no better way to cool off than by having some fun with my ladies.

“I won’t be participating in your little soiree,” Lezabel said with another smirk. “Though Lexi did promise me a little something in exchange for making sure the coast stays clear?”

With a giggle, Lexi tossed something over to the demoness. It was the half-empty bottle of rum from earlier, the one we’d used to get each other tipsy. The demoness popped the cork with her fangs, then downed nearly all of what was left in a single swig.

“I’ll keep my back turned,” she informed us curtly. “Don’t worry, I won’t turn around—no matter what I hear.”

My hand slid into Maria’s panties. The redhead gasped as my fingers found the soft, wet lips of her pussy and pushed deep into her flower, teasing her folds. She arched her back and whimpered, her eyes closing tight as she bit down on her bottom lip.

“Ungh, yes!” Maria panted. “Oh shit, this is going to be fun…”

“There’s no need for you to hide,” I told the demoness, feeling as bold as a rooster left alone in a henhouse. “I certainly don’t mind if you watch us. Maria doesn’t, either.” I looked over at Lexi. “Do you, sweetheart?”

“Uh-uh,” she panted, her gaze glazing over as the heat of Summoner’s Rut took hold. “Let her watch. Kiss. Fuck. Ungh…gotta fuck…”

My fingers dove deeper into Maria’s pussy, making a ‘come here’ gesture against her g-spot that I knew drove her wild and made her knees shake.

“Get over here,” I told Lexi, letting my inner beast off the leash. “If you two want me to fuck you together, I’ll need you both to be in the same place.”

I didn’t need to tell Lexi twice. She practically jumped a foot in the air as she hurried across the deck, presenting herself to me like a choice cut of meat in front of a hungry dog. Lezabel took one look at her and turned around, crossing her arms beneath her breasts as she stood stiffly on guard.

Evidently, she wasn’t going to watch. We’d see how long that lasted.

With a savage grunt, I hooked my thumbs in Maria’s waistband and tugged her pants down to her ankles. Her long legs were gorgeous and pale, and she wore the same light purple panties she’d had on at my apartment before we started out on our adventure. Her pussy dripped with juice, staining the front of her underwear.

“Very nice,” I said, kissing her hard. “Now turn around.”

Maria complied eagerly. She bent over the railing, sticking her ass in the air and sliding her panties to the side. Beneath them, her bare slit shone with juice in the moonlight. I didn’t have the faintest idea how or where she’d managed to shave while serving on the Glen Carrig. Tonight was clearly one hell of a special occasion.

As I ran my fingers over her curves, Maria wiggled her ass, purring like a kitten. “I need you so bad, Summoner,” she panted, looking over and locking eyes with Lexi. “We both do. Please fuck us at the same time, sir?”

From behind me, I heard Lezabel scoff.

“You need me to come over there and spank you, monster?” I asked, hiding my smile.

Lezabel stiffened. “That won’t be necessary.”

“Pardon?”

“I said that won’t be necessary,” the demoness said, louder this time. “Have your fun, Tim.”

I gave Maria’s ass a firm spank as I tugged down her panties, unfastening my belt with my free hand. I would have liked to take things slower if we’d had more time, but even out here at the stern of the ship, there were no guarantees. Anyone from Shortcake to Captain Flint himself could wander out here at any moment, sentry or no sentry. So we had to be fast.

Unlatching my belt one-handed was harder than usual, especially when I was so excited. The leather catch finally popped, and I unzipped my pants, tugging down the hem of my boxers to free my cock. The warm ocean wind felt good against the most sensitive part of my body, then even better as Lexi’s fingers grabbed my member and gently stroked it.

“Mmh, you’re already so hard,” the blonde said, her eyes glazed over with Summoner’s Rut. “I’m so jealous. I wish I was getting this big cock rammed inside my pussy first!”

Maria’s eyes narrowed as if this was also part of the conversation the two of them had had before bringing me to the stern. “You’ve had two more nights in the hammock with Tim than I have during this voyage,” she protested, sounding like a brat. “So it’s only fair that—good LORD!”

While Maria had been talking, I’d been busy. I pushed the head of my cock against her folds, running the crown up and down her swollen slit. It teased her nether lips, stimulating her without giving her the deep, hard thrust she so desperately needed. Not fucking her brains out was a struggle, but the look on her face from the teasing made it worth it.

Everything haughty and in control inside Maria fell away. “Please,” she whimpered, clinging onto to the railing for dear life as she threw herself back on me. “Oh, Tim, fuck!”

“I don’t have a condom,” I teased, pushing the tip of my cock into her channel. She was so wet, so tight—so ready. “You sure you’re okay with that? You said it yourself, you’re so fertile right now—”

“Fuck!” Maria slammed herself back on me, desperate to get every inch of my cock inside her. Her nails dug into the wood of the railing. “Please!”

I couldn’t hold back any longer. With one hard, driving thrust, I impaled Maria from behind. My balls slapped against the backs of her thighs as I bottomed out inside her, shaking her body against the railing as she cried out in utter bliss.

The sound of hot, primal fucking filled the stern as I pinned Maria to the railing and pounded her hard. Her groans filled with disbelief as I fucked her even deeper, spreading her legs and lifting one up with my free hand to get a better angle to hit her deepest, most pleasurable regions. My other hand tangled in her long red hair, using it as leverage to thrust into her.

Maria glanced over her shoulder, a sheen of sweat breaking out on her face. “Fuck, you’re such a savage!” she cried, punctuating her words with a moan that would have made a porn star jealous. “I can’t believe how hard you’re fucking me! Are you trying to kill me? Fuck me right overboard?”

Maybe I was. It certainly felt like I was trying to break Maria in half—like there was no higher thought inside my head than ramming myself as hard and deep into her as possible. If she wasn’t so insanely into it, it would’ve been a little weird.

Juice dripped from Maria’s peach. The hot, wet squelching sounds of her sex turned me on even more as I bottomed out inside her, filling her with hard stroke after hard stroke. She was anything but a passive recipient: she threw herself back on me with abandon like she was trying to get me to fuck her throat from the opposite side.

Suddenly, her walls quivered around me. The tenor of her moans changed, building to something incredible as she bore down on the railing and rode me back with all her strength.

“Holy shit, are you going to cum?” I said. “Already?”

Maria couldn’t meet my eye. Instead, she looked over at Lexi, who had her hand in her own panties and was warming her tight little slit up for her turn with me. “I can’t help it,” she said, blowing out a huge puff of air. “I need to get off so fucking bad…!”

I understood perfectly. I felt the exact same way.

One more hard thrust and Maria unraveled beneath me. Lexi’s eyes shone in the moonlight, her fingers moving faster over her clit as she watched her best friend in all the realms cum helplessly all over my prick. The redhead arched her back and howled with bliss as an orgasm washed over her, rolling across her beautiful body like the ocean’s tide.

Her inner muscles clenched around me, milking my cock, and suddenly, I couldn’t hold back any longer. My prick jerked against the entrance to her womb as I buried it as deep as I could inside her, grunting and groaning with relief as my own climax slapped me across the face.

The dam inside me burst, filling me with bliss. Jet after hot, creamy jet of my virile seed flooded Maria’s pussy, spurting against her inner walls to fill her to the brim. She kept on clenching around me as I shot, her own orgasm overlapping my own.

The two of us slowed as she came down from her peak. I didn’t pull out and just focused on keeping my cock as deep inside her as possible.

When Maria finally came back to herself, she turned around and stared at me wide-eyed. “Holy shit,” she whispered, sounding utterly satisfied as she wiggled her posterior. “I came so fucking hard! It feels like you did, too, Tim. Shit, you really made a mess…”

I gave her ass another spank, savoring the way she moaned in mingled pleasure and pain. “A good mess,” I said. “How’d you like the show, Lezabel?”

Lezabel wasn’t talking. That was fine with me—after all, I had another woman who needed my attention.

When I turned, I saw Lexi holding a thick, military-style blanket. The blonde smiled back at me, shaking the fabric, then gestured with her chin at the boards across the stern of the Glen Carrig.

“Rum wasn’t all we filched from the lower decks,” Lexi admitted with a smirk. “Come lay down with me, Tim. As much fun as it was to watch you pound Maria against the deck, I want something underneath us when we fuck.”

That sounded great to me. I spread the blanket out on the ground and tugged off my clothes, leaving them in a neat little pile near the railing. The fact that I was naked didn’t bother me—the night air felt great against my skin, and it wasn’t like we wouldn’t be embarrassed enough to get caught fucking out on the back of the boat. Might as well be comfortable while we were doing it.

“Lie down,” Lexi said, sharing a naughty look with Maria. The redhead had her fingers in her pussy, swirling around my load with a look like she’d never been more smitten.

“I kind of expected to be on top,” I said as the girls helped me to the blanket. If they wanted to ride me, that was all well and good, but the beast inside me, my Summoner’s Rut, didn’t want to be a passive participant in the threesome. I wanted to dominate these girls, to remind them how much they meant to me.

“You will be,” Maria giggled. The redhead curled up near my feet, then lowered her face to my glistening prick. “Oh wow, I creamed so hard all over your cock! Mmh, it looks so good!”

With that, Maria opened her mouth and swallowed me down. I groaned in surprise, then let out another shocked groan as Lexi hiked up her skirt and straddled my face. She’d removed her panties, and her pussy was bare and shining pink with juice.

“Oh wow,” I groaned, lifting my head. Lexi’s pussy was so wet that felt like tasting a juicy piece of fruit. I lapped at her swollen nether lips, savoring the way her legs shook at the contact.

“We decided Lexi deserved something nice,” Maria chuckled, her mouth leaving my cock with a wet little pop. “Get that hot little box of hers ready, Tim. She’s so fucking fertile right now… she totally wants you to breed her!”

I didn’t need Maria to tell me that. I could feel it in the way Lexi ground her pussy against my face—in the desperate way she spread her folds wide for me as I reached beneath her skirt and grabbed her ass with both hands. I buried my face in her slit, eating her out like a thirsty dog lapping at its bowl. All the while, the redhead kept right on sucking me off, cleaning my prick with her mouth and tongue while she got me hard again and raring to go.

I was so deeply into what I was doing with Lexi that at first I didn’t hear the coughing to my left. I lifted my head just enough to see Lezabel standing in the shadows, watching us do our thing with a heated expression. Thought you were going to stay turned around, I thought, grinning against Lexi’s tight little pussy.

“I, uh…” Lezabel trailed off. “Wow.”

I’d never seen the demoness at such a loss for words before. That excited me even more than her flirting had.

I decided to seize the reins. Lezabel probably wouldn’t have joined us if I’d told her to—she wasn’t quite as enthralled by me as I’d hoped. Besides, I already had two women riding and sucking me, and a third would have required me to flex muscles I’d never yet used before.

But I could corrupt the demoness a bit. Get her closer to us and sear the memory of this pleasure inside her skull so that every time she got horny, she’d be thinking about it.

I lifted Lexi’s ass just enough to speak. “Touch yourself,” I said, my lips inches away from the blonde’s quivering folds.

Lezabel gave a start like I’d just cracked a whip across her tits. “You’re serious,” she muttered, her gaze traveling across all three of us. It was hard to tell what excited her the most: the blowjob, the cunnilingus, or the fact that she was watching her three companions use each other in the most beautiful way.

“When it comes to sex, I’m always serious,” I said. One hand left Lexi’s ass cheek, and I slid two fingers into her pussy, stretching her folds as I teased her g-spot. “I know you want to, Lezabel. We won’t tell anybody that you got so hot watching us that you had to rub your wet little kitty until you found some relief.”

Lezabel didn’t say anything more. Without a word, she popped open the catch of her belt and unzipped her skintight crew pants.

Unlike Lexi and Maria, the demoness wore no panties underneath. A narrow band of midnight black pubic hair stretched above her clit like the line on an exclamation point. Her eyes grew heavy-lidded as she began to rub herself, and little pants and moans escaped her as she masturbated in front of us.

Still grinning, I buried my face in Lexi’s pussy and did my best to drive her wild.

The sounds of our orgy rang out over the sea. I had very little doubt that there’d be jokes about this around breakfast tomorrow—Shortcake, at least, would make some crack about moving from the hammocks to the deck. But I decided I didn’t care.

It was hard to feel guilty with two gorgeous, naked women crawling all over you, willing to make your every fantasy come true.

I stabbed my tongue deep into Lexi’s pussy, seeking out that special spongy spot deep inside her that I knew always sent her over the edge. When the tip of my tongue found it, along with my lips against her clit and my fingers squeezing her ass, she went over the edge.

Lexi’s weight shifted as she ground her pussy against my face as hard as she could. “Yes,” she groaned, arching her back as she rubbed herself on me like someone desperately trying to scratch an itch. “Yes! Oh fuck, yes, Tim! I’m going to cum!”

She cut off my air—but what a hell of a way to die it would have been! I buried my tongue and fingers as deep inside her as I could, throwing caution to the wind as I brought Lexi over the edge. The flood of juice that coated my face as she rode out her climax was my reward—when I thrust into her, she’d be so wet and tight now.

Maria’s mouth left my cock. I let out a grunt of frustration as my cock jerked against the night air, my balls faintly throbbing with the need to cum. Lexi continued to grind out her bliss against my face so that I wasn’t able to do much more than give a muffled groan beneath her as Maria curled up next to us.

“Didn’t want you to cum yet,” Maria explained, giggling in the dark. “That second load’s going inside Lexi, not in my mouth.” She glanced up at the blonde. “You ready to get fucked, Lex?”

“Gods, yes,” the blonde whimpered, lifting her dripping pussy off my face. “I’m yours, Tim. How do you want me?”

A dozen different possibilities flickered through my mind. “Up against the mast,” I said, gesturing at the boards near the edge of the stern. “Lie down against it, so I can put your feet in the air. I want to fuck you deep.”

Grinning, Lexi did just that. She scooted across the boards on her butt, curling up next to the mast like it was the headboard on our marital bed. She stuck her ass in the air, her knees up as she spread her legs and fingered herself for me. “I’m ready,” she whispered, lifting one breast to her mouth and sucking eagerly at her hard, stiff nipples.

I knelt in front of Lexi, took her legs, and lifted them onto my shoulders, her heels digging into the sides of my neck. My cock pushed into her tight, freshly fucked slit while my hands squeezed her thighs together to make her even tighter.

“You look so fucking happy right now,” the blonde beamed. She grabbed the mast with both hands, bracing herself against it as I prepared to pummel her tight little pussy. “Is this your favorite position, Tim? Pile driving me?”

I wasn’t sure. Fucking a girl from behind was pretty great, too. I guess it all depended on the situation—and the partner.

But that was too complicated to express in the middle of sex. So instead, I wrapped my arm around Lexi’s legs and squeezed them together as I thrust into her. Both of us moaned as I bottomed out inside her.

Lexi nodded like a bobblehead, her face filled with pleasure. “Fuck me,” she begged, lifting her ass farther off the deck to give me the perfect angle to fill her. “Cum deep inside me, Tim. I want it, I’m ready for it. Oh God, I think I’m gonna cum again!”

Her confession made me bold. I thrust forward into her, filling her tight pussy with hard, driving strokes. Maria crawled up next to Lexi and kissed her, hard, groping the blonde’s ample titties and squeezing them together while we fucked.

“You look so fucking sexy right now,” Maria whispered, an utterly filthy look on her innocent face. “You’re taking his cock so fucking good, Lexi. He’s really going to knock you up if you keep giving your pussy to him like this…”

“Oh, please,” Lexi panted. Though we’d only been going at it for a few minutes, the blonde already sounded like she was on the verge of another toe-curling orgasm. “Don’t be gentle, Tim. I want you to go deep! Fuck, I can feel you! You’re hitting places you’ve never hit before!”

As Lexi and Maria giggled together and Lezabel shamelessly rubbed herself stupid behind me, I bore down and pounded Lexi like my life depended on it. Part of me worried we might damage the mast. We were going at it like animals like we secretly hated each other and wanted the other person to hurt.

My balls slapped against Lexi’s thighs, pulsing as my load threatened to boil over. Groaning, I put both hands on the mast and stared down at the blonde, locking eyes with her as I pumped like a piston into her tight, co-ed pussy. Lexi opened for me like a flower, welcoming me all the way inside her pussy as the crown of my cock thrust to the entrance of her womb.

A high, keening wail split the night as Lexi came. I hadn’t felt it coming—I don’t even think she’d realized it was going to happen. It seemed to catch her off guard, throwing her off her rhythm as she rode me.

I grabbed her ankles with both hands and filled her, the pleasure filling me to bursting.

One more hard thrust later, and I was done for. The world contracted to that single point of pleasure between us as the bliss inside me became unbearable. As I sometimes did when I neared orgasm, I felt a strange sense of thirst inside me—like I was a man dying in the desert, and shooting inside Lexi would be the glass of cool water I needed. My prick jerked against the deepest part of her core, and I was gone, grunting as I unloaded inside her.

Lexi took it all, her eyes never leaving mine. She lifted herself off the boards and into my arms as I filled her pussy, kissing me deeply. After the rough, primal fucking the rest of the threesome had comprised, this slow and sweet loving was such a hairpin turn that it gave me whiplash.

The two of us made out hot and heavy as I finished shooting inside her. By the time I came back to myself, Lexi was stroking the side of my face, tears in the corners of her eyes. She looked… what? Proud? Devoted?

All of the above, I decided.

“That’s it,” the blonde whispered, smiling as she kissed my cheek. “Give it all to me, Tim. Fuck, I love you so fucking much…”

The feeling was mutual. Everything was slow and sweet after we’d finished each other off. Before long, Maria, Lexi, and I were spread out on the blanket, recovering together as we stared up at the stars.

Lezabel hadn’t joined us. The demoness departed while Lexi and I had been in the throes of passion, fleeing the scene of the crime almost as soon as her post-orgasm clarity kicked in. I thought I heard her mutter something about the ‘the first orgasm I’ve had since leaving the Cathedral’ as she retreated into the darkness, which made me smile.

“You think she’ll join us next time?” Lexi asked. The blonde lay curled up against my shoulder, gently stroking my bare chest.

Great minds think alike, I told myself. I hadn’t even mentioned Lezabel, but my girls must have been able to tell I was thinking about her.

“Who knows?” I asked, putting my arms over each of their shoulders. “She can join us if she wants to. If she decides she’s too good to be part of the harem, well… it’s not like I don’t have plenty to keep me occupied already.”

Both women giggled at that. We remained under the stars for a while, slowly drifting as the ship rocked back and forth beneath us. Before I drifted off completely, however, I remembered that I was naked. It would be better if the Glen Carrig’s crew didn’t find us that way in the morning.

“Come on, up,” I insisted, ignoring the groans of both Lexi and Maria as I hauled them half-asleep to their feet. “Let’s see if that big hammock you two made will hold all three of us.”

To my surprise, it did. The ropes stretched between two of the ship’s masts, giving us a less enviable view of the stars than we’d seen from the stern. But at least we wouldn’t be cause for comment sleeping here. I’d thrown my clothes back on, and my girls had done the same—though anyone who looked at their rumpled state would be able to guess what we’d been doing.

It was as we climbed into that new hammock that the last strange thing of the evening happened.

I’d been helping Lexi into the berth, lifting her exhausted legs to help her slide into the ropes, when I heard a noise that just barely carried over the sound of the waves. For a moment I thought Lezabel had come back and was about to make a joke because it sounded like giggling.

I turned and saw what looked like a tiny shadow racing across the deck of the Glen Carrig. It disappeared as quickly as it came, leaving the three of us alone on the surface of the ship.

Shortcake, I realized, a little startled. So the goblin was watching us. I wonder how much of the fun she saw…?

Since Lezabel had been so distracted, it was probably everything. I wasn’t sure whether to be worried about the diminutive first mate getting us in trouble or turned on from knowing she’d been watching us fuck.

Either way, it was a problem that could wait until tomorrow.

I collapsed into the hammock after Lexi and Maria, snuggling up between them. All of us were out before we could whisper good night to each other.


Chapter 11

A strange feeling woke me the next morning.

I opened my eyes to find myself staring down at the boards of the Glen Carrig. A rope stretched across my cheek, with another pressing against my forehead, pushing up a lock of hair.

It was still dark; the sun was about to come up. Any minute now, the deck would fill with activity, and we’d be peppered with questions and jokes about the previous night. Normally, I’d have closed my eyes and gotten a few more minutes of rest before that happened.

But the strange feeling shot me to full wakefulness. For a few heartbeats it confused me, then it clicked.

The Glen Carrig was no longer rocking back and forth.

We’d made it to port.

“Girls,” I muttered sleepily, forcing myself to a sitting position. The hammock made it hard as it rocked back and forth more than enough to make up for the ship’s sudden stability. “Get up. We’re here…”

Neither Lexi nor Maria wanted to rise, but when they felt the same thing I had, they shot awake. Both bolted upright in the hammock, nearly falling from the ropes in their surprise.

“Oh shit!” Maria gasped, throwing her legs over the side and putting on her boots. “We made it. Marauder’s Reef!”

It certainly lived up to the name. The smell of brine and fish filled my nostrils as I climbed from the hammock and got my first good look at the island’s harbor. The port was large, with dozens of ships moored against its many piers—a great many of which were far bigger than the Glen Carrig. Beyond it stretched warehouses and streets, the buildings all constructed from the same beige sandstone as the rocks surrounding the reef.

But it was the coral that was the real star.

It grew all over everything as if some ancient sea god were trying his damnedest to reclaim the outpost from those who’d established it here. It came in as many colors as there were shades of the rainbow, coating the buildings and warehouses of the dock in a kaleidoscope of brilliant shades. Here and there it even appeared to have been trimmed down with tools and turned into a kind of otherworldly decoration.

I wondered if the whole reef had been carved in such a manner. The longer I looked at Marauder’s Reef, the more I became certain that the settlement had been formed out of the coral, rather than the other way around. The people of this place had built their city on what they could find. The farther I looked out over the reef, the more coral covered the buildings. I wondered if the oldest structures in the settlement weren’t made out of them entirely.

Even at this early hour, a variety of people went about their business. Almost none of them were human. I saw plenty of orcs, elves, and goblins, with the occasional monster of Lezabel’s species conducting business or eating at a dockside pub. The styles of dress were almost as diverse as the people, a dizzying array of colors and fabrics that made even the most bohemian college on Earth look a little drab by comparison.

“Look at them,” Lexi said, pointing. “It’s like they’re trying to match their surroundings.”

“I guess when you live in a place that looks like an oil slick came to life and threw up all over everything, you don’t have much fashion sense,” Maria said. She appeared far less impressed with the place than Lexi, watching the coral outcroppings with a distrustful gaze. “I don’t like it. You’re a Star Wars guy, right, Tim?”

I thought of the reference I’d passed off in my apartment and how quickly Maria had seized on it. “Sort of.”

Maria chuckled. “Well, this is certainly a hive of scum and villainy,” she said, making air quotes with her fingers. “I don’t know if it’s the worst one in the realm, but we ought to be careful all the same—”

Maria broke off as the crew appeared. The speed with which the deck of the Glen Carrig went from being empty to fully occupied shocked me, along with the ease with which the deckhands slipped back into the natural rhythms of their work. The jokes I’d expected failed to materialize, even as Shortcake made her way from below decks to check over the various stations on deck.

Today’s a serious day, I realized. No time for fucking around.

The door to the captain’s cabin opened. Captain Flint made his way down the stairs, grinning at the sight of Marauder’s Reef spread out before him. “Ah, by the Gods it’s good to be back!” he said, stroking his red beard as he approached. “Tim! Get yerself some grub from belowdecks! It’s gonna be a busy day!”

I started to do just that when Lexi stopped me. “You stay here,” she assured me, sharing a look with Maria. “We’ll take care of it. Just hang up the hammock, okay?”

Huh? What were these two planning? After last night, it was certain to be something fun.

“Sure,” I said, grinning. “Last night was great, by the way.”

Lexi blushed, and Maria winked. Both then headed below deck while Captain Flint watched them. Once they were gone, he guffawed and clapped me on the shoulder.

“The things young people get up to!” he said, shaking his head as if he were thinking about his days as a young, brash pirate. “We’ll be going ashore today to pick up supplies and ammunition for the Glen Carrig. You’re going to want to visit the arena today and get the things we spoke about in my cabin the other afternoon. Ye still have what I gave ye, yes?”

I nodded, then tapped the heavy sack of coins tied to my belt. “Right here. And thanks again.”

“No need to thank me,” the captain said with a shrug. “You’ll have more than paid me back when we finally bring Seiryu to heel. There is something I wanted to talk to you about, however…”

He was interrupted by Shortcake. “Everyone’s ready, Captain,” the goblin first mate said, looking me up and down. “Some of them are tired, though. Seems the crewmembers who slept in the stern last night kept getting woken up by strange noises. A few of them think there’s a ghost aboard—there seemed to be a bunch of moaning and groaning right around midnight…”

The goblin grinned from ear to ear as she said it as if she relished the idea of making me uncomfortable about my sexual conquests. I decided not to give her the satisfaction.

“Lexi, Maria, and I spent some time at the stern last night,” I informed the first mate. “We certainly would have seen a ghost if there was one.”

“Aye, you would have been crying out in fear,” the goblin said, crossing her arms beneath her breasts. Gods, but Shortcake was one voluptuous little creature. “Yer sure you saw nothing out of the ordinary, Summoner?”

“Believe me,” I said, smirking down at Shortcake. “If I get involved in any ghoul-on-ghoul scenes, you’ll be the first to know.”

Shortcake tossed back her head and laughed at that. “Ah! You are a fun one, Summoner. Next time you take an impromptu ghost-hunting expedition, I’d love to be invited along for the ride.” She beamed up at me, grinning wickedly. “I don’t scare easily, and I’m not afraid to get rough.”

No doubt any sex with Shortcake would be of the rough variety, no matter how gentle I was. After all, the girl was so tiny. It made me wonder if I could even fit inside her.

She’d be more than willing to find out, I thought, watching the way the goblin girl’s eyebrows waggled. Shit, what have I gotten myself into.

“That’s enough,” Captain Flint said, shaking his head. A crewman from below decks brought coffee and served it to us in chipped pewter mugs; Flint blew on his and took a long sip. “Ye can chase the Summoner on yer own time, Shortcake. I need to speak with Tim about today’s itinerary.”

Shortcake nodded, her lusty grin replaced with a more professional look. “Aye, aye,” she said, giving me a mock salute. “I’ll see you later, handsome.”

The goblin girl spanked my ass as she walked away. I nearly jumped.

“Brazen as ever, she is,” Captain Flint murmured, sipping his coffee. “Be wary of that one jumping out of the shadows, Summoner. She’s liable to leap on your pecker while you’re taking a piss as obsessed as she is with you.”

I shook my head and laughed. “I can’t believe you let her behavior slide,” I said, downing a hot mouthful of the coffee. After the night I’d had, I needed it. “Even for a first mate, that kind of behavior is beyond the pale.”

Captain Flint snorted. “She’s not usually like this,” he said, gesturing around the deck. “With Shortcake, most of the crew are perennially off-limits. It’s only now that she’s got some toys to play with that she starts to let this side of her personality out.”

“It’s still a liability,” I said.

