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Chapter 1

There wasn’t enough room in the captain’s cabin on board the Glen Carrig to have a crew meeting. So in the style of pirates everywhere, we decided to go all hands on deck.

The last few bubbles left over from the black ship’s disappearance had all but faded as the Glen Carrig’s crew made themselves comfortable on deck. The remnants of the fight still remained, but the crew had done the best they could to clean up a space large enough for everyone to sit and talk. They’d even brought chairs and hammocks from down below, stringing them up in the spaces where the Azure Dragon had torn the old ones down.

The seas had calmed considerably by the time we’d begun.

The crew, decidedly less so.

“Obviously, the Azure Dragon has gotten tired of Captain Flint hunting him down,” said a crew member. The creature—evidently some kind of gremlin—had been pacing the deck the entire time we’d been setting up and had barely waited for the meeting to begin before taking his turn to speak. “He’s decided to take him prisoner. Little we can do about it except move on and begin holding elections for the position of captain!”

“Hold on a moment!” Kuang held up a hand. The big, burly orc looked less distraught than pissed about Flint’s disappearance. I got the impression that if it weren’t for the intervention of several other crew members, he might have jumped overboard and tried to swim down to meet the black ship of the Deepness on its own terms. “There’s not going to be an election!”

“Why not?” the gremlin asked.

“Because, Miel,” the orc said, shaking his tusks, “the captain already made clear what he wanted to have done if he died or was captured. Shortcake is first mate of the Glen Carrig, so with our captain gone, that leaves her in charge of the ship. Until we rescue Flint, that is.”

The orc sounded certain about that last part. His certainty was not shared by many of the Glen Carrig’s crew. The various monsters sitting on their chairs looked despondent, as if they never expected to see the red-bearded monster hunter again.

“The goblin? Ha!” By the way he laughed, I gathered that gremlins and goblins weren’t natural allies. Strange, considering they looked so similar. Though Miel was no looker, and I couldn’t picture myself being attracted to a female gremlin the way I was to Shortcake. “The only thing she’s good for is cockteasing the crew! That little bint couldn’t lead her way out of a wet paper bag, much less across the Broad Sea!”

Several crew members protested at this.

“You take that back,” a voice said behind Miel.

“I won’t,” the gremlin protested. “I…”

He turned and saw Lumley standing over him, a cutlass held in his hand.

“You heard the captain as well as I did,” the monster said, gritting his teeth. “Whenever he leaves the Glen Carrig, to go buy supplies or just visit the mainland, what does he always say? Who does he leave behind to run things while he’s gone?”

The gremlin’s eyes never left that blade. “He didn’t leave Shortcake behind,” he protested. “He took her with him.”

I was surprised. Even in the face of near-certain death, the little gremlin couldn’t let go of being right about something. Not that it mattered; Captain Flint’s wishes were as clear as a pane of glass. Shortcake was meant to run the Glen Carrig until he returned.

And he would return. I wasn’t even going to think about what would happen if he didn’t.

“That doesn’t matter,” I said, raising my voice. “I know everyone’s nerves are frazzled right now, but that’s no reason to start bending the truth. Everyone here knows exactly who ought to be leading the Glen Carrig.” I looked at Shortcake and nodded. “And it doesn’t matter. We’re getting the captain back.”

The gremlin’s eyes narrowed. “I don’t recall Captain Flint naming you a member of this crew, Summoner,” he said, spitting on the boards. “Mayhaps you should keep from sticking your big nose into places where it doesn’t belong!”

To my surprise, not everyone on board the ship booed this statement. Several crew members cast harsh glances in my direction, their arms tightly folded over their chests as they waited to find out what came next.

They blame me for this, I realized. If I hadn’t come on board the Glen Carrig, this likely never would have happened.

It made a certain amount of sense. If my companions and I hadn’t been on board, then Captain Flint would never have remained in Marauder’s Reef to search for me after the attack on Lezabel and me. The whole crew would have been long gone before the Legion of the Deep arrived in town. Those bulbous monsters would have had to chase the Glen Carrig down or give up the search.

Shortcake must have sensed that it was her moment to take the reins. The goblin girl cleared her throat and stood up in her chair, lifting her arms for silence. The furniture rocked gently beneath her with the motion of the ocean, but the surf was calm enough that she was in no danger of falling.

“Listen to me,” she said, looking at each member sitting down in turn. “No one on this boat wants me in charge less than the person I look at in the mirror each morning. I’m a first mate, not a bloody captain! As far as I’m concerned, I’m only keeping the seat warm for Captain Flint until we can get him back.”

“We’re not getting him back,” another voice said. This was a bearded dwarf with a severe expression and a pronounced widow’s peak. He was one of the ones who traded shifts in the crow’s nest—I’d seen him climbing the rigging several times, though we’d never exchanged more than a few words. “Ye know that as well as I. No one comes back from Seiryu’s realm.”

I knew I should have kept quiet, given the animus against me, but I couldn’t stop myself.

“No one?” I asked, earning the irritated stares of several people not on Team Shortcake. “You’re saying this has happened before?”

The dwarf didn’t seem upset by the interruption. “Aye,” he said, nodding. “Seiryu has dragged people beneath the depths and down to his lair many times. None who’ve been treated so have ever surfaced again.” The dwarf frowned. “Likely as not, they become the Azure Dragon’s dinner.”

“Or prisoners,” Shortcake protested. “There’s every chance that Captain Flint could still be alive down there. Why would Seiryu want him dead?”

It was Kuang who answered, looking as if the first mate had said something silly. “Because he’s been trying to kill him,” the orc rumbled. “That’s the way of the world.”

The gremlin named Miel nodded furiously. “We know you want to think nothing bad can happen to Captain Flint,” he said, rubbing his greedy little hands together. “Believe me, goblin, I have the same tendency. But no one’s ever come back from such treatment!”

There were reluctant murmurs of agreement. Even those who wanted to risk trying to get Captain Flint back had to admit that he was most likely dead—or was currently wishing he was.

I had to put a stop to it.

“Seiryu didn’t drag Captain Flint beneath the waves,” I protested.

Suddenly, every eye in the circle was on me.

“I told you,” Miel said with a warning glance. “You’re not part of this crew—”

“The Legion of the Deep took Captain Flint with them,” I said quickly. I knew if I let the gremlin talk, he’d only shower more bitterness on me, trying to poke holes in whatever I had to say. I’d worked too many group projects with people like that to let them get much speaking time. “They sank their submarine before the Azure Dragon struck—if anything, Seiryu was merely covering their escape. This suggests to me that the Azure Dragon does want to keep Captain Flint alive. I think he wants to talk to him.”

People stared.

“He’s right,” Lumley said, lifting his cutlass. “Bleeding Dragon didn’t show up until the captain was already under the briny deep!”

“You say that no one comes back from Seiryu’s lair,” I said, stepping into the center of the circle. “Does anyone even know what’s down there? That ship the Deepness brought with them to Marauder’s Reef can go very far beneath the surface without needing to come back up. There could be anything waiting for Captain Flint at the bottom.”

Several crewmembers traded glances.

“Aye,” the dwarf admitted, nodding. “’Tis said that the Azure Dragon has his kingdom down there beneath the waves. That he lives in the ruins of the city he destroyed in his rage, where he and his brother Ryu once ruled in peace.”

Again a mention of the Azure Dragon’s brother. I wasn’t sure where Ryu fit into the picture, but I knew that like Seiryu, he was a Key Monster holding me back from forming a Fissure back to the world I knew. I was beginning to feel certain that we’d find Ryu beneath the waves, wherever Seiryu lay his head at night.

“Then there’s a chance,” I said, spreading my arms. “If there’s even a chance to save Captain Flint, then I want to take it. I owe that man my life.” I looked at each person around the circle in turn. “He’d have done the same for any of us. You all know he would.”

Slowly, each crewmember of the Glen Carrig turned, no longer meeting my eye. Looks of shame filled the faces of the crew who’d spoken against the rescue effort, and I knew I had them.

“Damn it,” the dwarf said, shaking his shaggy locks. “The Summoner is right. I won’t be able to rest easy knowing Captain Flint is going through some gods-cursed torture at the hands of the Azure Dragon beneath the waves.”

“Me either,” Kuang added. “Captain Flint would try and save any one of us if the shoe were on the other foot.” Then the big man chuckled. “Hell. The same is true for Shortcake now that I think on it.”

“Yeah!” Lumley said. “How many of us has she rescued when we fell overboard or got pulled under by sea beasts! Even you, Miel! Remember those sirens we drove the Glen Carrig past last year?”

The gremlin’s eyes narrowed. “I seem to have forgotten that particular adventure—”

“I haven’t,” Shortcake said with a big grin. “A few pretty sluts with high-pitched voices start singing, and half you dumb apes go overboard swimming for the rocks! If it weren’t for me and Captain Flint, you’d all have been eaten by those damned sirens!”

Miel stared at the first mate for a long moment, defiant. Then something crumbled within the little gremlin, and he sighed.

“Fine,” he said, raising a hand in defeat. “We’ll save the captain. Though I don’t have the faintest idea how we’ll do it!”

As it turned out, no one did. The crew fell silent as one, abruptly all out of ideas.

The only sounds to be heard for several moments were the wind and the waves. Shortcake could feel the worry beginning to increase on the deck—and with her newly in command, it fell to her to find some way to alleviate it.

She chose me.

“Summoner,” the goblin girl said.

I looked over at her. Several of the crewmembers stared at me, though the anger that had been on their faces before we’d made our decision was no longer there. Shortcake saw traces of it, though, and shook her head.

“All of you stop it,” the new captain of the Glen Carrig demanded. “Tim and his women may not be officially part of our crew, but we owe them a debt all the same. How many of you fought the Deep Ones attacking our boat while they took Captain Flint away?”

“We were trapped on board,” someone protested. “They had us pinned down!”

“Aye, they did,” Shortcake agreed. “Until Tim and his monsters freed us. Were it not for him, we wouldn’t even have known where the Legion of the Deep took the captain! We’d still be guessing which patch of the ocean might have Seiryu’s lair lurking beneath it. Now we know. On both counts.”

How quickly the distrustful looks turned to nods! I could have kissed Shortcake. In fact, I probably would once we could get a little alone time.

“So by decree of the temporary captain, Tim Dent and his women are allowed to speak in shipwide council,” Shortcake said, her tone lifting with a firm note of authority. “Anyone have a problem with that? Speak up if it be so!”

No one dared contradict her. After a few moments of silence, Shortcake nodded.

“Go ahead, Summoner,” the goblin girl said, settling back down in her chair. “I believe you were going to share with the crew what you already told me about the Legion of the Deep’s vessel. You called it a submarine?”

This was firmer ground for me.

“Yes,” I said. “It’s a mode of transport that’s known where I come from, though it’s not exactly common…”

In what was one of the strangest interludes of an already strange journey to the realm of Lagoon, I found myself explaining over the next few minutes everything I knew about submarines to a crew of pirate monsters. The crewmembers listened attentively, nodding along to my explanation. From the way they let out approving noises, I could see that many things were clicking in their heads about the Deepness and the way they operated.

“So one of these ships can dive all the way to Seiryu’s lair?” Kuang asked. The orc looked even more excited than most of the crew by the prospect. “Without hurting us?”

“It should be able to,” I said, looking around.

“Well then, the answer is obvious,” Lumley said. He’d put away his cutlass, seeing no further need to defend the new captain from potentially traitorous crewmembers. “We send the Summoner back to his realm and have him get one for us. Then we ride it down to the ocean floor and get the captain back!”

The looks on the faces of me and my companions must have been amusing. Lumley didn’t look so, however. “What?”

“I doubt anyone back on Earth would let me have one,” I admitted, spreading my hands. “Usually only the leaders of governments—our equivalent of kings and princes—have them. And they’re very, very expensive.”

“Plus, we can’t go back to Earth,” Lexi added. She’d been quiet up until now—she and Maria were focused on supporting Lezabel, sitting on either side of her and making sure she was comfortable. The demoness still looked like hell; she’d need more time to recover from the thumping she’d received in the alley next to the arena.

This last bit shocked the crew.

“You can’t?” Shortcake asked, alarmed.

I sighed. “No, I can’t,” I admitted, feeling sheepish. “You see, Summoners travel between realms through the use of portals called Fissures. And these Fissures don’t work in the presence of certain Key Monsters…”

I explained all of that to the crew of the Glen Carrig. As I did, I remembered another reason why I might not want to slip on over to Earth to check out their used submarine stock.

Arabella was going to report everything she’d learned to ‘K’. Kyros. Even now, the First Summoner was learning about a juicy new lead in a faraway realm. Right then and there, as I spoke to Captain Flint’s crew, the Crusaders might be telling Kyros that Tim Dent was in this realm. That he was trapped, practically helpless, with only a few captive monsters, a pair of Latents, and a woman who looked like a wet dream of a succubus in his arsenal.

If the part about submarines had left the crew of the Glen Carrig flummoxed, learning about Key Monsters had them all shocked.

“You’re trapped here,” the old dwarf said, looking like he sympathized with us. “Hell, you have almost as much of a reason to bring down old Seiryu as the captain does!”

“This isn’t about that,” I said. “Even if I didn’t have a Key Monster keeping me here, I wouldn’t leave. Not until we save Captain Flint.”

“Look,” Kuang said, holding up a hand. The rest of the crew fell silent when the orc talked—it wasn’t a good idea to interrupt such a big man. “I want to get the captain back, too, Summoner. But unless you’ve got one of those submarines stashed somewhere, I don’t see anyway we can make it down to the bottom of the ocean and back—”

“We don’t need a submarine!” a chipper voice chirped.

Warmth spread like hot egg down my face. Please, no, I thought, forcing a smile onto my face. Not now. Not when we’re all squabbling like this…

I turned. Frick had just entered the circle.

No one seemed to be at all shocked that one of my monsters had joined the council.

Kuang the Orc just nodded, peering at the little impmonster with a curious intensity. “What do you mean?” he asked, cocking an eyebrow. “We don’t need one of the Deep One’s vessels?”

“Frick, go back below decks,” I said, holding out a hand toward the stairs leading down to the Glen Carrig’s hold. “We’re trying to figure out how to save the captain—”

“But I know how to save the captain, Master!” Heedless, Frick waddled into the center of the circle, standing next to me with a big smile on his face.

He’s going to say ‘ice to meet you’, I thought, grimacing internally. And these monsters are never going to listen to me again…

“Tell us,” Lumley said, looking eager.

“Yeah!” someone else added. “What’s the deal?”

The little imp shrugged. “You need to find someone who can live under the water,” he said, pointing at the waves lapping at the side of the ship. “And who can bring other people underwater with them!”

That… would be most useful. I could see several crewmembers pondering this, giving a surprising weight to the imp’s proposal.

“Haven’t any of you ever heard of the Airseed spell?” Frick asked, his snowy brows furrowing together.

Each member of the crew looked at each other, more confused than the last.

“I can’t say that we have,” Shortcake finally said, glancing at me as if I could explain this tangent. “Tell us about it, Frick.”

Frick looked like a child who had just been given an ice cream cone. “Oh, it’s the coolest!” he trilled, wiggling his arms together like they were still just sticks. “It’s a support spell that places an air bubble around someone in the water! If you put a Summoner inside one, they can move around and cast spells and even summon and unsummon their monsters! All without ever coming back up to the surface!”

My jaw dropped open. “I’ve never heard of this spell before,” I said, amazed. “You’re telling me there’s a spell that lets you take in water like a fish?”

Frick shook his head. “No, Master! It brings the surface down with you! Allll the way down, all the way to the ocean floor!”

It sounded too fanciful to be real—like something out of a fairy tale. Yet Frick sounded so damned certain that it not only existed but was achievable through a monster accessible to a Summoner of my experience and strength.

Not sure whether the little imp was telling the truth, I relied on the best source I had.

“Lezabel,” I said, lowering my voice and turning to the monster girl.

The demoness groaned around her bandages, sounding pitiful. But she’d been anything but idle—she hadn’t missed a beat of our conversation, and her eyes sparkled with a knowing light.

“I haven’t heard of this spell personally,” she said, forcing each word out through her teeth as if it worsened her headache, “but I spent a long time with Aquinas in the Cathedral of Umbra. I know what kinds of things are possible for monsters to learn and what skills they can potentially master given enough time. I know enough to discern the limits of what can and cannot be.”

My heart gave a little jump. “And this Airseed spell?”

Lezabel thought about it for a moment, then nodded. “It could be possible,” she admitted, gesturing with her chin at Frick.

“Well, of course it’s possible!” Frick said, sounding like the rest of us were hopelessly naive. “All you need to do is find the right monster!”

That sounds like a plan, I thought. I remembered Lexi and my first journey to Hyperborea, the way we’d fought to survive. The way I’d broken down what seemed like an impossible task down into manageable chunks, conquering them one at a time. The only way to do things that worked.

I looked inward and realized that my ordeals ashore had increased my mastery—I could now have a maximum of eight monsters in my party.

Step One, I thought. Find the right monster.

Once that was done, we could work on saving Captain Flint.

“What kind of monster would we need, then?” I asked, handing the floor over to Frick. If the little imp wanted to save us all, then I was going to get out of his way and let him do his thing.

Frick put a stubby arm against his chin, thinking. “It would have to be some creature who’s intimately familiar with the water,” he said, staring at the sky as if the answer might fall from the clouds. “But they also have to walk on land because otherwise, why would they need the Airseed in the first place?”

Something clicked inside my brain. “Like a mermaid?”

“Ooooh!” Frick was practically giddy with glee. “A mermaid monster would be perfect, Master!”

A woman with a coral-colored coat. Human from the neck up—and underneath, some kind of fish. Like a mermaid in the real world, instead of the Disney fantasy…

“Shit,” I said, laughing. “I think I might know just the monster. Can we make it back to Marauder’s Reef while it’s still dark?”

We had work to do.


Chapter 2

We made even better time back to the Reef than I’d anticipated.

By the time the Glen Carrig was close enough to port to see the shoreline, full darkness had fallen over the city. The night was cloudy, with the only light to be seen the torches that lit each thoroughfare running up the main avenues, along with an occasional sliver of moonlight peering through the gloom.

In other words, a perfect night for some skullduggery.

“You’re sure about this?” Maria asked. “If we’re wrong, we’re risking a whole lot. This could all be a big wild goose chase, and we wouldn’t even know it until we’d already stuck our necks out.”

She had a point. But I felt fairly certain that we were doing the right thing.

“She’ll be the one,” I told the redhead, glancing past her to Lexi with a smile for them both. “Trust me. We can either spend weeks hunting for a monster with the capabilities we need… or we can have a little chat with Arabella.”

As soon as Frick mentioned mermaids, I knew exactly what we needed to do. When I’d been captured in Marauder’s Reef, Arabella had made a point of showing off her non-human nature. She’d seemed proud of her hybrid body, capable of keeping her alive both above the water and beneath it. If there was a single monster within a hundred-mile radius with the potential to cast the Airseed spell, it would be her.

The city seemed almost sleepy at this time of night. Appearances were deceiving, of course. At this time of the evening, every bar in Marauder’s Reef would likely be standing room only, filled with monsters of every stripe. Some would be looking to drink, and some would be looking to fuck. Most were interested in both possibilities.

After all, Marauder’s Reef had plenty to celebrate. From their perspective, they’d successfully repelled a force of invaders, a group of black-robed creatures from the deepest depths of the ocean. None of them knew about Captain Flint, and few would have cared even if they did.

My goal was simple. Get in, find Arabella, and smuggle her out onto the Glen Carrig. Once the Crusader leader was surrounded by Captain Flint’s crew, she’d be amenable to helping us reach Seiryu’s underwater lair. Seeing Shortcake make her walk the plank was the other option.

I’d decided to travel light. Dark robes for me and my girls, and no monsters outside of my Digital Grimoire. Frick hadn’t liked that one bit, but even he’d understood the need for secrecy. Besides, I’d promised to summon him and the rest of my monster squad at the first sign of serious trouble.

After the chaos that had been engulfing Marauder’s Reef when we’d left, the calm that surrounded the port left us all on high alert. Yet nothing happened as the Glen Carrig moored itself to the pier. No group of mercenaries melted out of the shadows, and no hungry monsters tore through the streets to attack us. It was as if the city had forgotten we even existed.

Good, I thought. That’ll make this a hell of a lot easier.

As I looked over the darkened streets, I made a snap decision.

“Lexi,” I said, glancing over at the blonde at my side. “Maria. You two stay here.”

Neither of them liked that very much.

“Excuse me?” Lexi asked, cocking an eyebrow. “We already stayed behind once, Tim. And you got captured by the enemy.”

“This is different,” I insisted, favoring both girls with a rakish grin. “I expected us to have to fight our way out of port. Something else is going on here—there are not even sentries posted on the piers. I don’t know what’s gotten into the Crusaders, but I’m not about to interrupt them when they’re making mistakes.”

“I’m getting a little tired of hanging back while you do all the thrilling heroics,” Maria said, pursing her lips. But from the look on her face, I could tell she was a little impressed.

“Lezabel needs you,” I told them both. It was my trump card, my surefire way to make sure the pair stayed out of danger. “She’s not at full strength. If someone attacks the Glen Carrig, the crew won’t be defenseless, but she will.”

Lexi and Maria shared a look. They knew I had them.

“Fine,” Lexi said with a sigh. She looked like she was frustrated at missing out on all the fun. “But you’d better be ready to make it up to us when you get back.”

My grin widened. “Damn right,” I said, wrapping an arm around the blonde’s waist and pulling her closer. “Besides, you won’t be completely alone.”

Lexi’s eyes narrowed. “What do you mean?”

“I’m leaving you a couple friends to watch over the ship.”

Before either of them could protest, I tapped the Digital Grimoire.

Two flashes of light erupted on the deck of the Glen Carrig. We were lucky that they weren’t seen from this distance. When they faded, a pair of monsters stood beside me, checking out their surroundings the way monsters often did when they were first summoned from their rest.

“Alranne and Nekomara,” I said, gesturing at my two companions. “You’re going to watch over my girls while I take care of some business in the city.” Then I smiled. “One monster for one woman. They can pick which bodyguard they want.”

I’d been intending to do this for a while, but the situation bumped up the timetable significantly. I could see that both women were surprised and excited at the idea of having a monster of their very own.

“You’re giving these to us?” Lexi said, her brows shooting to her hairline. “Really?”

“We don’t have Grimoires,” Maria said, looking down at her bare wrist. “How are we supposed to command them? We don’t have any monster ore to power them, either…”

I smiled. I’d already thought all of that out. “I’ve had a discussion with these two already,” I explained, jerking a thumb at Alranne and Nekomara. The plant-based monster smirked, wrapping her long, sinuous vines around her stomach while the catgirl monster groomed her arms with her long, pink tongue. Both looked eager to begin their period of servitude.

“Since Alranne and Neko obey my commands without question, they decided that they’ll follow the both of you as long as I tell them to. They won’t have a Digital Grimoire to go back to—they’ll have to hibernate once I get back—but there’s more than enough monster ore in this thing to keep them running for as long as we need.”

Lexi and Maria looked at the new monsters like they’d just come downstairs on Christmas morning to find them waiting underneath the tree.

“Well… which one do you want?” Lexi asked, looking at her best friend.

“I don’t know,” Maria purred, nibbling her bottom lip. “They both look like so much fun!”

In the end, Lexi decided to take Alranne and Maria assumed stewardship of Nekomara. Once we made it back to Earth, I’d get them both Digital Grimoires of their own to store their monsters. Until then, I was more than happy to burn ore to keep both creatures summoned. Not only would they keep Lexi and Maria safe, protecting them with their lives, but they’d also eventually become the best of friends. Or at least I hoped so.

I couldn’t see how they wouldn’t, though. The foursome already acted like they’d been best buddies since they’d left the Blackwood Institute, and my new monsters had only just arrived.

Once Lexi and Maria were settled with their monsters, it was time to hit the streets. Both women gave me long, needy goodbyes, while I settled for a quick peck with Lezabel.

“Keep watch for me,” I told Shortcake, saluting her like she was the captain of the Glen Carrig for truth and not just temporarily. “As soon as I get back with Arabella, we’re going to want to set out. There’s not a moment to waste.”

“Aye.” The goblin woman flashed a toothy grin. “We’ll keep her warmed up for you, Summoner. The moment ye and the Crusader skank are on board, we’ll be off to save Captain Flint!”

I hoped so.

With a final nod at the crew of the Glen Carrig, I set off into the darkness.

Everything was normal until I turned a corner and could no longer see the ship. The buildings crowded in around me, stealing away everything but the sound of the wind and the waves, and I felt as if I had the whole of the city to myself.