“To you, maybe. Shortcake’s a damn fine first mate, Summoner. One of the best sailors I’ve ever served with. I’m more than willing to overlook a few… peccadillos as long as she’s doing good work.” Then he grinned. “Besides, I’m sure the two of you will work something out before long.”

The little goblin girl was so brazen, it seemed impossible that I’d be able to keep myself out of her clutches forever. Would it be so bad to spend some time with her? She definitely had a mouth on her, which my girls would like.

I wondered if all those piercings she wore extended to any hidden parts of her anatomy. And if she had any fun tattoos concealed where her coworkers couldn’t see.

As I was thinking about it, Captain Flint nudged me. “Your breakfast is here,” he said, nodding in the direction of the stairs leading below decks. Lexi and Maria had just emerged, carrying three plates of eggs and bacon between them. “I’d eat it if I were you, Tim. Busy day ahead.”

That it most certainly was. I chowed down right along with Lexi and Maria, scarfing down the simple but delicious food with pleasure. After last night, the three of us had worked up a prodigious appetite.

As we ate, Captain Flint looked over the port and its coral-coated buildings. “You won’t need to worry about Shortcake today, at least,” he said by way of explanation. “The first mate will be traveling with my party today. She’s needed in the market.”

“Sounds good,” I said around a mouthful of eggs.

A faint smile spread across the captain’s face. “Good for you… perhaps,” he said with humor. “One of the merchants I need to meet is enamored with the lass. As long as she’s in the group, we’ll get the best deal possible on fuel.” His smile turned to a good-natured grimace. “Shortcake will give me hell for it, of course. The merchant is twice her age.”

“Some women like that,” Lexi said thoughtfully.

“Some women,” Captain Flint agreed, “but not Shortcake.”

I spared a brief moment to feel sorry for whoever got in that goblin’s path. Shortcake on the warpath would undoubtedly not have been a pretty sight.

“Anyway, you won’t be going with us,” Flint explained. “You’ll be visiting the arena. Take the coins with you, and feel free about spending them—though I’d recommend you get a second opinion whenever able. A number of the monster dealers aren’t the most scrupulous of fellows. They might try to empty your entire wallet in exchange for creatures weaker than the ones you already have.”

“I think I’ll be able to handle it,” I told the man. After all, I’d done monster negotiation with actual monsters—where the stakes were a lot higher than winning or losing a few coins. That part didn’t worry me.

Being off on my own in an unfamiliar town did.

“I can’t just come with you?” I asked after a few moments. “We could hit the market on the way back, pick up a few monsters…”

Captain Flint was already shaking his head. “No time. Every hour we spend at Marauder’s Reef is another that Seiryu is out there, gaining on us. I wouldn’t even have made this stop if I could have gotten away with it, but we’re almost out of too many things. The last thing I want is to run up on the Azure Dragon without the proper firepower to finish the job. You get me?”

I do, I thought. I’m part of that firepower, too. Me and my monsters. We might actually be more important than the guns on the Glen Carrig, now that I think about it.

“I see that you do,” Captain Flint said. “Which is why you’re going to listen to what I have to say next. When you hear it, you’re going to tell me no at first, and then you’re going to think about it and say yes.”

I grimaced. “What are you going to tell me?”

Captain Flint’s eyes flashed over to Lexi and Maria before settling back on me. “You need to leave your women on board the Glen Carrig while you go ashore, Summoner.”

I stared back at the man for a long moment, swallowing hard. “You’re right. The answer’s no.”

Captain Flint made an awkward, pained smile. “I don’t make this suggestion lightly, Tim,” he said, stroking his beard. The gesture looked a bit strange as it had been recently trimmed. “It’s for their own good. Ye know ye can pass them any monsters you buy for them in the arena, so they don’t have to come with you. And they’ll be a damn sight safer on the ship than they will be walking around the Reef unattended.”

“They won’t be unattended. They’ll be with me.”

“Gentlewomen aren’t as safe in port as they are aboard my vessel. The Reef is a rough place, filled with rough people. I don’t doubt that you can keep them safe, Summoner—but if ye get in a fight and arouse the attention of the authorities, even I might not be able to help you—”

“It’s okay,” Lexi said quickly. “Really, Tim, it’s fine.”

This was the last thing I’d expected from Lexi or Maria. I figured they’d be bristling at the suggestion that they wouldn’t be able to defend themselves from ruffians. Instead, they both seemed shockingly okay with staying aboard the Glen Carrig.

“We’ll be A-OK on board the ship,” Maria agreed, trying and failing to keep a neutral expression. “We’ll stay here and greet you when you come back. Don’t even worry about it.”

I stared at the women—and so did Captain Flint. Evidently, he found my women's sudden change of heart just as difficult to swallow as I did. His gaze swept over them with the intensity of an old sea hand, studying the expressions on their faces.

Neither of them was a particularly good liar. They were hiding something.

And I figured I knew what it was. “You want someone else to go with me to port, don’t you?”

Lexi and Maria shared a look, their grins growing wider.

“Why, whyever would you think that?” Maria asked, looking up at the rigging as if she could escape the questions. “Although it would be a lot safer if you had company when you went to the arena.”

“Someone who could watch your back,” Lexi added. “Who doesn’t need to be summoned with monster ore, either, like Frick or Altiri.”

I watched the realization dawn on Captain Flint’s face. The man looked like he wanted to laugh. “Yer talking about Lezabel,” he said, looking at the pair with narrowed eyes. “The demoness.”

They wanted Lezabel to go with me to Summoner’s Reef, alone. And really, could I blame them? They’d just watched the gorgeous monster touch herself while the three of us had a noisy, amazing threesome on the stern of the Glen Carrig. Of course, they wanted her to take things even further.

They wanted her to join the team in earnest.

And they thought that the two of us spending the day together in the Reef might be just the push the demoness needed to decide to throw her lot in with the three of us.

When viewed in that light, Lexi and Maria’s subterfuge was so transparent as to be almost laughable.

“You two think you’re being really clever, don’t you?” I asked, downing the last of my coffee.

“Who’s being clever?”

I nearly jumped out of my skin. How had Lezabel managed to get out from below decks without us knowing? Hell, she stood right behind me and Captain Flint. If she’d been an assassin, we’d both have been in deep shit right about now.

One look at Lezabel’s face was enough to convince me she already knew about Lexi and Maria’s plans. She probably talked to them when they went down below decks, I realized, recognizing that act for the suspicious one it had been. They’ve worked all this out between the three of them. I’m just the stunt dick—pretty much a piece of meat.

The thing was, it was kind of nice to be treated like a piece of meat by beauties as sultry as these.

“Lexi and Maria suggested I accompany you to the market,” Lezabel purred. She’d already changed out of her skintight jumpsuit and into the sexy pirate uniform the rest of the Glen Carrig’s female crew wore, which meant she’d been expecting this. “I agree with them. You’ll be safer with a monster in tow that you don’t need to burn ore to keep at your side. And I will be glad to see the Reef. Perhaps I’ll do a little shopping of my own.”

“Uh-huh.” All three of the women surrounding me were beaming at me. Even Captain Flint seemed to recognize that I’d been outflanked. “If that’s the case, then, I’d be delighted to have you with me, Lezabel.”

I certainly wouldn’t mind spending some alone time with the beautiful demoness. She’d also probably be able to help me pick out the proper specimens for my Digital Grimoire—monsters that would fuse easily into more powerful ones once we got back to the Cathedral of Umbra. She’d seen enough fusion with Aquinas to know how it worked, after all.

“Excellent.” The demoness grinned. “Shortcake already gave me directions to the market and the arena. Full of exciting little tidbits, that one. Shall we?”

Lexi and Maria both gave me a kiss.

“Be safe,” Lexi purred into my ear, giving the bulge between my legs a gentle squeeze. “But not too safe.”

“Don’t do anything we wouldn’t do,” Maria added.

Now that’s a short list, I thought, grinning. But they were right. We were here on business. I needed to get those monsters, grab the monster ore, and head back to the ship before Captain Flint got back. We’d set sail as quickly as we could and be back on the road to bring down Seiryu.

“Understood,” I told the pair of Latents. Then I held out my arm to Lezabel. “Let’s go.”

Together, my new monster companion and I strolled down the gangplank and into Marauder’s Reef.


Chapter 12

“So is this a negotiation?” I asked. “Or are we still at the ‘feeling each other out’ stage of our relationship?”

Lezabel rolled her eyes, matching me step for step in her patent heels as we strode across the boardwalk. All around us unfurled the sights and sounds of Marauder’s Reef, the ‘hive of scum and villainy’ that Maria had warned me about. Oddly enough, I felt right at home.

Maybe it was because the hustle and bustle of the place reminded me of the college town I’d come from. Or maybe it was because, as the only human being in a crowd full of monsters, I felt like a special class of citizen—a Summoner from a distant realm, come to test my skills in the monster arena.

Honestly, it was probably just having a beautiful woman like Lezabel on my arm.

“I thought I told you,” Lezabel said, cocking her head to the side. “I’m not that kind of monster. Even if I became your girl, Summoner, I’d never be that. I’m not like Frick or Altiri.”

That was interesting. So interesting that I was almost able to overlook the fact that Lezabel had just said she might become my girl.

“I’d been wondering about that,” I said. “Nearly everyone on the Glen Carrig is some form of monster or another, but I get the impression they’d never go inside a Digital Grimoire.”

We passed a group of sailors heading back to their vessel, carrying barrels full of water and ale between each other. Their gazes lingered on Lezabel as she passed, which irritated me—despite the fact that I hadn’t sealed the deal with the demoness just yet.

Lezabel hardly noticed. Her gaze was only on me.

“You’d be right about that,” the demoness said. “The members of Captain Flint’s crew would be even more offended by an offer of such an arrangement than I was. They’re certainly not the type of monsters who would serve a Summoner, even a powerful one.”

I hadn’t realized that my joke to Lezabel earlier could be construed as an insult. “I’m sorry,” I said. “I wasn’t trying to denigrate you.”

“Oh, I know,” the demoness said breezily. “In the future, though? Only denigrate me if I tell you to. Otherwise, things will just be tense between us.”

The prospect of future degradation heartened me.

“So how do I tell the difference?” I asked, the boards clattering beneath my feet. We were almost to solid ground, after which we’d officially be on the Reef for real. “I wouldn’t want to make the same mistake I did with you.”

Lezabel shrugged, then gave the question some serious thought. “Monsters are… a bit like humans in that sense,” she finally said. “The differences aren’t always obvious. You can’t tell just by looking at someone whether they’d agree to be made into one of your monsters. And it’s not always the ones you’d expect.”

Interesting.

“Explain?” I asked.

“Sure.”

Lezabel took a larger step than normal, practically jumping from the boardwalk to the coral-strewn thoroughfare of Marauder’s Reef. The crowds thickened here, jostling each other as they got in line for the various stalls selling seafood and other treats. If it hadn’t been for Captain Flint’s prompting, I might have stopped here; instead, we continued into the thick of the port city. The market was still a few blocks away, near the top of a hill.

“It’s tempting to simply say that the more intelligent, sentient races of monster are unlikely to bind themselves to a Summoner,” Lezabel mused. Both of us paused next to a fruit stall as the cherry-skinned women checked out the local produce on offer. “But that’s not always true. Altiri seems rather like an animal, true, but your little friend Frick is capable of advanced feats of cognition. He has some semblance of rationality, thoughts—a personality. So I’m sure you’d throw him in my face if I tried to imply that all monsters willing to follow Summoners were stupid.”

“I would have,” I countered. “I’m not sure who that’s a bigger insult to, me or Frick.”

A smirk tugged at the corner of the demoness’s mouth. “It’s more about mindset than anything else. The monsters who serve on Captain Flint’s crew, or live here on Marauder’s Reef, value their independence and freedom. To most of them, the idea of being bound to a Summoner sounds like a form of slavery.”

Slavery? I gave a start. “I don’t keep slaves, Lezabel. That shit’s repugnant.”

“Oh, really?” Lezabel gave me a look like I’d walked right into a trap. “Say Frick and Altiri told you they wanted to be free. That they no longer wished to follow your orders. You’d let them walk, just like that?”

Did she really think I’d say something wrong here? “Of course I would,” I said, feeling offended that she’d even needed to ask the question. “No question.”

Lezabel’s eyes widened in surprise. “You would?”

“Are you kidding me?” I crossed my arms over my chest. I’d been mostly pretending to be offended about the slavery comment, but now I was starting to feel pissed off for real. “I would never force anyone to follow me against their will. If Frick woke up tomorrow and decided he didn’t like the way I did things, he’d be free to go back to Hyperborea. Or to whatever realm he wanted.”

Lezabel let out a low whistle. “I… apologize, Summoner. Tim. I misjudged you.”

Had Lezabel really been walking around thinking I could be so callous? What must the average Summoner be like in order to foster such a stereotype? How must they treat their monsters?

“It’s okay,” I told her, chuckling as the tension between us deflated. “Here I thought you were going to explain a bunch of stuff about monsters to me. Turns out I had to explain something about Summoners to you.”

“Most Summoners are not like you,” Lezabel said firmly. “They would not allow their monsters to leave them—and they treat the Latents bound to them little better than the monsters they control. My experience with Summoners is limited, of course, but that’s just what I’ve seen and heard.”

I was aghast. “Then that’s awful,” I said, a new certainty hardening my chest. “And once we stop Kyros and get Blackwood back on its feet, it’s time for the people who have the power in Summoner society to make some changes.”

“Indeed,” Lezabel said, looking impressed. “Independent species bristle at the thought of being submissive to some human Summoner—particularly those that have been raised in a civilized society or a settlement. Monsters and monsters in the wild, however, are more like animals—more feral, and more likely to respect the raw magical strength of a Summoner.”

I nodded. I felt I was beginning to understand. “It’s like the difference between a housecat and a tiger,” I told Lezabel. “Except they’re in reverse because no one would look at you weird if you took the housecat home and made it into a pet.”

Lezabel laughed at the mental image. “Certainly not,” she agreed. “The monsters we meet at this arena will be different. They’ll either be more like Frick and Altiri, or they’ll be opportunists. Highly intelligent monsters willing to sell themselves to a Summoner for the right price.”

“Sounds downright unethical,” I replied, frowning. “I thought you just said a monster wouldn’t do that?”

Lezabel shrugged as a pair of dancing goblins cut through the center of the lane, forcing pedestrians to move out of the way. “Some of us like money,” she admitted sheepishly. “And some monsters are just psychopaths—they love the rush of violence that comes with slaughtering other monsters, and they consider being shackled to a Summoner to be a small price to pay in order to get their fix.” She leaned in closer and dropped her voice. “I wouldn’t recommend adding any of those to your Digital Grimoire, Tim. Even if they’re powerful, they’re sick in the head. They’d try to corrupt you.”

“And I’m sure you’d never do such a thing,” I teased. But I heard her loud and clear. Suddenly, I was glad Lexi and Maria had suggested Lezabel accompany me to the arena—and for more reasons than just for how beautiful she was. “You say you don’t have the right, Lezabel, but I don’t know. You seemed pretty damn submissive last night.”

A flush rose to the demoness’s cheeks, though it didn’t show on her expression. “That was me fulfilling a need,” she said, her tone a little heated. “Nothing more.”

Sure, I thought. You keep telling yourself that.

Just up ahead, the crowd dissolved into a haze of stalls and administrative buildings. The road sloped sharply upward here, each step making my calves burn with the effort. Lezabel and I grew silent for a while, each of us concentrating on the steep climb.

I will not slow down, I told myself, sneaking a glance at the demoness. Sweat broke out across my back, sticking my Summoner’s robes to the thin cotton T-shirt I wore underneath.

From the way the sexy monster pushed herself up the hill, refusing to even contemplate the thought of a rest stop, I knew this walk was more than just a casual stroll. It was a test of my fitness.

What would be my reward for reaching the top? I suspected doing so was a necessary, but not sufficient, condition to win Lezabel’s heart. Or any other part of her body.

I huffed and puffed as I ascended the hill, unwilling to let myself stop. I wouldn’t even fall behind—not if I had any say in it. Next to me, Lezabel made long strides, using her long, sexy legs to gain distance. It was a struggle to keep up with her, but I wasn’t about to let that show on my face.

As we neared the top of the hill, the demoness looked over and grinned at me, showing her fangs. Then she put on a sudden burst of speed. Her arms swished back and forth like a power walker illustrating their form—and distractingly, her cute tail did the same. I raced after her, and we reached the top of the hill at the same time.

“Ha! Well done!” Lezabel looked truly pleased. “I see life at sea has done you good, Tim. Back on Earth, you never would have been able to make it to the top without a break.”

It took me several moments to respond. I leaned over and coughed, sucking in air while trying not to look too badly winded. I forced myself back to my full height before I was ready, making a show of how unperturbed I was.

“Barely broke a sweat,” I told the monster. “Any time you want to do wind sprints up on the deck of the Glen Carrig, Lezabel, you just let me know.”

She grinned, giving me a canny look. “I might just do that.” She turned and gazed over the arena, her hands on her hips. “Would you look at that…?”

I did. Situated at the top of Marauder’s Reef’s steepest hill, the market was a hodgepodge of vendors with different styles and architecture. The throngs of people here were thick, as few considered the walk up to the top of the hill to be much of a deterrent. Most, I saw, had taken a carriage. I could have smacked myself; we had more than enough coins to hire a taxi.

The arena squatted in the center of all that commerce, looming above it like a black tick on a pale white arm. Unlike the rest of the buildings in the Reef, which were so colonized by coral that it was hard to tell where nature ended and human ingenuity began, the oblong dome of the arena was untouched by the colorful outcroppings. It was as if the Reef itself shied away from such a building, giving it a wide berth.

The way it stood out both worried and excited me. Feeling bold, I slipped my fingers through Lezabel’s and squeezed, grinning as I peered at her tail.

She rolled her eyes but didn’t stop me. “I don’t know who has higher hopes for this trip, you or those girls.”

“We all saw you last night,” I said, stepping closer and dropping my voice low. “You lost control, Lezabel. You very nearly got on your hands and knees and ate Lexi’s—”

“I had a momentary lapse of reason,” the demoness said, cutting me off before I could embarrass her further. “It’s been a long time since I felt empowered enough to explore my own body,” she added in a more conversational tone. “Living with Aquinas in the Cathedral was… stifling. I should have chosen a more appropriate venue, yes, but I don’t regret what I did.”

Neither do we, I thought. We’d like you to do it more often.

Something occurred to me then. “You and Aquinas,” I said, trying not to sound suspicious. “The two of you never…?”

If I’d had any suspicions in that direction, Lezabel’s reaction banished them. The demoness stared at me for a moment as if I’d grown a second head, then laughed as if I’d made the world’s most clever joke. Several monsters engaged in haggling over the price of armor at a nearby stall turned around and stared, looking at Lezabel like she’d thrown them off their game.

“With Aquinas?” Lezabel spat, amazed. “No! Of course not!”

“Fair enough,” I said, relieved. “Just checking. He is a guy, after all.”

“Is he?” Lezabel looked like she honestly wasn’t sure. “He’s a strange one, Aquinas is. Almost as strange as his father.”

Her last words brought me up short. “His father?” I said, pausing on the steps of the arena. Several passersby had to push around us and curse at us as they climbed the stairs. “You’ve met his father?”

“Only once.” Lezabel’s lips formed a tight little line. “No, I don’t know anything about him. Other than he foresaw his son being in mortal danger as the caretaker of the Cathedral of Umbra and decided he needed some long-term muscle to watch over the place.”

“Very long-term,” I said, stepping to the side to let more people through. “How long did you say you’d been working for him?”

“Too long,” Lezabel said with a faint smile. “Decades, perhaps. Why?”

I thought of the vision I’d had while fighting the heart of the Spire. Me in a brilliant white room, connected to a machine that ticked off the remaining beats of my heart as a man in purple robes stood over me. A man with a white mustache and a shaggy goatee, who talked about becoming a man that Kyros might fear…

I shook myself free of the vision. “I think I met Aquinas’s father once.” Then I gave the demoness a quick description of what I’d seen.

By the end of it, she was nodding. “That sounds about right,” she whispered, her demeanor changed. Even her tail had stopped fluttering back and forth. “The man from your vision is most definitely the same man who offered me the job. Aquinas’s father.” She paused, pursing her lips. “He never told you his name, did he?”

“No,” I said, a little surprised. “He didn’t. He didn’t tell you, either?”

Lezabel shook her head. “Never.”

I couldn’t contain my curiosity. “Why did you take the job, anyway? It sounds like there were all sorts of red flags around it.”

The demoness’s eyes narrowed. “It wasn’t that simple,” she said, sounding as if she were talking to herself. “I owed someone a great deal of money. Aquinas and his father were willing to pay the debt and throw in some rather generous terms, to boot.”

“Generous?”

She smiled. “Should we make it out of this in one piece, Tim, I’ll be able to live a life of relative luxury. I’m… well, actually, I’m rather rich.” She seemed almost embarrassed of this fact. “Decades of good pay, few expenses, and some wise investments will do that for you, I suppose.”

I couldn’t stop the grin that spread across my face. “So what you’re telling me is, you’d be my sugar mama?”

Lezabel punched me on the shoulder and grinned. “A sugar mama to someone who’s already got two women chasing him around day and night? That would be a thing to see!”

It certainly would. I wouldn’t mind that at all.

Together, the two of us made our way up the steps and into the arena.


Chapter 13

The monsters in the arena didn’t fight to the death; even in a roughshod area like this, the Marauder’s Reef was more civilized than that. Yet the smell that hit my nostrils first as Lezabel and I stepped into the massive cupola of the arena was blood.

The sense of being inside a massive market hadn’t diminished inside; if anything, it had only grown stronger. Beneath the dome of the arena lay a large clearing of cobblestone, divided neatly along half its length into individual stalls. Men on the larger side (and very few women) called out offers from these, showing off individual monsters to those who passed by. These stalls were so close together that they formed a virtual maze. I could tell navigating them would take the better part of a day’s work.

The other side of the space was taken up by the arena proper.

Some wag, unsatisfied with merely having a fenced-in space for monsters to fight inside, had ordered a pit to be dug in the center of the structure. It wasn’t terribly deep—it perhaps would have come up to my chest if I’d jumped into the arena proper, my shoulders at its deepest point—but the overall effect was of a world set apart. Stairs led down on either side, with a low railing around the rest of the pit for spectators to lean on.

And lean they did. Betting on the monster fights was evidently the primary form of entertainment for many of the Reef’s residents. Sailors argued in a dozen different tongues and exchanged coins with the faces of a hundred foreign kings and emperors on them as they wagered which creature would win the next bout.

The arena sounded deceptively quiet from the street. I understood now that this was a result of clever construction—for inside, it was as loud and chaotic as an elementary school cafeteria. The din of the crowd made it hard for Lezabel and me to speak unless we stood closer together, which was as good an excuse as any to put as little distance between my body and hers as possible.

“We should find a fleshmonger,” Lezabel suggested, watching the betting with a practiced eye. “Any monster going into the arena today is unlikely to be on sale.” She wrinkled her pretty nose. “Hopefully, the fighting will keep the crowds occupied while we browse.”

She had none of the lust I’d seen in the faces of gamblers upon walking into some casino or betting parlor. Unlike them, she had no reason to dream of sudden wealth—though wealth was merely one of many reasons why citizens of the Reef would come to this pit.

The other main reason to gamble was excitement. Lezabel had quite enough of that in her own life without involving games for money.

We made our way around the largest portion of the throng, staying as close together as possible to avoid being separated. The crowd was not merely rowdy, it was also drunk as well, the smell of beer and liquor vying with the salt tang of blood for supremacy. Looking up, I saw several tents along the crowd’s perimeter, staffed by bored-looking monster girls with low-cut tops and large pitchers.

“I bet they make more money than the people running the fights,” I said, elbowing Lezabel as we made our way deeper into the crowd.

She turned. “Hmm?” Her eyes narrowed as she took in the sight of the scantily clad bartenders. She must have thought my interest in them extended solely to their bodies. “What makes you say that?”

“I used to work craft fairs,” I told the demoness. The crowd parted for us, having finally seen that we were headed for a different destination than the fighting pit. “Back on Earth. I had a girlfriend who sold artisanal candles.”

“She must have smelled nice,” Lezabel said.

“Always,” I said with a grin. “One of the best parts of dating a girl who handles wax for a living. You know who made the most money at those craft fairs, Lezabel?”

The demoness wrinkled her nose. “By the way you’re leering at me, I gather it wasn’t the vendor with the most desirable product.”

“Oh, it was,” I agreed. “It was the people who sold booze and ice cream. People love getting drunk, and they love treats. Kinda like how all the people who get rich during a gold rush aren’t the prospectors, but the people who sell stuff to the prospectors.”

“And this relates to our quest to pick up monsters how, exactly?” Lezabel asked, wiggling her eyebrows.

I glanced back over my shoulder at the clamoring sailors of Marauder’s Reef, watching them lay down their hard-earned coins on the fights. “We don’t get swept away like these sort,” I said, putting a hand around Lezabel’s waist to ensure she didn’t get swept away, either. “We do our research, and we find someone who’s making money hand over fist. Then we get what we need to be an asset to Captain Flint’s crew.”

Lezabel nodded. “Smart man.”

“We’re not just following Captain Flint’s crew because it’s fun. I mean to capture Seiryu”—at her surprise, I grinned fiercely—“and throw that bastard right in Kyros’ smug face.”

The atmosphere thickened near the stalls. Vendors who’d been lounging about with books and broadsheets perked up as Lezabel and I drew near. At first, I thought their stares were meant for my companion, but then I realized they weren’t looking at her but at me.

Well, not specifically at me. At my wrist.

“You there,” a vendor said. She was a tall monster who could have been Lezabel’s cousin if they’d grown up in an oceanic realm. Her horns and tail were short and stubby, and her skin was the pale aquamarine of the waves currently lapping at the Glen Carrig’s hull. With a start, I realized her outfit wasn’t made out of fabric: it was coral, sparkling in a dozen hues as it clung to her luscious flesh like barnacles on the side of a ship.

The woman beamed at me as we approached. “A Digital Grimoire,” she purred, looking at me like a cat who’d just had a mouse walk directly into its mouth. “I’ve read about them, but never seen one in the flesh. Are you a Summoner?”

“I am,” I said. Then I nodded at Lezabel. “This is my companion.”

The monster vendor gave Lezabel a quick once over. What she saw didn’t appear to interest her overmuch. “Companion,” she said with a smirk as if I’d been parading Lezabel around as my property all afternoon. “Of course. May I see your Grimoire, Summoner?”

The thought of handing a device so important to me over to a monster I’d barely met gave me hives. Fortunately, Lezabel chose that moment to step in.

“You can see it,” the monster said, holding my wrist for the vendor’s inspection. “But he keeps it on. And if I see you trying to do something funny, you’ll have just missed out on your chance to sell monsters to a true, full-blooded Summoner.”

The vendor nodded seriously. Evidently, selling to someone such as I must be a badge of honor among people like this, I realized. Lezabel had called them ‘fleshmongers’ before—not exactly a term of endearment. For people who made their living stocking fighting pits with monsters for drunken sailors to bet on, getting an opportunity to do business with a Summoner must have been like a sleazy softcore porn director getting a chance to work on a Hollywood movie.

Here, I represented the big leagues.

The vendor scanned the screen with an interested look. Her nails were as black and sharp as Lezabel’s and tapped at the device with a skill that belied her inexperience.

“You’re sure you’ve never seen one of these before?” I asked, finding it a little hard to believe.

“Hush,” the vendor said, the smile on her face softening the meanness of it. She tapped until a little window flashed in the corner of the display, showing something too quickly for me to see. With a nod she dismissed it, looking pleased. “There we go. Now I know what I’m working with.”

“What do you mean?” I asked, tapping the Grimoire. Though I pushed several buttons, the little screen the vendor had managed to bring up with such ease did not reappear. “What was that?”

“An information screen,” the vendor said, rocking back on her heels. “It lets me know how many monsters you’ve managed to add to your stockpile so far, and how many you have the capacity to hold.”

I felt my eyebrows shoot to my hairline. “There’s a limit?” I spat. I thought I was limited to the number I could actively summon, not the number I could contain in the Grimoire.

The vendor looked at me as if I’d said something extremely naive. “A junior Summoner, are you?” she asked, looking from me to Lezabel with a worried expression. “I wouldn’t go letting people in this arena see how little you know about being a Summoner. Some folks would try to rip you off. Others would do worse.”

I’d made a major blunder. “I see,” I said, clearing my throat. “Then it’s a good thing I found you, eh?”

The vendor smiled. “Indeed. Because I, Erzebet of Marauder’s Reef, will tell you what every other one of these sods would be too busy swallowing back down his gullet while he takes you for every coin you’re worth.”

Better and better, I thought, holding back the urge to roll my eyes. “Which is?”

When the vendor—Erzebet, as she’d named herself—smiled, she was actually quite pretty. “That the creatures I’ve got for sale aren’t gonna do shit for you, Summoner. Nor are any of the ones being sold by my fellow vendors on this side of the arena.”

My heart fell. Erzebet couldn’t be telling the truth, could she? “What?”

The monster vendor pointed at my device. “That’s an advanced Digital Grimoire,” she said, sounding pleased with herself. “It says you’ve got two monsters in it already, with slots open for three more. But any monsters I’d give you wouldn’t be up to snuff.”

Lezabel and I shared a look. It didn’t appear that the monster vendor was lying, and she had nothing to gain by convincing us to not purchase creatures today. But I still found it hard to believe.

“Why not?” I asked, certain there was something more going on. “These monsters can fight, can’t they?”

“Aye,” Erzebet said cannily. “But they can’t cast spells. Which, for a Summoner, is the very backbone of what you’re looking for them to do.”

“Damn it,” Lezabel whispered. From her voice, it sounded like she’d just realized something. “Whoever tampered with our Fissure didn’t just dump us in the middle of the ocean, Tim. They stuck us on the wrong side of the planet!”

“Come again?” I asked. The longer this conversation went on, the more confused I felt—yet one thing was achingly clear. I wasn’t going to simply walk into the arena complex and pick out the monsters I wanted. Things had gotten a hell of a lot more complicated than that.

Lezabel sighed. “Like most realms, Lagoon is divided into sub-sections. Almost like biomes in a video game.” She crossed her arms beneath her heavy breasts, watching Erzebet with a mixture of irritation and gratitude. “Aquinas had a very specific plan for which direction he wanted you to travel in Lagoon. You were to go from one level of monster to another, gaining power as you headed through the world. Instead, we’re exactly where we don’t want to be.”

“Aye,” Erzebet agreed. “You’d need to sail across the Broad Sea for weeks to find monsters and monsters of the type you want, Summoner. I believe the demoness here mentioned your name was Tim?”

No point in hiding that now, either. “Yes,” I said, nodding.

The vendor’s smile grew even wider. “Well, Tim, today just so happens to be your lucky day.”

Huh? I found it hard to believe anything good could be about to come out of this. Not after the bomb that had just been dropped in my lap.

“Why’s that?”

“Because you don’t have to sail across the Broad Sea,” the vendor said, sticking out her soft pink tongue just a bit. “In fact, you don’t even have to travel much farther than this stall. There are two monsters who’d be perfect to join the others you’ve got in that Grimoire, right here in Marauder’s Reef!”

My heart thudded against my ribcage. “Tell me where they are,” I said, hoping that I neither came off as too eager nor too naive. Erzebet had already told me such qualities would get me ripped off. “Do you have them?”

The vendor shook her head. “Nope. But I’ll take you to them. For a modest finder’s fee, of course…”

Of course. Doubtless, the woman still expected to profit from all this, whether she directly sold the monsters or not. Well, it was no skin off my nose. Captain Flint did tell me to go ahead and spend it all, I reminded myself. I wasn’t just a passenger on board his ship—I was an investment.

With a sigh, I unlatched the coin purse Captain Flint gave me from my belt. The coins inside felt chilly to the touch; I snatched up two doubloons, then pulled them from the sack, glancing at them as I decided whether to give them to Erzebet or not.

The vendor gave them a hungry look. To her, they were clearly a fortune.

“You’ll take me to them,” I said.

“Aye, Master,” the monster vendor purred. She sounded so submissive that it made my stomach turn. Was there anything these people wouldn’t do for money? “I will—”

“And,” I added, “you’ll introduce us to whoever can sell the monsters to us. Put in a good word and facilitate the transaction. To the best of your ability.”

This made the vendor hesitate. “I can make no promises,” she said, her gaze returning again and again to the pair of gold coins in my hand.

“I’m not asking you to,” I said. “I’m asking for your good word that you’ll help us to the best of your ability.”

Erzebet laughed. “For that much gold, I’ll help you climb a bloody mountain,” the vendor said, holding out her hand. “Gimme.”

I shared a final glance with Lezabel before doing so. From the expression on her face, my monster companion didn’t fully like this course of action, but she agreed it was our best shot at getting the monsters we’d come here for.

“Here,” I said, tossing the coins. “Take us to the monsters.”

The vendor straightened up. “Gladly!” she said, biting down on one of the golden doubloons. Without a word, she tucked the pair of coins into her bosom, then gestured for us to follow her.

Several sets of eyes watched us hungrily as we passed. The other vendors at their stalls clearly considered Erzebet a supremely lucky trader if she was shepherding us around the arena.

“They should be ready for the pit here in just a few minutes,” the vendor said, glancing over her shoulder to make sure Lezabel and I were following. “You won’t be able to stop the bout at this rate, not with so much coin levied on both opponents. But ye might be able to get a better rate if you pick them both up pre-fight…”

My mind stumbled over her words. “Pre-fight… are you telling me the monsters you intend us to buy are pit fighters?”

“’Course they are!” Erzebet looked unperturbed. “Ain’t a damn monster here that isn’t.”

Lezabel’s brows shot to her hairline. “So we could have discovered these two monsters ourselves if we’d just waited a few minutes.”

Erzebet flashed an impish grin. “Aye, but what would have been the fun in that? Besides, you’ll need me to get you backstage. Best to get a move on—the fighting’s about to begin!”

The vendor knew what she was talking about. Almost as soon as she’d finished exhorting us to move, the arena filled with a wave of excited conversation. The sand along the pit’s edge was kicked up as an announcer stepped into the ring with a pair of monster handlers just behind.

“Shit, we really are low on time,” Erzebet said. “This way!”

Our hired guide dove between a pair of tents, gesturing for us to follow.

At the end of a narrow lane, we found a building nestled against the edge of the arena with two bored-looking guards standing watch. The building wasn’t like the other structures beneath the dome, which all looked as if they’d been designed to be taken down at the end of a busy day. This was solid stone, built to last.

It was also barely bigger than an outhouse. If the two monsters Erzebet had promised us were within, they were practically on top of each other.

“Ah, fellows!” Erzebet raised a hand as we approached the small stone building. Now that I was a little closer, I could see the door was heavy oak, unlocked but watched over by the guards. “Would that be Stormio and Melozio on guard duty this fine afternoon?”

The guard on the left’s eyes narrowed at the sight of the vendor. “Piss off, Erz,” he said, his fingers tightening around the haft of his spear. “No one’s allowed downstairs today.”

“Yeah,” the other guard said. He sounded much younger than the first—hell, younger than me. “We’ve got special monsters down there getting ready for the fight!”

The first guard lifted his spear and rapped the second guard along the knee with the base. “Idiot! We’re not supposed to be telling people that!”

“Gentlemen, gentlemen!” Erzebet lifted her hands as if to show the pair of monstrous guards that she was indeed no threat. “There’s no need to get excited. I just came to pay you back the money I owe you.”

The first guard—by the way his brows furrowed whenever he looked at Erzebet, I was going to go ahead and guess he was Stormio—frowned deeply. He glanced over Erzebet’s shoulder as if expecting this all to be some kind of prank.

“You don’t owe us any money,” he said.

The monster vendor chuckled. “Of course I do,” she said, pulling a handful of coins out of her pocket. To my surprise, they were not the same coins we’d given her. Silver shone in her palm, flickering in the light spilling in from the dome. “Three silver sovereigns each, right? That covers what we agreed, plus interest?”

“Gosh!” The second guard, presumably Melozio, leaned in close and inspected the coins. “I didn’t know you owed us any money, Erzebet!”

“She doesn’t,” Stormio said slowly. “This is a bribe.”

At the word bribe, Erzebet’s brows rose. “I wouldn’t call it that!” the monster vendor protested.

Stormio grunted, then reached out and took three of the silver coins. “I would,” he said gruffly. “And I’m taking it. I don’t see anything that happens for the next thirty seconds. Melozio, I’d suggest you do the same.”

Ah, so I was right, I thought. Guess I had a fifty-fifty chance either way, but it’s still nice to be sure.

Erzebet tossed the three remaining coins to Melozio, who scrambled to catch them. “Pleasure doing business with you, gentlemen,” she said, opening the door a crack. “Come on, Summoner. Let’s be quick about this.”

Behind the door lay a steep, narrow set of stone stairs. We hurried down them, taking them two at a time. The temperature dropped with each step, the air turning cool and dry as we traveled beneath the ground.

The more I walked, the more impressed I was. “I thought this was just some tents and a big hole with a dome over it,” I said, jostling Lezabel in the side as we followed the vendor.

Erzebet seemed surprised. “Oh no, not at all!” the monster vendor said. “Those monsters have to enter the pit from somewhere. You wouldn’t think they just waltz right in like normal people, would you?”

“Kinda?” I asked. Dimly, I wondered how much those six silver coins had been worth compared to the two gold ones I’d given Erzebet for her help. At some point, I’d have to ask.

As we reached the bottom of the stairs, a figure collided with me. I’d no sooner planted my feet on the floor than a man in heavy robes slammed into me, muttering and swearing as he took the steps leading back up.

“Sorry!” he called back, and I straightened myself.

I turned to see him disappear around the corner.

Turning, I saw Erzebet and Lezabel had already left me in the dust.

Whatever, I thought, hastening after them. I’ve got Pacts to form.


Chapter 14

The space beneath Marauder Reef’s arena felt like its own little world.

We left the narrow stairwell and found ourselves in a cave, the roof and walls of which were porous sandstone covered in outcroppings of coral. Like the market above, this area had been partitioned out into several sections, but unlike ground level, there were no makeshift tents and stalls to be found here. These fortifications had been built into the construction itself, making the interior look like the staging area of a gladiatorial arena.

Which, in a way, it was.

It took our guide very little time to find what she was looking for. Almost as soon as we’d arrived, she made a beeline for a room near the back of the cave. It reminded me of the locker rooms at my college’s stadium—it had the same vibe of well-trained athletes getting in the right vibe to start doing their stuff.

“Skar!” Erzebet grinned from ear to ear as she stepped into the partitioned space. “Have I ever got a customer for you!”

Skar turned out to be as good as his name. A large scar ran down the left side of his face, only partially hidden by the eyepatch he wore over one eye. Unlike the patches worn by some of the crewmembers on the Glen Carrig, I doubted this one was being used to keep Skar’s night vision when he went above or below decks. Likely there was nothing behind this one but an empty socket.

“Erz? What are you doing down here?” Skar looked at Lezabel and me with suspicion. “They’re customers?”

Grinning, Erzebet held up my Digital Grimoire, letting my sleeve fall away from my wrist. “This one’s a Summoner,” she said as if it were the most important thing in the world. “The lady monster is his companion. He wants to buy Alranne and Nekomara off you!”

The man’s suspicion instantly evaporated. “Well now!” he said, absentmindedly rubbing at his eyepatch. “That is a nice thing to hear indeed! Obviously, I can’t let them go until after the brawl in any case, but I’d be happy to see if they’d take a shine to you.”

A shine? I was hoping they’d do far more than that. I intended to form Pacts with these two monsters.

But was that worth pushing off the bout? I’d sensed that a great deal of money was being wagered on the clash between these two monsters. There was no way to tell if the coins I had in my bag from Captain Flint could match it—I knew from Erzebet’s reaction that I carried a great deal of wealth but probably not enough—but I could at least give it a shot.

“We really are in a hurry,” I told Skar. “We’ll be on our way shortly.”

The man’s one eye narrowed. “As I said, you can meet the monsters—nothing more. Anything beyond that has to wait until after the fight.”

I bit back whatever reply I was going to make. As I did so, Lezabel stepped into the fray.

“That sounds excellent,” my demonic companion said, giving me a significant glance. “We’d love to.”

With a grunt, Skar moved to the side to confer with Erzebet. While he did, I stepped beneath the overhang of his partition and took a look around. Lezabel followed just behind, her eyes scanning the locker room for any sign of the two monsters. The stalls looked empty, though the faint odor of sweat and adrenaline still hung in the air.

Whoever was in here must have just left, I thought, realizing. They were getting ready for the fight, preparing for combat.

Suddenly, I wondered what kind of rules the Monster Arena might have. Surely, they wouldn’t let the merchandise get seriously hurt in the ring, would they? That felt like counterintuitive business practice, to say the least. But maybe there was a thrill in only letting the strong survive?

Lezabel and I were still taking a look around when Skar finished his chat with Erzebet. When he stepped into the locker room, he wore a more conciliatory expression—as if Erzebet had explained who we were and what we were up to.

“So,” the man said, crossing his arms over his chest. “You two are from over the hills and far away, yah?”

“Yah,” Lezabel replied, mimicking the man’s accent exactly. “Like the woman said, my friend here is in the market for monsters. He wants three. The two you have would be a good start.”

Skar nodded. “Alranne and Nekomara,” he said, spreading his arms. “From what Erz here tells me, they’re exactly what you need. Spellcasters both.”

Perfect, I thought. I wondered what kind of fusion they could make, and I would have asked Lezabel here and now, but that would have been giving the game away. For now, it was definitely better to keep that information under my hat.

“As you can see, they’ve both already left for the arena,” Skar said. He looked none too happy about this, which I didn’t understand at first. Later, I’d realize that Erzebet must have also told him about the gold. He wanted it, and he was pissed off that he’d have to wait and potentially let it slip through his fingers. “If you’d like to watch them in action, I have a box at the arena. We can watch them perform together, then you can have a private meet and greet. If everything goes right, you’ll be able to take them with you in that Grimoire of yours when you leave.”

The change in this man was so great that it gave me whiplash. A few moments ago, Skar had seemed to barely tolerate my presence, and now he was eager to sell his two monsters to me. It made me a little suspicious, though I doubted much animated the man’s excitement beyond garden-variety greed.

“That sounds like an excellent idea,” Lezabel said, a smirk tugging at the corner of her mouth. “We’ve never actually seen a fight in the arena with our own two eyes. We’re new in town.”

He knows that, I thought. Erzebet must have told him where we’d come from. I was getting more and more suspicious of these people, but they were my only contact for monsters that could help me get the upper hand on Seiryu. For now, I’d stick with them.

Skar cleared his throat. “Erz said you’ve got three slots you’re looking to fill?” he asked, in a tone that was too casual by half.

Lezabel and I shared a look.

“We are,” Lezabel said. She slipped into the role of my minder so naturally that it almost was like I’d brought an escort with me to the arena. “You have something else we’d be interested in looking at, perhaps?”

Skar rubbed the back of his neck, flashing a smile. “I have one more monster with the ability to cast spells,” he explained, casting his gaze around the locker room. “Her fight isn’t until later today, and it’s more of an exhibition—I could certainly let her miss it if it meant forming a Pact with a powerful Summoner. Her name’s Drider.”

Drider, I thought, committing the name to memory. The name rang male to my ears, but Skar had referred to the monster as her, which meant it was female.

“I’d love to meet Drider,” I said, glancing around the locker room. “She doesn’t appear to be here, though. Could she be back out at the stalls—”

Something landed directly in front of my face, dropping from the ceiling.

I couldn’t help myself—I cried out. A massive spider swung before my eyes, a spider with the upper body of a woman where her head would normally be. Eight hairy legs swayed in my vision, two of which were holding onto a strand of webbing like someone climbing the rope in gym class.

The webbing stretched all the way to the ceiling, where the creature had made a nest. I took it in at a glance as I sprang backward, trying to put some distance between myself and the monster.

“Gyaaah!” I yelled, flinging my hands in the air. The response wasn’t dignified, but I couldn’t control it. “What the fuck?”

“I’m here!” the spider woman chirped cheerfully. Her easygoing manner already reminded me of Frick, and I’d only just met her. “I was just taking a nap before the exhibition!”

I mastered myself with an effort. Lezabel, on the other hand, didn’t appear bothered by the spider woman in the least. Perhaps she’d seen even more shocking things in her long time working with Aquinas.

“You sleep on the ceiling?” the demoness asked, cocking an eyebrow.

The spider woman nodded. “Sleeping upside down is said to increase the quality of your rest by up to twenty percent!” she chirped, grinning. “It’s also claimed that it increases the frequency and vividness of dreams, but that’s not exactly something you can scientifically measure!”

Was this creature for real? Her facts sounded like bullshit, yet she sounded utterly certain of them.

“This is Drider,” Skar said. The man sounded amused by my discomfort. “I’ll warn you right now, Summoner, she’s not an offensively oriented monster. She’s support. But she’s extremely useful, all the same.”

I’ll be the judge of that, I thought, looking the spider woman up and down. She’s good at giving people jump scares, at the very least.

“Is that so?” I asked, my heart rate finally returning to normal. Now that I was over her sudden appearance, I was alright with Drider. She was a little weird-looking, true, but that was true of many monsters and monsters. Besides, she seemed like a good sort. Frick and her would probably get along like a house on fire. “What can you do?”

The spider woman let out a little hum. “My webbing allows me to slow down enemies,” she said, holding up the strand of webbing like a trophy. “I also have a healing spell, a single-target buffs, and I can temporarily arachnize a member of my party.”

My mind tripped over the unfamiliar word. “Arachnize?” I asked. It sounded like arachnid, the word for spider.

“That’s right!” Drider made it sound like the centerpiece of her abilities. “It conveys the aspect of the Spider to a target. Temporarily, of course.”

I thought about the people I’d seen crawling across the ceiling of the arena. That could be useful, I told myself—though the thought of being anything like the creepy, crawly creature I was speaking to made the hair stand up on the back of my neck. No thanks.

“That could be useful,” I admitted. “What do you think, Lezabel?”

The demoness gave the creature a once over, then pursed her pouty lips. “We could use more healers,” she said in a non-committal way. “The buffs, I’m less sanguine about. But I think this could be a good monster to introduce to our friend.”

Of course. By friend, Lezabel meant Aquinas. He’d invited me to sample the best monsters from this realm and bring them back to him at the Cathedral of Umbra, where he’d staple them together in the ancient process of Monster Fusion. Fusion was how Kyros built his army of hyper-powered monsters, and if I wanted a hope in hell of matching him on the battlefield, I was going to have to do the same.

Lezabel was telling me that Drider would make good fusion fodder. That she might not be a great monster on her own, but when she was fused with another monster, she could become something far more powerful.

That seemed vaguely mean to say about a creature as friendly as Drider, which was likely why she’d couched it in such terms. I nodded, showing that I’d heard. Take her on and keep her in the Grimoire, I told myself. Fuse her up with something later. Who knows, she might have some kind of hidden power.

Skar must have been able to see my obvious interest. “We should talk hard figures,” the man said, rubbing his eyepatch as he spoke. “You’re looking to take three monsters off my hands: Alranne, Nekomara, and little Drider here. I’m willing to consider the trio a package deal and give you a special rate as a result. Say…”

The man named a figure. Lezabel let out a low whistle. “That much?”

The amount Skar was asking for was something I could easily afford, thanks to Captain Flint. But it would cost me around half the gold in my sack. I’d still have enough left over for the monster ore and a few sundry purchases around the arena, but I wouldn’t be able to afford much with what was left over in the manner of monsters.

“It’s a good price,” Skar insisted, his expression going a touch hard at Lezabel’s jibe. “You won’t find one better anywhere in the arena. Most vendors wouldn’t let one of these monsters go for that much. You’re getting a bargain, and only because of who you are.”

A Summoner, in other words. Did Skar think that selling to me would curry favor with Blackwood?

I suppressed a smile. If he does, I thought, then he’s got it exactly backward. They’re going to be pissed at him if they find out he sold me monsters.

“I’m willing to consider it if you are,” Lezabel said to me. “Assuming these two monsters of yours don’t turn out to be lemons, in any case.”

“Capital!” Skar punched his palm with a closed fist, grinning like he’d just made the sale of a lifetime. “You’ll come to the arena, then. You’ll be my guests, and once you see the merchandise, you won’t feel the slightest bit hesitant about buying. Trust me, you’ll get exactly what you’re looking for.”

The man clearly considered it a done deal. But there was one thing he hadn’t thought about yet.

“Hang on,” I said, holding up a hand to quiet him. “There’s someone here we haven’t heard from.”

Skar’s face pinched with confusion. “Pardon?”

I turned to Drider.

“My name is Tim,” I told the spider woman, giving her a respectful nod. “This woman next to me is Lezabel, my companion. I’m a Summoner, from the Blackwood Institute.” I hesitated. “Do you know what that is?”

The spider woman shook her head. Skar didn’t appear to know, either—though he’d heard of Summoners before, the specific places they came from eluded him. Doubtless, most of these people didn’t know the term Blackwood from Fairyland or it meant the same thing to them.

“It’s a place where people like me learn how to summon and command monsters,” I explained. “You think you’d like to visit it sometime?”

The spider woman gave me a shocked look. “You’re… you’re asking me if you want me to join you?” she asked, sounding amazed.

Good lord, I thought, angry beyond belief at the behavior of my fellow Summoners. Is this really what people expect from us?

“That’s right,” I said, kneeling. The motion didn’t quite put me face-to-face with the spider woman, but it was close enough. “I’m not a slave master, Drider. I abhor that sort of thing. In fact, the person I’m hunting for is a man who does just that.”

Drider shuddered. “That happens to some of the monsters that are taken from the arena,” she said in a low voice. Skar stiffened.

“Well, that’s not what I do,” I said, smiling. “So I’m asking you, Drider—would you like to form a Pact with me?”

“Hold on, now,” Skar said, taking a step forward. “We haven’t discussed what you’re going to pay me yet—”

But the light was already glittering in Drider’s monstrous eyes. “Would I? Absolutely! Yes!”

I tapped my Digital Grimoire a few times, registering the Pact. This part of the process was a mere formality, however—the greatest part of it had already happened when Drider said yes. I could already feel the bond between us, connecting us the way a Summoner was connected to his monsters.

Registering her in the Digital Grimoire merely extended that bond to the dotted line. I finished tapping and found a new screen waiting for me:

Monster Pact Formed!

Anansi Drider (Lv. 10) has joined your Party!

At your current mastery, you can have a maximum party of up to five (5) Monsters!

Monster: Drider the Anansi

Level: 13

HP: 70

MP: 150

STR: POISON

WK: WATER

Current Abilities:

30 MP: Dawn’s Light: Cast a multi-target heal. Weaker than normal but affects everyone in the party.

30 MP: Silent Steps: A buff which increases the target’s stealth value and also makes them harder to hit.

8 MP: Web Ensnare: A spell that doesn’t deal direct damage but slows a target and decreases their accuracy.

60 MP: Arachnize: Gifts a target with the abilities of a spider for a short duration.

You have learned the following Spells:

Venomous Ray

I skimmed the description, tuning out Skar’s angry voice just ahead of me. The man was incensed that we’d snatched a monster out from under him, forming a Pact without his explicit approval. I was a little surprised he didn’t see it coming, but then again, he probably never expected such a thing. Most Summoners were blunt instruments, binding monsters to them without finesse or mercy. He’d probably never heard someone ask a monster for a Pact before.

As Skar ranted, I reached into my pouch and pulled out a gold coin. Confident that it was worth several times whatever he would have charged for the little spider monster, I tossed it at him with a grunt.

Skar caught it in midair. He had the discipline to refrain from biting the coin, but I could feel him gripping it to make sure it was real.

“That’s a down payment on your trio of monsters,” I told the man, straightening up. “If I end up picking up Alranne and Nekomara, I’ll pay you the remainder of the sum we agreed on.”

“You don’t get to dictate my terms,” Skar protested. “Even a Summoner—”

I didn’t want to hear it. I knew what a Summoner was likely to do, and I wasn’t like that at all.

“If I don’t pick up the other two monsters, you can keep that coin and call it even,” I said harshly. Both of us knew it was several times what he could expect to be paid for a monster of that quality. “Sound fair?”

The man’s demeanor changed in an instant. “More than,” he said, pocketing the coin. “Come on, Drider. Get in the Summoner’s Grimoire. We’re going to the arena.”

The spider monster turned her face to me. I’d noticed before that her hair was midnight black, but it wasn’t until now that I realized her eyes were, as well. They were black all the way through, which would have been creepy if it wasn’t offset by the cute freckles all over her cheeks and beneath her nose.

“Thank you,” Drider whispered. “I’m looking forward to getting to know you better, Summoner.”

As was I.

I unsummoned the spider monster, sending her into my Digital Grimoire with a wave of the hand. Maybe she’ll meet Frick in there, I thought, wondering if my monsters had any social interaction while they hibernated inside the device. I hope so. They’d probably have lots of fun.

“Shall we?” Now that our introductory business had been concluded, Skar looked eager to walk us to the arena. “Erz, you want to come, too? There’s plenty of room in the box for all of us.”

If that was the case, then I didn’t see why Drider couldn’t stay summoned. The creature was native to this realm; she wasn’t costing me any monster ore to keep summoned inside the arena. I suspected that if it was anything, it was likely just garden-variety discrimination.

I’d noticed that the more attractive a monster was, the more likely people were to treat it like a person. Creatures like Lezabel and Shortcake weren’t really any different than the ones like Altiri and Pentacle that I bound as monsters and kept in my Grimoire. They were all people.

Only some got to be treated more like people than others.

Erzebet shrugged. “I really need to be heading back,” she said, even as her gaze lingered on Lezabel for a beat longer than was strictly necessary. “The first round of arena fights is about to end, and that always means drunk marks wandering around the stalls. Might be able to get something out of that.”

Skar nodded. “I’ll make sure you get your commission.”

“You’d better,” Erzebet said with a laugh. “Good luck, Summoner. Hopefully, you enjoy your new monsters.”