Strangely, I liked it.

I’d forgotten for a time what solitude was like. Since my first day at Blackwood, things had been one non-stop adventure of social interaction. Forget having a girlfriend, having two meant that I had little if any time to myself outside of the bathroom. Sometimes, I’d even had to share that.

So it was that I walked with a little extra spring in my step as I made my way down Marauder’s Reef’s main thoroughfare. I could do whatever I want right now, I thought, remembering the coins in my pocket and the Grimoire on my wrist. Hit up the arena, have a few drinks. See where the night takes me…

Of course, I’d do no such thing. The mission took priority; it was the most important thing of all. But it was nice to dream, even temporarily, of a night with no obligations and no need to keep other people happy and content.

The sound of revelry reached my ears as I ascended the hill to the market. Every bar in the city was open, light spilling out into the streets as people drank and danced and made merry.

Any one of these places would have made a pleasant enough diversion on a night like this. But I had work to do, so I kept my attention on one particular building.

Easy enough to do, I thought, slipping through the streets. It’s only the tallest damn building in town. Kind of hard to miss it…

My destination loomed over the rest of the city, a dark finger stretching against the sky. Just looking at it filled me with a sense of unease. I hadn’t fully forgotten my imprisonment at the hands of Arabella and her Crusaders, and I doubted I would for a long time.

At least I’d dealt them a blow. Even from this distance, I could see the scorch marks around one of the windows on the top floor of the building.

The damage would have been more noticeable if so much of the city hadn’t been burnt by the Legion of the Deep. To most people living in the Reef, it was just another structure that had been damaged by the invaders.

That’s where she’ll be, I thought, looking up at that burned window. Not in that room, of course—but that building. She tipped her hand by imprisoning me there. That’s the Crusader’s secret headquarters…

As if confirming my guess, several men in dark robes lounged outside of the tavern. Their postures were just a little too stiff to convincingly pass as revelers. Despite the alcohol flowing freely through the Reef, each of these men was as sober as a judge.

They were lookouts.

Sticking to the shadows, I made my way around to the back of the building. Through the windows, I could see people drinking and talking. None of them had any of the energy of the rest of the city’s revelers—these people seemed to be waiting for something. Every now and then, one of them cast a nervous glance up at the ceiling.

That’s where she’ll be, I told myself. I wonder who she’s got with her.

Not Kyros. It couldn’t be Kyros, because if the First Summoner was already in Lagoon, we were fucked. I refused to even entertain the notion that he’d been roused from Blackwood. I had to believe he was back at my alma mater, probably with a whip in his hand as he tried to get his precious Spire constructed that much faster. He wouldn’t have left that thing for love or money—certainly not for a rumor of a wayward Summoner running around.

Certainly not for me.

That’s what I told myself, in any case.

Alright, I said, looking up at the tavern’s high windows. Time to get to work.

I stepped from the shadows, holding my Digital Grimoire in the opposite hand. My fingers worked slowly at the buttons—I didn’t want the flash of light that I knew was coming to be spotted as it only would have attracted attention. By moving my body at an angle and pinning the device between my stomach and the wall, I managed to keep it from being too bright.

The pulse rippled through the alley. When it faded, a spider woman stood next to me.

“Oh,” the spider woman said, looking around. “It’s you. What can I do for you?”

This was Drider, a monster I’d formed a pact with at the Marauder’s Reef arena. Drider wasn’t much of a combatant. She favored healing and support spells. On her own, she wouldn’t do much good against a group of Crusader thugs.

But I didn’t intend to have her fight the Crusaders.

That woman in the arena, I thought, my mind filling with the image I’d seen above the arena as Lezabel and I walked around. She was buffed by her support monster, then she climbed the wall of the arena like it was nothing. Like she was freaking Spider-Man…

It reminded me of Symonetta, the much more powerful spider woman we’d run into back in the realm of Trephine. One of these days I’d have to pay that woman a visit—she’d probably be a valuable addition to my Digital Grimoire.

“I need you to do me a favor,” I said, glancing up at the wall of the tavern. “Think you could help me get up there?”

The spider woman went cross-eyed. “Help?” she blurted, looking at me like I’d gone insane.

Shit, I thought, realizing it. Most people don’t ask their monsters favors. They command them. And the monsters obey. I wasn’t like most Summoners—which happened to be what Lexi, Maria, and Lezabel liked about me so much. But it did make moments like these just a touch more awkward.

Briefly, I explained to Drider what I needed. What I’d seen in the arena recently when I’d seen the kinds of things that she could do. As I finished, the spider woman let out a surprised little noise, her eyes widening.

“Ah, I see,” she said, nodding to show she understood. “You wish for me to arachnize you.”

She’d explained her Arachnize spell before, but I hadn’t had any chance to see it in action. Apparently, Arachnize would bestow the attributes of a spider to its recipient for a short duration.

“Sure,” I said, looking at those high, narrow windows, “buff me so I can get up there—”

The spider woman shot forward and bit me on the neck.

What the fuck? A spike of pain shot through me, ripping away my senses. I was so surprised that I momentarily forgot about my need to be stealthy and cried out, leaning against the wall. Fortunately, if anyone heard, they likely rationalized it as a bar fight.

I shoved the spider woman away, growling at the pain. “What did you just do?” I demanded, clutching the spot where her fangs had just punctured the side of my neck. “Shit… I feel all warm…”

Drider stared at me. “Buffing you, Master,” she said as if the answer were perfectly obvious. “That’s what you asked me to do!”

Slowly, my fingers left my throat. The sense of warmth I’d felt at her bite continued to spread; now, a faint red glow emerged from my skin. I worried about poison, yet instead of the weakness I’d expected, I felt a sudden surge of strength.

I wondered if the buff would come with any hidden negative effects. When Altiri used hers, it gave her the ability to deal more damage in combat, but it also increased the amount of damage enemy attacks did to her. If that was the case for me, I’d need to watch out.

With that strange surge of strength as my guide, I reached out and grabbed the wall of the tavern. The bricks were uneven, yielding plenty of handholds for my fingers. My hands felt for spots to grip as if I’d spent my entire lifetime climbing sheer rock walls, moving with the easy experience of a predator.

I’m really doing this, I thought, glancing down. The spider woman was already beneath me—I’d climbed to the level of my own height across the wall without even thinking about it. This is insane! I love it!

Drider flashed a grin from the alley. “That’s the way, Master,” she said, leaping onto the wall. Her spider’s legs fit into the same small finger holds that mine had, using them to lift her arachnid body along the wall. “You’re very skilled for someone being arachnized for the first time. Truly, you are a skilled Summoner…”

She reached me in a handful of moves, sliding easily up the bricks. I leaned back and looked up into the night, judging the distance between myself and the window I’d need to reach. It was a tall climb, taking me above the tops of most buildings.

“How long will this buff last?” I asked Drider.

She only thought about it for a moment. “Hours,” she said with a shrug. When a creature with eight limbs shrugs, it’s an impressive sight. “You should not have any issues with falling, Master, if that is what troubles you.”

It was. And something else, as well.

“Good,” I said, nodding as I looked back down at the alley. “Stay where you are, Drider. Keep watch on this alley.”

The shadows were not so deep that I couldn’t see the spider woman’s eyes widen a fraction. “Master?”

“I’m going up alone,” I informed her. “Once I get above the roofs of those buildings, I’m going to be exposed. That means some of the Crusaders or their goons might try to get beneath me and bring me down with arrows or spells. If that happens, I need you to warn me.”

Drider nodded. “Or I could bite them,” she said, showing her fangs.

“Oh yeah?”

Her grin grew wider. “They would not like it, the way you did,” she said in a matter-of-fact tone. “For an enemy, my bite is poison. Those who would dare hurt you will be dead where they stand!”

“Keep an eye out,” I told her, nodding as I scaled the wall.

Whatever words of encouragement she shouted from beneath me were swallowed up by the wind. I was climbing! The exhilaration of it stole the thoughts from within my skull. The spots I grabbed between bricks to haul myself up were barely the size of a fingertip, yet I handled them as if they were the easy climbing wall in a gym.

Before I knew what I was doing, I was halfway up the building. A gust of night air blew across my dark robes, and I looked down to see the roof of the building across the street. Someone was growing a small garden on top of it—tomatoes, from what I could tell.

I kept on working my way up the wall, moving from handhold to handhold. Every time I reached a window I hung from it, using one hand to keep myself balanced as I lifted my head just enough to peer through the dirty pane.

The first few times, I saw the ordinary sights of a tavern. One floor held a private drinking chamber for union dockworkers; the room a floor above it had a man and a woman rutting, the woman’s face pushed down into the pillows as the man pounded her from behind. I spared them no more than a glance as I made my way to the floor with the scorch marks.

I knew that it was here that Arabella would have her meeting. A woman like her would never allow herself to be discouraged by the damage done to her headquarters. She’d call the Crusaders in regardless, using it as a teachable lesson. No matter what outsiders did to her or the local chapter of the Crusaders, they’d never stop her.

The sounds of conversation reached my ears as I neared the burnt section of the building. Not even the couple making love had made any noises I could hear on the outside of the tavern’s windows, so this made me slow down and do a double-take.

Cracked, I thought, peering upward. Someone opened it.

The windows on Arabella’s level were open to the night air. She’d probably needed to air the top floors of the building out after the fire. I grinned. Perfect.

They’d be defenseless against me.


Chapter 3

I reached the level of the sill and peered through the window, keeping my head as low as I was able. Two men stood inside the room, which nearly made me withdraw and try another entrance. But their backs were to me, so I stayed.

“Gods help us, it smells like a damned campfire in here,” one was saying to the other. “She really couldn’t have put us up in the mayor’s mansion tonight? With her connections?”

Despite the damage from the flames, the room looked positively opulent. The Crusaders must have run to their personal stockpiles and picked out the choicest bits of treasure from their collection to decorate the place with, knowing that they had company coming over. Arabella would want to impress her guests—especially after the black eye she’d been handed by my escape.

“It is what it is,” the second man said with a shrug.

A shock shot through me. Not because of the fancy furnishings in the room, but because I was actually looking at the two men standing with their backs to me for the first time.

They wore the robes of the Blackwood Institute.

Kyros, I thought, beginning to panic. He’s here!

But no. That didn’t make any sense. If the First Summoner had come to Lagoon, he wouldn’t have brought a bunch of functionaries around. He would have surrounded himself with monsters, the way he had when he’d assaulted the Blackwood Institute.

Then what were these Summoners doing here?

As if they’d read my mind, the conversation between the two men turned to just that topic.

“This is a wild goose chase,” the second man said, stretching and sighing. He turned to the side to pick up a goblet sitting on a table, his profile to me. I caught a glimpse of a shaggy gray goatee and a lined, weathered face as I dropped down a few inches, hiding my head from view.

“What do you mean?”

The other one’s younger, I thought, my biceps flexing as I did a one-armed pull-up on the windowsill. He’s not sure what they’re doing there. Interesting. Had Kyros managed to turn some of the Blackwood Institute’s staff to his own devices?

From what I’d heard of how wicked the average Summoner was, it didn’t sound outside of the realm of possibility. I swallowed hard, wondering how many people in Blackwood were awaiting their liberation—and how many had already turned collaborator with Kyros’ regime. Would they even help us if my companions and I attacked the college’s towers?

“The evidence was thin enough when the bitch had this ‘Summoner’ under lock and key,” the older man said. “But he just so happens to burn through his cell and escape right before we show up in this Podunk realm? It’s too damned convenient if you ask me.”

I heard the man clear his throat. “I’m betting Arabella figured out the man was nothing more than some local monster merchant who managed to get his hands on a Digital Grimoire. This whole ‘prison break’ is just a way for her to avoid the awkward conversation she’d have to have when we realized we came all this way for nothing.”

Yeah, I thought, smirking. You keep thinking that.

Kyros’ lackeys believing there was nothing to the reports of a Summoner in Lagoon worked for me. The more they kept themselves in ignorance, the more I could run around undetected.

“Gentlemen,” a third voice whispered. This one was female, and unlike those of the two robed figures in the room, I recognized this one instantly.

Recently, I’d heard it threatening all manner of unpleasant things to me if I didn’t cooperate.

Arabella, I thought, grimacing. So she is here.

“Finally,” the older man grunted. The younger envoy from Blackwood either said nothing or his voice was too soft to be heard through the partially open window. Either sounded right to me. “Let’s get this over with, Arabella.”

I could feel the irritated look on the blonde’s face without even having to see it. Someone like Arabella had to be writhing inside at the thought of bowing and scraping before the Blackwood Institute’s functionaries. Here in Lagoon, she was in charge, but to Kyros, she was so unimportant as to be practically invisible. He hadn’t even bothered to come himself to verify her claims.

“In my office,” Arabella said. “I’ll be happy to receive both of you there. We have much to discuss.” A pause. “And close that window.”

Shit! I dropped from the windowsill just as a shadow fell across the pane. In the wan moonlight, I managed to make out the face of the young man who’d come from Blackwood. He looked like he could have come straight out of my orientation class with Instructor Fallon. A wisp of facial hair protruded between his bottom lip and his chin—what would have been called a ‘soul patch’ back in the day—while it steadfastly refused to manifest anywhere else on his face. Even the way he gripped the window looked gangly and awkward.

The glass slid shut with a faint sound. Don’t lock it, I thought, trying my damnedest to send a telepathic message to the young Summoner. Don’t you fucking dare…

No lock clicked in the windowpane. The young man withdrew while the older Summoner and Arabella traded barbed words. The glass muffled them until they were unintelligible, so I merely hung from the sill until they were gone.

Then I got to work.

I wouldn’t have been able to open the window normally, but Drider’s buff made it easy. My fingers stuck gently to the glass as if there were superglue on the pads of the digits, and I pressed the window upward like someone letting in a warm summer’s day. Then I slunk into the room, using the carpet to muffle my landing.

The air inside was warm and smelled faintly of incense. Underneath that, though, I smelled what the older Summoner had been complaining about. The sharp tang of burned wood was everywhere, stinging my nostrils with sulfur. Feels downright unhealthy in here, I thought, crossing the room in a crouch. No wonder Kyros’ goons don’t want to involve themselves…

The door was a no-go—too many guards in the hallway—so I looked around for another way. I couldn’t help but think of the immersive sims I’d played back in high school and college, games where you frequently had to infiltrate a hostile force by any means necessary. In any given level of Deus Ex or Dishonored, there were always more options for making your way to a target. Some of that leached out into my thinking in the real world as I sized up the room, searching for another option that would allow me to get around the building.

It only took me a few moments to spot one. Ah, I thought. A vent. Classic.

Like most of the more modern buildings in Marauder’s Reef, the tavern had a ventilation system. I’d felt something similar in the arena, where gusts of air had been piped in from the ceiling to keep the domed cupola of the fighting pits cool.

I had to climb onto a table to reach the vent; it was practically in the ceiling. Fortunately for me, it wasn’t screwed in—four clasps held the cover to the wall, making it easy to attach and unattach when necessary. Probably for cleaning, I thought as I removed it.

The interior shone like a diamond. The walls were made of some strange, flexible metal like aluminum but not quite. It would be a tight fit, but I hadn’t come this far just to give up now, right?

To my surprise, Drider’s buff helped me here as well. My limbs flexed in ways that would have been unnatural just minutes ago, allowing me to crawl across the walls of the ventilation system without getting stuck.

The itsy-bitsy spider, I sang inside my head, climbed up the waterspout. Hope there’s no rain while I’m in here…

In truth, I was less concerned about precipitation than about being overheard as I made my way through the vents. They clanked madly, even as I scooted forward as slowly and quietly as I could. I prayed whatever noise they made would be taken as a sign of something caused by the fire as I moved forward.

The vent quickly became too dark to see inside. The tube turned, forming a rounded corner, and I saw a faint light flickering in the distance. When I got closer, I saw its source—there was another one of those vent covers in the floor. This one opened over one of the tavern’s upper-floor rooms.

It was unoccupied. Yet when I put my ear to the vent, I could hear voices.

As cautiously as I could, I popped the vent open from the inside. Three of the catches slid free without incident; the fourth fell to the carpet, slipping from my grip as I made to catch it. Fortunately, the carpets down here were thick—the little metal catch hit the plush floor without a sound, sinking so far down that it was barely visible.

With the cover gone, the sounds of conversation were louder. Taking a risk, I stuck my head out of the vent, peering down from the ceiling of the room to take a look.

Ah! What I’d originally taken for one of the suite’s walls wasn’t a wall at all—but a screen, of the sort actors in stage productions used to change their costumes in a hurry. It looked as if it had been erected in a hurry, too. No one who gave it more than a cursory glance would assume it was the actual wall of the room; someone had clearly split one of the tavern’s suites into two smaller spaces.

Arabella.

“I’m telling you,” the woman herself said, sounding annoyed. “It is him. He matches the description the Blackwood Institute sent exactly.”

I crawled out of the hole in the ceiling, using my buff from Drider to cling to the ceiling like a spider. I put the vent cover back in its place as best as I was able behind me. It wouldn’t fool anyone looking for signs of tampering, but someone just walking through the room wouldn’t see anything amiss. That would have to suffice for now.

After all, if someone came in right now, they’d see me crawling across the ceiling like a ghost from a Japanese horror movie. That would probably shock them more than a vent cover being out of place.

“Of course he did.” That was the older, gruffer man from Blackwood, whom I was beginning to suspect had been some member of the faculty before Kyros took over everything. “Then again, he would, wouldn’t he? Seeing as we have no way to confirm his appearance or any other details…”

I could feel the smugness rolling off the man. It seemed that Arabella could, too, because when she spoke, she sounded extremely annoyed.

“His appearance has been confirmed by a dozen of my associates,” Arabella protested. Her tone indicated she couldn’t believe this man was daring to contradict her and that if he wasn’t so important, she’d have lodged a formal complaint about it. “There’s little doubt that it’s him. Timothy Dent is in this realm—the young man you’ve been looking for.”

“Then where is he?” The older man sounded irritated now.

He doesn’t want to go hunting for me, I realized. He knows how big this realm is. How many places there are in it to hide—how many little islands? He could be forced to spend years tracking me down.

Or maybe not.

“One Summoner is not that important,” a voice said. To my surprise, it wasn’t the older, gruffer man but the young one who’d barely spoken until now. “Not when K is so close to completing the Great Work.”

I heard the capital letters in those last two words. Evidently, Kyros’ crew had begun referring to his scheme by its own important-sounding title—and they’d begun referring to their boss by an initial like a sort of code name. Not that it made much difference. I knew who this ‘K’ was—as did anyone else from Blackwood.

There was a pause. I crept forward a bit more, hoping to be able to peer over the top of the screen. I had to move slowly to avoid being seen, but by using the buff Drider had given me, I managed to crawl across the ceiling until I could peer over the screen and into the other section of the suite.

I understood immediately why the screen had gone up. This section of the suite was practically untouched by the fire that had torn through the tavern. If I’d wanted to fete visitors from a far-off realm—particularly visitors with the power to bring Kyros’ wrath down on my head—I’d have wanted to do it in here, where my failure could be momentarily forgotten. Papered over with normalcy.

To further increase the perception that everything was normal, this section of the suite had been transformed overnight into Arabella’s office. A thick mahogany desk had been carted up to what was normally a bedroom—I didn’t even want to think about how much effort and manpower that had required—and a couple of plush chairs had been laid out for the visitors.

Arabella sat behind the desk, her back straight and her posture fixed on her visitors. If the blonde thought to look straight up and peer into one corner of the room, she’d spot my shadow over the screen. But from the way she and her visitors were talking to each other, I judged there was little enough risk of that happening.

Both the young envoy and the older one from Blackwood sat in their chairs. The younger man leaned forward now, his hood pulled back.

“The most important thing,” the young summoner was saying, “is to make sure that nothing distracts our master. K must have nothing on his mind as the Great Work reaches its fruition besides the task to come.”

Arabella’s eyebrows lifted in surprise. “I was under the impression that capturing Dent and his group was priority one for anyone in K’s organization,” she said, her eyes narrowing. “When did that change?”

You idiot, I thought, shaking my head. You really don’t get it, do you?

Perhaps she didn’t. Arabella was used to the Crusaders, after all, and they seemed like a remarkably straightforward organization. It took me, with my history of working retail jobs and call centers, to understand what eluded the leader of this realm’s most powerful group of Kyros worshippers.

These envoys didn’t want to find me. They were in CYA mode: also known as cover your ass.

I could have laughed at the absurdity of it if only it wouldn’t have given me away. I’d been so worried that Kyros would mobilize his forces to Lagoon if he found I was here—that he’d leave no stone unturned in his quest to find me and bring me to justice. But all the while, I’d underestimated the natural laziness of human beings in big organizations.

None of these people wanted to spend weeks tracking me down. And they damn sure didn’t want to piss off Kyros. So someone says they found Tim Dent sailing the high seas of Lagoon?

Such a person must naturally be mistaken.

We were going to get out of this after all. The fear and laziness of the Blackwood Institute would prove to be my salvation in disguise.

Suddenly, the urge to withdraw filled me. I didn’t need to worry about Arabella—in fact, the only thing I did need to worry about was someone in this tavern spotting me. If I was seen, and seen using my powers, then all bets were off. There’d be incontrovertible evidence that Tim Dent was here, making war against Kyros.

I could have crawled right back across that ceiling, opened the window, and slipped out across the rooftops of Marauder’s Reef.

But I still needed that Airseed.

Without it, Captain Flint would die. And I owed that man my life.

So I clung to the ceiling and waited. My opportunity would come; I’d already come this far. I refused to back down now.

The young man leaned forward, fully in control of the conversation now. His transformation was startling; despite his relative youth, he had an easy air of command that belied his years. Listening to him, I wondered how I’d ever believed the older, gruffer summoner to be the superior officer.

“This is what’s going to happen,” the young man said, tapping the surface of the mahogany desk. I couldn’t see his face, but I didn’t need to see it to know that he was wearing the smuggest, most punchable smirk anyone had ever worn. “There was a fire in the building. That much is beyond question. You had a suspect in custody at the time, wearing a Digital Grimoire—”

“Tim Dent,” Arabella snarled, sounding like she couldn’t believe what she was hearing. “He slipped away. I’m telling you, he’s even more dangerous than Kyros made him sound—”

Both men hissed. The sound was so unexpected that it made me shrink back; Arabella’s gaze flickered toward the ceiling for a moment, filling with confusion, before she returned her attention to the two men sitting across from her. That was close, I thought, peering through the shadows.

“You know that name is not to be spoken in this realm,” the older man said. “You overstep your bounds, Crusader!”

The younger man lifted a hand toward his companion, bidding him to calm down. “It’s fine,” he snapped, seemingly annoyed by the interruption. “That’s not important. Soon, everyone will carry the name of our lord and master on their lips.”

Over my dead body, I thought, grimacing. I’d never let Kyros finish his plans. That man took everything from me. He’d threatened my friends, my lovers, and my life. These flunkies would never understand that.

Part of me wanted to leap from the ceiling like fucking Batman and attack them. But that would have been foolish. Even if I’d been able to subdue Arabella and stop both Blackwood envoys before they could get off any spells, I’d never be able to do it all quietly enough to avoid being caught. Holding back was hard, but I managed to do it.

“You had a suspect,” the young man said, poking his palm with the index finger of the other hand. “While he was in custody, there was a fire in his holding cell. One that destroyed the greater part of the tavern’s upper floors.” He looked around, smirking at the sections of the walls that hadn’t been burnt. “You and several Crusaders put the blaze out with ice and water spells. There’s ample evidence of that, at least.”

“And the suspect was killed,” the big man said, crossing his arms over his chest. “If it was Timothy Dent, then our master no longer needs to worry about that particular Summoner. And if it was just some street rat who managed to pick up a Digital Grimoire somewhere… well”—he made a shushing gesture as if preemptively silencing those who might complain—“who cares?”

Arabella took a long moment to respond. She folded her hands in her lap and sighed, then rubbed the bridge of her nose.

“So what you’re saying is, you want my silence,” she said flatly. “All while Tim Dent could be running around my realm without anyone trying to stop him.”

The young man shrugged. “If it is him, then Seiryu will get him anyway,” he said with a smile. “Why worry?”

A spike of cold fear erupted in my guts. He’s not far off the mark, I thought, grimacing. Even with the Airseed, making it down to Seiryu’s domain and freeing Captain Flint was one hell of a tall order. And I’d have to capture the Azure Dragon besides…

The Summoners exchanged a few more pleasantries, then retired to their rooms. None of the discussion seemed terribly conclusive, but both men who’d come here at Kyros’ bequest looked as if they’d gotten everything they wanted from the conversation. Arabella watched them go, her eyes hard as she gently closed the door behind her.

“Bastards,” she muttered, staring down at the carpet.

I made my move. Dropping to the floor, I felt for the silver dagger Shortcake had given me before seeing me off from the Glen Carrig. Without her natural abilities, I couldn’t charge it up with lightning, but it was plenty lethal as a good old-fashioned knife.

Before Arabella saw me, I snuck up behind her and stuck the point of the dagger in her lower back. “Don’t move,” I instructed the blonde. “Say anything, and I’ll have you dead before that door opens.”

She froze up, going as rigid as a steel girder. “It’s you,” she hissed, realizing in an instant the depths of the shit she’d just fallen into.

I felt myself smirk. “Smart girl,” I said, digging the dagger in a little bit deeper. “You ready to negotiate?”


Chapter 4

“Negotiate?”

The word hissed through Arabella’s teeth like steam from a hot kettle. The muscles of her back tensed up against the tip of the knife, writhing like eels. She reached out for the door that had just closed, subconsciously, then pulled away as she realized it was already too late for that.

“That’s right,” I said, digging the knife in just a touch deeper. “You’re a monster, and I’m a Summoner. I keep going with this dagger and you’re dead—don’t you think this is a perfect time to start negotiating?”

Up close, the room looked less fancy than I’d believed it to be at first glance. The desk and chairs were cast-offs, the decorations on the walls hastily thrown together in order to give the appearance of order after the fire and the jailbreak. In that way, they reflected the mental state of the woman herself pretty well.

Arabella was quiet for a moment. Then she did something I didn’t expect. She laughed.

“You must be joking.”

Was this woman for real?

“No jokes.” My fingers twisted around the hilt, gripping it harder. “I want to negotiate with you, monster. For your life.”

From her stance, it was clear this wasn’t what Arabella had expected, either. I could practically see the word assassination flashing behind her eyes. It must have been a shock to realize there was something else I wanted from her.

Her eyes narrowed. “Is this a sex thing?” she hissed, sounding genuinely confused.

“What?”

“I just can’t figure out why else you’d come here,” she said, her eyes on the door. “You got away clean. We’re even planning to have you officially put down as dead, just to get you out of our hair.”

I couldn’t believe what I was hearing. “No, this isn’t a sex thing,” I said, lifting my left arm. The Digital Grimoire beeped on my wrist, its screen showing my current stockpile of monsters. “I want you to join me. I need your help.”

“My help?” Arabella sounded utterly gobsmacked. “What could you possibly want with me, Summoner?”

There’s no time for this, I thought ruefully. The sound of raised voices came from somewhere else in the building. Far away, certainly, but on the same floor. It was a reminder that my time here was damnably fragile.

“That’s for me to know and for you to find out,” I told the monster, keeping control of the situation. “Now negotiate.”

She scoffed. “Fine. My life in exchange for serving you. Deal.”

I could feel my eyebrows shoot to my hairline. I’d planned this mission out several times in my own head, but I hadn’t anticipated this part happening so quickly. It felt like something of an anticlimax.

“That’s it?” I asked, shaking my head. “Really?”

Arabella smirked at my Digital Grimoire. “Kyros will just free me when he crushes your Digital Grimoire. All your pathetic little playthings will be free when that happens.”

The look on her face bothered me, so I decided to twist the knife. Metaphorically, that is, not the one I had in my hand.

“Looks like you’re about to become one of those pathetic playthings,” I grunted, tapping a button on my Digital Grimoire. “Welcome to the team, Arabella.”

Her expression went sour. Yet she didn’t hesitate. The woman tapped at the proper buttons on the device, sealing the Pact between us. It had all happened so fast that I found it a little hard to believe it was real.

Monster Pact Formed!

Mermaid Arabella (Lv. 20) has joined your Party!

At your current mastery, you can have a maximum party of up to eight (8) Monsters!

Monster: Arabella the Mermaid

Level: 26

HP: 130

MP: 240

STR: WATER/PHYSICAL

WK: FIRE/LIGHTNING

Current Abilities:

15 MP: Deep Carapace: A single-target buff that increases the resilience of the caster.

50 MP: Airseed: Gives a Summoner and his party the ability to travel freely through water.

20 MP: Water Cannon: A spell that launches a stream of high-pressure water at a single target.

You have learned the following Spell:

Water Cannon

I grunted in frustration. Arabella had the Airseed spell, but I’d learned Water Cannon instead. I’d have to rely on her to cast Airseed.

“There,” Arabella said, sounding almost bored. “I’m yours, Summoner. Now I can’t turn on you, so you might as well put down the knife—”

The door to the suite opened. The young man who’d argued so forcefully for me being dead stood in the doorway, suddenly realizing how wrong he’d been.

“Shit,” I growled, leaping backward. “Follow me, Arabella!”

The robed young man spat out a string of syllables behind me, the very air crackling with the telltale ozone smell of magic. I ducked behind the screen just in time.An instant after I disappeared, lighting shot through the room. A bolt of it struck the screen, scorching it in several places and filling the space with a sound like the whole world being torn in half.

The vent was too high—I could climb into it, but the cons from Blackwood would be on me before I could get away. So I threw myself at the only exit I could see.

A single narrow window overlooked the quiet city street beneath. I threw my shoulder against it and shattered it.

I fell. Shards of glass surrounded me like a glittering halo as I toppled, the fragments following me as I tumbled. Behind me, a flash of light told me that Arabella had just jumped into my Digital Grimoire.

Figures, I thought. Keeps her from having to answer any unwanted questions and leaves me on my own to fend for myself.

I’d punish her for that later. For the moment, I focused on getting away.

I twisted in mid-air, orienting myself in the direction of the building across the street. Like most of the structures in this part of Marauder’s Reef, it was far shorter than the tavern Arabella and the Crusaders used as their base of operations. From a casual guess, I had four, maybe five stories to fall.

That would have killed the Tim Dent who walked through the doors of the Blackwood Summoning Institute just a few short weeks ago. But I was made of sterner stuff.

I threw my legs out beneath me, arresting my forward momentum as best as I could. Jumping to the roof might get me across the gap, but it would shatter both my legs like toothpicks. The last thing I wanted was to try to fight my way back to the Glen Carrig with nothing working below my waist.

Angry voices filled the alley behind me as I flung myself at the building’s wall. The Crusaders had begun to realize that they had Kyros’ prey in their den all along, and they didn’t like it.

I smacked the wall a half-story beneath the lip of the roof. Drider’s buff flared through me, adding strength to my limbs and amplifying my grip beyond what a normal human being could do. My palms stuck to the brick, latching on and refusing to give.

I grinned. It was like I’d put my hands down on a flat surface. Except I was hanging from a sheer, vertical incline.

A bolt of fire erupted over my head. I glanced over my shoulder to see the two men from Earth yelling and gesturing, summoning their spells. Monsters probably wouldn’t be close behind.

Then again, I hadn’t seen either man wearing a Digital Grimoire. Maybe they hadn’t brought any summons with them to Lagoon. Or Kyros doesn’t let them have them, I thought. After all, why not? Why would a tyrant let his underlings keep their own personal armies?

Another spell shot past my head, so close that it brushed my cheek. This one was evidently a high-powered freeze spell. It struck the brick right between my outstretched palms, freezing that section of the building like an industrial machine preparing chicken cutlets to be displayed in a supermarket. My palms slipped across the ice, Drider’s buff trying to compensate for the sudden lack of friction.

With a grunt, I hauled myself up onto the roof. It was only a good four of five feet of climbing, but the two Summoners from Blackwood were already charging up another barrage of spells. Their mana pools had to be enormous.

I didn’t sit around to find out how many spells they could cast. I ran.

The sounds of shouting echoed behind me in the night. Two voices turned into a half-dozen, then more. I jumped off the edge of the brick building’s roof and managed to reach the next one, keeping most of my momentum as I headed toward the docks.

Behind me, the night exploded with light.

I turned around in horror to see the entire tavern building lit up like a Christmas tree. Spotlights flared from every window, cutting across the streets of Marauder’s Reef to illuminate the alleys like high noon. I could see figures in dark robes streaming from the tower, carrying swords and staves as they fanned out in all directions.

Shit. This was powerful magic indeed. The Crusaders had just turned the entire city into an open-air prison. Their spotlights went everywhere.

One of the lights passed over me, and I let out a hiss. Though I dropped to the roof and went prone, the spotlight didn’t move—instead, it did a little wiggle as if whoever held it from the tavern’s windows were suddenly excited.

I’d been spotted. They’d be on their way.

To my surprise, I didn’t see any members of the Legion of the Deep with them. Until I snuck back into the city, I’d assumed they were working for the Crusaders—that they were some kind of hired muscle, doing the dirty deeds the ‘proper’ authorities didn’t want to be seen doing. But that evaporated as I got a better look at who was chasing me.

This complicated things. If the Legion weren’t after me, then why’d they abduct Captain Flint? Who the hell were they really working for?

I couldn’t wait to ask them to their faces.

I rose to my feet, no longer caring if the spotlight saw me. My feet carried me to the edge of the roof, then right over the side as I kept on running down the wall. My body went from vertical to horizontal in a single step, my feet sticking to the side of the building as if I had super glue on the soles of my shoes. I ignored the way the blood rushed to my head and focused on getting to street level.

This section of the city was a bit rowdier. I touched down in an alley next to a broad thoroughfare, lit by the gaslights of drinking halls and gambling dens. Plenty of people were out and about, though few of them were focusing on making money or getting laid. They stared at the glowing tower in the distance, muttering to themselves about what it could mean.

Time to disappear, I thought, popping my collar. I took out a tricorne hat I’d borrowed from the Glen Carrig and pushed it down low on my head, obscuring most of my face. Hopefully, with all the commotion, nobody would look at me too closely, and I’d be able to get back to the ship before the Crusaders caught up to me.

I was just about to step out of the alley when a shadow leapt onto the nearby wall.

“Master!” a female voice hissed.

I blinked. “Drider?” I asked, squinting into the darkness. “Is that you?”

The spider woman emerged from the shadows. “You did not come back down from the tower,” she chided, waving one long, multi-jointed leg in my direction. “Instead, you ran halfway across town, traveling from roof to roof. I had to move fast to keep up with you!”

It gladdened my heart to know I hadn’t left the monster behind. Drider deserved better than that—she’d proven it to me tonight.

“Sorry,” I said, meaning it. “Things got kinda hairy in there.”

She shrugged. “No matter. Shall I ride the rest of the way in your Grimoire, Summoner?”

I was about to tell her to hop in when a commotion spread across the street. Instinctively, I backed myself against the wall of the alley, flattening my body against the brick as best as I was able. With my coat held high against my chest and my hat tilted forward, I hardly looked like a person at all—just a pile of detritus in a random alley.

Men in dark robes fanned out across the thoroughfare.

“Alright, you pirate scum!” a commanding voice roared. To my surprise, it was the gruff man who’d been part of Arabella’s briefing back at the tavern. “By the order of the Mayor, a curfew has been levied on Marauder’s Reef—effective now! Anyone who does not return to their homes immediately will be subject to arrest and summary execution!”

It was the execution part that got people’s attention. Such language wasn’t frequently used in the Reef, not with so many criminals and ne’er do wells about.

“Ey!” someone shouted. A much drunker orc than most stumbled out of the doorway of a nearby ‘massage parlor’, a pint of something dark in his hand. “What’s with that damn tower lit up like a Wintersnight tree? Who are you people looking for?”

The Summoner glared. “That is none of your concern,” he said, amplifying his voice with magic. “There will be a ten-minute grace period applied to current revelers! Anyone out and about after that will be opening themselves to forced detainment, seizure, execution, or anything else we damned well want!”

“Someone’s escaped,” a woman hissed. She looked like a barmaid, which was maybe why her eyes saw things more clearly than most. “You’re looking for some kind of criminal, aye?”

“There’s plenty of those around here!” A rakish monster laughed.

“Stuff it!” the barmaid replied. “A real criminal, you lout! Not someone who deals in rum or gives goblins tug-jobs for coin! Why don’t you tell us who it is so we can help you, blackrobe?”

Her words were taken up by the crowd. Say this for the people of Marauder’s Reef: though a coarse and sometimes ill-tempered bunch, they were motivated by a strong sense of justice. Smuggle banned spirits or weapons through the port and you could expect a warm welcome and a willing market, but kill a man without cause or lay your hands on a woman without her say so and the pirates would string you up faster than any set of police officers back home.

Normally, I liked that about Marauder’s Reef. But right now, the goodwill of the people threatened to throw a serious wrench into my plans.

Fortunately, the man from Blackwood couldn’t see an opportunity when it had taken off its panties for him. He leaned back and lifted a hand over his head, then fired a plume of flame twenty feet into the air without whispering so much as a syllable. The meaning was clear: this was a powerful magician. Fuck with him and he’d put you in the ground.

“We don’t need any help from the likes of you,” the man said contemptuously. “Disperse! Disperse or you will be dispersed!”

The crowd clearly didn’t like that. In their irritation, I sensed the beginnings of a plan.

“Actually, you’re staying out for now,” I told Drider, taking another step back into the shadows. “In fact, how would you like some company?”

The spider monster looked surprised. “I certainly wouldn’t say no, Master.”

“Great,” I said. “The other two are going to be a bit disoriented when I summon them, so I’ll leave the talking to you. When you leave the alley, this is what I want you to say…”

As the man from Blackwood preened, savoring his dominion over the crowd, I prepared Drider for what she and my other monsters were about to do. What a petty tyrant, I thought, watching him out of the corner of my eye. No wonder Kyros lets men like this do his dirty work in other realms. No wonder he doesn’t fear they might turn on him in secret. He knows how to get just the right people under him.

I’d worked with too many middle managers like the man from Blackwood. I promised myself I’d never be like that with my monsters or any of the people surrounding me.

Once I was satisfied that Drider understood, I tapped my Digital Grimoire. The twin pulses of light lit up the alley like a fireworks display, catching the attention of most of the pirates and several of the Crusaders.

I’d just put myself directly in the spotlight, but it didn’t matter. I was ready.

Frick and Altiri emerged, blinking, into the alley.

“Master?” Frick asked, looking around like he’d obviously expected to find himself back on the deck of the Glen Carrig. “What are we doing in an alley?”

“Smell funny,” Altiri grunted, her nostrils flaring. “Smell like shit.”

“It certainly does!” Frick agreed cheerfully. “Hey, there’s a spider woman in here, too! We’re not interrupting your mating again, are we, Master?”

I didn’t even want to think of the mechanics of how that would work between me and Drider. Would she have to…? No. I cut that line of thought off before it could form.

“No time,” I said, grabbing the frost imp.

Then I lifted the little imp into the air like he was the last TurboMan action figure on Christmas Eve.

“Woah!” Frick cried, his little imp’s legs kicking out madly in my grip. “Hey, that tickles!”

“Follow Drider’s lead!” I yelled, pitching Frick over my head. “Both of you do what she does!”

Frick looked back at me, confused, as he fell out of the alley. “Huh?”

Before he could recover, Drider was out there with him. Altiri followed just behind.

“These men are outsiders!” Drider yelled, lifting her hissing spider’s voice as loud as it would go. “They stole Captain Flint from the Glen Carrig and took him to Seiryu’s den! They are here to make sure we all go to the gallows!”

Like all the best rabble-rousing, it was a mixture of truth and lies. The Crusaders hadn’t been responsible for Captain Flint’s kidnapping, I’d just learned that, but it hardly mattered. These people feared and distrusted the men in fancy robes who’d come from another realm. It wouldn’t take much to turn them against the outsiders.

The gruff man did a double-take as the creatures fanned out across the street. “Bring me those monsters!” he roared, aiming a gnarled finger at Frick. “Those monsters belong to the man I’m looking for!”

The people on the street didn’t like that one bit. They already distrusted the outsider in his strange robes; hearing him come down so quickly against anyone speaking a word of dissent only solidified their anger. It turned it into something real.

“Fuck this!” someone snarled, firing a round into the air with their blunderbuss. “No one can tell us not to drink and fight! Not even the bloody mayor!”

“No one’s executing anybody,” another drunken pirate exclaimed. “Exceptin’ maybe these freaks!”

“Make them walk the plank!” a bawdy woman roared, leaning out of the second-story window of a massage parlor with her tits hanging out. “Ha! Ha! Ha!”

Suddenly an entire crowd was in the streets, between me and the Summoners. I took my chance and bolted.

Frick turned around just enough to shoot me a wink as he threw himself into the fight. Next to him, Altiri let out a frightening roar and threw herself at one of the Summoners’ lackeys, buffing herself with a Tantrum spell as she did so.

The force of the blow sent the man skyward, tossing him into the air like a ragdoll.

Then I was running, no longer paying attention to the fight. A full-on riot was likely to break out behind me, and when it did, I wanted to be as far away as humanly possible. Back on the deck of the Glen Carrig would have been perfect.

The sound of people yelling and spells being thrown followed me as I raced to the docks. No doubt the authorities of Marauder’s Reef were going to have their hands full between now and sunrise. I wished them good luck.

The rest of the run to the Glen Carrig was a blur. The next thing I knew I was standing before the ship, my lungs burning and my eyes watering over with tears. I’d run all the way across town, exhausting myself. Only Drider’s buff had kept me from collapsing.

As a test, I rested my hand against a pole and tried to lift myself upward. The hand slid away, completely unaffected by the wood. Buff’s over, I realized.

“Ho, there!” I roared, smiling despite how tired I was. “I’m back!”

Three heads appeared so quickly over the side of the Glen Carrig that I felt certain they’d been waiting for me all this time. Lexi and Maria smiled like Christmas morning as they peered down at me from the vessel’s deck, and even Lezabel managed to crack a faint one through her bandages. Just knowing that they were all aboard and safe filled me with good cheer.

Shortcake appeared next to them, lifting herself onto the edge of the boat. For a moment she was all face and tits, then she climbed to her feet and squinted at me. “Did you get what you were looking for?” she asked sternly.

I held up the Digital Grimoire. “She’s in here.” No need to say who she was—everyone on the crew already knew. “Let’s get out of here before the fighting spills over into the docks.”

Shortcake did a double-take. “Fighting?”

I rubbed the back of my neck, grinning sheepishly. “I kinda started a riot.”

The goblin girl stared out over the city. The lights of the tower twinkled in her eyes.

“Well,” she said with a laugh. “Bastards deserve it for letting the captain be taken. All aboard!”

Someone threw down a gangplank, and I climbed onto the deck of the Glen Carrig. All at once my women were around me, hugging me tight and covering me in kisses. I won’t lie—it was a damned good feeling. Especially with how close a call it had been in the Crusader’s tower.

Speaking of which, I realized, glancing over my shoulder, got one more piece of business to take care of.

Reaching for my Digital Grimoire, I thumbed the ‘unsummon’ option for all my monsters. As I did, I whispered a silent prayer of thanks that I’d tested this earlier, on board the Glen Carrig. I’d gotten up to a few more things than playing cards with the crew and having sex with my harem.

Frick had been more than happy to be thrown overboard a few times to test out the Digital Grimoire’s features.

As I touched the final button, a flash of light burst in the distance. I knew that my monsters had just dematerialized wherever they were, winking away from any fight or riot they’d been in the middle of. They shot like bolts of lightning down the city streets, reaching the dock and hitting my Digital Grimoire with a powerful, yet completely weightless thud.

“Monsters are on board,” I said, double-checking to make sure Frick and Altiri were alright. Their mana was tapped, and their health was low but manageable. I hoped they’d had a good time. “Let’s get the hell out of here!”

The Glen Carrig cast off from the dock and disappeared over the waves, leaving Marauder’s Reef behind.


Chapter 5

A light rain fell from the midnight sky.

“Let me get this straight,” Arabella said, glaring at me, “you want me to do what, exactly?”

The deck of the Glen Carrig was a flurry of activity. Monsters climbed the rigging, unfurling the sails to catch the wind. Shortcake paced up and down the captain’s balcony, shouting orders over the sound of the surf. And my companions and I were having an impromptu meeting with my newly captured monster, Arabella—whose help we needed more than ever.

“Look, I’ll make you a deal,” I said, grimacing. I now realized that making Arabella my monster came with serious drawbacks. The contract—the Pact—between man and monster was a deep, primal bond. Not something to be entered into lightly or under duress.

As evidenced from the fact that Arabella was currently straining it as much as she possibly could.

“Deal?” she growled, looking around at her surroundings in disbelief. “Are you kidding me?”

I sighed. Ever since being summoned from my Grimoire, the mermaid had been acting like a captive. Somewhat naively, I’d believed that maybe taking her away from the Crusaders would allow Arabella to loosen up a bit and join the side of the good guys for once. Maybe that would have been possible if I hadn’t formed a Pact with her against her will—forcing her to become my monster or die.

Altiri had made the same bargain, I reminded myself. But in that case, it had been the Wendigo’s idea to sell her loyalty for her life. Arabella was working on a different wavelength.

“I don’t particularly want you as my monster,” I said, looking at Lezabel for help. If anyone understood what Arabella was going through, it was her. Though a monster herself, the idea of forming a Pact with a Summoner rankled my gorgeous companion. She served me out of her own free will, and she found me attractive, not because some Pact compelled her to. “Once you’ve done what I need you to do, I’ll gladly set you free.” A note of hesitation. “Assuming the Digital Grimoire will let me do that, of course.”

Pure derision filled the mermaid’s eyes. “You don’t even know how it works,” she said, leaning over and spitting onto the boards. “Gods, you really are a baby Summoner, aren’t you? And to think you managed to elude my guards… well, no matter. I’m stuck with you now.”

“That’s what Tim is trying to say,” Lexi said in a small voice. “You don’t have to be stuck with us. Not if you don’t want to be.”

“Oh, really?” Arabella’s hands went to her hips. The buttons of her white vest were undone almost all the way down to her navel, showing the blue scales covering her cleavage. “Then set me free.”

“Not until you’ve helped us,” I said.

Arabella rolled her eyes. “Really, I’d be ever so grateful,” she said, miming the speaking patterns of a coquettish barmaid. “I’d even overlook the fact that you bound me to your wristwatch and dragged me out here to the world’s stinkiest monster hunter boat. I really wouldn’t be laughing at you the whole swim home… honest!”

We were getting nowhere with this. At this rate, I’d have to order Arabella to perform the Airseed spell for my harem and my monsters—and I wanted to avoid that if at all possible. I already felt rotten enough about capturing her.

She did the same thing to you, a little voice whispered in the back of my head. What’s good for the gander is good for the goose.

Especially when that goose was as annoying and psychotic as Arabella.

“I wasn’t lying about Captain Flint,” I said, gesturing around the deck of the Glen Carrig. “This is his ship we’re sailing on, Arabella. That goblin girl up there on the balcony? That’s the first mate.”

“Oh yes, please keep introducing me to pirates,” the mermaid said, her voice dripping with sarcasm. “I can’t wait for you to tell me the back-stories of the cooks and the people who clean the latrines!”

I couldn’t stop myself. I sent a mental command for Arabella to shut her mouth, and she did exactly that. But she fought against it, and the pain of attempting to disobey my command—the command of her Summoner—brought her to her knees.

I released the command, and her pain went away. She glared up at me, her breathing heavy.

The shock did far more than the pain. The look on the mermaid’s face was almost enough to make up for the shame I felt at doing it.

“You commanded me!” Arabella protested. “That hurt.”

“You deserved it,” Lexi said without hesitation.

“You deserve a lot more,” Maria added. “You tried to kill our man. You hurt Lezabel—she’s still in bandages because of you!”

The mermaid let out a feeble hiss, bringing herself to her feet. “You dare!”

“Right now, you’re my monster,” I said. “Are you going to follow orders or not?”

Arabella’s eyes filled with hate, but both of us knew that was ultimately a hollow gesture. If I directly ordered her to do something, she had little choice but to comply. She could certainly make my life hell while she was doing it, though. And she had every sign of wanting to make my life hell.

“What is it you want me to do for you, Master?” the mermaid asked. Unlike when Frick or someone else said it, the word came out dripping with venom. “What was so important that it necessitated you stealing me from my home?”

I shared a look with my companions. Fine, then. It was time to come clean.

“I need you to cast an Airseed spell,” I said, gesturing at the ocean waves. “One that will last long enough for us to save Captain Flint.”

Arabella stared at me blankly. It was as if she hadn’t heard a word I’d said. “You… what?”