I already enjoyed one, but I was definitely looking forward to meeting this Alranne and this Nekomara and seeing if they had what it took to join my crew.

Every little bit of power I managed to amass would make it that much easier to go up against Seiryu and then Kyros. When I found myself across the battlefield from those titans, I intended to be ready.


Chapter 15

The atmosphere in the arena was electric.

The roar of a cheering crowd reached my ears as Lezabel, Skar, and I made our way to Skar’s private box. Just as Erzebet had said, the initial round of arena fights had just finished wrapping up.

A handful of servant monsters worked in the circle’s center, cleaning up the blood and other assorted leavings.

Everyone looked either drunk, high, or like they’d bet a considerable amount of money on one of the fights. Mostly all three.

Now I understood why the streets around the arena had seemed so empty. Everyone was in here, enjoying the show.

“It’s the greatest show in Heaven, Hell, or Lagoon,” Skar said with a smug expression. Was I that obvious? “After a long voyage of piracy and mayhem, the people of Marauder’s Reef like to relax by watching some monsters beat the hell out of each other. Civilized, eh?”

“Eh,” I said, getting a better look at the arena itself.

It was a wide circle filled with sand, with high walls separating it from the stands. Doors on either side admitted competitors and allowed those who’d survived to leave after the fighting was done.

The only thing that surprised me was the net stretched across the top. It was made of fibers so thin as to be practically transparent like someone had stretched wisps of gossamer across the top of that circular pit. It didn’t impede anyone’s view, but it did block people from throwing things into the arena. I saw several places where beer bottles and wrappers had been caught in the fibers—monster servants were cleaning them up as I watched.

“It’s hideous,” Lezabel said, casting her gaze across the tops of the heads in the stands. “I kind of love it.”

Skar snickered in response. “My box is this way,” he explained, gesturing. “All of the top vendors do—it’s a point of pride. We like to see our merchandise perform.”

“Interesting.” I stepped past a monster in a suit who had two barely dressed succubi clinging to him and cooing. “I’m assuming Erzebet doesn’t have her own private box, then?”

Skar seemed insulted by the insinuation. “She could if she wanted,” he said, guiding us down a short set of stairs. They led to a wide avenue that wrapped around the top of the arena, connecting at each fourth of the circle to the stands. “That’s not what Erzebet lives for. She’s not a creature of greed and mercantilism, the way I am.”

Despite the fact that the monster had left us, I found myself intrigued by her motives. “What does motivate her, then?”

Skar flashed a strange smile. “Helping people like you, actually,” he said, rubbing the back of his neck. “Damnedest thing. Anyway, box is this way…”

Skar’s private seats lay a quarter or so of the way to the next turn. The door opened at his touch, keyed either to his fingerprint or some other aspect of his biology. “To discourage freeloaders,” he explained as the door opened.

Inside, the air was cool and conditioned. The booth jutted out slightly over the arena, with a glass panel covering the front and roof. A comfortable-looking couch dominated the space, with a small bar to the side. It looked like a perfectly cozy place.

Part of me wished Skar wasn’t here and my Latents were. This definitely looked like the sort of place where we could have a good time.

Skar leaned outside of the private box and snatched a folded paper out of a holder on the wall. He slammed the door and unfolded it as he moved over to the bar—at a glance, I could see that it was a schedule for the arena fights. It also contained betting odds, advertisements for unsavory services, and a number of letters to the editor. Most of those were about the charms of certain female monsters and the men they attracted as fans.

Skar motioned for Lezabel and me to sit on the couch, so we did.

“The fight with Alranne and Nekomara should be coming up,” he explained, pouring the contents of two bottles together and stirring it. “It promises to be one hell of a bout. Afterward, however it goes, we’ll meet my monsters back in the locker room. You can make your decision then.” He grinned. “But I’m fairly certain that by the time you finish watching, you’ll know you’ve found what you’re looking for. Drink?”

Lezabel looked at the bar. “I’d love one,” she whispered, nudging me. “Tim?”

“Just water,” I said, shaking my head. Lezabel could get a little tipsy if she wanted, but I wanted to keep my head clear. At least until the Pacts were formed with my new monsters. Once the ink was dry, I could enjoy a few libations.

And then maybe Lezabel herself, I thought, letting my hand rest on the demoness’s thigh.

The tension between us was undeniable, thick enough to be cut with a knife. Lezabel flushed as my hand grazed her thigh, and her legs subconsciously spread wider like she wanted me to go deeper. If only Skar would give us some privacy.

“Kind of wish we were alone in here,” I whispered in the demoness’s ear.

Lezabel bit down on her bottom lip nearly hard enough to draw blood. “Tell me about it,” she hissed.

Skar brought Lezabel a drink, then poured me a glass of water. Perhaps sensing the raw sexual tension between myself and my companion, he refrained from seating himself on the couch along with us. Instead, he pulled up one of the stools from the bar, perching on it like a gargoyle as he watched the arena.

Before I could ask any questions, the sound of a trumpet carried over the circle pit.

“Here we go,” Skar said, rubbing his hands together. “Come on, girls. Make me some money.”

“Money?” Lezabel asked, sipping her drink.

Skar grinned. “I’ve bet a sizable amount on this fight,” he admitted, saying it without shame. “Through intermediaries, of course—nothing that can be directly traced to me. Let’s just say that as long as Alranne and Nekomara win, I’m going to be a rich man.”

Lezabel looked shocked. “You’re betting on your own games?” she asked. “Isn’t that illegal?”

Skar shrugged. “I’m betting on my own monsters. Not against them. Because I know we’re going to win.”

I didn’t bother arguing about that. Something else the man had said stuck in my head, confusing me.

“You said you’re betting on Alranne and Nekomara to win,” I said, taking a sip of my water. It was clear and cold.

“I did,” Skar said with a nod.

“Are they not fighting each other?” I asked.

Skar stared at me for a long moment, giving me a look like I’d said something hopelessly naive. Then he let out a small laugh. “No, not at all,” he said, smiling out over the arena. “They’re going to be together. It’s a two-on-two fight—I thought I’d told you this?”

Perhaps he had. “Tag team,” I said, thinking of all the WWE fights I’d seen on TV as a kid. “You mean they work together, against a group of two other monsters.”

Skar’s grin told me I’d hit the mark. “Just watch.”

As if summoned by his suggestion, a ripple of excitement traveled through the crowd. It was brought to life by an announcer who’d just stepped onto a balcony directly above the circle pit, a crude microphone in hand. His robes reminded me more than a little of the uniforms the faculty wore at the Blackwood Institute but in a much more dashing cut.

“Ladies and Gentlemen!” the announcer roared. He had a loud, barrel-chested bear of a voice—the kind that didn’t need magic to be heard in every corner of the arena. “Are you ready for your second helping of CARNAGE?”

Evidently, the crowd was more than ready, and the arena was filled with drunken cries and scattered applause. Several patrons jumped to their feet, waving handmade signs over their heads as if someone important might see them for it and give them a pat on the head.

The whole thing was a spectacle. I could appreciate that, even if I didn’t particularly enjoy it.

“Here they come,” Skar said, pointing at the window. “Just you watch.”

“Our first bout,” the announcer was saying, “is a tag team match! Both teams will compete until one member of the opposing side taps out and submits! Once a member breaks, the entire team loses! So none of these monsters will want to let their partner down!”

It was a clever way of structuring the bout. From the way the crowd screamed at the announcement, I could tell they liked this. Whichever team of monsters lost, the member who’d decided to tap out would be vilified. Called a coward, probably.

Spectacle, I reminded myself. This is what these people do for entertainment.

And yet, I could feel myself getting caught up in the roar of the crowd. This might have been incredibly violent and dangerous, but it sure was fun!

“Our first team,” the announcer said, plunging the audience into silence, “come to us locally! Your hometown girls, courtesy of Skar’s Fine Monsters!”

“That’s me!” Skar said, jerking a thumb at his chest. He’s drunk, I realized.

“The gruesome twosome, the kitty with claws and the beautiful rose who wants you to come into her garden… it’s Alranne and Nekomara!”

I sat up a little straighter. Next to me, Lezabel’s legs snapped together as her mind moved from sex to focusing on the bout. Both of us wanted a good look at these monsters—after all, they were supposed to help keep us safe while we struck out against Seiryu. We might even fuse them up into something we could use to fight Kyros.

The two monsters entered. Instantly, the whole crowd was on their feet.

It was clear to see that the pair were the favorites. Men in the front row wept as a beautiful catgirl stepped into the arena, her skin the color of a walnut shell. Short, downy fur covered her from head to toe as white as those stoles modish women wore back in the 1960s. Her face was beautiful, though arched and feline, and I could tell even as she strode into the center of the circle that she was fighting the urge to walk on all fours.

“Nekomara,” Skar said, watching the fighter preen with a smile on his face. “She’s a beaut’, isn’t she, Summoner? You’ll be in good hands with her at your side, see if you won’t.”

It certainly seemed so. The catgirl was as beautiful as she was fierce, strutting her stuff for the arena’s audience like a cross between a gladiator and a stripper. Hoots and hollers followed her from the stands. Several of the drunker patrons leaned forward in their seats, shouting about what they’d like to do to Nekomara if given the chance.

Suddenly, I understood what had been meant about the less savory aspects of the monstrous fan base. Many of these men were interested in Nekomara for more than just her fighting skill or her prowess in the arena. Yet the monster didn’t appear to mind male attention in the slightest. If anything, she basked in it.

“What kind of monster is she?” I asked, glancing over at Skar. The man would know: he was a connoisseur of monstrous power, after all. “Fire? Ice? Wind?”

“Electric,” the monster vendor said, flashing a fierce grin as the catgirl did a cartwheel across the sand. “She’s a little lightning wielder. Don’t let those boorish men in the stands fool you, Summoner—our Nekomara has no truck with those who’d slobber all over her. I’ve seen her put a fool in his place.

No doubt he had. Nekomara finished her dance and took her place at the arena’s center, her limbs loose but ready for combat. Her stance reminded me of the way I got when I knew trouble was on the way. Almost against my will, I found myself leaning in closer to see what was happening.

The catgirl’s partner had waited, letting the first monster soak up the bulk of the audience’s attention. By the time Alranne stepped out onto the sand, the screaming of the crowd had diminished to a muted roar. That only slightly picked back up as the monster sashayed into the center of the arena, grinning like a cat who’d just nicked a bowl of cream.

Later, I would learn that this state of affairs pleased Alranne. A plant-based monster with a penchant for powerful earth magic and advanced healing spells, she was more than happy to allow flashier monsters and monsters to take up space in the limelight. Alranne was a creature of shadow, a schemer, though more than willing to take center stage when the occasion demanded it.

It didn’t hurt that she was every bit as gorgeous as Nekomara, if in a completely different way. Where the catgirl monster’s body was covered in fur, Alranne’s curves were sheathed in thick strands of vines. Plants and flowering things spread across her body from head to toe, thickening around the parts of her that a swimsuit would have hidden. The way she used leaves reminded me of old cartoons I’d seen involving the Garden of Eden as a kid—with Adam and Eve walking around using fig leaves to hide their nakedness.

But neither Adam nor Eve had controlled living vines.

Thick strands walked right along with Alranne, encircling her waist like a rope. They floated around her, swaying gently back and forth in the air conditioning of the arena, their tips covered in a deep red spray of petals. None of the people watching from the stands seemed surprised by this, which told me she’d done this before.

“Good Lord,” I whispered, nearly putting my face against the glass. “She’s like a cross between Poison Ivy and Doctor Octopus.”

“I don’t know who either of those people are,” Skar informed me with a laugh, “but she’s powerful. Don’t let her coy manner fool you, Summoner. Nekomara’s the flashy one, but Alranne’s the real power member of the group.”

I tucked that information away in the back of my head and prepared to watch the fight. I’d yet to see Alranne and Nekomara throw a single punch or cast a single spell, but my desire to add them to my Digital Grimoire was growing by the second.

These are the monsters I’m looking for, I told myself. They’re exactly what I need.

Having judged the monsters to have had enough time to strut themselves before the audience, the announcer picked up the mic and spoke again. “And their challengers,” he cried, throwing a hand into the air, “all the way from the Broad Isles, are the two-time Marauder’s Reef no holds barred arena champions! Weighing in at a truly jaw-dropping scale, with more muscle mass than an entire busload of bodybuilders, it’s the one! The only! Gigas!”

The door on the opposite side of the circle pit rolled upward on greased wheels. No sooner had it touched the ceiling than the largest, most swole creature I’d ever seen came racing from the shadows, flexing and posing for the now-screaming crowd.

My jaw dropped open.

Lezabel’s reaction was even more to the point. “Holy fuck!” the demoness snapped. “You’re actually going to have them fight that?”

I didn’t see how they could possibly win. The monster wasn’t just big, he was a fucking giant. Over eight feet tall, with a body that looked like it had been carved out of a granite boulder, the thing looked like the result of a decades-long breeding program to produce the ultimate NBA superstar. Only no human basketball player had cherry-red skin a shade or two darker than Lezabel’s or a single massive horn growing from his forehead.

The creature named Gigas licked his lips, thrusting his hips in the general direction of the crowd. He let out a wolf howl and mimed slamming a touchdown ball into the end zone, jumping into a wild celebratory dance before calming down. When he was done, he blew a kiss to Alranne and Nekomara.

“And his partner, from the far-off and mystic lands of the East!” The announcer waved his hands in front of his face as if conjuring up a vision from the desert sands. “They say an elephant never forgets, and no one who ever steps in the ring with this monster will ever forget their battle with… GANESHI!”

A second monster emerged from the shadows, and I nearly fell out of my seat. This one was as wide as Gigas was tall, a potbellied elephant monster with two massive tusks emerging from the sides of his mouth. He wore a turban on his head and carried two massive falchions, one in each hand. In his fists, they looked like twigs.

“You wouldn’t be the first to think this was hopeless,” Skar confided in us both. Under the circumstances, anyone else would have been freaking out to think of his monsters facing that pair of monsters. Powerful creatures like Alranne and Nekomara were an investment—and not one you wanted to see having its face smashed in at the center of a public fighting ring. Yet Skar looked completely unconcerned. “Everyone down there is thinking this is going to be a bloodbath.”

“You’re telling me it’s not?” Lezabel looked unsure. “What, do they cast some kind of spell and become bigger?”

“Maybe they eat their spinach,” I said, shaking my head. “Like fucking Popeye.”

The reference was lost on my companions.

“Ganeshi and Gigas are bruisers,” Skar said with obvious relish. “They’re known for laying the beatdown in the arena and not stopping until the refs pry them off whoever they’re up against. They’re the heavy favorites in this bout—right now, the odds on my girls are about twenty to one.”

Twenty to one? I only knew about odds like that from horse racing. A thoroughbred with those kinds of chances wouldn’t be winning the Kentucky Derby soon, you could bet on that.

“You’re kidding,” I said, unable to stop myself. “You can’t seriously tell me you’re going to sit here and watch these women get killed!”

Skar stared at me like I’d just said something monumentally stupid. His nostrils flared as he shook his head, pointing down into the arena. “Of course not. They’re not going to get killed, Summoner. They’re about to have the most fun of their lives.” He grinned. “And I’m about to get mucho rich.”

The two big monsters took up their places on the opposite side of the circle pit. Contrasted with tiny Nekomara and average-sized Alranne, Gigas and Ganeshi looked like giants—like some ancient colossi raised from beneath the ruins of a lost, cyclopean city. I had my doubts that Skar’s monsters could deal with one of the creatures, much less both.

How was this going to play out?

I was about to find out.

The announcer ran for the gate. As he disappeared through the arena’s entrance, another trumpet blew over the stands. The crowd went nuts—far louder and rowdier than it had been before.

“Here we go,” Skar said, making a steeple of his fingers. “Let’s see what your new monsters are made of, Summoner.”

That had been the signal to begin.

The fight was on.


Chapter 16

“They’re fucked,” Lezabel said, putting a fist against her forehead. “You brought us up here to your private booth to watch a massacre, Skar. Why would you do a thing like that?”

Down in the center of the arena, Gigas and Ganeshi were slowly moving apart. They strutted through the arena like they had all the time in the world, flanking the plant-based monster and the catgirl with big grins on their faces.

Well, on Gigas’ face, anyway. With the elephant man, it was hard to tell.

“You haven’t seen these two,” Skar said with a snort. “Just watch.”

No need to tell me twice. I had both hands on the glass wall of the private box and was peering down into the arena’s center. If there had been some way to remove the pane of glass and get a completely unobstructed view of the fight, I would have taken it. If it wouldn’t have enraged Skar, I might have broken the window and stepped through onto the narrow balcony.

Down on the arena floor, Nekomara and Alranne went back-to-back. Gigas approached from one side, Ganeshi from the other. The big elephant waved his curved swords in the air, bellowing from somewhere deep in his pachyderm throat.

I watched as Nekomara and Alranne shared a look. Their lips moved, and though I couldn’t read their words from this distance, I thought I detected a secret signal passing between them as if this were something they’d rehearsed, a part of their act, and they were giving each other the go-ahead to get started.

Both female monsters grinned.

And the fight began.

Ganeshi advanced first, moving with a speed that seemed impossible for a monster so big. The curved swords flashed in his hands, catching the light from a dozen spotlights at once as he swung them in a complicated dance. The elephant man was so light on his feet that he seemed like a belly dancer, swaying in tune with some unheard rhythm as he slashed at Nekomara.

But the monster was too slow. Too slow by far.

If Ganeshi was a dancer, Nekomara was the dance. The catgirl did a flip, gracefully landing on her back heels as she stayed an inch away from the elephant’s swords. A laugh exploded from her lips as she ducked beneath his next strike, then twisted as Ganeshi went from a horizontal strike to a vertical one.

Sweat broke out on the elephant’s hide. He hadn’t expected this: he’d pictured the catgirl cut to ribbons by now.

Strangely, both monsters appeared to be gunning for Nekomara. No one paid much attention to Alranne, who was busy… doing what, exactly? I could barely tell. Something with her vines, that much was certain. Several of the long, thick tendrils were pushing into the sand around her feet, digging into the soil as she clenched her teeth and exerted some hidden muscle.

Erecting a barricade? I wondered. That would explain why the other monsters aren’t bothering with her. Turtling up will only defend you to a point—if you’re not attacking, you’re losing.

I’d played too many games and participated in too many sports not to know that.

While Nekomara dodged Ganeshi’s strikes, Gigas came racing up from behind. Each of the giant’s steps faintly shook the stands, causing the spectators to ooh and ahh with approval.

In three massive strides, he’d crossed the distance to the catgirl, his arms outstretched to grab her off her feet. “Bad kitty!” the monster snarled, its voice only vaguely intelligible.

Somehow, Nekomara had seen him coming. The catgirl dropped to the splits like an exotic dancer finishing her routine, then rolled directly through Ganeshi’s legs. The elephant monster peered down, swinging his big trunk to try and catch her off guard, but he missed her ass by inches.

Nekomara sprang back to her feet behind the massive monster. She threw up her hands and yelled a single word, her hair standing on end.

Lightning erupted from her paws.

It moved with such speed and brightness that it seemed the entire arena had been blinded for a moment. Spectators who hadn’t seen the spell coming threw their hands up over their eyes, crying out in shock. Even up here in Skar’s private box, spots swam in front of my eyes from the sudden flash.

“They don’t know what they’ve gotten themselves into,” Skar chortled. “One little monster, holding both those big strong men at bay…!”

It seemed impossible, and yet it was happening. A bolt of lightning struck the elephant monster’s broad backside, doing little real damage but causing a great amount of shame. Spectators who’d been cheering for the two obvious victors only moments ago were now hooting and hollering with laughter, practically cackling at the way the lithe little catgirl darted out of the way of the two big, bad monsters and their attacks.

And all the while, Alranne kept on doing whatever it was she was doing with her vines. Honestly, it was starting to weird me out the way she kept herself at a reserve from the rest of the fight. Didn’t she care at all about her partner?

After another failed attack, Gigas and Ganeshi took a moment to regroup. The pair shared a look of pure rage, their nostrils flaring and their foreheads brimming with sweat. Ganeshi held his curved swords limply in his hands, while Gigas gestured for the elephant monster to give him one of the weapons. He did.

That’s when Gigas turned and seemed to notice Alranne in the arena for the first time. The plant monster had managed to go almost completely unnoticed since the beginning of combat—as seemed her usual mode of operation, she let the flashier catgirl monster take both the spotlight and the heat. Her vines flexed and pulsed as she forced them deeper into the sand, doing god only knew what with her monstrous powers. For the first time since the battle started, Gigas began to wonder what kind of threat the little monster might pose to him and his partner.

“Ohhhh,” Skar groaned. “He’s seen her!”

Strangely, the trainer didn’t sound frightened by this. If anything, he looked excited.

“What the fuck is she doing?” Lezabel asked.

In my fascination with the fight, I’d almost forgotten the demoness was there. She stood a pace or two away from me, pressed up against the glass like she wished I was pinning her to it while ravaging her gorgeous, demonic body. The sight of her was so erotic that I nearly missed what happened next in the ring—which would have been a shame because it was fucking spectacular.

The wheels spun behind Gigas’ eyes. For the first time, the big brute began to wonder if there was something he was missing. His head swayed gently back and forth along with his steps as he strode across the arena, his big horn bobbing against his forehead like a rhino’s. As he got closer, he lowered his head and roared, charging the helpless plant monster.

He was three steps away from Alranne when a mass of vines burst from the ground and lifted him into the air.

Gigas’ rage evaporated in an instant, replaced by confusion and terror. The giant’s arms and legs writhed like those of an action figure as the vines wrapped around his torso, pushing him higher and higher above the arena. A short distance away, Alranne’s face was set with grim satisfaction, pulsating waves of magic traveling from her wrists to the vines constricting them.

“Told you,” Skar cackled, even though he’d done nothing of the sort. “These bitches are unbeatable!”

Ganeshi turned, seeking to support the monster, but suddenly, he found Nekomara standing in his way. In a sense it was a cruel and bitter irony—the monster he’d spent so much time and effort trying to catch had flipped like a switch, becoming an immovable object preventing him from aiding Gigas. The catgirl struck out with lightning, with claws, damaging the elephantine monster so that he couldn’t come in and get the assist.

A short distance behind, Alranne slammed both fists into the sand. The vines around Gigas tossed him upward like a parent playing with a baby, sending him sailing into the air. What the hell were these monster girls doing?

Gigas hung in the air, suspended. His arms and legs kicked out in surprise, struggling as they were tangled up in… what, exactly? The vines were gone. He seemed to be floating in mid-air like some kind of cartoon character.

The net, I realized. My eyebrows shot to my hairline. The net separating the fighters from the audience!

Alranne had just done her best to throw Gigas through it. Or maybe not through it, exactly, but into it deeply enough that the big, musclebound brute couldn’t get free. And from what I could see, her plan was already paying dividends.

Gigas turned, more of the nearly transparent threads wrapping around him. He looked like he’d gotten caught in a spider’s web, the pale tendrils showing up faintly against his cherry skin. The monster was trapped, hanging in the air, utterly disabled in a single move.

“Fucking brilliant,” I whispered, amazed. I want them, I realized. These monsters are mine.

With Gigas tangled in the great web above the fighter’s heads, the tag team was now a two-on-one fight. Far from being underdogs, Alranne and Nekomara suddenly looked like the favorites.

It was here that the drunken, boisterous crowd began to realize that their bets might not be such a sure thing after all.

The joyful shouts of the spectators turned to roars of anger as Alranne and Nekomara celebrated. The two monsters were as flamboyant in their victory dancing as any NFL quarterback carrying the ball into the end zone. They were so into it that it felt a little bit surprising, especially as I knew the battle wasn’t yet over.

Ganeshi knew that as well. The tusked beast might have been down to a single curved sword, but the elephantine monster wasn’t about to yet give up the fight. Not yet.

The monster let out a roar of pure rage, his trunk angled upward toward where Gigas struggled in the netting above the arena. Then he lowered his head and charged, snorting like a bull aiming for a matador’s heart.

Nekomara dodged out of the way, lithely avoiding the strike, but Alranne merely stood her ground.

The audience let out a disbelieving shout. Why wasn’t the plant monster trying to dodge?

I could see the moment of hesitation on Ganeshi’s face as well. This seemed like too much of an obvious misstep to be real. But after an instant of deliberation, the monster’s expression hardened. He swung with his great curved sword, baying for blood.

The blade slashed at Alranne’s heart… and deflected off a wall of greenery.

Shocked gasps filled the arena. Alranne closed her eyes and channeled, summoning a thick shield from the blossoms covering her body. More vines erupted from the sand in front of her feet, grabbing at the great curved sword. Ganeshi gritted his teeth and applied more pressure, trying to cut straight through Alranne’s barrier.

It should have worked. The thin line separating the elephant monster’s weapon and Alranne’s body appeared to be made of nothing but leaves and blossoms, yet it held like the firmest steel. Anger flashed on the beast’s face, then disbelief. How could this be happening to him?

“Hey!” a voice roared from behind the monster. “Why don’t you pick on somebody your own size?”

Ganeshi turned… and got a faceful of lightning.

The elephant creature staggered backward, nearly crushing Alranne with one of his massive legs. Now the plant monster moved, leaping to the side with a speed that was augmented by her vines. One lashed out as she passed, wrapping around the monster’s ankle and tripping him.

He went down on his ass in the sand, clutching at his eyes as he struggled to see.

That moment of weakness was all that Nekomara needed.

In an instant, the catgirl was on him, leaping at his face. Her claws slashed across his visage, again and again, digging into his damaged eyes before he could get enough vision back to block. Inhuman yowls erupted from Nekomara’s throat as she worked, her nails coming back with more and more blood each time she struck.

At some point, Ganeshi fell over backward. The elephant monster lay like someone already dead, unmoving as Nekomara finished destroying his eyes. When she was done, she slashed down the side of his trunk for good measure, then unleashed another combo of lightning directly in his face.

The audience had gone deadly silent.

Blood pooled on the sand as the cat monster leapt off her prey. Nekomara raced over to Alranne and threw her arm in the air, striking a victory pose as the stunned onlookers stared at them both. Both gestured at the stuck Gigas, who was now so tied up in the strands at the arena’s roof that there was no hope of the monster getting free without some kind of outside help.

Yet the fight did not end. After a few moments, a figure appeared on the balcony.

“There’s only one monster down,” the announcer said. He had none of the verve and brio that he’d carried in his voice the first time he’d taken to the center of the arena. He almost sounded angry at Alranne and Nekomara as if they’d played some sort of dirty trick on him. “This is supposed to be a tag team fight!”

Nekomara cocked an eyebrow. “If you want us to beat the shit out of that guy until he’s out of hit points, we can,” the catgirl said, making a study of her nails. “But I’d just assume take the W if that’s fine with you.”

Her voice was not amplified by magic, but everyone in the arena heard it.

“This is a crock!” someone yelled. “They cheated!”

“You can’t use the roof of the arena against a monster!” someone else threw in. The general feeling around the arena reflected this, with many sour faces and angry glares. Soon, everyone was shouting.

A lot of people just lost a whole hell of a lot of money, I realized, noting the source of their displeasure. You can’t exactly blame those two monsters, though. Shit, I wonder how long the odds were…

From the look on Skar’s face, they’d been quite the longshot, indeed. The man was practically rubbing his hands together as he watched his monsters argue with the announcer.

The man finally sighed, batting away the words with a gesture. “Your victors,” he announced, gesturing at Alranne and Nekomara.

Boos filled the arena. From some hidden alcove, someone pushed a button, and both Gigas and Ganeshi dissolved. The threads around the giant snapped back into place as soon as he was gone. Summoned back to something like a Digital Grimoire? I hoped so. I didn’t like the thought that I’d just witnessed a murder.

“Don’t worry,” Skar said as if he’d just read my mind. “No one really gets hurt. Their hit points get shredded, but they get brought back up to full health once the fighting is done. People like me preserve our investments, you know?”

“I’m sure that elephant won’t forget that for a long, long time,” Lezabel said, shaking her head.

Skar chuckled. “Haven’t you heard? Their kind never do.”

Alranne and Nekomara shot the audience a sarcastic pair of bows and ducked out of the arena before the heckling could really begin. People began to throw trash at the circle pit, even though the strands that had done such a good job of tying up Gigas were stopping anything bigger than a coin from falling to the sands below.

“Looks like the clean-up crew is going to have their work cut out for them,” Skar said. “Shall we, Summoner?”

The change in topic was so surprising that it took me a moment to catch up. “Shall we what?”

The man laughed. “Go see my monsters,” he said, gesturing back toward the locker room. “Assuming you’ve decided you’d like to ask them to join you, of course?”

After a performance like that, I’d be an idiot not to. But something else niggled at me, even as I thought it.

“You just made those two monsters very unpopular,” I said, facing Skar head-on. Behind me, on the other side of the window, the patrons of the arena rained down derision and snacks on the barrier protecting the circle pit. “A whole lot of people are going to feel like they have a bone to pick with Alranne and Nekomara, especially after what just happened.”

“Gamblers care a lot about their money,” Lezabel agreed, leaning against the window. “Not so much about people, though.”

As if underscoring the point, Skar merely shrugged. “Monsters are an investment,” he said, clearly not feeling the slightest bit guilty for making Alranne and Nekomara public enemy number one. “Besides, you know all the terminology, Summoner. You’ve seen something just like this where you come from—or at least something that’s a great deal like it. There are always heroes and villains in the ring.”

Maybe. But we were a damned far sight away from the WWE.

“Let’s go see these monsters,” I told Skar. “Hopefully, no one gives us any grief on the way.”

“Bah!” Skar dismissed my concerns with a wave of the hand. “They’ll have forgotten all about this by the time the next fight begins. You take these things too seriously, Summoner!”

Perhaps I did. But there was one thing I could never take too seriously. The safety of my team.

If we were going to prevail over Seiryu, I needed those monsters.


Chapter 17

“Ah, there they are!” Skar spread his arms like a proud papa, a broad grin on his scarred face. “Lounging in the winner’s circle, just as I expected!”

After getting a taste of what combat in the arena was like, Skar had whisked Lezabel and me back to his locker room. We hadn’t run into anybody in the halls of the arena, so perhaps Skar was right—everyone was already focused on the next fight, unconcerned with the newcomers. It seemed like a good sign that Alranne and Nekomara had beaten us back in such a good time.

The two monsters couldn’t have been more different in temperament back here than they’d been in the arena. Far away from the bright lights and roaring crowds of the arena, Alranne and Nekomara were curled up on one of the locker room’s benches, reading—of all things—what looked like a romance novel for monsters. Alranne was two-thirds of the way through hers, while Nekomara looked to have just started her tome.

Both looked up as Skar entered.

“There you are,” Nekomara purred, setting her book down beside her. “Were you watching?”

“You’re damned right I was,” Skar said with a big guffaw. “Girls, I want you to meet Tim. He’s a Summoner, and he’s interested in purchasing your services.”

Both Alranne and Nekomara seemed shocked by this declaration.

“Him?” Alranne said, glancing over the top of her book. “He doesn’t look like a Summoner.”

“I’m new,” I said, rolling up my sleeve. “But official. Got the Digital Grimoire and everything.”

Both monsters spared the wrist-mounted device a glance. Alranne went back to her book, while Nekomara yawned and stretched out on her bench.

“Not interested,” the catgirl purred.

Huh? Not interested?

This wasn’t what I’d expected at all. Even Skar seemed to be shocked by the suddenness of their declaration. The man gave a little start and tugged at his eyepatch, stopping mid-step. He’d been about to go and collect his winnings, I knew, though he’d have a hard time doing it with so many angry betters about.

“What’s all this, then?” Skar asked, his brows shooting upward.

“We’re not going anywhere,” Nekomara said, flipping onto her back. It surprised me just how much she resembled a cat on a lazy afternoon. She looked like she wanted to have her belly rubbed before she was given a treat. “Why would we leave? And with someone we barely know?”

Skar’s mouth worked open and closed soundlessly like a fish who’d suddenly found itself on dry land. “You’re joking,” he finally managed, shaking his head.

“We’re not,” Alranne said, fixing her owner with a stern gaze. “Did you not see us out there?”

“We beat the odds,” Nekomara agreed, giggling. “Probably made you a ton of money too, while we were at it—”

“Now, you listen here!” Skar said, his face a mask of rage. “You two are my monsters! I paid for you, fair and square, and if I say I’m selling you to this Summoner, then you’re going!”

Both women sat up suddenly. A fierce look flashed in their eyes for a brief moment, and I had the impression they were going to spring from the bench and attack Skar. Would they really have done that?

This isn’t my realm, I realized. I’d always known that, ever since coming to Lagoon, but it had never been spelled out so plainly to me before. Monsters here aren’t like monsters back at Blackwood. Shit, what have these people been doing?

In a flash, the cocky smile was back on Nekomara’s face. “And you say we’re crazy,” the catgirl said, tilting her head to the side. “How much money did we make you tonight, Skar?”

The monster merchant was momentarily caught off guard. “That… that doesn’t matter,” he sputtered, looking like he couldn’t believe the two of them were making a challenge to his authority. “That doesn’t matter at all!”

“Of course it does,” Nekomara said. “You became a rich man today, Skar. Next time Alranne and I step into the ring, the odds’ll be a little bit more tilted in our favor—but only a little bit. People are going to think what happened in there was a one-time fluke, that the next time we go tag team against a couple of monsters we’re going to get our gooses cooked.”

“Will you?” I asked. I couldn’t help it. With each passing moment, I felt more like I should step in, if for no other reason than it looked like Skar was going to blow a fucking gasket.

Suddenly, I wished Erzebet had taken the man up on his offer to watch the fight. He might have been a bit calmer if she was here to dispel some of the anger in the room.

Nekomara turned. The catgirl monster looked at me like she was seeing me for the first time. Her gaze flickered up and down my body, not exactly mooning over me but not dismissing me outright, either. Next to her, Alranne did the same in a more subtle way, only pretending to read her novel.

“Never,” Nekomara purred. “Alranne and me, we’ve got tricks up our sleeves. Every monster that steps in that ring from now on is going to be watching for those vines, but they won’t see the next thing coming. Or the next one after that.”

I nodded. “Constant innovation,” I said, impressed. “You’ve got to realize, though—eventually, your bag of tricks will be exhausted.”

To my surprise, it was the plant monster rather than the catgirl who responded. “Of course it will,” Alranne said with a snort, finally setting down her magazine, “but by the time it does, Neko and I will be on top of the game. We’ll have everything we could possibly want.”

Skar sputtered madly, trying to regain a foothold in the conversation. The man’s face was nearly the same shade of red that Gigas’ had been when Alranne threw him into the netting over the circle pit.

“You don’t get a say in this,” the scarred man said, his hands balling into fists. “And you can speak to me, rather than the bloody Summoner!”

Alranne and Nekomara shared a look. It was clear that neither of them had expected their owner to be this angry. Though they’d certainly expected at least a small amount of resistance.

They didn’t know he was going to sell them, I realized, thinking it over. Now they’re resistant to the idea. Because they’ve been planning this little coup the whole time. What’s their endgame? Make enough money to buy their own freedom?

I didn’t know if that was a possibility, but I was reminded of Lezabel’s lecture about the different types of monsters—especially how certain species of them chafed at the idea of bowing to a Summoner’s will. I’d never have tried to form an official Pact with Lezabel or anyone as independent-minded as she was.

How, then, had these two monsters come to serve under Skar?

Almost certainly not of their own free will.

Ah. The answer hit me like a slap in the face. There’s the rub.

“Look, this works out best for you,” Nekomara said, trying a different tactic. “You want money, right? You can either get a little bit of money from the Summoner now—no offense, guy—or we can keep making you cash hand-over-fist in the arena. You know the marks won’t catch on until it’s way too late to keep us from reaching the top of the charts. By the time we part ways, you’ll be in so much dosh that you can buy a whole stable of top-tier monsters to replace us!”

Next to me, Lezabel stiffened. All the color had drained from the demoness’s face—she looked like someone had just blasphemed inside a church.

Skar’s rage went ice-cold. “Part ways,” he said, gently punching his open palm with the opposite fist. “Is that what you think we’re going to do, monster? That I’m just going to let you go, without payment and without a fight?”

This was about to turn ugly. I decided I couldn’t let things get any worse without taking action.

“Excuse me,” I said, stepping between Skar and the monsters. “I don’t believe we were properly introduced. My name is Tim, and I’m from a realm called Earth. That beautiful woman I have with me is Lezabel, and she’s from a realm known as Umbra.”

Nekomara’s mind skipped across the unfamiliar names. “That’s cool, human,” the catgirl said, perhaps realizing for the first time the depths of the rage she’d unleashed in her owner. “Look, maybe you picked the wrong time to come down here—”

“Not at all,” I said smoothly, cutting through her apology. “It actually looks like I came here at the perfect time. There was already enough bloodshed in the arena. I’d hate to see it spill out here as well.”

Both the monsters and Skar looked surprised by that. The owner coughed, relaxing his hands with a visible effort. “Of course there won’t be bloodshed,” he said, though he didn’t sound exactly convincing. “Summoner, I think you and your monster ought to leave now.”

I shrugged and shook my head. “My business isn’t finished,” I said, turning to Alranne and Nekomara. “I believe we were talking about the possibility of our forming a Pact?”

The catgirl monster and the plant monster stared at me as if I’d suddenly grown a second head.

“You can’t be serious,” Skar blurted. The man was so thrown off his game that he seemed like a completely different person than the confident, in-control vendor who’d given us an introductory tour of the arena and its grounds. “How can you believe these two monsters will even honor a Pact you formed with them, Summoner? They just said they want to leave me!”

“No offense,” I said, turning to Skar, “but part of that is because they said they want to leave you.”

The man’s face turned completely white. Before he could flush with rage anew, I turned back to the pair of monsters.

“Your performance in the arena was extremely impressive,” I told them, meaning it. “I’d like to make you an offer to join me as my monsters.”

Neither woman looked particularly enthused by what I was offering.

“You mean like her?” Alranne asked, pointing at Lezabel. The plant monster snickered as if she’d just struck a mortal blow. “Plenty of men fuck their monsters on the sly, Summoner, but I’ve rarely seen someone who advertises it the way you do!”

Now, it was Lezabel’s turn to go pale. “Excuse me?”

Alranne looked at the demoness with the expression of someone who’d just asked a coworker who’d gained weight when their baby was due. I thought of it as the oh shit expression, though it had a lot of flexibility in social situations.

“She’s actually not my monster,” I said mildly. “I mean, she’s part of the crew and everything, but we’ve never formed a Pact. She’s not that kind of monster.”

“And we are not fucking,” Lezabel growled. Her lips peeled back over her fangs, and I could have sworn the rest of her face turned just a touch more demonic as she stared the plant monster down. “How dare you accuse Tim of that kind of behavior? He is a kind, decent man!”

Alranne looked at the monster as if she’d lost her mind. “He’s a Summoner!” she countered, sounding like that trumped all.

“Hold on a second.” That was Nekomara. “You really don’t have a Pact with this guy? Like, not at all?”

Alranne whirled on her partner. “That’s what you’re going to ask her?”

“Enough!”

A shot rang through the air. I ducked instinctively, pulling Lezabel down next to me. The demoness only dropped for a moment before straightening back up again, looking for the source of the violence.

It was standing a short distance away, looking as if it had been wronged to the depths of its very soul. Skar held a blunderbuss in both hands, which were shaking slightly as he aimed the pistol at the pair of disobedient monsters.

“All of this is off,” Skar said, shaking his head. “Summoner, thank you for coming by today, but I shan’t be selling my monsters. Not to you, and not to anyone else.”

I couldn’t believe what I was hearing. “But—”

“No buts,” Skar said with a faint smile. “Alranne. Nekomara. You’ll be getting back inside my Grimoire now.”

I hadn’t realized the man had a Digital Grimoire. Probably every monster peddler did. After all, they needed somewhere to store the creatures when they weren’t fighting or engaging in commerce. There weren’t enough beds in Marauder’s Reef to handle all of them.

“This is bullshit,” the catgirl monster hissed. “You let us meet the one Summoner in the whole realm who actually seems like a nice guy, and now you’re going to call it all off?”

“Yeah, we want to hear him out,” Alranne added. How much of this was genuine interest versus not wanting to piss off Skar, I had no idea. I doubted either monster would have much fun being placed back in the Digital Grimoire—it was likely that once inside, they’d be stuck there for a long, long time.

“I’m not gonna hear this,” Skar growled, his fingers tensing around the grip of his pistol. If he was going to shoot somebody, it would be soon. “I’m done listening to the two of you be disobedient. I’ve given you both a long leash—much longer than most people in this Reef would, I can tell you that much!”

“Bullshit,” Alranne shot back. “All we’ve done is fight for you, Skar. We’ve made you so much fucking money, and you won’t even listen to us—”

Skar pointed the gun at the ceiling and fired again. The shot was ear-splittingly loud, so visceral that I felt a mild sense of shock as the sound of the blast faded. Why was no one coming down here to check on us?

Because they don’t care, I realized. Bitterness filled my stomach. Skar owns these two. He could kill both of them or deplete their hit points and stash them inside a Digital Grimoire for a decade, and no one would tell him no.

How did a society manage to function when every monster, every monster was a potential slave?

As Skar lowered the gun, a figure stepped between him and his monsters. It was Lezabel.

“Fire that gun again,” the demoness hissed, showing her fangs, “and I’ll shove it up your ass!”

Lezabel had transformed. Her fangs and horns had lengthened, giving her an appearance that was less sexy and more scary. A prominent ridge of bone bulged beneath her eyebrows, making her look like the classic monster from a storybook. Last of all, her tail was both longer and serrated, reaching all the way down to her ankles.

I had hoped that seeing Lezabel defending the pair might have snapped Skar back into sanity. But he was too far gone for that.

“You,” the man muttered, the gun shaking in his hands, “get out of my way! Those are my fucking monsters!”

Lezabel seemed to swell in the man’s view, becoming as tall as the ceiling of the locker room. “And my man is willing to give you a bag of gold for those monsters,” she growled, her eyes turning as yellow as the sun at high noon. “Put that fucking weapon away and listen to him!”

Skar blanched, and his finger tensed around the trigger.

Maybe he wouldn’t have shot Lezabel. Perhaps he was just scared, his sense of self and authority torn out from beneath him by two monsters who never should have been forced to serve humans in the first place. Or maybe he would have unloaded right in Lezabel’s face before adding both monsters to his rampage.

I never got the chance to find out.

Because before he could do whatever he was planning, I came up beside him and knocked the blunderbuss from his hands.

It fell to the floor of the locker room with a thud, breaking in two. Only sheer luck caused the damaged weapon to refrain from firing. The two pieces of it that it shattered in two slid across the concrete, eventually coming to rest against a locker.

Skar stared at the weapon as if it represented the loss of all his hopes, all his dreams. Then the man put a hand over his eye and began to sob.

“Are you alright?” I was across the room in an instant, checking on Lezabel and the two monsters. None of them looked hurt, but I wanted to be sure. “Lezabel, you okay?”

Lezabel wiped her mouth with the back of her hand. Saliva covered her knuckles, and she retreated from her more demonic form only with an exertion of effort. The ridge of bone retreated, her horns shrank back down to their tiny, cute form, and her eyes went back to normal.

“Shit, I almost ate that guy,” the demoness whispered as if shocked by her own behavior. “Gods, my heart is pounding right now. I can’t calm down…”

Panic attack, I thought, sliding an arm around Lezabel’s waist. My other hand went to her neck, checking her pulse. Gotta be.

Wasting no time, I guided Lezabel over to the bench and sat her down. Her heartbeat thrummed beneath the pads of my fingers like a hummingbird’s wings, so rapid and unchanging that it seemed impossible that she could be sitting down. The demoness’s body began to tremble, and I held her tighter.

“It’s okay,” I told Lezabel, just letting her know I was there. “I’m here.”

She smiled faintly. “Monsters being forced to serve,” she managed to gasp. Tears beaded in the corners of her eyes. “It’s… it’s a trigger for me, Tim. I can’t stand it. Because I… I…”

Because it’s happened to you, I thought. She didn’t need me to say it.

“It’s okay,” I told her, giving her another squeeze. “It’s over now. You’re okay, and nothing like that will ever happen again. I promise.”

Lezabel looked at me a moment longer, her face filled with total disbelief. She looked at me like she couldn’t believe that someone so good and kind existed in this world.

Then she buried her face in my chest and cried.

Oh shit. What happened to her? Could it be…

It was as if Lezabel could read my mind. Suddenly, the demoness pulled back, looking up into my eyes.

“It was never sexual,” she whispered, meaning it with all her heart. “I’ve never… No one’s ever forced me to do that. So please, please don’t think of me that way…”

Huh? What was Lezabel going on about?

The truth hit me a moment later. Holy shit.

The demoness thought that if I believed she’d served a former master in a sexual manner, that it would make me less likely to want to add her to my harem. That I wouldn’t be able to get past it—that it would ruin her chances of joining the team.

I planted a kiss on Lezabel’s forehead, doing my best to banish her worries. “You’re safe,” I assured her. “We all care about you deeply. Lexi and Maria—they love you. Shit, you were so fierce back there…”

The joke brought Lezabel out of her spiral. She managed a chuckle, her heart rate beginning to slow beneath my fingers. “Fleshmongers acting like assholes is something I’ll never stand for,” she said, wiping her eyes with the back of her hand.

Slowly, I remembered that we weren’t alone. Skar sat in a corner, looking poleaxed and hadn’t gone for the pieces of his weapon. He wore the face of a broken man as if he realized he’d crossed a line and could never go back to the way things had been before.

Meanwhile, Nekomara and Alranne were looking at me like they’d never seen me before.

The catgirl monster and the plant monster shared a look. A spark of understanding passed between them.

“We’ll come with you,” Nekomara said.

Skar stopped sobbing in his corner. The man was quiet, merely listening in to what was happening. Perhaps he didn’t dare to do more.

Lezabel sniffed hugely, looking up at the two monsters. “You will?”

Both women looked moved nearly to tears.

“Are you kidding me?” The catgirl monster shook her head, her face filled with awe. “You saved our lives. And this guy… you’re really not his monster? Not bound by a Pact?”

“No, she’s not,” I said, speaking for Lezabel. “But I have to be honest. That wouldn’t apply to either of you.”

Their faces fell by just the smallest amount.

I held up my Digital Grimoire, meaning to explain. “My party and I are trapped here,” I said. I figured if we were all being open with each other, I might as well go ahead and put everything out on the line. “We came from Earth, and we can’t get back until we stop a pair of Key Monsters who are keeping us from opening a Fissure back home.”

“That’s rough,” Nekomara said, licking the back of her hand.

I nodded. “It is. Especially when one of them is the Azure Dragon—the monster you all know as Seiryu…”

Briefly, I explained everything to the pair of monsters. I left a thing or two out, mostly about all the sex because I didn’t see how they needed to know about all that. It wasn’t like I was planning to fuck them. In fact, I already had plans for them both.

They were going to protect my Latents. And for that, they’d need access to my Digital Grimoire.

They listened intently as I explained my reasons for wanting to form a Pact. By the time I was done, I could tell from their faces that the answer was going to be a yes. Their doubts about me had dissolved, removed by the selfless actions I’d performed for me and mine.

And if that hadn’t been enough, there were Lezabel’s tears.

Those were a game changer.

“Besides,” Lezabel summed up, wiping the last of the salty streaks on her cheeks, “you won’t be alone. Skar already sold us another one of your companions.”

“Oh yeah!” I’d almost forgotten. “A spider woman named Drider. Do you know her?”

Both monsters shared a look.

“Do we know her?” Nekomara asked.

“You could call her a friend,” Alranne said, her face giving nothing away. “I let her nestle in my vines sometimes for warmth.”

“She sure can talk your ear off, though,” Nekomara purred, grinning.

“Summoner,” Skar croaked.

We all turned. The monster vendor was staggering to his feet, his broken weapon forgotten. His eye patch had gotten screwed up when he fell and now only covered about three-quarters of the hollow socket where his eye had been. Part of his hair stuck straight up beneath the strap, though he didn’t seem to notice.

“That was an unfortunate lapse,” the monster vendor whispered. He looked ashamed of himself—but not so ashamed that he’d forget about his money. “It sounds like things are going well. Will you be purchasing the monsters?”

With a sigh, I reached for my coin purse. “I wouldn’t have anyone calling me a cheat,” I said, making my voice as cold as possible as I unlaced the bag. “Here.”

I took out the exact number we’d agreed upon and tossed them to the man. He caught several of the glittering golden coins, but several spilled out and rolled across the floor. He didn’t seem to mind—Skar gleefully bent down on one knee and scooped them up, counting them as he went.

I turned away from the disgusting sight, preferring to focus on my monsters. “So,” I said, looking from one to the other. “It seems like you’re more or less free to go. Unless you want to form a Pact with me?”

Lezabel shot to full attention in my lap. She’d already gone from weeping to doing something else that made me swell, and now her mind was back on business. “What?”

“Yeah, what?” Nekomara purred. “What are you saying, human?”

It was a huge risk—but one that I was fully willing to take. The possibility that Alranne and Nekomara would come this far only to choose their freedom was a dangerous one, but I wanted them to have the choice. I didn’t want slaves following me into battle—I wanted partners.

Without trust, without camaraderie, I was no different than Skar.

No different from Kyros.

So I pushed forward, praying that the result would be to my liking.

“I’ve purchased your freedom,” I said, nodding at Skar. “Note that I did it before forming a Pact with the two of you, rather than after. Which means there’s really nothing stopping you from walking away. You could tell me and mine to go pound sand, even after everything that’s happened. You could probably still make a killing in the arena and do it all as free agents. Any winnings you’d make you’d get to keep…”

I could see the possibilities flickering behind the two monsters’ eyes. This was everything they’d wanted—I was literally giving them everything they’d eventually wanted to earn from Skar, except unlike him I was handing it to them on a goddamned silver platter. Part of them surely whispered that they’d be fools to turn down such a bargain.

And yet.

And yet they’d seen me comfort a monster. A monster who was completely unbound to me, who could walk away at any moment and leave me and the rest of my party behind. A monster who, despite having never said a word about it, I suspected had romantic feelings toward me.

I wasn’t like most Summoners. And by offering them what I’d just laid out, I was proving it.

To say that Alranne and Nekomara were stunned by this was a major understatement. Calling someone speechless is normally an exaggeration: in their case, it was an accurate description. Neither of the monsters appeared to have the slightest idea how to respond.

“I…” Nekomara said as the pair shared a look. “Give us just a minute, Summoner.”

I nodded. While Alranne and Nekomara moved to the other side of the room and carried out a conversation in muted whispers, I occupied myself with comforting Lezabel.

“Thank you,” she whispered, groaning into my touch. “Those two monsters aren’t the only ones whose lives you saved today.”

“It was nothing,” I said, giving the demoness’s ass a comforting squeeze. I normally never would have been this bold with her, but the shooting had done weird things to me, too. Adrenaline rushed through my bloodstream, amplifying my fight or flight response into one that began with a different ‘f’ word. I knew Lezabel and I were going to need to find a room soon.

Finally, Alranne and Nekomara came back.

“Okay,” the catgirl said, taking the lead. “We’re in.”

I nodded as if I’d expected nothing less. “Great. Welcome to the team.” I looked over at Lezabel, grinning. “We’ll form the Pacts, then we’ll head out. We need to stop and pick up some monster ore on the way back as well. Is that all okay?”

“Yeah, it’s fine,” Alranne said as if she couldn’t believe the words that were coming out of her mouth. “I can’t believe we’re actually signing Pacts. I never thought we’d sign on with a Summoner…”

“Shit, it’s cooler than the arena,” Nekomara chided, elbowing her friend in the ribs. “Besides, it’s a fucking adventure, right?”

It most certainly was.


Chapter 18

Monster Pact Formed!

Felinx Nekomara (Lv. 20) has joined your Party!

At your current mastery, you can have a maximum party of up to five (5) Monsters!

Monster: Nekomara the Felinx

Level: 20

HP: 140

MP: 140

STR: LIGHTNING/PHYSICAL

WK: WATER/METAL

Current Abilities:

10 MP: Lightning Reflexes: A single-target buff that increases the reflexes of the caster.

20 MP: Bolt Strike: A Lightning ranged spell that can hit multiple targets.

30 MP: Charged Up: A single-target buff that increases the caster’s Lightning Damage and imbues every physical attack with Lightning Damage.

5 MP: Claw Rend: A spell that uses the target’s claws to deal physical damage.

Monster Pact Formed!

Dryad Alranne (Lv. 20) has joined your Party!

At your current mastery, you can have a maximum party of up to five (5) Monsters!

Monster: Alranne the Dryad

Level: 20

HP: 70

MP: 220

STR: NATURE/EARTH

WK: FIRE/WATER

Current Abilities:

15 MP: Blossom Shield: A single-target defensive spell that coats the caster in a layer of Nature-Earth protection.

30 MP: Cleansing Pollen: An advanced healing spell that can be used on multiple targets for greater healing.

15 MP: Vine Whip: Caster summons a weapon that deals Nature-Earth damage.

10 MP: Strangling Vines: An area-of-effect spell that conjures vines which can travel through the ground to ensnare and constrict enemies.

You have learned the following Spells:

Thunderbolt

Strangling Roots

Once we’d signed the Pacts, I unsummoned Nekomara and Alranne immediately. This wasn’t because I wanted to punish them but for their own safety. There were too many drunk, angry people in the arena who might have wanted to vent some of their frustrations with the two monsters around. Seeing as they’d taken a lot of money from a lot of people, I figured it was best to let them slip out inside my Digital Grimoire. Incognito, as it were.

But now that I had two Level 20 monsters in my Grimoire, it was going to take a lot of monster ore to summon them and keep them active.

Lezabel and I left Skar with little more than a nod and made our way back into the arena proper. Another fight was going on, this one a battle royale involving what looked like a good two dozen monsters fighting for supremacy in the circle pit. From the looks on the faces of the crowd, this was the main event—the thing they’d come here for. The drunken hooting and antics made what the spectators had rained down on Alranne and Nekomara after their victory look tame by comparison, and the fight wasn’t even close to being over yet.