I sighed. “Captain Flint. After the Legion of the Deep took him, they brought him out to a point in the middle of the ocean. We were right behind them when they went under…”

Over the next few minutes, I explained every detail of the chase to Arabella. She looked shocked when I told her about the pitched battle we’d entered with the Legion and their strange black ship, not to mention more than a little impressed.

But it was when I mentioned Seiryu that the truly startled looks began.

“Let me get this straight,” she said once I was finished. “The Azure Dragon kidnapped the captain of your ship, using the most feared force of mercenaries on the high seas as his patsies. And your plan is to go underwater to his hidden lair and bring this man back?”

When she put it like that, it didn’t sound like a plan with a high degree of success. But I wasn’t about to give up that easily.

“I’ve been in worse scrapes before,” I told the mermaid. “You had me in one if I remember correctly.”

I expected that to force Arabella to back up a bit. But it didn’t move her in the slightest. Instead, she began to laugh. She tossed her head back, her stringy hair surrounding her face like a messy halo as she wheezed.

“I’m in,” she said, catching herself just as I was about to interrupt. “Give me one condition, Summoner, and I’ll do exactly what you want. With no shirking or trying to wriggle out of it.”

That sounded awfully convenient to me.

“Just like that?” I asked, cocking an eyebrow.

“What’s behind this sudden change of heart?” Maria asked.

The mermaid grinned, shaking her head like we were all fools. “Of course I’ll help,” she said, spreading her arms. “You’re going to Seiryu’s lair. That’ll save me the need of having to kill you later.”

Lexi looked alarmed.

Arabella took in the whole of the Glen Carrig: the crew, the ship, the boards beneath her feet. “All of you are going to die,” she said simply. “Except for me.”

I found that hard to believe. But if Arabella wanted to think that way, I figured I’d let her. Anything that kept her doing my bidding without giving me a hard time about it was a good thing.

“What’s this condition of yours?” I asked, feeling suspicious. No doubt it would be some kind of a loophole—one that would allow her to stab me in the back.

But the mermaid had something else in mind. She was already taking off her shirt, her gills flexing as she prepared herself for a dip in the briny deep. As she undressed, catching the eye of the other women, she explained herself.

“There is a setting, in your Digital Grimoire. When selected, it instantly frees your monsters from their captivity in the event of your death.”

This was news to me. “Oh really?” I asked, faking confidence. “How does it do that?”

Arabella snickered. “It reads your heartbeat,” she said with a shrug. “Like one of those fancy pieces of exercise jewelry I’m told you humans wear back in your home realm. A couple of people from Blackwood came here once with them on their wrists, and I got curious.”

I was curious as well, but not about that. “You’re saying I can set it so that all my monsters are freed if I’m killed? Frick and Altiri and all the rest, including the ones I have watching over my companions?”

“We would never leave, Master,” Nekomara hissed. She and Alranne had been keeping their distance during the conversation, preferring to watch over Lexi and Maria rather than argue with strangers. I’d taken them back out of my Digital Grimoire almost as soon as I’d unsummoned them. I would have done the same with Frick and Altiri if they didn’t need a rest after the riot. “Even if you were to free me, I belong to Maria now. I love her, and she needs me.”

The redhead turned, looking overwhelmed with emotion. Thank you, she mouthed, making a little heart over her chest with her fingers.

Arabella cleared her throat. “I don’t care about the other monsters,” she said, shaking her head. “I just want you to set it that way for me. When you die—and you will die, Summoner, thinking you can go up against Seiryu and walk away clean—then I’ll be free. I can swim home and return to my duties as a Crusader, confident that the enemy I was charged with killing has been dealt with.”

Despite the mermaid’s vehemence toward me, her request sounded reasonable. I couldn’t think of a much worse fate than being trapped inside a Digital Grimoire for decades, wasting away slowly at the bottom of a deep, briny ocean.

In fact, how long could a monster last inside a Grimoire? If I unslung my own device from my wrist and tossed it into the ocean, would Frick and Altiri be left in stasis for centuries? Millennia? And what might happen to them after so many years of mind-melting boredom?

It sounded like a concept from a horror story. I didn’t want to think about it.

I gave Arabella’s words some thought. “That sounds fair to me. Like I said, I don’t even want you as my monster—I just need you to open the path to Seiryu’s lair for me. Once that’s done and Captain Flint is back on the Glen Carrig, you’re free to go.”

Arabella brightened. “Good. Then do it, and we’ll get started—”

I held up a finger, cutting her off. “As long as you do something for me, as well.”

The mermaid’s expression curdled. She crossed her arms beneath her scaly breasts, which were now bare thanks to her stripping off her clothing. The scales covered more of her body than I’d anticipated, giving her an appearance that seemed almost a little bit like what I’d seen when I’d torn the veil off a member of the Legion of the Deep. It didn’t disgust me, but neither did it attract me, either.

“What do you want?” Arabella asked. “I’m warning you… if this is a sex thing—”

“It’s not,” I assured the mermaid. “Believe me, I have more than enough sex things. I’m up to my fucking neck in sex things. All my sex things are very satisfied, and I’m not accepting applications for new ones at the moment.”

“Not all of them are satisfied,” Lezabel grumbled. I let that pass—it had been too quiet for Arabella to hear, anyway.

Something in the mermaid softened. “Then what?”

I looked down at the churning ocean water. We were nearing the spot where we’d watched the Legion of the Deep’s ship disappear now—I knew that, thanks to the monsters who handled navigation for the Glen Carrig, we’d be right on top of the exact spot when we cast the Airseed spell.

Was I really going to risk everything by sinking to the bottom of that sea? God only knew what horrors awaited us there. This was Seiryu’s territory, and he’d had decades—if not hundreds of years—to cultivate it. We’d be on enemy ground, that was damned sure.

Yet for all that, I felt a strange sense of excitement. This was what I was good at. What I was made for.

“I need to be sure,” I said, looking at the waves, “that you’re not going to stab me in the back. I’m putting my life in your hands, Arabella—doubly so since you know that you’ll be free if I die. So I need to be one hundred percent sure you won’t withdraw the Airseed once we’re too deep to resurface. That you won’t betray us all by trying to drown us at the bottom of the ocean.”

I said trying to because I knew I’d get out of it somehow, but Arabella didn’t know that.

She regarded me evenly, trying to figure out how serious I was. Then she looked at Lexi and Mari and realized I was as serious as a goddamned heart attack. I wouldn’t let my companions go into the deep without her assurances.

“Fine,” the mermaid said with a sigh. “I’ll swear an Oath.”

I wasn’t too preoccupied with the mission not to notice the capital letter Arabella’s voice held when saying the word. “An oath? How so?”

Maria nudged me. “It’s an official thing between Summoners and their monsters,” she explained, glancing from me to Arabella and back again. “If she officially pledges to do nothing to harm you, then it’s binding. The same as her injunction to follow your commands is.”

Interesting. “You’d think she wouldn’t be able to harm me by default.”

“And yet,” Arabella said with a smile. “Perhaps whoever set up this whole racket with Summoners had a little bit of sympathy for their monsters. Maybe they wanted to give them just a little bit of leverage they could use over their owners.”

Maybe. But I doubted it.

“Fine,” I said, nodding. “You’ll swear an Oath. But it’ll be two-fold.”

“Hmm?”

“I’ve read too much Isaac Asimov. I know that there’s more than one way for a robot to harm a human, so to speak. You have to swear not to try and harm me, my companions, and the crew of the Glen Carrig.”

“Understood,” the mermaid said quickly.

But I wasn’t done. “And you have to swear not to let us come to harm through inactivity,” I added, crossing my arms over my chest. “I can already see it. ‘I didn’t KNOW my mana was going to run out! The Airseed just collapsed!’”

From the sour look on Arabella’s face, I knew she’d been thinking along the same lines. “You’re a real bastard, you know that?” she asked, mean-mugging me like we were back in middle school.

I just shrugged. “Swear the Oath. You want your freedom? You’ll get it—but only after I get Captain Flint back.”

And, I mentally added, after I deal with Seiryu.

Arabella eventually came around and swore an Oath not to harm me or the crew. The fact that she was naked when she was doing it meant that she wasn’t crossing her fingers when she did it or any other part of her body—not that that would have mattered. Oaths, as Maria would explain to me later, were completely unbreakable. They’re a huge part of Summoner culture, as they underpinned the whole relationship between those who controlled monsters and those who took orders.

I’d never heard of them because they were normally only exchanged in the long term: when a monster signed up to serve a Summoner for life. My rise to the top wouldn’t have precipitated much of that, and I wouldn’t have forced someone like Frick to sign a loyalty oath. I knew the little imp was in my corner, simple as that.

I think Arabella only agreed because she wanted to see me get ripped apart by Seiryu with her own eyes. She was grinning by the time we finished, peering over the side of the ship as the oars of the Glen Carrig centered us on the spot where Captain Flint had disappeared.

I scanned the horizon for any sign of Seiryu, but the Azure Dragon was nowhere to be found. Like as not, he was down in the briny deep, waiting for us. Did he know we were coming?

I sure hoped not.

“You and those you wish to come with us will jump overboard,” Arabella explained. Now that the Oath was sealed and there was no question of her loyalty, the mermaid had discarded most of her personal animus toward me. She didn’t seem to like me, exactly, but she saw me as someone with whom she could do business. “Once we’re all together, I’ll cast the Airseed. I’ll also guide us to the bottom, which should only take a few minutes. After that, the rest is up to you.”

I nodded. We’d play the rest of the mission by ear. “Very well,” I said. “Guess we all get to jump. Who wants to go first?”

Before we could draw straws or anything like that, Lexi barreled to the edge of the ship. None of us could do anything more than shout as she leapt over the side, lifting her legs as she struck the surface of the water with a crazy cannonball.

She sank like a stone, kicking up a spray of bubbles. She surfaced a few moments later, coughing and laughing. “It’s warm!” she yelled, sounding surprised. “I thought it would be freezing!”

“Sounds like the water’s fine,” Maria said, sharing a wicked look with me. “Shall we?”

I helped the redhead to the side of the ship, holding her arm. For a moment she was dainty, then she let out a yell that would have impressed a spring break co-ed and dove, her legs going over her head and her arms extending in a graceful swan dive. She kicked up fewer bubbles and surfaced faster than Lexi had, then joined her at the rendezvous spot. Neither of them seemed to have any trouble treading water.

That left Lezabel. “If you want to stay,” I told the demoness, “I understand. You’re still injured, and we haven’t gone all the way yet…”

I trailed off as she stared at me. There was something devastatingly beautiful about the way she looked when she was mad.

“You,” Lezabel purred, “are extremely vexing.”

Then she kissed me.

I melted against her, lifting her into my arms. My hands found her ass and squeezed it, supporting her as she ground her tight body against mine. Arabella let out a low whistle as she watched, and several members of the crew cheered.

“And I’m coming with you,” the demoness finished, breaking the kiss. “I’m not letting you die down there, Tim. Not when you and I have so much left unfinished.”

She was right about that, at least.

“Soon,” I agreed, carrying her to the side of the ship. “See you in a sec!”

Before she could protest, I tossed her—gently—over the side of the Glen Carrig. She fell, squawking like an angered chicken as she hit the surface of the water ass-first.

“That leaves the monsters,” I said, drying my hands on my pants and turning to Alranne and Nekomara. “If you two want to ride down in my Digital Grimoire, there’s a place for you. I’m sure you’d rather stay dry.”

Both looked like that was true, and they were just too proud to ask it. Especially Nekomara. I’d never known a cat who enjoyed being dunked in water.

“Yesss,” the catgirl purred, nodding. “That would be good. But please, summon us at the first sign of trouble! We must protect our charges.”

I nodded seriously to show I understood. “I will.”

Both hopped into the Grimoire, disappearing in a wave of light.

With that bit of business done, it was time for me to jump into the water and join the gang. But before I could, a small figure shot past me and climbed onto the side of the ship, leaping up to my eye level with gusto.

I shouldn’t have been surprised to see Shortcake at such a moment. But of course I was.

“I’m going with you!” the goblin said, cackling with glee as she glanced down into the clear, churning water. “This is going to be an adventure!”

I stared at the goblin, then grinned. “Well, if you say so,” I said, looking her up and down. She’d make quite pleasant company indeed.

“Captain?” The word came out as a strangled cry; several among the crew members on the Glen Carrig took it up. The loudest was Lumley, who actually climbed down from the rigging to stand shocked on the deck. “What are you doing?”

“Going on a trip, ye fools!” Shortcake beamed, showing off her short, stubby fangs. “The captain needs me! Plus, there’s a cute boy who’s not technically part of this crew who’s involved!”

“You can’t leave us!” someone else shouted. “What will we do without you?”

Shortcake looked like she’d expected them to already know the answer. “Keep watch, ye fools!” she snorted, gesturing out at the horizon. “Those bastards from the Reef don’t know where we were headed, but they’ll set out a wide net! If they don’t come here, be ready to pick us up!”

“And if they do?” a voice asked. It was Lumley, who already looked like he knew what Shortcake’s next action was going to be.

“Then get out of the way,” she said. “Hide in one of the coves and come back once it’s safe. You’ll know what to do, Lumley.”

There was general confusion at this statement. The crew members on deck all looked at the tall monster, seeing him in a light they’d never looked at him in before. Was Shortcake saying what they thought she was saying?

She is, I thought. Of course she is.

But Lumley had to hear it from the goblin herself. “Are you saying I’m in charge, Captain?”

Shortcake snorted. “I’m no captain, and you all know that!” she said, lifting her cutlass. “Captain Flint’s the only man with the balls to lead this vessel over the waves. Lumley, you’ll do until I get back. Keep an eye on things, will you?”

The monster looked like he was treating his charge with a great deal more seriousness than Shortcake. He saluted the petite goblin girl, a severe look on his monstrous face. “Aye, aye, Captain!”

Shortcake sighed, then turned to me. “How about you hold me in your arms when you jump, Tim?”

That sounded good to me. I gathered up the little goblin girl and placed one leg on the railing of the ship, gauging the height of the jump. It was going to hurt a little but not too much.

Shortcake wriggled against me. “That demoness isn’t the only one you’ve got unfinished business with, matey,” she purred, placing one of her boots against my bulge. “When this is over, I want you to give me a good stretching out!”

I couldn’t believe how forward she was being. “Would that even work?” I asked, looking down into her eyes. “I mean, my cock’s practically as big as your whole body.”

Shortcake guffawed at that. “Har! That’s what all men say before they get unzipped.” Her boot quested deeper between my thighs. “You might truly be packing though, young Tim Dent. You might, at that.”

I tried not to think of how it would feel to have sex with Shortcake as I jumped over the side of the Glen Carrig. There was a moment of weightlessness and freedom, then I struck the surface of the waves and sank like a stone. By the time I came back up, I was gasping, and so was Shortcake.

“Ugh!” the goblin cried, sputtering and spitting out water. “I didn’t have time to prepare before you jumped!”

““You okay, Shortcake?” I asked, holding her up and out of the water. It was surprisingly easy to keep myself upright by kicking against the waves. Even the beaches I’d been to back on Earth weren’t this gentle.

“Shortcake?” Lexi hadn’t seen the goblin in my arms as I fell. “What is the first mate doing here?”

“Getting herself promoted to harem duty,” Maria said with a knowing smirk. “Arabella, we’re all ready. Let’s get this show on the road!”

The mermaid nodded. In the cold light of the moon, she looked more like a creature from mythology than a human. Her skin glistened in the starlight, covered in thick blue scales. Magic rippled from her like the waves caused by a stone tossed into a still pool, surrounding us and charging the water with power.

Arabella tossed her head back and chanted. This wasn’t like the spells my monsters cast, which were cut and dry. This magic felt older. More primal. While I didn’t doubt my Digital Grimoire would show Arabella’s mana shrinking while she did this, I couldn’t help but feel like there was far more going on than a simple spell.

Or maybe I just didn’t fully understand the potential of summoning.

Lexi, Maria, and Lezabel crowded around me. We all floated together in the water, watching as Arabella weaved the Airseed spell.

“Here we go,” Lexi whispered, sounding amazed. “I can’t believe we’re actually going under the sea! It’s going to be like a movie…”

“Yeah,” Maria added wryly. “A horror movie. I doubt there’s going to be any singing crustaceans, Lexi.”

Before Lexi could come up with a reply, the air sizzled with magic. A ball of pure energy surrounded us like a pane of transparent glass in the shape of an egg all around us. It pushed into the water, leaving us standing on its bottom up to our knees in the liquid that was left.

No, not an egg, I realized, looking around. It’s a seed. An air seed.

Arabella clapped her hands together. As she did, the water drained from the forcefield, pouring back into the ocean like the barrier was no longer there. I reached up and touched it, reassuring myself that it was as solid as before. It was even faintly warm.

“Nothing will travel with us save for ourselves,” Arabella explained. “The water will only interfere.” She glanced down between her feet. “Are we ready to descend?”

Lexi and Maria held me tight. Lezabel clutched her bandages and nodded. Shortcake was practically jumping up and down with manic glee.

“Yes,” I said, steeling myself. “Let’s go save the captain.”

At Arabella’s command, the air seed sank beneath the waves.


Chapter 6

Instantly, we were plunged into darkness.

I don’t know why I assumed we’d be able to see with perfect clarity underneath the water. Perhaps I’d seen too many movies. In my mind, our descent to the ocean floor had been lit like a Hollywood production, with crystal-clear water surrounding us as far as the eye could see.

The reality was far different.

We quickly formed a circle within the air seed, each picking a different direction to watch as the transparent bubble sank beneath the waves. Shortcake was busy pressing her cheek against the barrier, peering into the gloom with the look of a hyper-caffeinated toddler visiting an aquarium for the first time.

None of that worried me. What did was Arabella.

The mermaid stood like a statue in the center of the bubble. A quick glance at my Digital Grimoire confirmed she’d used a huge chunk of her mana in order to cast the Airseed spell—and to my surprise, her mana wasn’t recharging the way Frick or Altiri’s did.

She must be expending it to keep the bubble up, I realized, letting my fingers graze the barrier. A spell like this would require more than a one-time expenditure of energy: it needed upkeep, in order to keep from popping and sending us all to our deaths.

“Welcome to our watery graves,” Arabella said, opening her eyes.

She’s really on my wavelength, I thought ruefully. Too bad she wants to freak me out.

And not just me. “Don’t say that!” Lexi whispered, hugging her own shoulders. “We’re fine, right? There’s nothing wrong with the bubble?”

“Nothing wrong yet,” Arabella countered. “Your boyfriend made me swear not to fuck with it. You’re a lucky girl that way.”

“Keep speaking to her like that and I’ll show you just how lucky she is,” Maria snapped. “Lexi might be too timid to tell you to shove your stupid comments up your ass, but I suffer from no such compunction—”

“Quiet, all of you!” That was Shortcake, who had both hands on the barrier and was staring back at us in horror. “Do you hear that?”

We all fell silent. As the bubble continued to descend through the darkness, I became cognizant of a noise out in the distance. It sounded like two massive plates of metal grinding together as heard from a long way off. A ship, perhaps?

“I hear it,” Lezabel said, instantly on alert. “What is it, Shortcake?”

The goblin girl looked serious, which freaked me out more than anything else. It took quite a scare to cut through her cheery demeanor. “It may be the kraken,” she whispered, sounding like she was trying to think of an excuse for why it wasn’t.

“The Kraken?” Maria asked, arching a brow.

Shortcake cleared her throat. “A kraken,” she corrected. “Though there’s only one known to hunt in these waters. It attacked a boat I served on before I found Captain Flint and the Glen Carrig.”

“What happened?” I asked.

The look on Shortcake’s face told me everything I needed to know. “’Twasn’t pretty,” she admitted, grimacing.

I nodded. If there was even a chance that some horrible beast could be lurking in the darkness, we needed to be ready.

“Everyone stay quiet,” I whispered, crouching in the center of the bubble. “We sink like a stone, and we leave no trace behind. If there’s anything big out there, it’ll pass us by.”

“You know, you never ordered me to keep my mouth shut,” Arabella mused. The mermaid kept peering through the gloom as if hoping to see confirmation of Shortcake’s guess. “I could scream right now and bring that thing to us. You wouldn’t be able to stop me.”

“Try it and I’ll put a dagger between your eyes,” Shortcake said in a menacing tone.

Arabella just laughed. “You do that and this bubble collapses,” she said, shaking her head. “I’ll live—I’m built for the deep sea—but you four? Your heads will pop like soap bubbles. Lights out forever, and then I’m free.”

Just then, something shuddered in the darkness. Despite the lack of light, I swore I could see something massive moving just out of view. A kraken?

“It’s so cold,” Lexi whispered, leaning against Maria. “Why is it so cold?”

“The air seed preserves our air, but it gives us no protection against the elements,” Arabella explained. She spoke a little louder than she should have, or what was safe, as if lording it over me that she had a new source of power. “The water is freezing down here in the deeps. It’ll drop the temperature of everything.”

It couldn’t have been clearer that everything about this was unnatural. No one who wasn’t at least part fish was supposed to be this deep in the ocean. Even when I looked up, I could no longer see the surface. Or the stars.

The Airseed spell kept us from drowning, but it did nothing about the cold. Suddenly, I was shivering, too. I pulled my companions closer and tried to keep the sound of my teeth chattering as quiet as possible.

As I did, I locked eyes with Arabella. The mermaid had a wicked look in her eyes. I could see her thinking about calling for our unseen assailant. If the kraken was out there, it would attack us, and then it would be game over.

What was she waiting for? I couldn’t tell from her eyes.

“If you’re going to do it,” I whispered, “then don’t keep us waiting. It’s damned cold down here.”

Was that a hint of a smile I saw on Arabella’s face? Had I just made her laugh, or was it our deaths at the hands of the kraken that she was smirking about?

Something brushed up against our barrier.

Maria clamped a hand over Lexi’s mouth just in time. A second later and the girl’s cry of shock and terror would have rung out through the deeps, bringing the monster to us. A tentacle the size of a VW bus slid past the barrier, covered in suckers the size of my head.

Now it was my turn to keep from screaming.

The look on Arabella’s face was something to behold. All the color paled from her cheeks as she watched that thing retreat into the darkness, passing us by at last. A few more moments of silence and her time was gone—the kraken had swum too far to be roused, even if she shouted.

The mermaid let out a relieved sigh. “Actually, I don’t think I’ll kill you today,” she said, trying to sound like she hadn’t totally lost control of herself. “I’ll wait for Seiryu to do it for me. It’ll be cleaner that way.”

The bubble sank deeper into the darkness. I couldn’t see a damned thing, and the temperature was getting colder all the time. Soon we’d be in deep trouble, whether we could band together to share our body heat or not. I wished we’d managed to dry off before casting the Airseed spell, or even that we’d cast it on board the Glen Carrig instead of doing it once we were already in the water.

Everyone else took the hint. Soon I was sitting in the center of the bubble, with Lexi, Maria, and Lezabel surrounding me. Shortcake sat in Lexi’s lap, using the blonde’s ample breasts as pillows.

Maybe this was part of Arabella’s plan, a dark little part of my head whispered. Get us all wet and cold before she sent us down here so that we’ll freeze that much easier. It sounds like the kind of thing that twisted bitch would do…

I shook my head to clear it. That didn’t sound like me at all. And it definitely didn’t sound like the actions of one of my monsters.

Despite the chill, Lexi managed to keep herself in good spirits. She leaned over and took one of my hands in hers, giving it a squeeze as we huddled on the floor of the bubble. “Reminds you a bit of a certain pagoda, doesn’t it?” she asked, laughing.

I remembered. Hyperborea, us lost on the mountains. Desperately seeking shelter. It felt like a whole other lifetime.

“Yeah, except I distinctly remember us having a blanket, at least,” I countered with a smile. “This might be even colder than that, now that I think about it.”

“At least we could snuggle,” Lexi said, pressing herself closer against the group.

There was silence for a few moments, then Lezabel let out a pitiable moan. “I wish I had memories like that with you,” the demoness said, sounding remarkably sorry for herself. “Mine are all of living in a cathedral with a blowhard.”

“Hey,” I said, pulling the monster to me. “Don’t be like that. We’ll make plenty of memories together.”

A jellyfish bumped up against the wall of the seed. Its tendrils were radioactive green, glowing in the black water like glow sticks at a rave. We were getting into the weird part of the deep water now, where the crazy shit lurked.

“Only if we get out of this,” Lezabel whispered, her eyes on the glowing sea creature.

With my free hand, I took Lezabel’s palm in mine. It didn’t escape my seeing in that moment that I held my present and my future in either hand, stretching from Lexi to Lezabel, with Maria as the bridge between them. I kind of liked that.

“I promise you, as soon as we get out of this, we’ll make some memories,” I told Lezabel, giving her a kiss.

“You promise?” she murmured.

I nodded. “First of all, I’m going to finish what I started with you, little monster girl. You have no idea the things I want to do to you…”

Lezabel sounded like she’d gladly listen to all of them. But before I could start making my list, another voice cut into our conversation: one I didn’t expect.

Shortcake’s.

“I want to make memories, too!” the goblin girl protested. “I better get a piece of the Summoner like the rest of you once we rescue the captain! I didn’t jump into the briny deep feet first just to get denied a ride on some human dick!”

“You want to join the harem?” Lexi asked, taking the request seriously. “Be part of our group?”

Shortcake looked at all of us, seeing our easy camaraderie and our physical affection and nodded. “Aye,” she said, rubbing the back of her neck. “That’s what I want, Summoner.”

“Don’t get me wrong,” Maria said with a faint smile, “but you don’t really seem like the homemaker type, Shortcake. Shouldn’t someone like you be out on the high seas, chasing adventure?”

“Bah!” Shortcake batted away the accusation. We were getting so into it now that we were beginning to forget about the cold. “This be plenty of adventure, Maria. Your man has a talent for getting himself into some exciting scrapes!”

That I do, I thought. If Shortcake was looking for adventure, there were few options more guaranteed to provide her with it.

“Besides, the wenches here are much cuter than the ones on the Glen Carrig.” Shortcake beamed, looking each woman up and down. In a flash, it was clear that the cute little goblin girl played for both teams. “A girl needs a little eye candy to get her through the day if you catch my drift?”

That made the other women laugh. It seemed settled, then; they liked Shortcake and wanted her to stick around.

“Can you people talk about anything besides sex?” Arabella hissed, maintaining the bubble as it sank.

I gave that question a shrug.

“You’ve proven yourself,” I told the goblin girl. “And I’ll admit, I’m a little curious to try a couple of the suggestions you’ve made about you and me. I don’t know if it’s even physically possible for us to do the nasty, but I’m more than willing to try. For the visual if nothing else.”

Shortcake grinned. “Oh, don’t worry about that, human,” she giggled, nibbling at her bottom lip as her gaze strayed to my bulge. “Female goblins are well equipped to take cocks of all different shapes and sizes. I’m looking forward to the challenge of seeing if I can take ye all the way down to the balls!”

Lexi and Maria looked scandalized. Lezabel like she wanted to watch.

“Me, too,” I admitted. “But we can’t keep calling you Shortcake.”

The goblin’s eyebrows furrowed together. “Why not?”

“It’s not your name,” I said. “It’s demeaning, having a nickname that’s all about your height.”

Shortcake thought this over, then nodded. “Aye, I suppose,” she said, clearly not offended by the name. “If ye want, you could always call me by my given name.”

She blushed as she said it, wringing her hands together. So Shortcake did have another name.

“Sure,” I said, doing my best to shake off the cold. “What’s that?”

Shortcake looked me in the eyes. “Burlgulurgia. ’Tis a family name, it is.”

My jaw dropped open.

“Right,” Lexi said, hiding her mouth with her fingertips. “I think I’ll stick with Shortcake if it’s alright with you.”

The goblin girl chuckled knowingly. “Yeah, I think I’d prefer that, too. I… hey. What is that?”

Shortcake pointed beyond the barrier. We were very close to the ocean floor now, and the water around us had unexpectedly turned lighter. The reason for that was what Shortcake pointed at. All of us gathered around to see, even Arabella—though the mermaid kept her distance from the rest of the group, lest she be swept up into our torrid activities.

A massive dome stretched across the sand.

“Good Lord,” I whispered, my eyes widening like saucers. “Look at it. It’s… it’s beautiful.”

It also wasn’t what I’d expected. Before we’d sunk beneath the waves, I’d been picturing Seiryu’s lair as some kind of undersea cave—the den of a predator, a place where the Azure Dragon lay his head at night and nothing more. I’d expected it to be crude, barely discernable from the other features of the ocean floor.

Instead, it looked constructed. The dome was tall enough to cover even the Crusader headquarters on Marauder’s Reef, had it been transported from the ocean floor to dry land. It glowed faintly in the dark water, casting the wan and somewhat creepy illumination that allowed us to see the world around us. Buildings of a style I’d never seen before outside of a science fiction movie stretched beyond the dome, standing like silent sentinels on the ocean floor.

“You know what this reminds me of?” I asked. The bubble continued to drop, nearly on the ocean floor now. “What crazy shit this city makes me think of?”

Maria took a wild guess. “Atlantis,” she whispered, her hands against the barrier. “It’s the lost city of Atlantis.”

We’d gone from a pirate movie to 20,000 Leagues Under the Sea. Yet again, I found myself wondering how much of my own world’s ancient history and mythology had been inspired by other realms discovered by Summoners.

The bubble created by the Airseed spell finally touched down. The floor remained beneath our feet, faintly glowing as it pressed against the sand. We were all the way down now, at the very bottom of the ocean. We were a little more than a stone’s throw away from the side of the dome—if we were back on land, it would have been perhaps a five-minute walk.

“Ha! We made it!” Shortcake looked almost maniacally pleased to be in the briny deep. “Now, how do we get over there inside that great big thing?”

Arabella rolled her eyes. “Observe,” the mermaid said, running her hands over her thighs. A few moments later, they began to glow.

She took a step, and the whole bubble moved with her.

When I was a kid, I had a hamster as a pet. To give him some exercise and let him leave his pen every now and then, we bought a big plastic ball with holes in it and put him inside it. He could run around the house to his heart’s content while staying safe, then get dumped back in his pen once he’d tired himself out.

As Arabella slowly moved the bubble across the ocean floor, step by step, those memories came flooding back to me. Hamster ball, I thought, almost laughing at the absurdity of it. We’re all inside a giant fucking hamster ball!

Arabella moved us across the ocean floor. The sand crunched beneath us, the ground uneven at this depth. I could tell that each step cost her, that she needed to exert herself greatly to push the seed of air over to the dome. One step made the whole thing shudder; sweat broke out on the mermaid’s forehead, and she grimaced to show her teeth.

“Shit,” Arabella grunted. “The ground is more uneven than I thought. This is going to take a lot more effort than I figured.”

“Anything we can do to help?” I asked.

The question caught Arabella off guard. Most Summoners didn’t bother helping their monsters, they were too busy bossing them around and throwing out orders. Asking her if she needed assistance was almost beyond the pale.

The mermaid appeared to be seriously thinking about it. “No,” she finally said, shaking her head. “Thank you for offering, though. Just keep your eyes open. We’re not out of the woods yet where monsters are concerned.”

“We also need a way to get into that dome,” Lexi said. She had her cheek against the barrier and was peering through the gloom as best as she could. Through the water, the dome shimmered like a mirage, barely visible as more than a glow out in the distance. “It looks like one solid surface. How are we supposed to get inside?”

That made sense. “We’ll find something,” I reasoned, glancing at Arabella to confirm. The mermaid nodded, which made me feel a bit better. “That black ship must have docked with the dome somehow. There’s got to be an airlock or something that lets people enter or exit.”

Yet the closer we got to the city beneath the dome, the thinner my hopes became. The spires on the other side of the barrier gradually became sharper and more clearly visible—and what I saw didn’t exactly inspire confidence.

These weren’t the science fiction buildings I’d expected. This was far less like 20,000 Leagues and far more 28 Days Later. The tall spires looked like they’d been decaying for a long time, slowly withering beneath the pressure of the ocean and their years of disuse.

This wasn’t Atlantis. Seiryu’s lair was a ghost town.

“What happened here?” Lexi’s face was aghast as she saw what I was seeing. “This city… it’s dead. It’s been destroyed!”

“Seiryu happened,” Shortcake spat, shaking her head. “The Azure Dragon and his people once lived down here in peace and prosperity, trading with the world above. Then one day he had the tantrum of all tantrums. Even his brother Ryu couldn’t calm him down.” She grimaced. “Seiryu’s reign of terror began that day.”

It was a perfectly understandable story. And yet something inside me doubted it.

How many civilizations did Kyros destroy? I asked myself, watching those crumbling spires grow steadily closer. Something inside me suspected that one of those buildings wasn’t just a spire with a lowercase ‘s’—rather, that it was the same structure I’d once seen in the realm of Trephine.

Had this place once been a hub of Monster Fusion? And if so, had Kyros visited and destroyed it on his fucked-up quest, just before establishing the Crusaders to keep the local order?

I didn’t know. Every answer I found only led to more questions.

Suddenly, Lezabel pointed. “Over there,” the demoness said, wincing as the motion made her bandages flex. “That’s where we need to go. That’s where the Legion of the Deep entered the dome.”

Lezabel was right. I’d almost overlooked the black ship of the Deep Ones—in this water, it was a shadow among shadows. Only the faint illumination of the dome threw it into relief, showing its silhouette among the rocks and the seaweed.

The submarine lay docked next to a narrow band of glass, which protruded from the central dome. An airlock, I thought, my heart pounding a little faster against my ribcage.

“Arabella, take us over there,” I said, pointing along with the demoness. “That’s where we’ll get inside.”

It was easier said than done. Each step sapped the mermaid’s power so that her mana steadily began to tick downward despite everything. Soon I was keeping one eye on our path and another on my Digital Grimoire, making sure that Arabella’s supply of spell juice didn’t dip too low. If it ran out, the bubble would pop, and we’d all be trapped beneath the waves.

At this depth, the sea truly would be our watery graves.

“Don’t worry,” the mermaid said with a laugh. She was taking a quick break between steps, giving her mana time to recover a bit. “I’m not going to kill you, Summoner. At this depth, I’d be just as dead as you if this bubble popped.”

“Oh geez, that’s a relief,” Lezabel said, her voice tinged with sarcasm.

It either flew over Arabella’s head or she chose not to acknowledge it. “The pressure difference at this depth… well, let’s just say it wouldn’t be pretty. There wouldn’t be much of us left to bury.”

“At least it’d be quick,” Shortcake said brightly. “But I’m not ready to meet Javy Dones just yet, mermaid. Got too much to do!”

Arabella pursed her lips as she pushed the bubble another few steps. I could have been seeing things, but I swore the barrier surrounding us seemed to wobble as it moved. Perhaps Arabella was actually underestimating the pressure of the water above us.

Either way, we needed to get inside fast.

My heart rate increased with each step, and I could tell my companions were feeling the same, on the edge of panicking. Arabella rolled us the last few steps, grunting like this was a treadmill workout and she was putting just a little bit more oomph on the last thirty seconds before starting her cool down. Then the barrier touched the dome, fusing with it.

We looked like a barnacle on the side of a ship. Half the dome stretched behind us, and the other half merged with the airlock and became invisible. We made it, I thought. Now we just need to open this lock.

The problem was, there was no obvious way to do so. The door was heavy and made of steel, too large to be moved aside even if I summoned Altiri and commanded her to buff herself first. Not that I would have—down here, a flash of light could be deadly for all of us. There were too many deep-sea monsters about.

A small, waterproof speaker and keyboard lay to the side of the door. Other than that, there was no obvious means of entry: no lock, no place to swipe a keycard, and no large wheel to turn. Was there someone inside? After all these years, I shuddered to think who might be manning such an airlock.

“What do we do?” Lexi asked. She batted her eyelashes at me, looking genuinely worried. “Do we call and ask them to open up?”

It seemed like the prudent option. But then again, no one inside the dome city was on our side with the exception of Captain Flint. Unless they set their prisoner to manning the airlock, we’d be giving ourselves away by calling inside.

As I was thinking it over, the barrier gave another one of those wobbles. This time, Arabella’s face fell.

“Summoner,” she whispered, her tone tight. “Whatever you’re going to do, you’d better do it quick.”

Huh? She sounded beyond stressed. “What’s wrong?”

Arabella turned an awkward smile to me. “The barrier is about to fall,” she admitted, looking like she wished it weren’t so. “The Airseed is going to pop. When it does, we really need to be inside!”

“What?” Maria was aghast. “What did you do, you bitch!?”

The thought of treason rippled through my companions. Their expressions turned sour as they glared at Arabella, suspecting the worst.

“I didn’t!” the mermaid protested. “There must be too much pressure or something! I’m giving it all that I’ve got, but it’s not holding!”

Instantly, I knew Arabella was telling the truth. Sweat dripped down her face like she was running a marathon—if she’d set out to betray us, she’d be calm and gloating, not on the verge of panic.

Something was wrong.

Shit, I thought. Time to throw caution to the wind.

As Arabella struggled to hold the barrier created by the Airseed spell, I balled a hand into a fist and cast my newest spell, Water Cannon. Because we were under the ocean, all I saw was a wave of force rush out from my palm and slam into the door with a loud whoomph. The door shuddered, but there was no response.

I slammed a second spell against the door. “Let us in!” I roared, another spell released and another whoomph. “Somebody, open up!”

“Please!” Lexi groaned, leaning over the little waterproof speaker. She tapped the keys on the keyboard, typing H E L P over and over again. “Open the damned door!”

“What the fuck?” Arabella hissed, her nostrils flaring. “Why can’t I hold this damned thing? It’s… it’s slipping…!”

I looked back at the mermaid. And shuddered.

Her legs were beginning to dissolve.

Suddenly, I knew what was wrong. I tapped my Digital Grimoire, bringing up the submenus and flipping through them with expert dexterity. Please let me be wrong, I thought, opening up the settings. Please let it be something else…

It was not something else. Nestled deep within the Digital Grimoire’s statistics was a special screen, which showed how much monster ore I currently had at my disposal. I’d assumed that, as a creature native to this realm, Arabella wouldn’t require me to burn any in order to keep her at my side.

I was wrong. Not only was keeping Arabella summoned burning monster ore, but the Airseed was as well. Burning through it at a prodigious rate.

I was almost out of the stuff.

“Fuck!” I yelled, slamming my whole arm against the heavy door. “Arabella, why didn’t you tell me? You just burned through my entire stockpile of monster ore!”

From the look on the mermaid’s face, I could tell she didn’t know she could do that. “I did what?” she gasped, tears forming in the corners of her eyes. I think at that moment, she realized she was going to die. “Oh no. Oh no, no, no,no…”

The mermaid raced over and looked at my Digital Grimoire. Her expression collapsed as she saw the tiny bar of monster ore, steadily ticking away. “Shit! Tell me you’ve got some stashed in your pockets, Tim. That you’ve got another Grimoire with your women that’s loaded…”

She could see it in my face that I didn’t. Her face fell.

“We’re dead,” Arabella whispered, looking deep into my eyes. “Oh Gods, we’re dead.”

Tears streamed silently down the mermaid’s face as the barrier began to quiver. Without Arabella to maintain order, the Airseed began to collapse. Thousands of tons of ocean water lurked just on the other side of that glowing wall, ready to crush us all into paste.

Behind me, I heard a small hiss.

The airlock had just opened.

“Get inside!” I yelled, tossing the mermaid behind me.

My companions clambered into the airlock, screaming with horror as the glowing barrier began to break. A single pinpoint of it buckled inward, letting in a narrow spray of water so pressurized it would have broken bones if it hit us. I ducked beneath it as I raced inside the airlock, screaming like the world was ending.

The steel door slammed shut behind me. An instant later, I felt the bubble of the Airseed pop.

“Oh my God,” Arabella whispered in the darkness. “That was so close. We were nearly all dead…”

A light flashed on above us. The airlock was a long, metallic tube, with knee-high water filling it. “Pressure stabilizing,” said a mechanical voice above our heads. “Ten seconds until inner airlock opens.”

We’d been saved. But by who? And why?

I didn’t have time to think about it. The inner door opened, and we got our first look at the world within Seiryu’s dome.


Chapter 7

“This place is a museum,” I said, walking down the center of the street. “The largest open-air museum in history.”

My companions and I walked through the midst of antiquity. All around us lay buildings older than old, constructed long before the first fish ever got the bright idea of trying to shimmy up the shoreline and check out the world above. Despite the obvious age of everything around us, there wasn’t a hint of decay—what we’d seen through the shimmering blur of the dome had turned out to be a mirage. The place was perfectly preserved. There wasn’t even dust beneath our feet as we made our way down the street.

Lexi and Maria kept their necks craned almost every single moment, peering up at the ornate roofs of the buildings surrounding us. Nearly every one of them had some kind of dragon motif. Either there were dragons sitting on the corners of the roof like gargoyles or the structure itself had scales carved into its foundation like a tattoo.

It was majestic. And almost impossibly sad.

“You know what this reminds me of?” I asked.

We’d been walking for a quarter of an hour. Once we’d been let out of the airlock, we’d pretty much had the run of the place. There were some signs of which direction the crew from the Legion of the Deep’s submarine had traveled back at the entrance, but those quickly disappeared the farther we headed into the city. So we were mostly flying blind.

Lezabel was standing in the doorway of what looked like an Atlantean convenience store. “What?” she asked, glancing back at me. She’d taken off about half of her bandages, claiming she no longer needed them.

I cleared my throat. “A couple has their teenage kid run away. Or they’re abducted, something like that. Years later, their bedroom is still exactly the way it was when they disappeared. The sheets are freshly laundered, the shelves are dusted—like they just stepped out for a second, instead of disappearing.”

It was a common trope from thrillers. I knew each of my companions was thinking of some movie they’d seen or book they’d read when I said it. Their expressions turned grave, and they nodded.

“It’s just like that,” I said, running a hand down the side of a wall. No grime or dirt covered my fingers—it was as if the building had been given a thorough power washing just an hour ago. “Whoever runs this place is keeping it just the way it used to be, like they expect the original inhabitants to come back.”

“Except they aren’t.” That was Arabella. “They’re dead. And we’ll be dead, too, if we don’t keep moving.”

I nodded. “Tell me which way we should go,” I asked the mermaid, glancing up and down the street. “If anyone will be able to figure out where they took the captain, it will be you.”

Arabella looked surprised, but she needn’t have been. I held no personal animosity toward her, even though she’d imprisoned me in her tower. She was my monster now, and I didn’t take little things like that personally. Besides, I’d punished her by forcing a command on her, so we were more or less even.

The mermaid looked around, her hands on her scaly hips as she surveyed the landscape.

Arabella came to a decision. “This way,” she said, pointing. “Toward the center of the dome. That’s where they’ll have taken your captain.”

Your captain. The way she kept herself at arm’s length wasn’t lost on me.

We made our way inward, traveling as quickly as we could. It was difficult to do so when every intersection revealed more incredible things. Museums and libraries, corporate buildings designed for an underwater race—we even passed what looked like a sports stadium, though it was nowhere near the size of the overbuilt monstrosities we had back on Earth.

These people lived full lives before Seiryu destroyed them, I thought. How did he kill everyone who lived here without damaging these buildings? Or was it someone other than Seiryu who did it, after all?

I still hadn’t eliminated Kyros as a suspect from this genocide. I’d seen what he did to the realm of Trephine, and I knew what the man was capable of. If there was a Spire down here that he hadn’t been able to take control of, I knew he wouldn’t have just stopped at decimating the population.

But preserving the city itself made no sense.

We were nearing the city center when I saw the first statues.

The first one made me tense up, expecting a fight. I remembered Trephine too well—those hideous, Lovecraftian statues had chased us across the endless landscape, hunting us beneath an inexplicable sky. Where Kyros was concerned, anything that was carved was suspect.

Yet these statues didn’t move. They merely stood there, staring straight ahead. Several of them had stylized flames coming from their mouths—these were dragons, standing on either side of a narrow lane like silent sentinels.

“This looks… different,” Lexi said after a moment. She ran her hand down the side of one of the dragon statues, wincing as if she expected it to come to life and attack her. After what had happened in Trephine, I didn’t blame her for being nervous. “Like it leads somewhere important.”

Arabella nodded. “This way, then,” she said, turning. “Shall we?”

“Give me a second,” Shortcake said. As we watched, the goblin girl removed her cutlass from her belt and pulled out a large flintlock pistol. It looked almost comically large in her small hands, so big it resembled a rifle.

“You expecting trouble?” I asked, cocking an eyebrow.

Shortcake shrugged. “Absolutely. We’re near the captain, I can feel it. Get yer monsters ready, Summoner. We’re going to need them!”

I reached for my Digital Grimoire, then the truth washed over me. My monster ore was at a pathetically low level; just having Arabella out and about was draining it to the point that she’d have to disappear into my wrist-mounted monster holder soon.

An even worse possibility occurred to me. Without monster ore, Arabella would be unable to cast a second Airseed spell. Without Airseed, we had very little chance of getting back to the surface and the Glen Carrig.

No, I thought, shaking my head. First things first. Break it down into manageable tasks, remember?

It was what I always did when the work before me seemed impossible. Very well, then.

Operation: Save the Captain came first. After that, we could figure out Operation: Get the Hell Out of Here.

The lane the dragon statues guarded looked like something out of a Victorian novel. A narrow cobblestone path stretched between the tall buildings, slashing through their shadows so sleekly it felt like the towers had been built around the path, rather than the other way around.

As we walked, I saw something that surprised me. Plants.

“Look at this,” I said, leaning over and examining some. A small box of posies grew in the fertile undersea soil, waving gently at the base of one of the dragon statues. “This place isn’t just a monument to decay. They’re growing flowers.”

Arabella pushed forward and knelt in the dirt. “A memorial?” she asked, cocking an eyebrow. “I guess we’ll find out soon enough. Or you will, at least.”

She locked eyes with me at that last part. A spark of understanding passed between us, and I held out the Digital Grimoire.

“I’m sorry to do this,” I said. “Really, I am.”

Arabella shrugged. “It’s no skin off my nose, Summoner,” she said, trying to put a brave face on things. “Either you take care of everything while I’m putting my feet up inside your Grimoire, or you end up getting eaten by Seiryu and I pop out of that thing a free woman. Either way, I win.”

Her words said she didn’t care what happened to me and my companions. Her face, however, told an entirely different story.

I tapped a button on my Digital Grimoire, and Arabella dissolved in a wave of light. She’d only been with us for a short time, but the party already felt as if it were missing something when she disappeared. We looked at each other, feeling both relief to have a potential enemy removed from our presence and a little guilt to have dismissed her.

“She’s not really going to kill you,” Shortcake said helpfully. “I think she likes you a little bit, actually, Tim.”

“Yeah, maybe,” I said, checking my stockpile of monster ore. It was almost completely depleted. That was the bigger deal to me. “I have enough ore left to summon one monster for a few minutes. Maybe two if I push it.” I shook my head. “Shit, that’s not good. What if we run into trouble?”

Lexi and Maria shared a look.

“You don’t think there might be some monster ore down here?” Maria asked. “After all, everything else seems perfectly preserved. If these people used ore to summon their own monsters, they might have some close at hand…”

I thought about it, then shook my head. “We’ll keep an eye out, but I’m not expecting anything,” I said ruefully.

Shortcake flashed a fierce grin. “If we run into those mercenaries, we’ll just have to take them out the old-fashioned way,” she said, running a thumb down the side of her cutlass. “With spells and steel!”

“Damn right,” I agreed.

“Ye still have my dagger, right?” the goblin girl asked. There was something too innocent about her tone as if she’d been caught with her hand in the cookie jar. “Ye been stabbing some bastards with it, Summoner?”

Playing along, I retrieved the dagger Shortcake had given me from my belt. “It’s right here,” I said, twirling it along my fingers. The runes etched into the steel glowed faintly as if they longed to be infused with Shortcake’s lightning. “Thank you for lending it to me, by the way. I doubt I could have gotten Arabella out of that tower without it.”

“You’re welcome,” the goblin said, a naughty smile playing about her lips. “You go on and keep it, Summoner. Just as long as you remember to stab me once we have time to get a bed under us.”

I managed to keep my jaw from dropping. “Damn, Shortcake.”

Lezabel snickered. “You know that means you’re practically married, right? Goblins take a very great deal of pride in weapons from their homeland. For Shortcake to give you hers—especially one dagger from a matched pair of them—is basically equivalent to her dropping to her knees with a ring.”

I looked down at the short knife in my hand with a start, seeing it with new eyes. “Is this true?” I asked Shortcake.

Now it was the goblin girl’s turn to blush. “She’s exaggerating a little,” Shortcake insisted. “But I do like ye, Summoner. Now let’s find the captain!”

I tucked away thoughts of what Shortcake would look like in the bedroom as we made our way down the cobblestone lane. The buildings grew shorter as we headed into the city center, going from towering megaliths to two- and three-story structures with long, sloping roofs.

I was still looking at those roofs when we stumbled head-first into the dome city’s garden.