“That was something else,” I said. “Think we should let Erzebet know that her friend is an asshole?”

Lezabel didn’t say anything in return. The demoness had been quiet ever since our confrontation with the monster vendor. Maybe she felt a little embarrassed about the way she’d broken down after the action. Or she was having second thoughts about exposing herself to me in such a manner.

If either was the case, she needn’t have worried. I wasn’t about to throw Lezabel out on her ear just because she shed a few tears every now and then. Doubtless, Lezabel had a lot of her own issues to work out. If she joined the harem full-time, the way Lexi and Maria and I were hoping, we’d have ample time to sort those problems out.

After the ordeal that had been getting Alranne and Nekomara from Skar, visiting the monster ore vendor turned out to be a serious anticlimax. The seller was a decrepit monster with long gray hair and a greasy robe, who wore lenses of roughly the same thickness as a stained-glass window in a church. As Lezabel scanned the exit for any sign of trouble, I opened the secret pouch in my bag of coins and felt for the amount Captain Flint had set aside for this occasion.

“I need to buy some monster ore,” I explained. “I have coin?”

The woman didn’t appear to have heard me.

“Uh, hello?” I asked. “Are you alright?”

The monster gave a little jerk, then straightened up. “Ah, a Summoner!” she cackled, sounding like a gender-swapped version of the guy from Tales From the Crypt. “Come to purchase supplies, have you?”

I let out a little sigh of relief. This woman wasn’t dead, nor was she trying to trap us somehow. She was just a vendor trying to do business. I felt myself relax.

They can’t all be trying to kill you, I told myself, forcing out a smile. Just most of them.

“Yeah, I need some for my monsters,” I said, laying the coins out on the counter. “As much as you can spare.”

“Well, the exchange rates are quite favorable this time of year!” the old monster cackled, counting up my coin. “Yes, yes, I think we can get you quite a large bounty of the ore, young man! Enough to keep you and your monsters powered for months to come!”

“Great,” I said, grinning. It was nice to have at least one thing go right for a change.

The vendor took the coins off the counter (no biting them this time), then retreated into a back room. When she came back, she had a black sack filled with glittering rocks. Monster ore, I thought. The core of a Summoner’s power.

Without it, I couldn’t summon monsters outside of their native realms. Just having Frick accompany us around Lagoon was a constant drain on my virtual pocketbook, burning away my stockpiles of the stuff at a slow, yet steady rate. Adding more monsters to that would just increase the burn.

Native monsters, like Nekomara and Alranne, still required monster ore—but in dramatically lower quantities. Which was part of the reason I came looking for new additions to my Digital Grimoire. On board the Glen Carrig, we’d be tracking Seiryu back to his lair and bringing the Key Monster down. I needed every advantage I could if we were going to pull it off without a hitch.

“Hmm,” the vendor said, counting out chunks of monster ore. “It looks like this is about what you’re capable of affording. The exchange rate isn’t quite as good as I expected, but it should still provide you with a great deal of fuel for your Digital Grimoire.”

“That’s all I’m asking,” I said, spreading my arms. As long as some assholes don’t melt out of the shadows and try to kill me, I’m happy.

The vendor hummed to herself some more. It was clear, even as she counted out the crystals of monster ore, that there was something else she wanted to say. Finally, she decided to come out with it.

“Forgive me,” the woman said, “but I must ask. Are you with the Glen Carrig?”

The question was such as surprise that it made the hair on the back of my neck stand up. Why was this woman asking about the ship?

My first instinct was to say no, to claim that I’d never even heard of the vessel. “I know of the vessel. Why do you ask?”

The woman grinned. “About the only man on this damned Reef who keeps his coins that clean is old Captain Flint. Wonderful customer, he is!”

I relaxed. “That’s nice. He come here often?”

“Oh, all the time!” The woman spoke freely as she counted out my monster ore as if the two of us were old friends catching up at a diner instead of two people engaging in a retail transaction. “Every time he’s in port, old Captain Flint stops in and buys a pouch or two of monster ore! Always pays with clean coin, nothing scavenged!” She grinned at me. “I didn’t have to bite your lucre to tell that, young man!”

“Uh-huh,” I said, my mind wandering. I shared a look with Lezabel, who appeared just as confused as I was. What the hell did Captain Flint need with that much monster ore? There were monsters on the Glen Carrig, sure, but none of them had Pacts. They were just ordinary monsters, doing their jobs.

Was Captain Flint a Summoner, too? If he was, that might have explained some things. A good many of them, in fact.

I still hadn’t stopped thinking about the man’s Spider Island story. For Captain Flint alone to have walked out of that massacre, to dodge the maelstrom that was Seiryu the Azure Dragon, almost beggared belief. He’d told me he had no idea why the Azure Dragon let him live when he’d destroyed the rest of the island and Captain Flint’s home—but I knew that was a lie. I’d been wondering about it ever since.

Had Seiryu allowed Captain Flint to keep his life because the Azure Dragon knew he was a Summoner?

It didn’t make any sense. On its face, Seiryu would be more likely to want to kill Captain Flint if he could command monsters, rather than less likely. After all, I didn’t just want to stop Seiryu’s massacres, I also wanted to add the Azure Dragon to my stable of monsters. Doing so would give me a huge leg up on Kyros.

So why treat Captain Flint like some sort of special friend? It boggled my mind.

While I was still thinking about it, the monster ore vendor finished counting out my stockpile. “Here you go!” she said cheerfully like she couldn’t see the effect her idle gossip had had on me and my friend. “Give my best to Captain Flint, would you?”

“Oh, I most certainly will,” I replied, keeping the suspicious tone out of my voice. When we got back to the Glen Carrig, I intended on having a long chat with Captain Flint about what I’d just learned. Maybe he could even show me his stockpile of monster ore. He had to have some, right? He couldn’t have just burned through it.

Otherwise, why send me out to buy some? Why not just give me some from his personal foot locker to help me keep my monsters topped up and ready to go?

The question was still bothering me as Lezabel and I made our way to the outskirts of the arena. Here, the noise of the crowd was like the distant sound of thunder, barely audible over the wind. There were still more fights to come in the circle pit, with people sweating and yelling and spilling beer, but I couldn’t really work up the nerve to care. Having a gun pulled on you will do that to a fella.

“Well, that was much more exciting than I expected,” I told Lezabel, stepping out into the sunshine. A short walk would take us to the edge of the arena complex, and then we’d be making our way back to the Glen Carrig—downhill this time, which my feet were already thanking me for. “Is there anywhere else you can think of that you’d like to stop before we head back—?”

It was as far as I got.

Lezabel shoved me into a nearby alleyway, her face contorting with something sweeter and more pleasurable than rage. Before I could say a single word, she was in my arms, kissing me hard. Her tongue slid into my mouth as my hands caressed her curves, moving from her pert ass to her supple tits and back again.

Anyone who walked by would be able to see us in the shadows. I didn’t care. Obviously, neither did Lezabel. She’d brought me here for one reason, and one reason only.

To seal the deal. It was exactly what Lexi and Maria had been hoping for.

“I can’t take it anymore,” the demoness panted, breaking the kiss. “I need you, Tim. Take me right here, right now. I’m yours…”

I couldn’t believe what I was hearing. Watching those two gorgeous monsters must have left Lezabel even more keyed up than I was. After all our flirting, our teasing—even watching the beautiful succubus touching herself while she bore witness to my threesome with Lexi and Maria—it had all come to this.

I thought I’d be taking Lezabel and adding her to my harem once we made it back to the Glen Carrig. But as it turned out, we weren’t going to make it that far.

The sounds of the crowd faded away as Lezabel and I made our way down the massive stone staircase. Just as it had on the way in, the great dome of the arena blocked out the sounds of the people inside, making it so that the streets appeared a great deal more deserted than they actually were.

Perhaps it was this that pushed us both to act so impulsively. It was a lot easier to fool around on an empty street than a crowded one, after all.

Lezabel took me by the hand and hustled, practically humming with energy. I felt like I was on top of the world—new monsters in my Grimoire and new monster ore ready to bring those monsters to the fore whenever I needed it. I’d grown in power, that much was undeniable, and I felt ready to chase down Seiryu with Captain Flint and his crew.

All I needed was to make sure Lezabel would always be by my side. Fortunately, the beautiful monster seemed to want it just as much as I did.

“In here,” she panted, licking her lips. I could see that her tongue was so much longer and more flexible than an ordinary human’s. It dropped almost all the way to her cleavage, crying out for me to picture what it would look like caressing my cock as it thrust out from between those banging tits. “Now!”

Lezabel’s lips smothered my own as she kissed me hard, her tongue sliding into my mouth. I pushed back, expecting her to melt against me the way Lexi and Maria had done.

In this, however, I was wrong.

I felt hands beneath my armpits, and suddenly, my feet were no longer touching the ground. I opened my eyes to see Lezabel giving me a savage look, her tongue questing further into my mouth as she lifted me bodily against the nearest wall. To say that it felt strange to be treated this way would have been a major understatement—and yet it was so hot that I couldn’t do anything else but go with it.

“You,” the demoness panted, her eyes shining in the shadows, “have bedeviled me, Tim Dent.”

“Nice choice of words for a girl who looks like she belongs in a succubus swimsuit catalog,” I said, grinning back at her as I wiped the side of my mouth.

“You have forced me,” Lezabel said, sounding almost upset, “to become obsessed with you. Do you know how many times I had to touch myself when I went back to my berth last night just to calm down, Tim? Do you have any idea what you and your harem have been doing to me, from almost the very moment I left Aquinas’s realm?”

I hadn’t. “I didn’t realize we had that kind of effect on you,” I said. “You should have told me earlier, Lezabel. We could have explored those feelings together.”

The demoness laughed harshly. She reached up and unfastened the buttons of her top, opening it so deeply that her tits popped out. She wore no bra underneath the pirate’s tunic—she didn’t need one. Her breasts were firm and supple, so heavy that it seemed almost magical to see them without a hint of sag.

“I’m going to fuck you,” Lezabel said, trying to take the momentum of the conversation. Did I like her being a little junior dom or didn’t I? “I’m going to ride your cock so hard that it pops out of my fucking ass. I’ll give you something you’re never going to forget!”

Under any other circumstances, I would have laid back against the wall and let Lezabel have her way with me. There was just one little problem.

I’d just decided that I didn’t like the demoness’s dominant tendencies. Oh, they’d be pretty great with my harem—I couldn’t wait to introduce her properly to Lexi and Maria. But one on one?

No. I preferred to be the one in control.

“I don’t think so,” I said, putting my hands on Lezabel’s hips as she went to kiss me again.

I’d seen Lezabel in a dozen different moods before. But I’d never seen her as shocked as she was when I gently pushed her backward as she tried to mount me into the wall.

Disbelief turned to suspicion in the span of a single heartbeat. “What’s the matter?” the demoness panted, showing off her fangs. “Afraid I won’t be gentle enough for you?”

I shook my head, grinning. “Not at all. I like it rough—as you learned last night—but you’ve made me wait for a long time, Lezabel. And I just happened to notice that sweet little tongue of yours. I can’t help but wonder what you can do with it.”

Spots of color rose to the demoness’s face. “Fuck it,” she said, coming to a snap decision. She glanced out at the entrance of the alley, seeing no one in the street near us. “I’ve got to have you…!”

Without a word of protest, Lezabel sank to her knees. The luscious monster girl looked so good kneeling before me that I almost busted a nut right then and there in my boxers. She adjusted her uniform, making sure that her tits still stuck out from what was left of her top, and hiked up her skirt over her waist.

Underneath them, Lezabel wore a pair of black silk panties. They were soaked. She hadn’t been kidding about being bedeviled—she certainly seemed like a woman possessed as she slid the fabric to the side and stuck two fingers deep inside her aching slit.

“I want to taste it,” the demoness purred, all inhibitions lost now. Blown away with the wind. “Give it to me, Tim. I want to taste your fucking nut…!”

The hand not currently buried in Lezabel’s panties unfastened my belt and removed my cock. It was already throbbing with need, so hard that it hurt. Lezabel hadn’t been the only one all keyed up—I’d been fighting this hard-on all day, trying my best to suppress a king-sized case of Summoner’s Rut.

Now I was going to indulge.

Lezabel’s eyes rolled back in her head as she saw my cock. She pressed her face against it without a hint of shame and inhaled deeply, filling her nostrils with my scent. She groaned with need in response, her fingers moving faster between her thighs as she squatted in the alley.

“Shit, this is so fucked up,” I panted, tangling my fingers in the monster’s hair as she pressed her face against my balls. “Anyone could come by right now and see us going at it like animals, Lezabel. One look and they’d know exactly what a horny little slut you are!”

Lezabel leaned back, her eyes wild with delight. And behind them, the same snarky-ass monster I’d known since the first time I ventured into the Cathedral of Umbra.

“I’m not a slut,” the monster said, her long tongue lolling as she gave me the crazy eyes. “I’m your slut, Tim!”

“Important distinction,” I grunted, leaning back against the wall. “Suck me off, Lezabel. I want to feel my slut’s hot little mouth go all the way down to my balls.”

Nibbling her bottom lip, Lezabel took in my cock from stem to stern. She opened wide, and for a second, I braced myself to go deep, but she was merely running that soft tongue of hers up and down my prick. Just that amount of contact drove me wild and made my knees shake. I longed to fuck her face, to fill her throat with my cock.

I’d made a miscalculation. By kneeling before me, Lezabel wasn’t submitting—the ball was quite literally in her court. Or balls, in this case. She had the power, and she could use it as much or as little as she liked.

Apparently, she wanted to do some teasing of her own.

“I’m so hot right now,” the demoness purred. I didn’t need her to tell me—her skin practically glowed with heat. “My pussy’s like this crazy itch I’m desperate to scratch. It’s so fucking nasty for me to be kneeling out in public, sucking off a Summoner, but it just makes everything even hotter!”

I couldn’t take it much longer. Grabbing my prick by the base, I slapped Lezabel about the cheeks a couple of times. The final time, my cock jerked and shot a clear streak of precum across her face.

The monster girl grunted, smelling it, and I knew I had her.

“You bastard,” she snickered, leaning down and humming around the crown of my cock. “I was going to tease you until I ruined your orgasm all over my face…”

Lezabel was a natural at sucking cock. She formed a perfect, tight little ‘o’ with her pouty lips and took me all the way down to the base. The tightness was so great that I cried out, digging in with my nails as she sucked and slurped around my base.

The sound of Lezabel’s hot, hungry mouth filled the alley. It mixed with the wet squelching sound of her own fingers inside her slit, which was nearly as loud. Part of me now regretted not taking the monster’s pussy when I’d had the chance, but I reasoned I could do it later.

Besides, the visual of her on her knees sucking me off was out of this world.

I kept eye contact with Lezabel as she hollowed her cheeks around me. I’d had more intimate sex before, with both Lexi and Maria, but for pure technique, there was nothing like the way the beautiful monster on her knees before me could suck a dick.

“Mmmh hmmm,” Lezabel groaned, her eyes rolling back in her head. “I want to fill my mouth with your cum.”

Her thumb rolled over her clit as she stabbed deep inside her box with two fingers, bringing her body close to the edge. I could tell that she was holding herself back, though. She wouldn’t go over until she felt me shoot deep in her throat.

That might have been happening sooner than she thought. Already it was a struggle to hold back my load. My cock jerked against the roof of Lezabel’s mouth every time she took me deep, spurting precum and what would soon be far, far more than just precum.

The world shrank to that perfect point of contact, and my eyes locked onto hers. Filled with devotion, attraction—something deep. Something primal.

Lezabel’s entire being was compressed like a spring, ready to burst. Her ass bobbed up and down as she fucked her own fingers, gagging on my cock as she held herself desperately close to the edge of her own orgasm. Part of me wondered if she could feel my pleasure—if she was that sort of monster.

I hit the point of no return. At no point did my eyes ever leave Lezabel’s—they were two deep pools filled with every emotion a man could ever hope to see from his woman. If a SWAT team from Earth had filed into the alleyway at that moment, guns drawn, I wouldn’t have been able to stop myself.

She didn’t need to tell me to do it. Every muscle in her body begged for it, from her fingers to the tight seal of her cheeks and lips. Lezabel took me deep, relaxing her throat as her lips went all the way down to my balls, and I was fucking done.

“Aggggh,” I grunted, bearing down as I thrust forward.

The pleasure washed over me in a wave, becoming unbearable just before filling me with sweet relief. My knees shook and my toes curled as I came, spraying hot seed into Lezabel’s waiting mouth.

She swallowed once, twice, sucking down my load greedily. Then she pulled off me with a wet little pop and stroked me hard, letting me shoot all over her face. Thick ropes of white, body-warm seed sprayed all over her chin, her face, and the bare tits she’d made sure to keep out of her top and swaying as I unloaded.

As I came down from my peak, I looked down at Lezabel. “You look so fucking hot covered in my load—”

Figures at the mouth of the alley moved.

The demoness sprang to her feet, the last few jets of seed spurting from my cock forgotten. With a snarl she leapt for the first attacker, slashing across the man’s face. Her nails seemed to have elongated in a single moment, turning from the black-tipped accouterments I knew so well into a monster’s claws.

The man went down, screaming and clutching at his face. But there were three more figures standing behind him, blocking off our route of escape. They wore robes so black it seemed as if light would be unable to escape the fabric and carried strange weapons in their hands. Too short and stubby to be swords, too long to be daggers, they resembled nothing so much as a policeman’s riot baton back on Earth. But how would these creatures have found those?

“Tim, run!” Lezabel said, already throwing herself into the trio of attackers. “Get out of here, now!”

What? Even with the afterglow of my orgasm coursing through me, I recognized that for the foolishness it was.

“Fuck that,” I said, tucking my half-erect cock back into my pants. I didn’t bother with the zipper—hopefully, there’d be time enough for that later. “I’m not leaving you, Lezabel. I didn’t even get to fuck you yet!”

That brought half a smirk to the demoness’s lips. “These men are Crusaders,” she said, ducking out of the way of one of those strange weapons. “They mean to take us both prisoner—”

Two of the men in robes struck at once, flanking Lezabel from either side. She dodged nimbly out of the way of the first attacker, giving him a quick kick between the legs that sent him sprawling, but the second one managed to get in beneath her guard.

The stubby black weapon struck Lezabel directly in her lower back. A wave of arcane power pulsed from the device, and the demoness toppled to the ground.

It was hideous. Lezabel’s eyes were still open, yet she couldn’t move a muscle. Whatever these bizarre weapons were, it appeared they had the ability to immobilize their target completely. How long did they last?

I didn’t have time to think about it. I had to make sure the bastards didn’t hit me!

“Lezabel!” I roared, leaping over the demoness. “No!”

I shoved the man who’d struck her, slamming him against the wall of the nearby building. He grunted in pain but didn’t fall, and his weapon tumbled from his fingers, landing on the pavement.

A red mist floated before my eyes. I saw Lezabel falling, over and over again, her arousal turning to shock as she was neutralized. They’d hurt my woman.

They’d hurt my woman.

Before I knew what I was doing, I had the Crusader by the hair. The man snorted, trying to spit in my face, but I twisted his head to the side and slammed it into the brick instead. His skull made a hollow thud, his eyes glazed over.

I did it again. Then again.

I only stopped once I was satisfied that the man wouldn’t be getting up again any time soon. Blood covered the pavement by the time I was done, and the man lay limp across the pavement like a pile of dark rags. Grunting, I rose from my task and looked for the other attacker. The creature Lezabel had called a Crusader.

He wasn’t there. He’d likely fled the scene. Either that or he was going for backup.

In either case, we needed to be out of there as quickly as possible.

I knelt over Lezabel, my heart clenching in my chest. The demoness was still in the exact same position she’d been in when she’d been struck by the Crusader’s weapon. She lay on her back, her eyes filled with a helpless gleam like a video game character whose movement animations had glitched out.

“I’m getting you out of here,” I told the demoness, reaching for her.

As I lifted Lezabel, her face twitched. It took a monumental amount of effort to break free of whatever arcane power the weapon had hit her with, I knew. So whatever she wanted to say had to be pretty damn important.

“What is it?” I said, concentrating on getting her off the ground. Her body was stiff and unyielding, which meant I couldn’t just throw her over my shoulder and carry her away like a caveman. I had to get the right leverage.

I half-expected a declaration of love to come from those pouty lips. Instead, Lezabel’s eyes filled with mounting horror.

“Behind you…” the demoness managed to whisper.

I turned. Five more men in robes filled the mouth of the alley. So the last survivor had gone for backup after all.

I’d like to say that I fought like a tiger. That I struggled mightily to get my monsters out of my Digital Grimoire, but I was forced to fight the Crusaders hand to hand in order to save the demoness who attracted me so. That I managed to knock out all but one of them before the final man got a lucky blow, bringing me to my knees.

But none of that was true.

It was five-on-one. In a dark alley, even a Summoner couldn’t overcome those odds.

I was trying to summon Frick from my Digital Grimoire when a Crusader slammed their weapon into the side of my neck. A wave of arcane power washed over me, and the world went black.


Chapter 19

I woke in an unfamiliar room.

There was no sense of blessed forgetfulness. No moment in which I wondered how I’d gotten where I was and how much I’d drunk the previous night. The horror of what had just happened snapped through my skull like a blow as I shot to full awareness and strained against my bonds, growling like a caged animal.

The chains around me refused to give. When it became clear I wasn’t going to get out that way, I slumped over and looked around at my surroundings for the first time, taking them in.

They were surprisingly nice. Though this room was being used as a prison, it was clear from a cursory glance that it was not intended to be so. Sunlight streamed in from a large window to my left, giving me the kind of view of Marauder’s Reef that I knew merchants and tradesmen paid top dollar for.

From the number of couches in the room and the dormant fireplace along one side of the wall, I gathered that I was in a meeting room of some kind—or perhaps a suite at an inn.

That’s it, I realized, looking out the window. From the view of the Reef, I could guess at my current surroundings, and they matched up with what I’d seen on my way to the arena. I’m in that big tavern Lezabel and I passed on our way to buy monsters. You could see it from the port.

If that were the case, then I was nearly dead center in the middle of the Reef. This building was surrounded by busy streets and bars, smack dab in the middle of what passed for Marauder’s Reef’s downtown area. The sound would probably muffle any screaming for help I did.

I tried anyway.

“Somebody!” I roared, straining against my bonds. “Anybody! Help!”

I was tied to a chair, and the chair was tied with thick chains to the metal table in front of me. From the way it refused to move despite my attempts, I gathered the table had been bolted to the floor—likely as a protective measure. I doubted I was the first poor soul who’d been smuggled up here for an interrogation.

“Lezabel!” I screamed, thinking of the demoness. “Do they have you, too? Where are you? Give me a sign!”

If the demoness was within earshot, she had no way of making herself known. Glancing down, I saw that the zipper on my pants was still open—my captors hadn’t even closed it before carting me up here. If I tried to run, my dick would flop out everywhere. That, however, was the least of my problems.

Fucking hell, I thought, slumping back against the chair. I’ve got to find a way out of here.

More on reflex than anything else, I looked down at my wrist. What I saw confirmed my worst fears. My Digital Grimoire had been removed. A pale band of untanned skin covered the spot where the Grimoire normally shielded it from the sun. I felt naked without the device—and more than a little helpless.

Where had they taken it? If they’d injured Lezabel, or even Frick and Altiri, I’d pay back every bit of hurt they’d done tenfold. There was nothing gentlemanly about it. As soon as I got my powers back, these bastards were going to bleed.

My screaming didn’t let me locate Lezabel, but it did apparently let my captors know that I was awake.

Almost as soon as I started bellowing, the door opened, admitting a blonde woman in slacks, boots, and a fancy coat.

Two men flanked the woman on either side, acting as guards. They had those hateful black weapons strapped to their belts and could have been doppelgangers for the men who’d attacked Lezabel and me in the middle of our tryst. Hell, they probably were the same guys.

“What is this?” I said, trying and failing to rise to my feet. The chains around me held me fast. “Who the hell are you? Where’s Lezabel?”

The blonde didn’t answer me at first. She did a slow, thorough sweep of the room as if expecting someone to be hiding behind the furniture. Her two guards fanned out, their weapons held in loose grips as they surveyed my cell.

Their gazes lingered on something behind me, which made me turn. There was a safe directly behind me—a massive gray one with a combination lock. I couldn’t imagine where the original owners had gotten it from.

The woman nodded, pleased with the room. “Very good,” she said, nodding at the pair of guards. “Leave us.”

The two men shared a look. “Are you sure?” one asked, cocking an eyebrow. “He and his little monster bitch nearly managed to take an entire squad down. Poor Pol’s never going to be the same, the doctors say…”

“Leave,” the woman said. Evidently, she didn’t give a fig about Pol—I assumed that was the man whose face I’d ground into the bricks while trying to save Lezabel. Good. I didn’t want anyone to think such behavior would be tolerated when it came to people I cared about. “Stay outside if you must, but give me the room.”

The two guards shuffled off without further complaint. Once they were gone, the blonde woman shut the door and grinned. “Now we’re alone,” she said.

Normally, I wouldn’t have minded being alone in such a room with a young blonde. But this woman clearly had nothing fun on her mind—and, in truth, she wasn’t the kind of girl I would have gone for, even back on Earth. Her cheeks were thin and pushed inward slightly as if she were constantly sucking them in the slightest amount. Her chin was like the hilt of a knife, her eyebrows like the blades. I could picture such a woman as a schoolteacher or a particularly brusque nurse; what I couldn’t picture was her in my bedroom.

I disliked her the moment I met her.

“I don’t suppose you recognize me,” she said, crossing her arms over her chest.

I shook my head. “Should I?”

She settled herself on a nearby couch, making herself comfortable. It was meant to be mockery, and it worked. She stretched and sighed while I sat bound by chains, unable to get in a position that didn’t hurt.

“We met in the arena.” She chuckled, her eyes gleaming with ill intent. “You bumped into me, you might say. Though I was in disguise, and so you likely didn’t know who you’d met…”

I gave a little start. “That guy in the arena who bumped into me,” I said, thinking back. “Shit, I knew he did it on purpose!”

“It wasn’t a ‘he’,” the woman said, unfastening the first two buttons of her shirt. “I’ve been watching you for a very long time, Summoner. Almost since you set foot in this realm…”

Her fingers kept moving at the buttons, exposing more of her pale skin. A thick blue vein appeared above her breastbone, so dark that it was almost black.

“Look, I don’t know what you think you’re going to do to me,” I said, nodding at her. “But we can’t fool around at all while I’m in these chains.”

The woman laughed. It wasn’t a kind sound. “You think I wish to fuck you?” she hissed, popping the third button on her top.

“That’s usually what it means when a woman starts undressing around me.”

“I only wish to show you something,” she said with a scoff. “Observe.”

I did. Beneath the shirt, the woman wore a tight, binding sort of brassiere—like a sports bra on steroids. Lines of blue ran from beneath the fabric. Only they weren’t lines, I saw now. They were her skin.

This woman wasn’t human.