The cobblestone path led to a central square, flanked on every side by those long, sloped buildings. If this had been a medieval village, this would have been where the ‘commons’ would have been located—the section of green space set aside for animals to graze, for children to play, and for the annual festivals and holidays of the village to commence.

Because this was no medieval village, the space was a garden. And what a garden!

Plants grew as high as my chin. The garden’s primary feature was a sprawling hedge maze, the walls shockingly green after so much blue and gray landscape. They looked to have been recently trimmed, for no buds emerged from the neatly formed rows of greenery.

Other, more exotic plants surrounded the hedge maze’s periphery. At the center of the maze stood a structure I recognized intimately. It was a pagoda—an almost perfect duplicate of the one Lexi and I had taken shelter in back in the realm of Hyperborea.

Memories flooded back to me as I looked at that small, sharply roofed structure. Lexi and I holding each other tight, growing closer as we let the barriers that had been between us since our teenage years slip at last. Frick showing up at the worst possible time, trailed by monsters—then Frick teaching me how to form a Pact with a monster, helping me tame those creatures and bend them to my will…

The pagoda was our destination. I was sure of it.

“We’ll need to cut our way through,” I said, looking down the lane. The cobblestone path led to the maze’s entrance as if it had been built to funnel visitors specifically to this point. I could see that once we were inside, we wouldn’t be able to see the world around us—the walls were high enough that even putting Maria or Lexi on my shoulders wouldn’t have allowed them to see over them.

Could we memorize the maze’s layout before entering? Suddenly, I wished I had my phone.

Lezabel approached the maze’s entrance gingerly, stopping for a moment to examine some of the more exotic blooms in the garden. Nearly everything here had a dragon motif as if the person or people responsible for the maintenance and upkeep of the garden were obsessed with Seiryu and his wayward brother.

“We certainly can’t navigate it,” the demoness said, frowning. “It would take all day to make our way through that maze. We might get lost.”

“’Tis just grass!” Shortcake walked up to the wall of the maze, waving her cutlass over her head. “I’m not about to let some overgrown shrubs keep me from rescuing the captain! The pagoda’s in the middle, so we just cut our way there—”

As she spoke, the goblin girl swung the cutlass at the wall of shrubbery.

As the metal touched the wall, several things happened in rapid succession.

First, the cutlass froze in mid-air as if someone had simply stopped time around it.

The edges of the blade glowed as if it were moving at a fraction of its previous speed.

Then a pair of thick green vines emerged from the underbrush, snapping like whips. They wrapped around Shortcake’s legs and lifted her into the air, flipping her upside down for good measure.

Then they let her go, tossing her contemptuously away.

I was in motion before my brain caught up to what was happening. I threw myself to the side like a baseball player in the outfield, holding out my arms to catch the petite goblin girl. She nearly shot over my head, but a jump allowed my hands to grasp her.

She was moving so fast that the force of her shoved me backward. I landed on my ass in the middle of the cobblestone lane, my lower back and posterior groaning in protest at the rough treatment. Shortcake stared up at me, dazed, as if she couldn’t believe what had just happened.

“What the hell?” The goblin girl turned around, where her cutlass still floated in midair. “It’s magic. The whole damn thing is magic!”

As if responding to her accusation, the thin layer of magic around the cutlass retreated. It fell like a stone, landing on the grass an inch or two away from the wall of shrubbery. Shortcake hopped out of my arms and walked over to it, taking it with a chastened expression.

“So we clearly can’t fight our way through,” Lezabel said, shaking her head. “The hedge maze will stop us if we try.” The demoness pursed her lips, looking almost amused. “Anyone got some string and a mirror?”

I shook my head. “No fucking way. I’m not solving a maze.”

We’d be here all day if we did that.

And there was no guarantee that the hedges would even let us pass.

What if we made it all the way to the pagoda, only for those freaky vines to emerge and block our way? We’d just have exhausted ourselves before a fight.

Maria and Lexi had helped Shortcake to her feet, and now they were examining the maze’s entrance.

“There are footprints in here,” Maria said, her eyes narrowing. “Lots of them. I think those creatures from the black ship came through her recently.”

“Probably carrying Captain Flint,” Lexi added. “I don’t know what’s in that pagoda, but I bet it leads us to Seiryu’s lair. An elevator, maybe?”

“Maybe,” I agreed. My gaze had already traveled upward, to the lip of the hedge maze. It was too far to jump, but perhaps…

Something clicked inside my head.

“I’ve got it,” I said, reaching for my Digital Grimoire.

While the women stared at me, confused, I pushed a couple of buttons and got to summoning. I hadn’t been lying when I told Lexi and Maria I only had enough monster ore to summon a single monster for a few minutes—or two for a much shorter period. I only needed one, though, and I knew exactly who could help us.

A ball of light erupted next to me, and Frick was standing in the garden.

The little imp looked groggy for a moment, then his face lit up. “Oh wow!” the imp said, trying to turn in every direction at once. “Are we under the ocean? This is freaking cool, Master! Ah, look at that maze! I love mazes!”

I had to move fast. Every moment Frick was at my side, my stockpile of monster ore ticked away.

“We don’t have much time, Frick,” I told the imp, tapping the side of my Digital Grimoire. “I need you to help me cheat our way past this hedge maze.”

The imp’s mouth formed a perfect little ‘o’ of surprise. “Cheat?” he asked, sounding amazed. “I love cheating! Almost as much as I love mazes!”

I chuckled at that. “Good. I want you to get us up there.” I pointed at the top of the hedge maze.

Frick shot me a mock salute. “Yes, sir! One Frick-themed cheating method, coming right up!”

As the little imp pumped his arms, summoning his magic, my companions gathered around me.

“What are you doing?” Lexi asked, watching the imp with a skeptical expression. “More to the point, what is he doing?”

“Shh,” I said, smirking as I put a finger to my lips. “Just watch.”

As they did just that, Frick got busy. Snow exploded from between his outstretched arms, filling the space in front of the hedge maze as he wiggled them the way he would have wiggled his sticks. The pile grew rapidly larger, forming itself into a makeshift ramp that led up to the top of the hedge maze.

The hedges must have either had a mind of their own or someone watching out for them. As the pile grew higher, a pair of vines shot from the wall, flanking Frick from either side.

“Hey!” the imp said, sounding offended. “Get your hands off me! No touching without consent!”

The vines batted at the little imp, trying to keep him down. Frick let out a grunt, then swung a fist at the wall where the two vines had come from. Both of the tendrils froze solid in an instant, falling to the ground like pool noodles after a day of hard play.

“That’s better!” A wicked gleam shone in Frick’s imp eyes. “It’s only cheating if you get caught, Master!”

Within another minute, the pile stretched all the way to the top of the wall. Frick waved his hands like a mad painter covering a canvas, and slashes appeared in the densely packed snow. They weren’t stairs, not exactly, but they were the next best thing.

“I’ll be,” Maria said, impressed. “That’s one hell of a shortcut.”

“Let’s get up there before more vines come,” I said, pausing at the base of the hill. “There’s no chance the hedge maze is going to let us make it to the center without a fight!”

I was right. My party and I ascended the hill, just behind Frick. As the imp reached the top of the hedges, two more vines shot from the wall of greenery. These were covered in vicious-looking thorns, which made me recoil but didn’t seem to affect Frick in the slightest.

“Ha! Think you’re going to prick me?” Frick did a jiu-jitsu pose, going up on one foot and making a noise that could only be described as ‘Bruce Lee stepping on a Lego brick’. “I prick you, fools! Frick is invincible!”

This time, the vines moved with more intent. One wrapped around the imp’s legs while another slashed at his face, distracting him. By the time I made it to the top of the hill, they had him off the ground and were about to toss him over the side of the hedge maze.

“Let me go!” Frick howled, bits of snow falling from him as he wriggled in the vines’ grip. “I didn’t mean it, okay? I’ve always been a big fan of man-eating plants! They’re some of my best friends!”

Shortcake did a flying leap off the top of the hill, her cutlass flashing. It slashed right through the vine holding onto Frick’s feet, cutting it in two. Thick purple ichor covered the top of the hedge maze as the wounded vine retreated, its remaining length untangling from Frick’s legs and quivering on the ground.

I stabbed the other vine with my loaned dagger. Something deep in the heart of the hedge maze screamed, and the tendril withdrew. Frick lay gasping on top of the hedges, sinking gently into the greenery as he recovered.

Suddenly, he shot to his feet. “Take that!” he hollered, making rude gestures in the direction the vines had gone. “I lied about having plants for friends, you big bitch! I don’t even like plants! I’m a carnivore, baby! Car-Ni-Vore!”

“I’ll try not to tell Alranne you said that,” Maria said, smirking at the little imp.

Frick’s face fell. “Present company excluded, of course!” he cheerfully chirped. “Besides, Alranne isn’t a plant, she’s a lady. Master wouldn’t want to mate with a plant!”

I rolled my eyes. “Get us across, Frick. Hurry before this hedge maze tries to throw us down again.”

He did. The little imp had a talent for building bridges of ice, which we deployed to great effect. The platforms were slippery, but as long as we moved slowly and watched for vines, we were alright.

Vines appeared two more times as we crossed the ceiling of the hedge maze. The second time they came for Frick again, but by the third, they’d realized that Shortcake was the greater threat and focused on trying to separate her from her cutlass.

It was then that Lexi opened up with her wind spells. It turned out vines were weak to them—they snapped like twigs when she focused her gusts down like daggers. When her mana ran low, we switched over to burning or shocking the things with Ignite and Thunderbolt.

So it was that we made it to the center of the hedge maze with no time to spare. My Digital Grimoire beeped every few moments, the screen flashing red to warn me about the imminent loss of my last bit of monster ore. Frick climbed down the pile of snow he’d left next to the interior wall, cheerfully heedless of the fact that he’d be going back inside my Digital Grimoire in one way or another within the next few seconds.

I turned around and helped Lexi make her way down to the bottom of the pile. The ice was slippery, though thankfully, the vines had stopped attacking us somewhere around the halfway point of our journey across the top of the hedge maze. Maybe they’d just given up.

“Well,” Frick said, watching as I helped my companions to the ground. “That was certainly one hell of a cheat, Master! I bet I just saved us hours of wandering around in that maze, fighting off those stupid vines!”

“You certainly did, Frick,” I said with a chuckle. “Let’s get you back in the Grimoire now. If I need you again, I’ll summon you…”

Frick turned and then pivoted on a heel, his eyes widening as he stared at the pagoda in the garden’s center. “What’s that?”

I didn’t see it. And then I did.

Figures in black were spilling from the pagoda, fanning out like a strike team.

Shit. The vines hadn’t given up attacking us. They’d just let the people in the lair know that the first level of defense had been breached. They weren’t going to let us enter that pagoda without a fight.

“Get ready!” Lezabel shouted, spreading her arms. Her nails grew into claws, her fangs lengthening as she gave over to her monstrous nature. “We’re in for a fight!”

“Don’t worry, Master!” Frick put up his dukes, striking a pose like a boxer about to enter the ring against Mike Tyson. “I’ll deal with these stupid monsters! I’ll shove those dumb black sticks of theirs right up their—”

The monster dissolved, shooting back to my Digital Grimoire in a spray of light. Monster ore depleted, a little notification on the screen informed me.

“Damn it,” I snarled, drawing my dagger. “Get ready!”


Chapter 8

More of those black-robed figures streamed from the pagoda.

In that place of gorgeous, natural beauty they looked aberrant—like black sheep in a field of white. Hideous gurgles filled the center of the hedge maze as the creatures fanned out, forming up into twos and threes as they surrounded me and my companions.

“Here they come,” I said, reaching for my magic. “Get ready…”

I counted a half-dozen, then a dozen of the creatures. Their bodies writhed horribly beneath their thick robes as if the hedge maze had put those stringy vines beneath their outfits before sending them out into the field to do battle. Just the sight of them made my stomach turn.

All in all, nearly two dozen of the creatures blocked our path to the pagoda.

I thought about our chances. As far as I knew, the Legion of the Deep had no magic to speak of, which was a major advantage for us. But those black shock sticks of theirs were dangerous. One touch from them and we’d be immobilized, little more than a human statue for nearly a minute. I had little doubt that if we were hit with one of those, it would be lights out for us.

We needed to stay nimble, and we needed to keep fighting.

But what could we fight with?

I had a dagger and my spells. Shortcake had a cutlass, a pistol, and the other dagger she hadn’t given me. Lezabel had her claws; Lexi and Maria had their magic. But none of the women who’d officially joined my harem had anything to defend themselves with outside of melee range.

The monsters, I thought, looking at my Digital Grimoire. Alraune and Nekomara. They were supposed to be here to protect my girls.

And they would have been if the Airseed hadn’t depleted my stash of monster ore.

The black-robed figures formed a semicircle around us. Hideous grins twisted their faces as they slowly stepped forward, swinging their long black rods in front of them like beachcombers with metal detectors.

They weren’t moving very fast. They didn’t need to. They had us trapped, which meant they could push us against the wall at their leisure.

“Shit, we’re screwed,” I muttered, taking a step backward. “Nowhere to run…”

Then I glanced over my shoulder.

And realized that we did have one option left.

“Come on!” I grabbed Lexi’s shoulder and pulled her along with me, trusting in my other girls to follow. “We’ve got to put some distance between us and them!”

At first, my women didn’t understand. Then they saw where I was running, and their faces filled with disbelief.

“Are you crazy?” Lexi asked. “We just got out of that maze!”

The official exit of the hedge maze was on the exact opposite side of the square that we’d climbed down from. It was an arch of greenery with a small koi pond as decoration, the finish line for those who’d walked the intended path through the garden’s labyrinth. I ran for it like it was the only piece of driftwood after a shipwreck, snapping my fingers to ignite the air behind my party as we ran.

“Trust me!” I yelled. “I have a plan!”

The five of us disappeared beneath the arch. Lexi, Maria, Lezabel, Shortcake, and me. My women didn’t know what I had planned, but they all had one thing in common—they most certainly trusted me. With their lives, their hearts, and their souls.

I took a right turn and then another, losing myself in the maze. The important part wasn’t to have a clear picture of our path—it was to put some distance between ourselves and the black-robed figures from the Legion of the Deep.

It worked. I heard hushed voices behind us as the figures fell to arguing. I couldn’t understand their words, but I didn’t need to be a linguistic expert to know what was happening. The grunts didn’t want to go in. The leaders were trying to force them.

“It’s dangerous in here,” I said with a smile. “Those vines, I don’t think they’re capable of determining friend or foe. Pretty sure they’re going to have to fight through the same gauntlet that we did.”

As if to underscore my point, a vine unfurled from a nearby wall. I was on it before my women could even cry out—I’d been watching for it, preparing myself for the attack. A quick pair of stabs with Shortcake’s dagger and the thing retreated, bleeding.

“Are they following us?” Lexi asked. It was just above a whisper. “What’s happening?”

I put a finger to my lips. “This way,” I said, walking backward to another intersection.

Right-hand turns, I reminded myself. Keep heading in the same direction, then back up and check the opposite path at a dead end.

Like Frick, I knew a little bit about mazes. Back when I was a kid I had an absolutely ancient Apple desktop—the kind of thing that dated from the late 1980s. Since it didn’t have internet access, my parents let me keep it to type up my homework on.

What it did have was an absolutely badass maze game. I’d covered nearly every page of my composition book in fifth grade with multi-level mazes, though I hadn’t thought about the hobby for years. But I did remember a few things.

The end of a maze is usually less complicated than the beginning, I told myself, guiding my harem down another turn. I could sense that the wall we stood next to was the interior wall of the square—we’d moved down to the corner of it, a turn or two from the end. Especially ones that start from the outside and work their way in like hedge mazes.

Even the most talented designer likely made a few math errors here and there. So when someone got to the part of a maze where they had to fill in the interior, it was likely that they’d have less space than they’d anticipated. They’d take shortcuts and simplify the design—after all, whoever was trying to make their way to the exit was nearly done. It was more like a victory lap.

But these creatures didn’t know that. To them, any turn was as likely as another to lead to their targets. I could hear them spreading out in the maze, losing sight of each other as they searched every path before them.

Their greatest advantage over us was their strength in numbers. And I’d just turned it into their biggest weakness.

When the vines began emerging from the walls, the mercenaries weren’t as quick as I was. One group cried out, slashing and yelling, then another.

I held up a hand for silence and crouched, making my way toward the sounds of the screams. Two more turns took me to a T-shaped intersection near the exit of the maze, where three members of the Legion of the Deep were fighting with a pair of thick, thorned vines. One man was down, a vine wrapped around his leg, while another was trying to cut him free.

I tossed my dagger. It struck the second man right between his shoulder blades, digging into the meat of his back. He straightened up, crying out in pain, and reached for the hilt.

That was when Shortcake blasted the dagger with an electricity spell.

A bolt of lightning crackled through the man. Smoke poured from his nose, his mouth, and even his ears as he sank to the ground, burnt from the inside out. It was truly a grisly sight.

Lezabel missed it. The demoness was already in motion, leaping down the hallway and landing on the back of the third guard. A quick slash across his throat opened his jugular, and he bled to death on the spot. The malignant vine slowly wrapped around his body, contracting around a corpse.

“Nice moves,” I whispered, moving to the downed mercenary. “I don’t think they heard anything but fighting the vines.”

Lezabel nodded. “This was a good plan,” she said, so quietly that she practically had to mouth it. “Divide and conquer.”

I grinned.

The third man was babbling, the smoking corpse of the other mercenary laying atop his body. The smoke had a curiously fishy smell, which turned my stomach. Shortcake walked up to the fallen man, pulled my dagger free of the dead man’s back, and slashed open the fallen abomination’s throat with a quick, brutal motion.

“And that be three,” the goblin girl whispered. “Shall we find another?”

Using the sounds of fighting as a guide, my harem and I skulked along the interior of the maze. We made sure not to stray too far from the exit as we tracked down each clutch of mercenaries, ambushing them while they fought off the vines. Before long I had my own black baton capable of disabling an enemy, with Lexi and Maria not far behind. Shortcake refused to take one, gesturing at her cutlass, and Lezabel merely shook her head and showed her fangs when I offered.

With the mercenaries in twos and threes, the work was easy. It reminded me of my own mantra: to break a seemingly impossible problem down into something that could be solved, you had to cut it into pieces and tackle them one after another. Fortunately for all of us, the Legion of the Deep did the work for us.

Not that there weren’t problems. A lucky strike got Shortcake in her lower back, knocking her out for several minutes. But she’d been in good spirits once she got the use of her arms and legs back. “’Twas like being stung by a jellyfish,” she explained, rubbing the life back into her ankles. “At least with these monsters it happens on land, so you don’t need someone to keep you from drowning.”

I’m not sure when I started to keep score of how many mercenaries we’d killed, but even with her time out, Shortcake beat the rest of us. That dagger of hers was deadly, especially combined with her lightning spell. She hadn’t even had to fire her pistol—that and her cutlass were more than enough to send the mercenaries packing.

“Damn,” I said as I stood over the leader of the Legion’s strike team. We’d just finished taking them down, and Lexi and Maria were battering the hedge maze’s vines with the shock sticks the Legion carried around. They were surprisingly good at repelling the things, which was probably why the mercenaries carried them around. “How many is that for you now, Shortcake? Ten? Twelve?”

The goblin girl merely shrugged. “Helps to have a low center of gravity,” she said, twirling her dagger before tucking it back into her belt. “Men constantly underestimate a woman whose head barely comes up to the top of their dick.”

The mental image made me cough. “I’m sure it’s a tough image to get out of their head.”

A smirk tugged at the corner of Shortcake’s mouth. “Aye. Most of them are still thinking it when I stick my steel in their balls.”

With the final group of mercenaries finished off, we made our way back to the center of the hedge maze. A few vines emerged from the walls to try and block our way, but the attacks felt curiously perfunctory now. It was as if the hedge maze knew it was supposed to try and stop us, but it had already accepted the fact that it wasn’t going to be able to. Not for the first time, I wondered what kind of intelligence animated this place.

“Here we are,” I said, stepping back through the arch and into the central gardens. The pagoda waited on the other end of the square, looking as calm and pretty as if it hadn’t been the base of operation for a bunch of Innsmouth rejects just a few minutes ago. “Guess I haven’t lost my touch.”

Maria smiled at that. “I’ll say,” the redhead said, patting me on the back. “What’s your secret, Tim? Photographic memory?”

“Hmm?” I asked.

“You looked at the maze from above and memorized it,” Maria said as if I’d just explained it to her. “Right?”

I shook my head. “No. I’ll explain how to solve a maze to you sometime. I used to have this computer program…”

“Nerd,” Maria said, her smirk growing even wider.

Then she grabbed the back of my neck and kissed me, hard.

“My nerd,” she gasped, breaking the kiss. “When we get out of this—”

“You’ll be in line right after Lezabel and Shortcake,” I assured her, giving her a squeeze on her pert ass. “Trust me, I am going to need a lot of R&R once we’re done saving the world from Kyros. Maybe we could take, like, a cruise around the world or something like that. A serious vacation.”

“A cruise?” Lexi looked vaguely ill. “I’ve been seasick enough on this adventure, thank you. How about a beach house somewhere, with no one but us around for miles?”

That sounded nice. Peaceful, quiet… just the sounds of my women screaming my name over the waves…

“We’ll figure it out,” I told my harem. “For now, let’s find out what they’re hiding in this pagoda.”

“Elevator,” Lexi guessed, nodding in the direction of the squat structure. “Gotta be.”

“Nah, it’s probably stairs,” Maria countered, smiling. “We’re not lucky enough to get to take a break.”

“Whatever it is, be ready,” Lezabel said, sounding more serious than the rest of us. I realized that the demoness hadn’t relinquished her changes just yet—she still had longer horns, nails, and fangs. She truly looked like a monster in this form, and it frightened me almost as much as it turned me on. “That wasn’t anywhere near the full crew of the black ship. There’ll be more of them somewhere in this dome.”

I nodded.

Together, we strode across the lawn and entered the pagoda.


Chapter 8

I stepped out of the clean air of the dome and into a fucking sauna.

The irony didn’t escape me. The last time I’d entered one of these strange pagodas, I’d been on the verge of freezing to death. Now I felt like taking my clothes off. The atmosphere inside was as warm as an oven and charged with humidity. Just stepping inside caused me to break out in a hot sweat.

“Good Gods,” muttered Shortcake as she followed me in. “’Tis a sweat lodge!”

Perhaps, but perhaps not. The interior of the pagoda was decorated so sparsely that it might as well have been someone’s backyard shed. Other than the wooden walls and the stone foundation, the sole ornamentation in the room was a single pool in the center of the pagoda. Steam billowed from it, the water bubbling like a hot tub.

A strange smell filled the air. I stepped closer to the pool, wrinkling my nose as it filled my nostrils. It wasn’t bad, exactly, but it wasn’t good either. I could tolerate it, but I didn’t like it.

The pool went down and down. A set of lights were inlaid along the walls of it, but those ended ten or fifteen feet down. The water beneath that grew darker and darker until I couldn’t see the bottom.

Something about that pool set my teeth on edge. I didn’t want to be staring down into it—I didn’t want to be anywhere near it. It touched some primal warning sign in the back of my brain, one of the old klaxons that had told our caveman ancestors to stay away from the things that looked like humans but were just a little bit too different for comfort.

Fighting the urge to bolt, I knelt and touched the water. It wasn’t just warm—it was hot. Too hot. What the fuck?

I let my fingers graze along the surface. The edge of the pool was only warm, but the interior—well, the interior was probably hot enough to slough the skin off a person’s bones. I was suddenly glad I hadn’t had the bright idea of jumping feet-first into the pool.

“It’s boiling,” I said, pointing at the pool’s center. “Look at it.”

Lexi and Maria watched over my shoulders. After a moment, Maria spoke. “Have you ever been to Yellowstone?”

The change of topic was so sudden that it took my brain a moment to catch up. “Can’t say that I have,” I said, still crouching before the pool. “Always wanted to go, though.”

“My parents took me when I was twelve,” Maria explained, watching the boiling water break against the surface and mix with the colder stuff. “Summer vacation. They have these sulfur pools—the whole place is really an active volcano, which kind of freaks you out when you think about it—and these little hot channels of superheated water are always coming up everywhere. That’s where all those crazy reds and blues you see in pictures of the place come from.”

I nodded. “You’re saying this is one of those pools,” I said. Something occurred to me, and my eyebrows shot to my hairline. “You’re not saying we’re standing on top of an underwater volcano?”

Maria grimaced. “No. I think we’re on top of something even worse.”

We all shared a look. None of us needed to ask what that was.

Seiryu, I thought, peering down into the depths. He’s at the bottom. I wonder how far that pool goes…

Someone cried out on the opposite side of the pagoda.

I nearly jumped out of my skin. It would have been bad if I did because I would’ve fallen forward and right into the fucking pool. As it was, Lexi and Maria grabbed me and kept me from toppling.

“You,” someone said. A shadow moved against the pagoda’s far wall. “Gods, I never thought… help me, please. Help…”

Oh, shit. I knew that voice.

I was across the pagoda in the blink of an eye. In the shadows, I could just make out Captain Flint. His wrists were tied to a thick chain stretching from the side of the wall, bolting him into place.

He looked terrible.

His red beard was patchy, and there were deep lines on his face. He seemed to have aged a whole decade since I’d seen him last, but there was still that familiar glint in his eyes. He coughed once, weakly, then managed to haul himself up to a sitting position. He still wore his captain’s uniform, though his hat lay next to him. I realized that it had to have fallen off, and he hadn’t been able to put it back on with his hands tied up.

“You are the last person I expected to see, Summoner,” Captain Flint rasped. The old man laughed to himself as he flexed his fingers, moving them for the first time in a long time. “The guards. The mercenaries. Did you…?”

I nodded. “They’ve been taken care of,” I told the captain. “My girls handled them… and yours.”

Shortcake stepped forward. “Captain?” the goblin asked, sounding like she was on the verge of tears.

Captain Flint started to laugh. The sound had a horribly rattling quality, which worried me, but we didn’t have time to administer first aid. We had to get out of here and back to the Glen Carrig, then we could worry about that.

“Shortcake,” he said, shaking his head. “Ye hated being captain that much, did ye?”

“You have no idea,” the goblin girl said, sobbing openly now. “Let’s get you out of here!”

I wedged Shortcake’s dagger into the wall and started working the chain free. As I did, Captain Flint looked up and watched my progress. The old man looked eager for some company, so I decided to ask him some questions as I worked.

“What happened to you?” I asked, glancing down at Captain Flint. “Did he hurt you? Seiryu?”

The captain shook his head. “No. Or at least not much.” He flexed his wrists, grimacing. “My fingers have been numb for a while. Hopefully, there’s no permanent damage.”

“I’ll get you out of here in a jiffy,” I assured him.

Captain Flint nodded. “Bastard’s been interrogating me,” he spat, looking down at his hat. “Him and all these other weird creatures he employs.”

Shortcake leaned forward. “What’s he been asking about?” the goblin wanted to know.

“Oh, all about my ship,” Flint said, his tone telling me he’d been giving Seiryu hell. “What kind of arsenal the Glen Carrig has, how many crew members are aboard, how much weight it can hold in the water. Those kinds of things. I think my quest to bring the Azure Dragon to heel struck a chord with old Seiryu.”

“Not a big surprise,” I said, just to say something. My attention was on the chain affixed to the wall. I couldn’t get it free, so I started digging into the chain itself, trying to free the captain’s wrists. I was making progress, but it was taking a while.

Suddenly, I realized Captain Flint was staring at me. Huh?

“He was asking about you, too,” the captain said, peering at me with his good eye.

“Me?” This startled me so badly that I nearly dropped my knife. “What would Seiryu want with me?”

Captain Flint shrugged. “I’m not sure. But the beast seems to know there’s a powerful Summoner in his realm, and he wants to know more about you. Perhaps he saw you and your women casting magic while the Glen Carrig was hunting him,” he added, sounding a little sheepish.

Of course, I realized. Suddenly, his guilt made sense. If Seiryu knows who I am, it’s because of Captain Flint.

But I wasn’t upset. Far from it. I owed Captain Flint my life, and I didn’t hold anything that had happened on board the Glen Carrig against him. If I hadn’t been able to hide from the Crusaders and Kyros, I likely wouldn’t have been able to hide from Seiryu, either.

“It’s not a big deal,” I said, slashing at the chain. “Just a little more… There!”

The chain snapped, and Captain Flint was free.

The first thing the man did was scoop up his hat and put it back on top of his head. Then he started rubbing his wrists, which were swollen from how long they’d been bolted to the wall.

“Thank you,” the captain said. “Now we should get out of here before Seiryu comes back.”

Even though I didn’t want it to, my gaze traveled back to that deep, dark pool. “Is he down there?” I asked, not really sure if I wanted to know the answer.

Captain Flint nodded. “Aye. That’s his lair.” He managed to make it back onto his feet, swaying slightly. “This whole dome was once his home. His whole family lived down here, along with the rest of his race. The Dragons. Now they’re all dead.”

The captain looked sad to have to say that.

“At least you’re not dead,” I said, brushing a bit of dirt off the man’s shoulder. “We’re all lucky Seiryu decided to interrogate you rather than kill you.”

He didn’t respond to that. From the look on his face, I knew that Captain Flint was holding something back. What was it? What didn’t he want to tell me or the rest of the crew?

He knew why Seiryu let him live on Spider Island, I thought. He lied to me when he told me he had no idea. Was it the same reason? Had the Azure Dragon decided to let Captain Flint live so he could make an example of him?

It didn’t make any sense. None of the things I could think of to explain it did, either. I promised myself that once we made it back to the Glen Carrig and put the dome city far behind us, I’d have a long talk with Captain Flint about it.

We made it out of the pagoda and back to the central garden. I reached for my Digital Grimoire to summon Frick, only to realize that I was out of monster ore. Without it, we couldn’t form platforms over the maze—and worse, we couldn’t cast another Airseed spell.

I froze in my tracks, trying to work through the problem. We were trapped down here.

Captain Flint noticed my worries. “What’s wrong, lad?” he asked, frowning deeply.

Briefly, I explained the problem to the captain. As I did, his eyes lit up. Well, his eye, anyway.

“Ahh, I have just the thing,” he said, reaching for his belt. “Seiryu’s people didn’t bother frisking me when they brought me to the pagoda—’twas like they didn’t care what I might have on me. Can’t say as I blame them. A cutlass or a pistol wouldn’t do much against the Azure Dragon.” He pulled a small sack from his belt and tossed it to me. “Here.”

I opened it and found myself staring at several chunks of monster ore. My heart skipped a beat, and then reality stepped in.

“No,” I muttered, scanning the ore into my Digital Grimoire. “This isn’t going to be enough.”

Captain Flint’s eyebrows shot to his hairline. “Not enough?” he asked, sounding surprised. “Lad, there’s enough ore in that bag for you to keep both of your monsters around you the whole way back up to the Glen Carrig!”

Shortcake cleared her throat. “He’s right, Cap’n,” the goblin said ruefully. “Tim burned through his whole stash of monster ore getting us here. The Airseed spell—it requires way more rocks than what we’ve got.”

I could summon Frick now, at least. We wouldn’t have to pick our way through the hedge maze, which was a good thing. The other mercenaries could discover we’d freed Captain Flint at any moment and come after us. Time was of the essence.

Except, was it? We were going nowhere fast. Not without a way to make it back to the surface.

Wait a second.

“Without more monster ore, we can’t summon Arabella,” Lezabel was saying. Her words came out in a growl, partially from frustration and partially because she still had yet to relinquish her monstrous form. “Without that mermaid, we can’t cast the Airseed spell. And without the spell, we’re not getting home.”

Maria and Lexi looked at the ceiling of the dome stretching over their heads. The surface of the water was not visible.

“Even if we could swim,” Lezabel said, watching their faces, “we’d never make it. The difference in pressure would crush us all like ants. You wouldn’t make it a foot from the airlock before your guts came out of your mouth and your bones shattered.”

It was a grisly image. Which was why I wanted to avoid it if possible.

“We can’t go back up again the way we came down,” I said, turning on a heel. “So why don’t we go up the way Captain Flint came down?”

My women shared a confused look. “Hmm?” Lexi asked.

“The Legion of the Deep,” I said, pointing back at the side of the dome we’d come from. “Their ship’s still docked against the dome, right?”

Everyone’s head turned at the same time. All my women, along with Captain Flint, peered across the city toward the docks we’d come from. Toward the airlock that led back out into the briny deep and the submarine connected to it by a frail umbilical tube.

We had one ticket out of this undersea city, and the black ship of the Legion was it.

Captain Flint looked amused. “You’re saying we steal…” He trailed off, his eyes lighting up with a distinctly piratical sense of mischief. “Lad, that’s brilliant! We turn their own ship against them!”

I caught myself smiling. It could work. No, better than that—it would work.

After all, what was the crew of the Glen Carrig if not a pack of mangy pirates?

“We need to go now,” I told the group. “Which means we’ll need a little help.”

Fully cognizant of the fact that I was burning the last of the monster ore stored in my Digital Grimoire, I tapped the keys and summoned Frick. This time, the little imp had no moment of confusion as he popped out of the wave of light and into the real world. He was ready to go.

“Hey!” Frick said, turning. “I was about to lay the smack down on some fish lovers when that Grimoire pulled me back in!”

“You’ll get another chance,” I told the little imp. “Get us out of this hedge maze, Frick. We don’t have a lot of ore left.”

The imp leaned over and looked at my Digital Grimoire, then let out a low whistle. “No shit,” he said, shaking his frosty head. “Where’d you get that stash?”

I jerked a thumb over at Captain Flint. Frick hadn’t noticed him yet—when he did, his beady coal eyes nearly popped out of his head.

“That’s the captain!” Frick said, pointing with a transformed, armored limb. “Holy shit! You guys actually saved him!”

“Well, yeah,” Maria said, giving the snow monster the side eye. “Did you think we were going to fail?”

“Actually, kinda!” Frick sounded as cheerful discussing our probable deaths as he did at any other time. “I figured Seiryu would have eaten you all by now. In that case, I’d be looking at a nice long sleep at the bottom of the sea…”

“Gee”—Lexi snorted—“your confidence is staggering.”

“Hey!” Frick somehow managed to look offended, which was surprising when he was the one talking about all of us getting eaten by a sea monster. “I’m glad you didn’t end up as Seiryu’s dinner! Floating around at the bottom of the sea is bo-oring! And ending up in the belly of a fish? Pssh!”

“Ice,” I instructed, pointing at the hedge wall. “Before the rest of the Legion finds us.”

Frick might have been many things, but he wasn’t the sort of monster to turn down a direct order. The little imp quickly conjured up another pile of ice for us to climb, burning through his mana as he created platform after platform to cross the gaps between the maze’s twists and turns.

No vines assaulted us as we climbed out of the labyrinth. At first, I was confused by that, but then I saw the bodies.

The hedge maze was having a feast. The members of the Legion who’d fallen were no longer where they lay—their bodies were being pulled into the shrubbery by those vicious, unceasing vines. As I watched, one black-robed figure was tugged into the shadows, dragged feet first into the wall.

I could have been imagining things, but I swore I heard something in those manicured walls chowing down. The crunch of bones was faint but unmistakable.

“I’m glad we went over instead of around,” Lezabel said, her face grim. “Those things seem extremely dangerous.”

The run back to the dock was a blur. At every intersection, I expected a pack of the black-robed figures to emerge from behind a building or pop out of a doorway to grab one of my women and drag her back into the shadows. I kept my eyes open, and my women did the same, but we saw no one between the hedge maze and the edge of the city.

All the while we traveled, an even darker possibility came to my mind. When I closed my eyes, I could picture that pool in the center of the pagoda exploding. It was on a volcano, right? It would probably go up like Old fucking Faithful when Seiryu became aware that we’d stolen the captain out from beneath his whiskers.

I tried to picture what that might look like. My mind kept flashing back to old pictures of Pompeii I’d seen in my high school history book, and I shuddered. If something exploded with enough force in the center of the city, it might shatter the dome. If that happened, this place wouldn’t even have time to go Pompeii. It would be utterly destroyed.

I didn’t realize how fast I was running until Captain Flint tapped me on the shoulder. “Slow down,” the old man said, gesturing with a thumb at my women. Lexi, Maria, and Shortcake struggled to keep up with me, panting as they rested their hands on their knees.

Only Lezabel seemed unaffected by the pace. Strangely enough, Captain Flint seemed alright, as well.

“We’re almost to the ship,” the captain informed me. “We’ll want to do this stealthy like if we’re able to.”

I nodded. “And if we’re not able to?”

The captain grinned. He pulled a weapon from his belt and brandished it; the blunderbuss Shortcake had brought with her to the undersea city. That goblin girl loves to lend people her weapons, I thought.

“Seeing as those Deep bastards took my cutlass, Shortcake saw fit to take pity on me and give me a proper weapon.” The captain cocked the hammer, checking that there was a round in the barrel. “Don’t worry, I’m a doughty shot. Anything that gets in my crosshairs will regret the day it was born.”

A few more turns and we were at the sub. Unlike the airlock that had brought us into the underwater city, the lock that controlled the black ship resembled the tube a submarine would load a torpedo into before taking a shot at an enemy vessel. It was long and rectangular, resting parallel to the black ship’s massive bulk. I had no idea how to get us to the other side.

I can figure that out once I get on board, I told myself. Maybe I can summon Arabella long enough for her to take a look at the controls. As a Crusader, she should have a better idea than most of how these things work.

We were a stone’s throw away from the ladder leading onto the sub when the entry hatch along the vessel’s top opened.

“Hide!” Captain Flint hissed. The old man dove for the shadows, Shortcake and Lezabel hot on his heels. Lexi, Maria, and I made to follow, but a booming voice stopped us in our tracks before we could.

“Don’t move!”

What startled me about that voice was how human it was. A black-robed figure had emerged onto the deck of the Legion’s submarine, but whoever this was, they weren’t one of the rank-and-file fish people. A hood hid their face, with an ornate cowl surrounding their neck and chin. They were bundled up both above and below, with only a faint slit visible to show their eyes.

“Timothy Dent,” the voice said. It sounded certain of itself, in a smug sort of way that made me want to punch the person who said it. “You are not my quarry—not today, at least. But what a surprise to see you here, in Seiryu’s domain.”

I froze. I didn’t know that voice—it didn’t sound the faintest bit familiar to me. Yet I knew it all the same. I’d heard it in dozens of movies, TV shows, and video games.

It was the hissing sound of a villain. More than that: a villain who wasn’t human. Who was part snake.

“I was just leaving,” I said, trying to sound funny. “If you wouldn’t mind lending me your ship, I’ll get out of your hair as soon as I make it back to the surface.”

For a moment, I thought the figure would laugh. Instead, they just stood there, glaring at me from behind their fancy silks.

“You have freed Captain Flint,” the figure said flatly. “The man you think is Captain Flint, in any case. I can see it in your eyes.”

What the hell did that mean? The man I thought was Captain Flint?

A horrible thought occurred to me: we hadn’t freed a decoy, had we? Was this all some kind of trap?

But, no. Captain Flint had recognized Shortcake, and she knew him. He was the genuine article, the real deal.

But if that was the case, then what the hell did this strange creature mean?

It doesn’t matter, I told myself. Whatever it is, it’s nothing good. This thing isn’t on your side.

Knowing that, I put as much derision into my voice as I could. “What’s it to you?” I asked contemptuously, sounding like someone had just shoved me on the subway. “Look, you’re blocking my path. Either get out of my way, or I’ll have to get you out of it!”

I could have been imagining things, but I thought the figure smiled behind his cowl. “Kyros is right about you. You truly are a bold one.”

Something about the casual way this creature mentioned my greatest foe made my blood turn cold. “What do you know about Kyros?” I shot back, my hands balling into fists.

“Oh, we get all the broadcasts in this realm,” the creature said. He sounded almost bored. “I know to look out for you and that there’s an absolutely tremendous price on your head. The reward Kyros would give me if I were to bring you to him would be enormous—yet I’m not certain that I want to go through all that trouble.”

“Smart man,” I said. “If you are a man, that is.”

“I am not,” the figure said smugly. “Would you like to see me?”

Before I could say no, the man reached up and pulled back his hood. In the light, I could see that his fingers were covered in scale and had nails that put Lezabel’s to shame. The fabric fell away, revealing the figure’s face. His grin. His smug little look.

“Jesus,” Lexi whispered, taking a full step backward. “He’s one of them!”

The thing standing on top of the Legion of the Deep’s submarine was a dragon.


Chapter 9

“My name,” the figure said, “is Byakko. You won’t have heard of me.”

He was right—I hadn’t. I looked at each of my women in turn, but I could see no flash of recognition in their eyes. Over in the shadows, I saw Captain Flint stiffen, his face filling with pure alarm. He knows who this man is, I realized.

“Byakko,” I said, rolling the unfamiliar triptych of syllables across my tongue. “Strange name. You a local, or you someone else’s monster?”

Byakko flashed a wicked grin, showing off lots of fang. “I will forgive your impertinence, only because of your ignorance,” the dragon said, crossing his arms. “Were you anyone else, Summoner, you would be dead where you stand.”

Fair enough. I wasn’t sure to what extent I should fear Byakko, but from the way Captain Flint and Shortcake were trembling in their hiding place, I figured he was probably a pretty tough cookie. Certainly, too much for me to take without a good supply of monster ore.

Alright, Tim, I told myself. Time to talk yourself out of this one.

“So you’re the leader of the Legion of the Deep,” I said, gesturing at the submarine. “How’d that come to be? I thought the Legion were, well… abominations?”

“And I am not?” Byakko asked, sounding amused. “Yes, I am one of their leaders—though the Legion of the Deep is a much more fragmented force than most authorities in this realm give them credit for. Were I to speak with the Crusader you have imprisoned in your Grimoire for a few minutes, I could correct any number of misperceptions her people have about both me and the Legion.”

“Normally, I’d love to,” I said, “but I’m almost out of monster ore.”

Byakko gave me a smile that dripped with derision. “It was not a serious offer.”

The two of us stared at each other. It couldn’t be clearer that we were at an impasse: I wanted to get onboard the submarine and ascend to the surface; Byakko wanted to stop me. The only thing that didn’t make sense was why.

I decided I needed to find out more about this creature. This was a negotiation of sorts—except instead of trying to figure out whether a monster would serve me, I was debating for my very life. Going into it without all the facts would be like jumping into a boxing match with my hands tied behind my back. Not a very good idea.

“So you’re a dragon,” I said, nodding at the creature’s scales. “A very nice autumnal color, as well, if you don’t mind me saying so.”

“I am the Ecru Dragon,” Byakko said, sounding overly serious. “Not as famous as the Azure Dragon, or his brother the Crimson, but I once lived in this city with the rest of the dragonkin. As I said, you will not have heard of me.”

He had that right. He’s not a Key Monster, either, I thought, checking my Digital Grimoire. The same two monsters as before blocked my ability to make a Fissure: Ryu and Seiryu. Whoever this guy was, he didn’t rate at the same level as them.

Maybe that meant I could beat him. Yet I doubted it.

“We want to leave,” Maria said, adding just a touch of pleading to her tone. It was the same voice used by women trying to get out of a traffic ticket or trying to secure a difficult appointment sooner than usual. On an ordinary human being, it might have worked.

Byakko just stared at Maria, contemptuously. He didn’t care.

“Look,” I said, trying to take control of the conversation. “There’s no reason for us to fight. We came down to your home—fair enough. We’re leaving now, and unless you want to make that difficult, you’d better step aside and let us onto that sub.”

Now Byakko was staring at me. His eyes were remarkably blank like those of a stuffed fox. It was impossible to tell if he was amused, angry, or simply bored.

“You are not my quarry,” the dragon repeated. “Therefore, Tim Dent, I will allow you and your women to leave.”

Something relaxed inside me. I let out a huge sigh of relief, the anxiety inside my stomach deflating. “Thank you,” I said, taking a step forward. “We—”

“As soon as you tell me where Captain Flint is,” the dragon said, cutting me off.

Shit. That sounded like an ultimatum.

“Why would you think I know where he is?” I asked, stalling for time. “What’s his deal, anyway?”

Byakko opened his mouth to deliver some new high-minded proclamation. Then my words sank in, and he faltered. “His deal?” the dragon asked.

Despite the risk, I glanced over into the shadowy corner where Captain Flint and Shortcake hid. My eyes panned over them for a fraction of a second, just making sure they were safe and out of sight. I didn’t think I’d looked at them long enough for Byakko to notice—the dragon still had his eyes on me and wasn’t following my gaze.

I sighed. Might as well come clean, I thought. Perhaps if I gave the appearance of being open and honest, I could talk the dragon out of doing whatever it was he was going to do.

“Captain Flint lied to me,” I said, looking into the dragon’s amber eyes.

“Did he?” Byakko sounded almost amused.

I could see movement over in the shadows. I ignored it.

“Captain Flint was the only survivor of Seiryu’s attack on Spider Island,” I said, crossing my arms over my chest. “The captain told the truth all throughout his story, except at the very end. When he told me he didn’t know why Seiryu had let him live after killing everyone else, he was lying to me. He knew.”

Byakko was quiet for a moment. “Indeed he did,” the dragon rumbled.

“Why?” I asked. I knew the question wasn’t the right one, but it bubbled up to my lips regardless. “Why did Seiryu keep the captain alive? Why keep him alive down here if Seiryu knew all along that the Glen Carrig was trying to hunt him down and stop him from attacking islands?”

The words hung in the air like gossamer. At first, I thought that Byakko wouldn’t reply, but then he began giving my words some thought.

“You ask the wrong questions,” the dragon said. His arms were almost completely hidden by his robes. “But you ask questions, at the very least, and this separates you from most of your species.” The dragon cleared his throat. “Seiryu left Captain Flint alive because he wanted to. For more than that, you’d have to speak to the Azure Dragon himself. Or perhaps you could plead your case to Captain Flint himself.”

A wicked smile spread across Byakko’s face as he said this last part. You’d like that, wouldn’t you? I thought, my eyes narrowing. Have me lead you right to the captain.

“Give him to me and our business is concluded,” the Ecru Dragon hissed. “I will give you the submarine. Captain Flint must not be allowed to leave Seiryu’s home.”

This last bit intrigued me. Given everything I knew about the Azure Dragon—which, frankly, wasn’t much—this missive didn’t line up with his motives. “Why?” I asked.

“You ask many questions.” Byakko corrected himself, not looking particularly pleased to be doing so. “You would not understand the answers even if I explained them to you using small words.”

I scoffed at that. “I’m a big guy,” I told the dragon, squaring up. I had the odd feeling this was going to come to violence. “College student, even. Pretty smart. Why not try me?”

The dragon took a step forward. “This is not progress,” the figure hissed, shaking his head. “You will bring me Captain Flint. If he is not with you, then you will retrace your steps until you locate his hiding place. Once the Forsaken One is back in his proper prison, I will stand aside and allow you your freedom—”

The crack of a gun filled the air.

Captain Flint was leaning out of his hiding place, the massive blunderbuss clenched in his fist. A smoking hole had just appeared in the center of the dragon’s forehead, jerking the figure’s head backward like it had been slapped by the hand of God himself.

The Ecru Dragon crumpled. He hit the roof of the sub in a tangle of limbs and slid over the side, dropping into the pool of water surrounding the dock. Some bubbles rose to the surface, let out a series of pops, and then disappeared.

Smoke was still pouring from the barrel of Captain Flint’s gun as he tucked it back into his belt. “Let’s get on board,” he said, nodding at me. “That didn’t kill old Byakko—not by a long shot—but it might have just given us enough time to get away.”

Captain Flint didn’t hesitate. The man moved double time across the dock, reached the ladder leading to the deck of the submarine, and climbed it the way Shortcake climbed the rigging of the Glen Carrig. The first mate followed just behind, pumping her stubby legs to keep pace with the captain.

“What the hell was all that about?” I asked, my face a mask. “That dragon called you the Forsaken One?”

“He walked on two legs,” Lexi said, amazed. “He’s like some kind of… man dragon!”

Captain Flint’s expression crumpled as he looked back at me. “I can explain everything once we’re back on the Glen Carrig,” he insisted, leaping the last two rungs leading to the deck of the submarine. “Right now, we need to get out of here! I hope you took good care of my baby, Shortcake!”

The first mate didn’t appear bothered by the Ecru Dragon’s cryptic messages in the slightest. She reached the roof a step behind Captain Flint and made for the hatch leading inside the submarine, waving her cutlass back and forth.

Something about it made me spring into motion. “Fuck it,” I said, grabbing Lexi and Maria as I ran. “Let’s do this!”

Lezabel filled out the rear as we ran across the docks. The ladder leading to the deck of the submarine glistened with moisture, gleaming in the light from the water lapping at the side of the vessel’s hull. We were so close I could taste it. A few more steps and we’d be on board, safe and sound—

Something exploded from the pool.