Her skin began to change just below her neckline, and by the time my eyes reached her cleavage, she was something else entirely. Her skin was the deep blue of the ocean far from land, the shade that the Greeks used to call ‘wine-dark’. Patches of scale grew here and there across her skin, giving her the appearance of a mermaid. Only what a mermaid would look like in real life, rather than the Disney fantasy.

As I watched, both entranced and disgusted, a set of gills along her side pulsed. This woman’s an amphibian, I realized, startled. She can survive in air and in water. What the fuck is she?

Evidently, she must have read my mind. “My name is Arabella,” she said, a smug look spreading across her face. “And I am the leader of this realm’s chapter of the Crusaders.”

I nodded like I had the faintest idea of what that meant. I’d never heard the word Crusaders in this realm before until Lezabel warned me about them in the alley—up until then, I would’ve assumed someone speaking about them was talking about ancient history. But Arabella expected me to know, and I didn’t want to give her an advantage over me.

“Good,” Arabella said. She finished rebuttoning her buttons and tucked her collar back beneath her jacket. “Then you know exactly how deep the shit you’re in is, Summoner. The only way out of it is to comply. Answer my questions, and you just might survive this. I might even let you go.”

I didn’t know a goddamn thing about the Crusaders, but I’d figured a few things out for myself. Thing One: the shit I was in was mighty deep.

And Thing Two: Arabella wasn’t going to let me go no matter how well I complied with her directions. She was just twisting the knife, giving me false hope.

I decided to keep her off guard. “Where’s Lezabel?” I asked, letting the rage I felt inside overwhelm me. “What the fuck did you do to her?”

“Her?” Arabella appeared confused. “Hang on a second.”

The blonde rose without another word and went to the door. She opened it a crack and argued with the two men outside, exchanging words in a tone too quiet for me to hear. It only lasted a few moments, then she came inside and sat back down on the couch.

“I see,” she said, forming her hair into a ponytail. “You had a monster whore with you.”

“She’s not a whore,” I snarled. “She’s my friend.”

Arabella made a face. “My men didn’t bother taking her in,” she said, dismissing my concerns with a gesture. “Hopefully, someone will have found her by now. Perhaps they will even have taken pity on her, rather than using her frozen body for… well, for the purposes every man thinks of when seeing a creature like her, I suppose.”

The smile she gave me then filled my guts with acid. I needed to get out of here and fast.

I decided to try a different tack. “Where’s my Grimoire?” I demanded, holding up my bare wrist as best as I was able. “You didn’t happen to leave that in the alley behind you, too?”

“Oh no, of course not,” Arabella insisted. “It’s in the room with us, in fact. It’s right behind you.”

I glanced over my shoulder, straining my neck to see. The Digital Grimoire was inside that heavy metal safe, locked away where I couldn’t reach it. If only I knew the combination.

Even if I did, though, I wouldn’t have been able to put it in with my hands bound. Arabella could have told me the damned thing outright and it wouldn’t do me a bit of good.

“Such an interesting device,” Arabella said, rising from the couch. The look on her face was so false, so studiously cheery and excited, that I knew instinctively the bad part of this interrogation was about to begin. “Not many people in this realm have one, Summoner. Why don’t you tell me where you got it from?”

She doesn’t know me, I realized. She’s fishing for information.

Despite the danger, some of my fears slipped away in that moment. I’d been so worried that this woman worked for Kyros. It was possible that she still did, but if she was in the employ of the First Summoner, it was clear that she didn’t know what she had. She’d pulled a big fish into her boat, but she didn’t yet realize that it was the fish. The blue ribbon one everyone was looking for.

She didn’t know about the price on my head, and I wasn’t about to tell her.

I decided to lie. “From Captain Flint,” I said, the words coming out easily. “Of the Glen Carrig. He said it was an old relic—that someone like me might be able to use it—”

Pain exploded across my face. Arabella might have looked human from the neck up, but there was something monstrous indeed about her fists. She’d done nothing more than slap me, yet I felt streaks of heat across my cheek and felt the wetness of blood trickling down to my chin.

“You’re not from this realm,” Arabella said, shaking her head. “You must think I truly am stupid, don’t you, Summoner?”

“Only as stupid as you look,” I shot back, making a face. If lies weren’t going to work, I might as well go with the truth. “Go on and beat me if you want. I won’t tell you shit.”

Arabella laughed at that. I’d expected her to get angry; the fact that she didn’t told me she had better control than I’d expected. A cold feeling spread through my guts at the realization.

“Oh, I can do far worse than beatings,” the blonde said, smirking down at me. “That was just a little love tap.” She cleared her throat. “Alright, let’s start with something easier. Your name.”

Fuck no, I thought. My name would give the game away—Kyros had broadcast it across the Summoner’s network, blasting it out to every realm where magical society congregated. I was suddenly glad that Aquinas had shown that to me before we’d left; if he hadn’t, I might have freely told this woman who I was. In retrospect, I should have been pleased Kyros had no pictures of Lexi, Maria, or me to put out with his broadcast. We would have been truly fucked.

“Not talking?” Arabella’s smirk turned vicious. “That’s quite alright, Summoner. We have all the time in the world to get closer.”

With that, the blonde walked to the window and made a show of studying the sea. I spent the time looking around the room for anything that might help me get out of my bindings or that I could use to wedge beneath the table and unbolt it. Neither seemed terribly fruitful.

If I could just open that safe, I thought, wishing I had eyes in the back of my head. Frick and Altiri could get me out of this in ten seconds. Or either of those two new monsters I picked up could.

Did Arabella and her Crusaders know about my monsters? The vendor at the arena had been able to peer into the Digital Grimoire’s depths and see how many creatures I controlled, but somehow, I doubted the Crusaders had such an ability. Otherwise, Arabella would have used it to taunt me.

It didn’t really matter. They’d recognized the Grimoire as enough of a threat to lock it away, in any case.

“What a lovely day,” Arabella mused, setting up her next assault. “Perfect day to cast out to sea, don’t you think?”

More blood dripped down my cheek. I could feel it staining my collar. “Probably,” I shot back, sullen.

Arabella turned. “I’m glad you told me which ship you’re with,” she teased, taking a seat back on the couch. Now she crossed one leg over the other, leaning against the plush back of the furniture like she was contemplating whether or not to take a nap. “Captain Flint. The proprietor of the Glen Carrig, I believe?”

My lips peeled back over my teeth in a snarl. “If you hurt any of those crewmembers,” I threatened, “I’ll—”

“You’ll do no such thing.” Arabella laughed, waving her hand in my face. “And I won’t, either, come to think of it. Captain Flint’s already left port. The Glen Carrig set off from port three hours ago. By now, they should be back on the hunt for that monster that keeps attacking little islands…”

Seiryu, I realized, my eyes going wide. Had Captain Flint really abandoned me? I found it hard to believe. Something about the captain told me he wouldn’t have cast off from Marauder’s Reef unless he knew that I was safe.

What if he left Lexi and Maria behind? I wondered. The thought made me even more anxious. They wouldn’t leave me, no matter what the rest of the Glen Carrig’s crew would do. They must still be here…

“Yes, there’s no one left who can help you out,” the Crusader said, pouting her lips like I was a child complaining about an empty cookie jar. “You’re stuck here with me, Summoner. And sooner or later, you will tell me what I want to know.”

“Fuck you,” I said, shaking my head. She had to be lying.

“Your name,” she hissed. “Your home realm. And how you came to be in possession of an advanced Digital Grimoire!”

As if she realized she wasn’t going to get anywhere further with conversation, Arabella rose from the couch and crossed the room. She hummed to herself as she kept her back to me, opening a drawer and fiddling around with something. Whatever it was sounded metallic.

“The longer this goes on, the more unpleasant I make this for you,” she said in a sing-song tone. “Eventually, Summoner, I’ll hurt you badly enough that it won’t matter if you make it back to your monster whore. You’ll never be able to satisfy her again…”

I swallowed hard. Arabella might have been fucking nuts, but she wouldn’t do that. Would she?

Never underestimate a woman with an aim, I thought, my heart plummeting into my stomach. Shit, this is going to hurt…

Arabella hummed to herself. Over the sound of the woman’s atonal notes, I heard something beyond the big glass window overlooking the port. A roar off in the distance like an enormous lion warming up his vocal cords.

I noticed the sound a few moments before Arabella did. The blonde’s face scrunched up like she’d smelled something she didn’t agree with, and she walked to the window to check it out.

Try as I might, I couldn’t crane my neck far enough to see what she was seeing. Whatever it was must have been quite peculiar, for Arabella seemed to forget entirely that I was in the room. Her hand went to her mouth, the tips of her fingers pressing against her lips as she studied the scene outside. She looked pissed off about it.

Before I could ask about it, the door opened. One of the two guards stood in the doorway, looking supremely upset.

“There’s a situation,” the guard said, gesturing for Arabella to follow him. “We need to get out of here immediately.”

“Shit,” Arabella said. She glanced at the heavy chains tying me to the table, clearly wondering how much effort it would take to get me up and out of there. “You think we can let him stew for a bit?”

Captain Flint, I thought, leaning over to hear the din outside the window. Gotta be. They’re looking for me—they’ll burn down the whole city to keep these monsters from having me.

“Go on, leave me alone,” I said, managing to smirk at my captors. “You don’t want to be here when my crew arrives, trust me.”

Both Arabella and the guard stared at me as if I’d grown a second head. Then the blonde threw back her head and laughed, exposing some of the blue veins growing beneath her neck.

“You really think this is about you?” she asked, wiping away a tear from the corner of her eye. “Oh, that’s precious. Really, it is.”

What? It wasn’t the crew of the Glen Carrig here to rescue me?

“They’re just stirring up trouble,” the guard said, focusing on Arabella and not me. “Damned foreigners.”

Arabella shook her head, indicating by a gesture that he should speak no more about this. “Let’s just get out of here. Make sure you report the delay. Our overlord will be irritated that there’s been no progress made.”

Overlord? There was very little doubt in my mind that that this Overlord was Kyros and that the First Summoner employed these people. They didn’t know yet that I was the Summoner the man was looking for, but evidently, they were taking no chances.

Kyros might not be able to reach me in the Spire, but there was nothing stopping him from stepping into a Fissure and entering this realm. If he decided to do that, would I have enough time to flee? Or would I be trapped like a rat, held here by the Key Monsters making intra-realm travel impossible?

Arabella’s words cut through my thoughts. “You just stay here,” she insisted, stepping to the door. “We’ll have this sorted out momentarily. Then you and I can get better acquainted with each other.”

She slammed the door behind her, leaving me alone in the room.


Chapter 20

Come on, give just a little bit, I thought. I twisted my wrist, praying as I did that the chain around it might slip around and give me a bit more room to maneuver. Almost there…

The chair rocked beneath me. The heavy chain snapped, locking even tighter than before around my wrist. Shit.

Tied down as I was, I could do little more than sit there and listen to the sounds of fighting coming from outside. By now the din had grown into a roar as if groups of people were clashing on the opposite side of the wall I sat near. Down on ground level, it must have been quite a sight.

What the hell was going on? I’d thought Captain Flint’s men were fighting with the Crusaders. Or perhaps she’d been telling the truth all along, and the Glen Carrig was nowhere near Marauder’s Reef? Either could have been possible.

At moments like this, I liked to spend a moment taking stock of what I had in my arsenal. By now it was clear that no one was coming to save me. If I was going to get free, it would be by my own power and not from the deus ex machina of one of my Latents or a member of the Glen Carrig’s crew knocking down the door.

It was all up to me.

As the sounds of fighting intensified to the level of a riot, I made a decision. These Crusaders, whoever they were, didn’t know yet who I was, but they must have at least suspected that I might be the Summoner who Kyros was looking for. Since that was true, they wouldn’t dare let anything serious happen to me. Oh, they’d torture me, sure: probably cut off my balls to make me tell them what they wanted to hear. But they’d leave enough of me left over for Kyros all the same. No matter what I did, they’d do their best not to kill me.

I felt no such compunction toward them. That was pretty much the only advantage I had.

“I hope this works,” I thought, squeezing my wrists together as best as I was able. The additional leverage let me lift my fingers, allowing me to put the pad of my thumb against my middle finger. “Here goes nothing…”

I couldn’t summon my monsters. But my personal spells were still there as long as I had the mana to cast them.

I snapped my fingers, summoning an Ignite spell. A blast of light filled the space behind me, letting me know it had worked. I felt a section of my mana drain away as the air ignited, going from zero to firecracker in a single instant.

As the flare cleared, I craned my neck as far as I could to see behind me.

The curtains were on fire.

“Hey!” I roared, kicking against the table as best as I could. As I did, I prepared another Ignite spell, readying it for the right moment. “Somebody! The fucking room is on fire!”

The door to my holding cell opened. The same two guards as before stepped into the room, their faces falling at the sight of the flaming curtain behind me. Already the blaze was starting to spread to the sill and the carpet, sweeping across the room as everything flammable began to ignite.

“Shit!” the first guard yelled, racing across the room. “What the hell happened?”

I decided to play dumb. “Man, I don’t know! The window just went off like a goddamn firecracker!”

“They must be throwing bloody bombs,” the second guard said, trying and failing to look out the window. The pane was coated in flames, everything around it already burning. Smoke billowed along the ceiling, stretching almost all the way to the doorway the two guards had come through. “Damn it, Arabella won’t like this!”

“Get me out of here!” I yelled, lifting my arms as best as I was able. “Fuck, it’s so hot! I’m going to catch fire!”

Both the guards shook their heads.

“Get something to put this out with,” the first man grunted to the second, taking hold of my chair. “A blanket, some water—fuck, get every man we have. We can’t let this place burn!”

“You’re not going to untie me?” I said, aghast. I had no need to feign surprise.

The first guard made a face. “I’ll move you as far as I can,” he said, already lifting the chair out of the way. “Mayhaps we can keep you from getting burnt too badly, Summoner. But I’m sure Arabella wouldn’t mind you being a little crispy.”

As the second guard ran to get help, the first scooted the chair across the room. It didn’t want to give; it protested despite the man’s strength, getting bunched up against the carpet. The smoke billowed closer, making me cough and sputter.

I hadn’t seen this coming. I thought the guards would untie me rather than let me burn to death. I’d made a miscalculation. Their sense of self-preservation must have been large enough to keep them from freeing me, even with the danger of Arabella’s rage at losing a Summoner.

I could have used my new Strangling Roots spell to ensnare them, but that’d do no good since I’d still be left tied up.

The guard dragged me a few more inches away from the flames, then set the chair down with a huff. We were only a short distance away from the fire now. The whole room was beginning to burn.

“Fuck this,” the guard snarled. He set me down and started toward the door.

I couldn’t believe what I was seeing. “Hey!” I snarled, straining against my bonds. The heat was warping the chains, and if I could just struggle a little bit longer… “Hey, you can’t leave me here!”

“You were already dead when we made it to the room,” the guard said, spitting on the carpet. “Wasn’t anything we could do! Arabella’ll have my hide, but I won’t be burnt to death!”

Shit.

The guard made it to the doorway, casting one final look back into the flames. Another thirty seconds and I’d be burning.

I had one more chance to sway him. And I took it.

“Arabella?” I laughed derisively, trying to make the man sound as cowardly as possible. “Forget her—what are you going to tell Kyros?”

The man looked at me like I’d stuck a knife between his ribs. “You don’t know that name,” he spat, looking like he’d seen a ghost.

The flames came closer. My hands burned, but I ignored them. This was more important.

“I’m the Summoner that Kyros is looking for,” I told the guard. “Tim Dent. You let me die, Kyros will personally strip the flesh from your bones!”

That was enough. The man raced back into the room, swearing angrily. “Fucking hell! You should have said that before!”

He unbolted the chains, and my hands flashed out to grip him on either side of his head. I let loose with my new Thunderbolt spell, and he screamed as he was fried like he’d just stuck his tongue in an electrical socket. His body fell to the ground, smoking and charred.

I didn’t have time to feel guilty—or to savor my victory. I reached down, grabbed the key from the guard’s pocket, unlocked the lock, and started to unloop the chains around my legs. The flames lapped at my back, and I managed to scoot the chair away with my upper body strength. I tried to ignore the smell of burning meat.

I had one leg free and was going for the other when the shouting reached my ears.

The second guard had returned. He stood in the doorway with two men, each of whom carried a massive bucket of water. Horror spread across their faces as they saw the scene before them.

“Morely!” The second guard grabbed the first’s feet, trying desperately to pull the guard from the flames. Even though pretty much everything above his waist was now the consistency of a charcoal briquette. “No!”

I sprang from the chair, one foot still entangled in the chains. I used a length of what remained around my wrists and wrapped it around the second guard’s neck, choking him out as he stared at the body of his fallen co-worker.

Something hit me in the back. I glanced over my shoulder, still choking the guard, to see both men the second guard had summoned squaring up. Neither of them had the dark, baton-like weapons they used to stun people—they must not have had time to grab them before coming up to combat the blaze.

Good, I thought. That’ll make this easier.

As the guard on the left charged, pulling his arm back for a punch, I twisted on a heel and shoved the guard with the chain around his neck at him. They collided and went down, the first stumbling and the second grabbing at his neck, struggling to get air. I hit them both with a Venomous Ray, and a cloud of green steam enveloped them. As the two downed guards coughed and choked to death, I lifted my hands and prepared my Thunderbolt spell, aiming at the third and final guard.

It was then that the safe door popped open.

The massive gray safe had weathered the flames better than the rest of the furniture in the room. It blocked them from spreading across the center of the carpet, forcing the blaze to flank the walls from either side and burn down the ceiling instead. If it had just been the actual safe itself, the thing never would have opened at all.

It was the hinges. The springs in them had popped from the heat, causing the door of the safe to fall right off the front of the thing.

Inside were several piles of documents, a bulging coin bag, and my Digital Grimoire.

The documents went up like flash paper, burning in an instant. I dove across the carpet, going for the Grimoire as all three of the guards did their best to stop me. Flames burnt me as I fell, throwing up my free hand to protect my face as I grabbed the device blindly and rolled away.

The flames consumed what was left of the safe a moment later.

I rolled across the carpet, coughing wildly as smoke filled my lungs. I wasn’t sure how badly I’d hurt myself, but I didn’t bother wasting time checking. I hit the Grimoire as hard as I could, trusting that my muscle memory let me see the right choices.

As the three guards surrounded me, a flash of light erupted in the burning chamber.

“Gosh!” a cheery voice said. “You look like shit, Master!”

Despite everything else, I chuckled. “Thanks, Frick. Help me out with these flames, would you?”

I didn’t need to tell the imp twice. Already the simple fact of his frozen body was repelling the flames nearest to us. As the guards struggled to get over their surprise, Frick unleashed a targeted blizzard in the confined space of the room. Ice filled the air, shooting everywhere in a fine, needle-like spray that magically managed to miss me completely.

When it faded, the flames in the room had died down to cinders, and three half-frozen bodies lay on the carpet.

“That was a close one!” Frick said, glancing back at the safe I’d liberated my Grimoire from. “You were almost a roast Tim, Master!”

“Something like that,” I said, sinking to the carpet. Pain flared up and down my body—I’d been badly burned. When I looked down at my hands, I saw huge patches of skin drooping from my fingers, sloughing off like a snake’s. “Fuck that hurts so bad…!”

“Master?” Frick cried out in surprise. “One second, I’ve got you!”

The little imp lifted his arms and unleashed a basic healing spell. A blessedly cool feeling washed over me, bringing with it the faint smell of mint. When I opened my eyes, my hands still looked pretty bad but nowhere near as ragged as they’d been.

Frick’s not great at healing spells, I remembered. I need to find Lexi or Maria.

Altiri knew no healing spells at all, and the three monsters I’d taken into my Grimoire didn’t, either. Which gave me two options—I could sit here and wait for Frick to slowly heal me back to full health as his mana refilled, or we could run.

Considering how likely it was that Arabella would return any minute with a whole new crop of Crusaders in tow, I thought the latter was probably the better option.

Frick looked around the room with a big dumb grin as if he were a contestant on a hidden camera show trying to figure out where the crew had been stashed.

“What the hell’s going on, Master?” Frick asked, arching one frosty eyebrow. “The last time I went into the Grimoire, we’d just left the arena and everything was going great! Where’s Lezabel? Where are your Latents?”

“Don’t know,” I said, moving to the doorway. The sounds of rioting outside were only getting more intense, which meant it was a good idea for us to be out of here sooner rather than later. “Lezabel and I got attacked on our way back to the ship. I got captured, and I only just managed to free myself.”

“Technically, it was I who freed you!” Frick said cheerfully. “Oh, Master! You should have kept me summoned! I would’ve seen those assholes coming and given ’em one of these!”

The little imp proceeded to shadowbox, right in the middle of the ruined room.

“That’s kind of you,” I said, leading Frick away from the few smoldering flames that remained on the far side of the room. “I would have felt awkward with you there, though.”

I figured Frick would take the hint, but he didn’t. “Why, Master? I’m as quiet as a church mouse!”

Frick was anything but. I smiled wryly. “Lezabel and I were… well, we were fooling around. You probably would have hurt the vibe…”

The imp stared up at me and cocked his head to the side. “Wait,” he said, his little snowbrows furrowing together. “You weren’t comfortable with me witnessing you mate. Yet you and Lezabel were doing it public, where anyone could see? And you didn’t mind?”

“It’s complicated,” I said, shaking my head. “I don’t really have time to explain human sexual behavior to one of my monsters.”

“Technically, Lezabel is a monster, too!” Frick said, lifting an arm. “But I understand what you mean, Master! Let’s find Lexi and Maria! Perhaps they can explain it to me!”

I hope they can, I thought.

Together, we made our way out of the building. The few guards who’d stayed behind at Arabella’s orders had fled from the flames, so we had the rest of the place to ourselves. As I’d guessed, the bottom floors of the structure were Marauder’s Reef’s largest tavern. We’d essentially been imprisoned in what passed for the penthouse suite.

Frick and I stepped outside, free at last.

And into the middle of a warzone.


Chapter 21

I’d seen fighting before. But this was something else entirely.

Rioting seemed like a good word to describe it, even though it didn’t quite fit. Nearly every building I could see from the street had some form of damage, and many were actively on fire. Small groups of people ran up and down the thoroughfare, darting in and out of buildings as they threw bricks, bottles, and occasionally spells at one another. Near the intersection, a body lay face down in the street, trampled into unconsciousness.

“Good God,” I said, taking in the carnage. “What the hell is going on? Where are the police?”

Frick gave me a strange little look. “Uh, Master? There are no police on Marauder’s Reef. It’s a pirate town!”

“Shit,” I said, watching as the flames spread from one building to another. “You’d think they’d have a goddamn fire department at least…”

“That’s right, a true mercantilist utopia!” Frick marched down the street, his cold body letting off vapor in the middle of the blazing city. “A place where the great aren’t constrained by the feeble and the mighty aren’t forced to bow before the so-called ‘morals’ and ‘laws’ of polite society! A place where there’s no drinking age and no law against walking around naked if you want to!”

That didn’t sound like much of a society to me. I figured pretty much every sane resident of Marauder’s Reef would have gladly exchanged all those ideals for a dozen good firefighters and a truck full of water.

A stack of barrels near the tavern had escaped the blaze. I climbed on top of them and peered down the hill, trying to get my bearings. The smoke made it difficult to see from a distance, but finally, I managed to spot the harbor. A number of ships were moored to the docks, though from this far away it was impossible to tell if any of them were the Glen Carrig.

But we had a direction. That was better than nothing.

“Come on,” I told Frick, commanding the little imp to hustle. I thought of summoning my other monsters, but even one was a risk—it marked me as a Summoner… as someone important. Any Crusaders who saw us along the way would make a beeline for me.

Fortunately, our route was coated in chaos. I saw several men and women in the coral-colored robes of the Crusaders, but every time we ran into them, they appeared to be busy dealing with someone else. Ordinary villagers fought them and retreated, while a number of monsters appeared to have gone wild and decided to spend the chaos looting and plundering.

“Like a good pirate should!” Frick said as he saw two star-shaped monsters grabbing a bunch of jewelry from an expensive-looking store. “Yarr, mateys! Don’t forget to hoist the Jolly Roger!”

“I don’t think they do that here,” I told Frick. I wanted nothing to do with any monsters. “Let’s just find Lexi and Maria. They’ve got to be with the ship.”

If the ship is still there, I thought, swallowing down my worries. What if Captain Flint really left? If he’s gone, then Lexi and Maria are here all alone—in the middle of this riot. Without me.

No. I couldn’t think about that. They were fine, and I was going to find them and make sure they stayed that way.

Frick and I raced from one street to another, ignoring the chaos we saw as best as we could. It didn’t take long for me to suspect something was up that I couldn’t see.

“Arabella,” I said, pausing at an intersection to wait for Frick to catch up. “The Crusader lady. She said foreigners were attacking the port.”

“Monsters are pretty foreign,” Frick said, waddling up to me. “We’ve seen a few of those, Master!”

“Yeah, but I don’t think that’s what she meant.” I frowned deeply, putting my hand against my chin. “I guess it doesn’t matter. We’re almost to the docks. Keep your fingers crossed that the Glen Carrig is still there.”

A flash of movement in my peripheral vision caught my eye. “Did you see that?”

Frick craned his neck down the street. “See what, Master?”

“That wasn’t a local,” I said, the hair standing up on the back of my neck. Suddenly, I had the strangest feeling that we were being watched. “It wasn’t a Crusader, either. Be on your guard—we might have company—”

We most certainly did. Three figures stepped out from behind a nearby building, flanking us like they’d been practicing in the shadows.

Though the robes they wore were certainly dark, that was where any similarities with the Crusaders ended. While the servants of Kyros in this realm wove strands of coral through their uniforms, these creatures wore robes covered in what looked like seaweed. It seemed as if it should have fallen from their uniforms every time they moved, yet it remained fixed upon them as if stuck.

I couldn’t see their faces. Each of them wore black veils that hid them from sight—only their eyes were visible. Those eyes didn’t look human; they were bulbous and fishlike, glistening with a feeble amber light.

Something about the trio made me squirm internally. The way their bodies moved beneath their black robes felt unnatural, abnormal. The old joke about a person sneaking into a movie only to be revealed as three kids in a trench coat flashed through my mind, though in this instance, it felt as if it had been given a sickening twist. What were these things?

Foreigners, I thought, remembering what the Crusader guard had said. Outsiders. They’re the ones attacking the port.

Were they here for me? Or was it a coincidence?

Two of the figures slid to the sides, going to the very edges of my vision. They drew long knives covered in runes, the size and length of my forearm. I could have just been seeing things, but the air seemed somehow darker around those blades as if they sucked the very light from the world around them. My stomach did a flip, and I swallowed hard.

“Let us pass,” I hissed, reaching for my Digital Grimoire. “We don’t want any trouble.”

The one creature who’d remained directly in front of us leaned forward, his sickly eyes widening. “Dennnnt,” it whispered, its body brimming with excitement.

Shit. I’d been recognized.

“Frick,” I said, tapping the Grimoire. “Get ready to fight—”

But suddenly there was no need.

The creature dropped like a stone, falling to its knees with a groan of pain. As it collapsed, I saw a short figure standing behind it, a pair of long knives twirling in their hands.

My jaw dropped open. “Shortcake?”

It was the goblin girl. She looked just as surprised to see me as I was to see her.

“Tim?” Shortcake wore the same outfit she had when walking around the deck of the Glen Carrig, except now her clothes were covered in blood. She looked like she’d been fighting for some time—her limbs carried the telltale strain of exhaustion, and she stared at me like she didn’t quite believe what she was seeing. “We thought you were dead…”

Relief flooded me. The Glen Carrig hadn’t left after all. They’d either come to rescue me or they’d stayed in port while Lexi and Maria tried the same thing. And Shortcake had joined them.

I hadn’t forgotten about the two robed figures to my sides. One struck out with a long dagger, and I ducked beneath it. Well, it was more like falling to the ground. I didn’t have much strength left.

The dagger swished over my head. The figure let out a curse, twisting the dagger in his hands for a downward stab.

Then Frick’s ice spell took him in the chest.

The figure froze up instantly, ice spreading across his chest like cracks in a breaking wall. His sickly amber eyes widened behind his veil as he fell backward, his whole body turning to ice by the time he struck the ground. As he hit, he shattered like a plate-glass window.

Frick stood on top of the vanquished figure, throwing his arms in the air like a champion on the podium. “Ice to meet you!” the little imp yelled, laughing madly. “Did you hear that, Master? I said ‘ice to meet you’, instead of ‘nice’ because I froze him solid!”

“Got it, Frick!” I said, shooting the little monster a thumbs-up. “Very clever!”

Shortcake had already pivoted to the third and final black-robed assailant. As I watched, amazed, the goblin charged up the dagger she still held with a bolt of electricity. Lightning flashed across the hilt as she tossed it through the air, striking the figure in the gut.

It was like the black-robed thing had grabbed a live power line with both hands. He screamed, his body convulsing as he writhed, electrocuted. Even as he fell, I couldn’t stop myself from noting the obscene way his limbs moved beneath his thick, dark robes—like nothing human.

What the fuck were these things?

As the third attacker continued to tremble in death, Shortcake went and retrieved her first knife. She wiped it on her thigh, chuckling to herself at Frick’s joke. “It’s good to see you, Summoner. When you disappeared from the arena, all of us assumed the worst. Your women were so distraught…”

The mention of Lexi and Maria focused me like nothing else could. “Are they alright?” I asked, suddenly needing to know. “What about Lezabel?”

Shortcake nodded. “Your Latents are fine,” she assured me. “Captain Flint and I came back to the Glen Carrig after securing supplies for the hunt. We found them waiting for us at the docks, along with Lezabel. The demoness has a big lump on her head and is going to need to spend a little time in bed recovering, but she’ll be alright.”

Thank God, I thought. The fist I hadn’t even realized had been clenched inside my chest began to relax. If these Crusaders had done anything to my women, there’d be no end to the hell I’d rain down on their heads.

“She told us what happened,” Shortcake said, making her way over to the last attacker. He’d finally stopped twitching. She pried the dagger from his stomach, grimacing as she did so. “We figured it was Crusaders what done it—they’re not a major force in the Reef, but they’re the only ones who’d be interested in capturing a Summoner.”

But what about these black-robed monsters? One of them had called me “Dent.”

Someone else knew who I was besides these Crusaders. We were fighting on multiple fronts, and we didn’t even know it.

“What happened then?” I asked. Part of me wondered if Lezabel had told the crew about what we’d been doing while we were ambushed. But if she had, Shortcake undoubtedly would have been joking about it already.

“Captain Flint decided not to leave the city until we found out what happened to you,” Shortcake said, sounding impressed. “Your women begged him to stay, of course, but between you and me, I think he would have anyway. Our captain’s taken a shine to you, Tim.”

“So the Glen Carrig is still moored at port?”

Shortcake nodded. “We struck out to find what happened to you—the same group that went to the market to purchase supplies. Your women asked to come with the captain, of course, but he kept them on the boat. If those Crusaders had figured out who you were, they’d be after your Latents, too—by threatening them, they could pretty much get you to do whatever they wanted.”

That part was true for sure. Kyros certainly knew my weaknesses; put a knife to the throat of one of my women and I’d do just about anything to have it removed. Perhaps Kyros had chosen not to surround himself with Latents for just that reason. Without attachments, there was no leverage anyone could use against the First Summoner.

But without love, what kind of life could there be?

“Arabella said there was a riot,” I said, remembering the argument the Crusader leader had had with her guards just before leaving me alone in my holding cell. “I thought it was you and the captain trying to save me.”

The goblin girl looked surprised. “Arabella? Shit, she’s a high-ranking Crusader indeed. What’s she doing in the fucking Reef?”

“Looking for me, I’d wager,” I said with a laugh.

Shortcake shook her head. “She’s probably dealing with way more than she bargained for. While we were in the city searching, these people showed up.” She gestured at the fallen figures. “They rolled up in this strange black ship like nothing I’ve ever seen before. They’re on the fucking warpath for sure. Monsters, Crusaders—it doesn’t seem to matter much to them.” She made a face. Suddenly, she looked like she was on the verge of tears. “They took him.”

“Him?” I asked, a wave of horror stealing over me. I had a pretty good idea of who she was talking about. “You can’t be serious.”

“I fought as hard as I could,” Shortcake said, her face scrunching up. It was strange to see such a fierce creature filled with so much emotion—it made her look strangely dainty, even after seeing her dispatch black-robed monsters with electric knives. “They grabbed Captain Flint right out of our group and carried him away, toward the docks. I was heading there after them when I ran into you.” She shook her head, mournfully. “Why would they want the captain, Summoner?”

Ice filled the pit of my stomach. “I don’t think he was their main objective,” I said, gesturing at the first creature Shortcake had stabbed. “That one called me Dent. He knew who I was, Shortcake.”

The goblin girl swore. “Shit,” she growled, walking over to the figure. “Let me check something…”

Without another word, she tore the veil off the creature’s face. Frick let out a horrified yelp, and I took an involuntary step backward.

The creature was hideous.

At a glance, I could tell that this was a great deal more consequential than the difference between humans and monsters. A monster with this face wouldn’t have been welcome in any polite society, much less that of Marauder’s Reef. Torrid scales covered the creature’s face and hands, peeling from his skin the way my own had when I’d been burned by the fire in my makeshift cell. His eyes bugged out their skull, as large as a cartoon wolf’s, and his lips were so thin as to be almost nonexistent.

If Arabella was this realm’s version of a mermaid, these creatures were the other side of the coin. There was something of both fish and man about their appearance, yet instead of mixing well, each half made the other seem utterly repugnant.

Shortcake recoiled in horror. “Oh Gods,” she hissed, dropping the figure’s hood like it had just caught on fire. “They’re with the Legion of the Deep!”

“Who’s that?” I scanned both sides of the street, on guard for more of the creatures. They could be sneaking up on us while we spoke.

Shortcake’s lips formed a tight little line, going almost as invisible as the creature’s. “They’re a mercenary group,” she said, looking up at me over the corpse. “Bounty hunters. They come from the rotten jungles in the waist of the world—it’s said that they interbred with some God thousands of years ago, back when the Gods walked the world like men.” The goblin girl shook herself as if holding back the urge to vomit. “I wonder what they thought of their children.”

“That would explain why they’re attacking everyone they see,” I realized, my expression falling. “And why they know my name.”

Kyros’ proclamation echoed through my head. He’d put the names of me and my women out over the airwaves, laying a bounty on all our heads. Small wonder bounty hunters were climbing out of the woodwork to try and get the reward. Kyros had promised to make the men who brought us in rich—and he’d do the same to whoever brought us to heel, even if they weren’t men.

Even if they were monsters.

“We have to get back to the boat,” Shortcake realized, her face filling with horror. “This changes everything. They might be doing more than just holding Captain Flint in order to get to you!”

We started to run.

“What do you mean?” I asked, panting to keep up with Shortcake. Despite her tiny legs, the goblin girl was fast.

“Captain Flint’s tangled with the Deepness before,” she said, wincing. “That’s what we call their holdings. The bounty Kyros placed on your head might be big, Summoner, but there’s a considerable one marking our Captain as well.”

“Shit, really?”

Shortcake nodded. “Thing is, only members of the Legion would try to collect it,” she said, pumping her arms and leaning into the incline as the street sloped upward. “No one else in Lagoon does business with those freaky bastards. So we should have been perfectly safe walking around a town like Marauder’s Reef. Until they decided to show up.”

“Because of me,” I said, bitterness filling my stomach. “You’re saying I put the Glen Carrig’s crew in danger.”

“We’re always in danger, Summoner,” the goblin told me with a grin. “Might as well be because of a cute boy!”

Cute? I thought, running between the goblin girl and Frick. I don’t think anyone’s called me that in years…

Shortcake made it to the top of the hill first. As the goblin girl reached the summit, she spared a moment to put her hands on her knees and recover. This made her arch her back and thrust out her ass, which would have taken up my attention completely if it wasn’t for the cry she made as she looked at the port.

“What’s wrong?” I yelled, reaching the top of the hill a moment later.

Shortcake didn’t say anything—she just pointed.

Oh shit.

For the first time, I saw the black ship of the Deepness. Shortcake had been right in that it wasn’t anything like one of the vessels that normally traveled back and forth across Lagoon’s oceans. In fact, I was pretty sure no one who had been born and raised here would have recognized it for what it really was.

A submarine.

Only the top half of the vessel rested above the water. Several black-robed figures stood on deck, clustered around a porthole bolted into the top of the vessel. A periscope turned back and forth like a weathervane at the vessel’s prow, watching the ocean and the port at the same time.

As insane as it was to see a submarine docked in Marauder’s Reef, that wasn’t what had made Shortcake cry out as she reached the summit of the hill. Nor was it what made my heart skip a beat, even as it thrummed crazily against my ribcage as I tried to work the stitch out of my side.

A half-dozen of the black-robed figures were boarding the submarine. The figure they carried between them had a black bag over his head, the same as the Crusaders had tried to place over my own when they’d attacked me, but even with his face hidden, I could recognize Captain Flint.

The Legion of the Deep intended to collect their bounty.

“Damn it!” Shortcake raced double time down the hill, putting distance on me as I ran after her. “Why isn’t the Glen Carrig stopping them?”

As we got closer to the dock, I understood why. The crew of the Glen Carrig was too busy fighting for their lives to aid their captain. Over a dozen of those black-robed mercenaries clustered around the vessel, swinging cutlasses and occasionally striking out with those strange, stubby batons.

Despite the fierceness of the fighting, it appeared that a stalemate had occurred. The Deepness weren’t trying to climb onto the Glen Carrig, and the crew members left on board the vessel had neither the strength nor the organization to charge across the port with so many attackers blocking their way. I could see Kuang and Lumley on deck, firing what looked like flintlock pistols at the robed figures on the dock below. The shots made a whole lot of noise and smoke but didn’t seem to be doing much good. Three of them struck the water or the boards for every one that managed to wing a mercenary.

I took one look at the situation and realized what must be going on. “They’re holding the crew back,” I said, anger filling my voice. “They don’t give a shit about the Glen Carrig, they just don’t want anyone to interfere with Captain Flint. God only knows what they’re planning on doing with him!”

“Whatever it is, we need to stop it!” Shortcake huffed and puffed as we closed the distance. “If Captain Flint is taken, I’m automatically made temporary ship’s captain!”

Despite the situation, I laughed. “What’s wrong with that?”

The goblin’s eyes bugged out almost as much as a member of the Deepness. “Are you crazy? I can’t wrangle that fucking crew!”

“Then we’d better get over there,” I said, feeling for my Grimoire. “Frick. You ready for a little action?”

“Yes, sir!” The imp spoke like he’d been waiting for this moment. “Frick ho!”

With that, the ice monster flipped onto his stomach. The ice plating on his armor acted like a sleigh against the cobblestones of the hill; within moments, he was sailing down toward the pier at a jaw-dropping speed.

“Heeeeere I come!” Frick roared, ice swirling around him. “Look out, you bulbous freaks!”

As we ran, I tapped my Digital Grimoire. Four lights erupted from the wristband device, striking the bottom of the hill and lighting up the night like midday.

When it faded, Altiri, Drider, Alranne, and Nekomara stood waiting for me.

I wasted no time. “Attack!” I yelled, pointing at the Glen Carrig. “Kill those black-robed monsters!”

Altiri charged, with Drider scuttling along behind her. Alranne and Nekomara took a moment, sizing up the force. Nekomara’s ears twitched as she looked from the Glen Carrig to the marauder’s submarine and back again.

“And what will you be doing?” the catgirl asked.

“Saving Captain Flint,” I said. I shouldn’t have yet expected the same unblinking loyalty I got from Frick and Altiri, not with purchased creatures at least, but that had sounded dangerously close to insubordination. “Now, go!”

They went. Alranne summoned a haze of vines around herself, using them to propel her feminine body across the cobblestones like she was Doctor Octopus from Spider-Man. Nekomara raced across the pavement on all fours, quickly outpacing the plant-based monster as she leapt on the back of a black-robed figure and tore out his throat.

They’ll be fine, I told myself, aiming my own steps at the black ship. They can heal themselves if needed. Or Lexi can. A spike of panic filled me. God, I hope the three of them are still on board that ship!

“Hurry up!” Shortcake called. Even as she did, the goblin girl began to fall behind me. She was a fearsome, devoted sprinter, but she’d been pushing herself too hard for too long to keep up a marathon runner’s pace. Her words caught in her throat as she pumped her legs, desperate to reach her captain. “They’re about to leave!”

Already Captain Flint had disappeared down below. Only a handful of the black-robed figures remained on deck, watching me from behind their veiled faces. As I ran, one of them climbed down the ladder leading into the sub. Then another.

I realized then that I’d made a miscalculation. I’d assumed that the Legion of the Deep wouldn’t pull out of the harbor—not without every member of their crew aboard. I’d assumed they had camaraderie binding them, that they were men despite their physical differences from human beings. That, like the crew of the Glen Carrig, they gave a shit about each other.

I was wrong.

They’d achieved their objective. And now they were going to leave. Anyone left behind could find their own way home.

“Wait!” I yelled, lifting my fists into the air. I aimed an Ignite spell as far away as I could, targeting the hatch the mercenaries used to enter and exit the submarine. If I blow that up, they won’t be able to dive with the submarine, I thought. That might slow them down enough to keep them from getting away!

I snapped my fingers.

The air exploded a dozen or more feet away from the submarine, going off like a firework. The two black-robed figures still on deck jumped at the sound, then clapped sarcastically as they disappeared beneath the hull.

No! Damn it! “Stop!”

Too late. The black ship of the Deepness had no need to go through all the complicated steps of a boat like the Glen Carrig in order to set off from port. Whoever piloted the thing simply kicked on the engines and reversed out of port, speeding away like the getaway driver for a bank robbery. Only here, a human being was what had been stolen.

“Fuck,” I grunted, switching my plans up on the fly. “Alright, new idea. Get to the Glen Carrig and chase those bastards down!”

I grabbed Shortcake by the back of her shirt before the goblin girl could leap right off the pier and start swimming. No doubt she’d have tried with all her might to get the captain back, but there was no way she could outswim a submarine in open water. She’d just have tired herself to death.

“No! Let me go!” Shortcake squirmed in my grip, digging her fingers into my wrist. “Let me go to him, Summoner! I can catch them!”

“No,” I said. “You can’t. Look.”

Shortcake could see it. Even though she didn’t want to.

“We have to clear the ship,” I told her. “It’s the only way now!”

Wiping tears from her eyes, Shortcake nodded. “Let’s kill those bastards!”

We made our way from the Deepness’s dock to our own. By the time the Glen Carrig was in our sight, the greater part of the fighting was already done. Our monsters had made the difference.

The pier itself was a mess. Robed figures lay across the boards, tied up in strands of thickly thorned vines, entangled in globs of webbing, or frozen through with ice spells. Several crew members were still leaning over the railing of the Glen Carrig, but they’d stopped bothering with their flintlock pistols or projectiles. They simply stood there in awe, watching my monsters dispatch the attackers.

As Shortcake and I reached the ship, Frick killed the final mercenary with a massive spike of ice through the chest. “Ice to meet you!” the imp screamed, looking up at the crew members on deck as he said it. “Get it? Get it?”

They didn’t react any more favorably than I had. The crew gave the ice monster a stunned look. Frick frowned.

“They didn’t even clap,” he said, turning to me. “I’m starting to think I need to get better jokes, Master!”

At the sound of Frick’s voice, a feminine cry raised from the deck of the Glen Carrig. When I looked up, three women were leaning over the railing, looking at me like I’d just come back from the dead.

Lexi and Maria looked exactly as I’d left them. Lezabel had a big bandage wrapped across her head with some padding in it but looked otherwise okay. All three wore big smiles and expressions of utter relief to see me safely returned with my monsters.

“Tim!” Lexi yelled, her jaw dropping open. “Someone lower the gangplank! It’s Tim!”

The next thing I knew I was on board the Glen Carrig and in my women’s arms. Lexi and Maria hugged me like they thought they were never going to see me again, sobbing into my robes as they clutched me. Lezabel was a little better—she held me gingerly, owing to her head wound, but anyone who looked at her could see that her cool, reserved nature had shattered. She was just as grateful to see me as my other women.

I held them for as long as I dared, then pulled away. “We have to catch that black ship,” I told the crew, pointing at Shortcake. “With Captain Flint gone, the first mate is in charge, right?”

The crew all nodded at that.

Shortcake looked at me for a moment like she’d swallowed an entire lemon. Then she discarded her worries and snapped into action. “Come on, ye mangy dogs!” she hollered, taking the captain’s spot on the balcony as she gave orders to the crew. “You want to catch Captain Flint before those bug-eyed freaks slobber all over him or not?”

It was clear that they wanted Flint back just as much as Shortcake. In what felt like no time at all, we were on our way, cutting across the ocean and following the trail of the black ship. We were fortunate in that it left a massive wake behind it—its engines must have been enormous.

I joined Shortcake on the balcony, my women covering me in kisses every step of the way. By the time I stood looking over the water with the temporary captain of the Glen Carrig, I had Lexi’s ass in one hand and Maria’s thigh in the other. Only a supreme effort of will kept my mind focused on the mission and my hand out of the redhead’s panties while the Glen Carrig put on speed.

At some point, Shortcake paused in her cheerleading to ask me a question. “Summoner,” she said, her voice lower than it had been in addressing the crew. “That black ship that the Deepness sailed here in. Ye called it a submarine?”

I remembered that I might have let that term slip in front of the goblin girl. “Yes. They’re pretty common on Earth, though only countries tend to have them, not individuals. Kingdoms, in other words.”

The goblin nodded to show she understood. “We’ve heard tales of the Deepness and their ships. Can they truly travel beneath the waves like a damned fish?”

Now it was my turn to nod. “Yeah. They can definitely do that.”

Shortcake leaned on the railing with her chin, making a worried expression. “Then why haven’t they?”

“Hmm?”

The goblin gestured out at the waves. “Ye can see the trail they’re leaving behind. We couldn’t miss the damn thing if our navigator was blind! If they can sink beneath the waves and leave us behind, why wouldn’t they? It’s almost as if they want us to keep following them!”

Something clicked in my head. “They do,” I realized, locking eyes with the first mate.

Suddenly, Shortcake looked serious. “A trap,” she whispered, her brows raising. “Is that why they took the captain! Are they leading us out here and into an ambush, Summoner?”

It was a distinct possibility. And yet as I peered out over the waves, squinting for any sign of the black vessel carrying Captain Flint away, something about the idea felt… wrong.

“No,” I said after a few moments. “No, I don’t think so.”

Lexi and Maria looked surprised.

“Why wouldn’t they?” Lexi asked, blinking. “It’s brilliant. They knew you’d come after Captain Flint—that you wouldn’t be able to resist chasing him out into the open ocean. If they’ve got more ships lurking beneath the surface, they might be about to pop up and surround us!”

Maria swallowed as if she’d just pictured it in her mind’s eye. “Maybe we should pull back,” she said, turning to stare back at Marauder’s Reef. The shoreline was already invisible; we were going fast enough to have left it completely behind.

“They know who I am,” I said, thinking it through rapidly, “but they didn’t know I was on the Glen Carrig. Whereas Arabella knew I was serving on the Glen Carrig but not who I was. Each of them had two halves of the same whole.” It was enough to bring a smile to my face. “If only they’d been able to swallow their pride and talk, they might have been able to catch us.”

“I don’t understand,” Lezabel said. The demoness clutched the side of her head, wincing with every motion of the deck. I’d rather she was down in the hold laying in a hammock, doing her best to recover, but I knew I could never convince her to abandon the deck while there was danger afoot. “What are they doing, then?”

I wasn’t one hundred percent sure. But I had a pretty good guess, and I was feeling better about it all the time.

“They don’t really care about us,” I said, leaning forward on the railing. “That mercenary who saw me, I don’t think he was actually looking for me at all. I think he was just as surprised to see me as I was to see him.” I turned and looked at Shortcake. “I think Captain Flint was the Legion of the Deep’s real target.”

The goblin girl frowned, thinking it over. “If that’s the case,” she said after a few moments of thought, “then why are they letting us follow them?”

I swallowed hard. “They want us to see what happens next,” I said, voicing my guess. “Whatever they’ve got planned, it’s got to be pretty spectacular.”

As if summoned by my words, a black smear appeared on the horizon. “There’s the ship!” a monster cried from the crow’s nest, spotting it through a looking glass held in his hands. “We’re gaining on them, Captain!”

“Don’t call me Captain!” Shortcake hissed. “Gods, I’ll be glad when Captain Flint is back on deck. Feels weird having all these people talk about me like I’m in charge around here…”

I was about to tell Shortcake that she was in charge with Flint gone, but what good would that have done?

I dug my fingers into the railing instead and made sure that I had my monsters well in hand. As soon as we were within range of the black ship, I intended to unleash everything I had.

If my guess was right, the crew of that vessel wasn’t going to want a protracted battle. Instead, they’d do something else. Something none of us expected.

I readied myself as best as I was able. There was no telling what we might find once we closed with that strange, black ship.

The waves seemed to speed us along as we picked up the pace, oars beating against the tide. The sails caught the wind and held it, moving the vessel at speeds I’d never felt before. The Glen Carrig felt as if it leapt from the water with every burst of surf, smacking the waves along the way like a pair of lovers in bed. Lexi and Maria had to cling to the railing for balance, and Lezabel looked sick.

We were gaining on the black ship. It grew close, then closer. Still, the hatch atop the vessel did not open.

Strange, I thought, climbing over the railing. If they were going to put up a fight, they would have started by now. Flung a few spells at us or at least opened fire with a cannon or a torpedo.

I didn’t know yet that cannons were extremely uncommon in this realm. The easy availability of spells and spellcasters had kept technology from developing in that direction, as shipwrights tended to emphasize the speed and maneuverability of sea vessels, rather than their capacity for destruction. So we wouldn’t have been shooting at each other in any case.

Lexi, Maria, and Lezabel’s shocked cries followed me as I paced to the front of the ship. I kept one hand on my Digital Grimoire, ready to summon my monsters at the slightest provocation from the submarine. In fact, I wondered if I shouldn’t give it everything I had in advance, in hopes of damaging the vessel badly enough to keep it from fleeing. But what if that inadvertently hurt Captain Flint?

A large wave battered itself against the Glen Carrig. Then another.

The third overshot the side entirely and washed over the deck, spraying the crew. That’s when I realized something was wrong.

“They’re getting ready to sink!” I yelled, commanding the crew to be ready. “Hit them hard before they can get away!”

But suddenly, the black ship was the least of our worries.

A massive tidal wave rose on the horizon. The sight of it froze my blood in my veins, for though I’d never seen such a phenomenon before, I’d heard of it. Captain Flint had described it to me in great detail, and I remembered it vividly.

It meant Seiryu was rising from beneath the waves.

“The Azure Dragon!” Shortcake screeched, leaping on top of the balcony next to the captain’s cabin. “God’s balls, the Dragon is going to attack! Pull back and let him hit the Deepness!”

I shouted at the goblin, trying to make myself heard, but my words were swallowed up by the wash of activity around me. The Glen Carrig, which had been pushing forward with all its might, now turned and headed in the opposite direction. It moved with a whiplash crack that bent the boards along the deck, straining the vessel almost to its absolute limit. Under less capable hands, we might have split right down the bow from such a maneuver.

As it was, the Glen Carrig just managed to hang on by its metaphorical fingernails.

The boat groaned beneath me as it turned, swishing up onto another oncoming wave. This one launched us into the air so that everyone had to hang onto something or risk being swept away. Having nothing to hold onto, I slid across the deck, nearly colliding with one of the ship’s massive masts.

“Everyone, hang on!” Shortcake screamed over the maelstrom. “Anyone goes over now, I’ll fucking slit their throats after I fish them out of the drink!”

The tidal wave ahead of us split in two like something from the book of Exodus. The head of the Azure Dragon emerged from the foam, spitting and roaring. As it did, the black ship of the Deepness began to sink beneath the waves, disappearing.

They’re working together, I realized. The thought was like a bolt of lightning, spearing me to the surface of the deck. They’ve got the Azure Dragon covering their escape! They’re in league with Seiryu!

I understood immediately that this was why the Legion of the Deep had allowed our ship to trail them so far into the ocean. They hadn’t been fleeing us or even ignoring us. They wanted us to see this. To know what kind of power they had on their side.

We’d never had a chance to bring Captain Flint back.

As Seiryu crashed into the sea, another massive wave exploded across the surface of the ocean. The Glen Carrig was tossed to the side like a toy in a child’s bathtub. Water rolled over the surface of the deck, and I heard screams. The crew did everything they could to keep the ship from capsizing, from being utterly destroyed by the Azure Dragon’s attack.

I found a barrel and held on for dear life. Ocean water fell around me like rain, and I prepared at any moment to have to swim for it. As I clung to the side of the Glen Carrig for my life, my thoughts were with Lexi, Maria, and Lezabel.

Please let them have made it back inside the captain’s cabin in time, I thought. Please let Shortcake have done the right thing and gotten them to safety before the wave hit…

Finally, after what felt like hours, the deck righted itself beneath me once more.

The Glen Carrig looked like an entire frat house had used it for the world’s most depraved mixer.

Half the rigging lay across the deck, torn from the masts by the force of the waves. Seawater covered everything. Fish bounced up and down on the boards, beached by the sudden disturbance in the ocean. Anything that had been on deck at the time the tidal wave hit: our ammunition, the supplies we’d bought from Marauder’s Reef that had yet to be brought below—all of it was trashed.

But we were alive.

I looked up to see the door of the captain’s cabin open. Shortcake stepped out first, followed by Lexi, Maria, and Lezabel. They were okay. Hell, they were even dry.

The relief I felt in that moment was unfathomable.

The first mate of the Glen Carrig watched as the Azure Dragon disappeared beneath the ocean waves. Until that moment, I don’t think Shortcake truly realized that she was now in charge. Of the ship, the crew, and everything else that came along with it.

“Seiryu’s den,” the goblin girl said, her voice shockingly loud in the wake of the beast. “The bastards dragged him to Seiryu’s den!”

End of Book 2
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