At first, I thought of the hedge maze. It looked for all the world as if a massive vine had come out of the water and was trying to wrap itself around the stern of the submarine, keeping it from slipping out of the airlock. It was only when I saw the beige, linen-colored scales of the thing wrapping around the sub that I saw it for what it was.

The Ecru Dragon. Byakko had just transformed.

He was neither as long nor as wide as the Azure Dragon. Just as he’d said earlier, he couldn’t quite compete with the big boys of the dragonkin race—like Seiryu or Ryu. But that didn’t mean he wasn’t powerful.

“There you are!” Byakko hissed. His head was the size of a small automobile, and his whiskers stuck out from his face like coaxial cables. Even with his scales the same color as a mid-1990s computer monitor, the creature was a fearsome sight. “You will not leave me, Forsaken One!”

Another shot rang out over the submarine. Captain Flint had drawn his blunderbuss and fired in the creature’s face, roaring defiance. The bullet pierced the Ecru Dragon’s cheek and left a smoking wound, blood trickling from the hole.

“Get down below!” Captain Flint commanded. For a moment we were all back on the Glen Carrig, taking orders from the man in charge in the middle of a storm. “Seal the sub and get us out of here!”

I didn’t think; I ran. With Lexi, Maria, and Lezabel at my side, I raced to the opening on the top of the submarine and dropped inside. There was a ladder leading into the vessel with rungs, but I just grabbed the side and slid, heedless of any potential injury.

I landed feet first on the inside. The interior of the Deep’s black ship was sleek and vaguely foreign like a luxury car from a country whose name you can’t quite pronounce. Unlike a military sub, which was all gunmetal and steel, everything inside the Legion of the Deep’s ship was made of some glossy black material like obsidian with an attitude problem.

I helped Lexi down, then lifted Maria off the ladder and set her down next to me. Lezabel landed on her hands and knees, then sprang to her feet, taking in the surroundings with a predator’s eyes.

“The cockpit will be up front,” the demoness said. A ridge of bone protruded across her brow, letting us know she’d embraced her monstrous nature even further. She was a terrifying creature now, all sinew and claw and murderous intent. I felt bad for anyone who stood in her way. “Let’s go!”

We made our way to the front. The sounds of fighting came from outside of the sub—whatever was happening between Captain Flint and that dragon must have been some serious shit. We ran into two more of the dark-robed figures on the way to the bridge and dispatched both quickly, using a combination of Shortcake’s dagger and Maria’s wind spells.

The cockpit of the black ship was empty. Instruments glistened, while panels flashed a multitude of colored runes in a language I didn’t understand. There were two plush chairs, one for the captain and one for the co-pilot, but other than that detail, I didn’t understand a thing.

“Shit, does anyone know how to work these controls?” Another thump sounded through the submarine; the dragon was wrapping its lithe body around the center of the vessel, trying to crush it.

Once I’d injured my finger while wearing a tungsten carbide ring and the whole digit had swelled up something awful. None of the usual remedies—soap, Windex, wrapping a string around the finger and untying it from the other end—were able to get the thing off. When the swelling got worse instead of getting better after a night’s sleep, I’d turned to the internet for help.

It turned out the metal of the tungsten ring was incredibly hard but also exceedingly brittle. A pair of ten-dollar pliers from a hardware store was all it took to shatter the ring—I just clamped it as tightly as was comfortable around the band, then tightened it ever so slightly and clamped it again, two or three times. The snap as the unbreakable ring shattered like a plate glass window had been almost as much of a relief as having the thing off my swollen finger.

As the Ecru Dragon shook our vessel, I realized I now knew how my ring felt. That’s what Byakko was trying to do to us—crush the interior of the submarine by clamping pressure around it. And if we didn’t do something soon, he was going to succeed.

I sat down in the pilot’s chair. Okay, so I don’t know how to get this thing outside of the dome, I thought, fiddling with the controls. Where the hell are the weapons?

The answer turned out to be easier than I thought. While the controls for the Deep’s submarine were certainly esoteric, the weapons suite was about as obvious as it was possible to be. A joystick near my right knee aimed the ship’s torpedo tubes, while a set of cameras gave me a bird’s eye view of what I was shooting at.

Testing the thing, I switched one on—and got the shock of my life.

Captain Flint was fighting the Dragon!

He had Shortcake’s cutlass and the blunderbuss she’d given him and was using each of them to the hilt. Flames danced in his eyes as he conjured magic, forcing the Ecru Dragon backward even as its lower body lay wrapped around the bulk of the submarine. As I watched, he delivered a devastating vertical cut to the dragon’s sinuous body, leaving a wound that bled.

My women gathered around, watching. “No fucking way,” Lexi said, looking amazed. “He’s holding his own!”

“He’s got magic, too,” Maria said. “He’s a Summoner or at least a Latent. I wonder why he never told us?”

The dragon roared in mingled pain and rage. A bolt of energy the same beige shade as its scales erupted from its mouth, spraying forth like a fire hose. Captain Flint ducked beneath it, slipping a bit and swearing as he righted himself, then the captain tossed a fireball at the dragon.

A flash of silver told me Shortcake was also in the fray. The goblin stabbed the side of the dragon’s neck with her long dagger, using the confusion to electrify the piece of metal like a plug going into a socket. Byakko writhed in pain, his nostrils flaring as his grip on the submarine weakened.

They’re actually doing it! I thought, amazed. They’re holding their own against that thing!

But they needed my help.

Feeling energized, I switched on the torpedo tube. That much I could do without a guide, at least. One of the little lights above the tubes changed from red to yellow as I moved the camera, focusing on the dragon’s head.

The display let out a beep, and the light went green. Locked on.

The Ecru Dragon increased its grip around the submarine, lowering its head as it wrapped more of its body across the bow of the black ship. Unable to easily conquer Captain Flint and his first mate the way it had expected, it was compensating by doing its best to crush the sub like a can of sardines. I could respect that in a way. As long as it destroyed the sub, we were trapped here. It was a smart ploy.

Too bad for Byakko that he was the enemy.

A little microphone protruded from the side of the captain’s chair. Guessing correctly that it was somehow linked to the sound system on the deck of the black ship, I grabbed it by the hilt and brought the fuzzy part to my lips.

“Captain, duck!” I yelled, thumbing the fire button. “Get inside the ship!”

Captain Flint didn’t hesitate. He grabbed Shortcake and threw her over his shoulder like a sack of potatoes, then made a flying leap toward the open hatch on the black ship’s deck. He reached it just as the Ecru Dragon struck forward, charging up another beam of that strange, curiously drained energy.

The hatch slammed closed with a thud. I could hear it all the way at the front of the ship.

“Sayonara, sucker,” I snarled, pulling the trigger.

A torpedo exploded from the submarine’s tube, striking Byakko directly in the face. The missile exploded in a massive fireball, completely blocking my field of view as flames cascaded over the deck of the submarine.

I didn’t need to see. I could hear what I’d just done, and hearing was enough.

Byakko screamed in pain. I didn’t know if that single torpedo was enough to kill—if not, then it at least wounded him terribly. What I did know was that the dragon’s grip on the submarine lessened, and we were free.

“Yeah!” I yelled, hitting the ceiling of the cockpit with a closed fist. “Fuck yeah! Take that, you asshole!”

In what seemed like far too short of a time to be natural, Captain Flint was at my side. “Do me a favor, lad,” he said, all business as he entered the cockpit with Shortcake behind him. “Take the co-pilot’s chair for a bit. I’ll get us out of this.”

Huh? “Alright,” I said, scooting over. “The controls aren’t in English, though. I don’t recognize this language…”

Captain Flint let out a rueful laugh. “I do,” he said, taking hold of the controls. “Don’t worry about a thing, Summoner. You got me out of those chains. Now let me get us back to the Glen Carrig.

What the captain did to those controls was a work of art. If I didn’t know any better, I’d have said that he’d been born on that submarine, training on the vessels of the Legion of the Deep from a young age. In what felt like no time at all he took us through a complicated checklist of steps, preparing the ship to be fired through the airlock the way I’d fired a torpedo at Byakko to get him off our back.

“Ye did good,” Captain Flint said at some point. Whether this was meant for me or he was just talking to himself, I didn’t know. “Very good.”

I looked over at the captain. He was busying himself with the instrument panels. The ship gave a groan as it moved, loading itself inside the long glass tube that comprised the airlock leading to the open ocean.

“That was a hell of a thing,” I said, not wanting to broach the topic directly. “You sure you’re alright, Captain?”

Captain Flint turned to me, his bushy red beard waving gently. “Of course I am,” he said, forcing out a smile. “Why, do I look like something’s wrong?”

I decided to just have out with it and be done with the controversy. “When we get back to the Glen Carrig,” I told the man, “you and I are going to have a long talk. I think we’re overdue some explanations.”

At first, the old man didn’t respond. He simply stared out into space, peering through the viewport of the black ship as if I hadn’t said anything at all. After a while, he sighed.

“Aye, I do owe you that,” he said, rubbing his eyepatch. “Very well. Once we’re back on the Glen Carrig, I’ll tell you everything I know. Ye’ll want to be sitting down, of course.”

“Of course,” I said smoothly.

A faint smile played at the corners of the captain’s mouth. “Ye’ll also want to be well rested, too. Once I get us out into the ocean, we’ll have a short while before we reach the Glen Carrig. You should spend the time with your women, Summoner. Especially the new ones.”

“Time?” I asked, giving the man a confused look. “The Glen Carrig is parked right above our heads. All we have to do is ascend to the surface and climb on board.”

The captain was nodding like he’d expected this exact objection. “Aye, it is,” he said, gesturing at the ceiling of the sub. “But it’s a long ways up, Tim. If we want to be safe, we have to take the ascent slowly. Have ye ever heard of the Bends?”

I had. It was more than just a Radiohead album—it was a serious condition. The last thing I wanted was to make our escape to freedom, only to succumb to the effects of altering the pressure too quickly.

Besides, a little relaxation sounded like just what the doctor ordered.

“Alright,” I said, thinking it over. “You think it’ll be safe? We won’t be attacked again by that freaky dragon?”

Captain Flint grinned. “Ye dealt Byakko a serious blow,” he said, sounding proud. “That particular dragon won’t be leaving home base for a very, very long time. He needs some rest and relaxation in his own right before he can think about coming after you.” With that, Flint looked back at the entrance to the cockpit. “Go have fun, lad. I can handle it from here.”

As if underscoring his words, the tube shot us out into the briny deep. Captain Flint and I were thrown back into our seats for a long moment, then the pressure stabilized as the submarine slowed. It was remarkably quiet this far down—the effect was pretty spooky.

“Alright,” I said, rising from my seat. “I’m going to go lie down for a bit. Let me know over the speakers when we make it to the surface.”

“Aye, aye,” Captain Flint said with a jaunty salute. “Don’t worry, Summoner, I’ll bring her up nice and slow. You go rest. You’ve earned it.”

That I most certainly had. Captain Flint most definitely had his secrets, and I could hardly wait to interrogate him myself and find out what some of them were. I had lots of questions for the man, and I sensed that once we were back on board the Glen Carrig, he’d finally have some answers.

But for now, some rest sounded amazing. I wasn’t just tired from our adventure beneath the sea, I was fucking exhausted. I needed a break.

I left Captain Flint to guide us back to the surface and went looking for my harem.


Chapter 10

It was remarkable how empty a submarine could feel.

I’d always thought from movies that they were extremely cramped vessels, where everyone was all up in each other’s business whether they particularly wanted to be or not. I’d seen The Hunt For Red October when I was a teenager, and that was still my template for what life beneath the sea was like: a bunch of guys screaming at each other in Russian and occasionally firing a torpedo at something.

So I was surprised when I didn’t immediately stumble into any of my women. The black ship of the Legion of the Deep was bigger than we’d anticipated, divided into three floors of bunks, machinery, and storage space. A set of narrow ladders at the front and back of the ship provided access to all three levels.

I couldn’t read any of the signage, but fortunately, there were pictures. The sign leading to the third floor showed a black-robed man in a bunk, with a rune I figured was probably their version of the letter ‘Z’ repeated over and over again. That’s where the bunks are, I told myself, yawning heavily. Time to crash.

If I couldn’t find my girls for some fun, I could at least find a mattress and get some shuteye. It wasn’t that I didn’t want to fuck Lexi, Maria, Lezabel, or Shortcake—I most certainly did. But in my current state, I didn’t want to expend more energy to make that happen than was absolutely necessary.

I staggered my way up the steps, checking out each of the bunks. They were spotless to a fault, identical to each other. Each cell was about as narrow as the bedroom of my college dorm room, with a comfortable-looking cot, a lamp, and a dresser for clothes. Bet every drawer of that is filled with black robes, I thought with a snicker.

Once I’d seen two or three of the rooms and was satisfied that they were all the same, I stepped into the next one and lay out on the bed. The mattress wasn’t particularly comfortable, but it wasn’t actively painful—which was about as much as I could hope for. The pillow felt alright, and the gentle rocking of the submarine as it slowly ascended to the surface felt good.

Each of my eyelids suddenly felt like it weighed a ton. I let out a yawn and closed my eyes, drifting away. I had just enough time to turn off the light before sleep took me.

When I opened my eyes, it felt as if only a half-hour or so had passed. Yet I felt refreshed—and amazing.

I must have undressed in my sleep. My shirt lay on the floor, and I was wearing nothing but the pair of boxer shorts I’d changed into just before we’d jumped overboard and sank beneath the waves. The blanket was up to my chest, and the oddest thing was happening. It moved up and down slightly, in ways that had nothing to do with the motion of the ship.

Gradually, I became aware of the pleasure.

I let out a groan and lay my head back against the pillow, riding the amazing high of my wake-up blowjob. I heard someone chuckle beneath the blanket, pleased that I was up. And that I was up.

“Who the fuck is that?” I whispered, pulling back the blanket. “Whoever you are, you’re fucking amazing…”

As the covers left my body, I blinked. Shortcake knelt between my outstretched legs, running her soft pink tongue up and down my cock from my balls to my swollen crown. She had the waistband of my boxers tucked beneath my testicles and was grinding her tits against the underside of my prick as she licked me, giving me a combination blowjob and tit fuck.

It was the kind of thing only someone of a goblin’s size and stature could do. I fell in love with it instantly.

“I told ye,” Shortcake said, grinning like a fool as she licked my cock. “As soon as we got out of there, I was going to show you what goblin girls can do to a big human cock…”

Fuck. She really was hitting it hard.

Shortcake opened her mouth and wrapped her lips around the tip of my prick, humming as she swirled her tongue. She didn’t take me inside her—for now, she was just kissing and licking, teasing me so badly that my cock ached with need. I longed to sink my rod hilt-deep inside her to see if her boasting was accurate. Could she really take all of me?

I wanted to find out. I couldn’t wait to stretch her out with my human dick.

“Where’s everyone else?” I managed to whisper. The pleasure was too fucking good—Shortcake hadn’t even started to properly suck me off, and yet I already felt like I was in heaven. It seemed impossible that the rest of my harem wouldn’t be there too, watching and giggling along.

“Got them to give us some privacy,” Shortcake teased. She bent down and inhaled the rich musk of my balls, pressing her face into my manhood before running her tongue all the way from my base to my tip.

“Even Lezabel?” I asked.

“’Twasn’t easy,” she admitted, giving me a fierce look. Suddenly, I had no doubts at all about this woman joining us. “Yer monster definitely wanted to be here, finishing what ye started in the arena. But seeing as how I haven’t even gotten to taste you yet, Summoner, I was able to convince the rest of your harem to give me a little one-on-one time with you.”

I’m sure, I thought. That negotiation had undoubtedly involved daggers and lightning spells. Lezabel wouldn’t have surrendered her place in line without a fight.

Shortcake kept on licking and slurping me, teasing my prick without giving me the enveloping warmth it so desperately needed. I was beginning to grunt and groan, lifting my ass off the cot as I tried to get my prick into the goblin girl’s mouth.

“Ah-ah,” the first mate of the Glen Carrig purred, working her tongue around my shaft like a skilled whore. “You’ve made me wait, Tim. Maybe a little bit too long now that I think about it. Before I give you what you want, I figure it would be sweet to hear you beg for it.”

“Shortcake,” I panted, my head lolling back on my shoulders.

The goblin girl made a show of putting her hand to her pointed ear, her lips perking up with interest. “What’s that? Is that the sound of you begging for my sweet little mouth, Summoner?”

I managed to smile. “Shortcake… stop sucking my cock for a second.”

The goblin girl was so surprised that she nearly fell out of her cot. “What?”

“Just a second,” I said, propping myself up on my elbows. “I have something to say.”

Shortcake’s haughty manner collapsed. The goblin rocked back on her heels, stunned beyond belief. “What?” she blurted, her expression looking like she was on the verge of tears. “What’s the matter? I… I didn’t do something wrong, did I?”

So fragile, I thought, amazed. Why is it always the pretty ones who are like this?

Deep down, I knew why. It was because they were pretty enough that no one had ever told them no before. They’d never heard the word, never felt the sting of rejection, and so it shattered them like a plate glass window.

“Of course, you haven’t,” I told Shortcake, soothing her ego. “Everything’s great. If it was any better, I’d be fucking dead, and that’s a fact.”

A flush rose to the goblin girl’s cheeks. “You don’t seem like the kind of guy who dies easily to me,” Shortcake said, toying with one of the rings hanging from her pointed ear.

Isn’t that just the understatement of the century? I thought with a smirk.

“I try,” I told Shortcake. “But listen. If we do this, it’s not just a one-time thing. I want you to know what you’re getting into before you do something you can’t take back…”

The goblin girl grinned. “Summoner,” she teased, her fingers gently stroking my slick cock. “Are you trying to warn me about joining your harem?”

Fuck, the things she was doing to me felt spectacular. I couldn’t wait to be inside her.

“Just making sure you know what you’re signing up for,” I said, looking into her eyes. “I don’t really do one-night stands. If we go any further, Shortcake, you’re going to become my first mate. For life.”

What was that I saw shining in the goblin girl’s gaze? Was it just the lust of someone who needed desperately to fuck me? Or something more?

Shortcake chuckled, her nails digging gently into my balls as she kept me rock hard and raring to go. “I’ve already talked to your women,” she purred, giggling like she’d been waiting for this exact moment. “They all seem perfectly happy with the arrangement, Summoner. And they’re pretty damn eager to have me as part of the crew.”

That didn’t surprise me. One of the things I’d learned very quickly when I became the leader of a harem was that my women were nearly as large a part of the leadership as I was. I doubted any woman they didn’t trust would have made it anywhere near me or ended up in a bunk with me the way Shortcake had. If the goblin girl was already sucking me off, talking about how great it would feel for us to fuck, then the decision had already been made.

All I needed to do was enjoy it.

“Then it sounds like it’s all been settled,” I said, sitting up against the headboard. “Except for one thing.”

Shortcake gave me a surprised little expression. “What’s that?” the goblin asked.

“Whether I want you to be my first mate or not,” I said, looking her up and down. “Take off your clothes, Shortcake. I want to see what you’ve got going on underneath those robes.”

The goblin girl’s face lit up like a fucking Christmas tree. “Yes, sir,” she purred, sounding as submissive as if the captain himself had given her a direct order.

I leaned back on my elbows and watched, spellbound, as Shortcake stripped off her uniform. The goblin’s nimble little fingers found the buttons of her top and unlaced them one at a time, revealing nothing but a lacy black fabric corset beneath. The tight garment lifted her tits like a good push-up bra, making her already luscious cleavage look even more mouthwatering.

Then she undid the laces and set those tits free. My cock jerked at the sight of them, dripping precum down the side of my rock-hard shaft. Shortcake squeezed them together, grinning at my response.

“You like what you see?” the goblin girl asked. She stuck out her tongue, wiggling her eyebrows with a lewd expression.

I do, I thought, staring at her. I thought maybe she might, but damn…

Shortcake’s piercings extended to the places where the ordinary eye couldn’t see. Each of her nipples was pierced with a narrow silver band, leaving them as hard as tiny jewels. She hadn’t disrobed enough yet to show me what was between her legs, but the odds were good that something down there was pierced, as well.

Feeling bold, I reached up and grabbed one of Shortcake’s beautiful tits. They felt perfect and perky in my hand, smaller than a human woman’s yet so responsive to my touch. The goblin girl groaned and moved faster, practically ripping off her clothes for me.

“Look at this,” I grunted, running a thumb over Shortcake’s piercing. “Shit, that looks like it must have hurt.”

It wasn’t hurting her now, though. The goblin groaned as her nipple stiffened, her body reacting to my touch. “It did,” she admitted, her tongue wiggling from her mouth. “But I liked it.”

It was just what I’d wanted to hear. “You like pain then, do you?” I asked.

Feeling bold, I grabbed the tiny metal stud in Shortcake’s nipple and squeezed it. The motion wasn’t hard enough to draw blood, but the skin around the goblin’s nipple turned purple with pain anyway. Shortcake arched her back and howled with pleasure, getting off on the way she was being treated.

“Ah!” Shortcake whimpered, her eyes momentarily rolling back in their sockets. “Yes! Yes, I like it!”

I gave her breast a gentle slap, then let my hand slide toward her hip. For such a small girl, it was surprisingly ample. But then, it would have to be, in order to accommodate the girth of a human male.

“No wonder you’re such a size queen,” I rasped, really getting into it now. “You want it to be a little bit too big inside you, don’t you, Shortcake? You get off on being stretched out by a big, strong human…”

Shortcake’s whine of need was all the answer I needed. The goblin girl stripped off the remainder of her uniform, leaving her naked save for a pair of black panties. The fabric clung to the swell of her mound, soaked with juice.

I decided I wanted to feel it for myself.

“Fuck, you’re so turned on,” I murmured, reaching for those panties and pulling them to the side. “Look at you, Shortcake. So fucking needy. So fucking ready for me…”

She was. She really, really was. Her nether lips greeted my fingers warmly, opening for them like the petals of a flower. Her pussy was just as green as the rest of her—but as my fingers went deeper, spreading her, I got my first look at her soft pink interior.

It was going to be one hell of a tight fit. But I figured that no matter what happened, Shortcake and I would enjoy trying.

“Oh Gawds,” the goblin girl groaned. “Shit, how do your bloody fingers feel better than most men’s cocks, Summoner?”

“Wait until you feel my cock,” I replied, spreading my legs and patting them. “Come mount me, goblin girl. Let’s see if we can’t make this tight fit of yours work…”

Shortcake looked like she wanted to, but she’d be just as satisfied as leaning back and riding my fingers all night. So after letting her impale herself on them a few times, I pulled back. As I did, I felt something hard against my finger, colder than the goblin girl’s folds.

I took a look. “Well,” I said, shaking my head. “I’ll be damned. You’re pierced down there, too?”

A tiny stud glistened at the apex of Shortcake’s slit. I’d almost missed it in the wet glory of her folds, but I wasn’t missing it now. I was staring right at it.

Somehow, despite the fact that she’d been getting fingered just moments ago, the goblin girl found the temerity to blush. “’Twas a package deal,” she admitted, nibbling her bottom lip with her long fangs. “You don’t like it, Tim?”

I squeezed the stud gently, then worked it in a spiral around Shortcake’s clit. Just as I’d expected, the combination of friction and motion drove her absolutely wild. Suddenly, she was unable to keep still, squirming on the bed like she was about to cum all over my fingers.

“Unnnngh!” Shortcake looked like she wanted to call me a bastard but was too turned on to do so. “Fuck! That’s so good!”

I let a smirk spread across my face. “That’s my good girl,” I told her, dragging her into my lap. “Now spread that pierced pussy for me, goblin slut. Let me give you a real piercing.”

Shortcake climbed into my lap, her gaze traveling to the throbbing member between my legs. Her face filled with worry as she took in the length and girth, her fingers gently grabbing the base to give it a peremptory squeeze. Despite her former boasting, the goblin girl looked worried about her ability to take all of me.

Should probably reassure her, I told myself.

I could be a rough guy in bed, to be sure. The treatment I’d just given Shortcake’s nipples could attest to that. But when I saw a look like that on the face of someone in bed with me, I couldn’t just let it lie. The very last thing I wanted for someone joining my harem was for them to be uncomfortable, and I’d never have done anything Shortcake wasn’t totally cool with. Any of my other women, for that matter.

“We can take this slow,” I assured the goblin girl, smiling as I wrapped my fingers around the base of my cock. “We’ve got all night.”

We didn’t, of course. I had no way of knowing how long it would take Captain Flint to pilot the Legion’s submarine to the surface and rendezvous with the Glen Carrig. But something told me it would be time enough. And that if we needed a little more, the good captain would be only happy to provide.

Shortcake straddled my prick, trembling with excitement. Juice dripped from her slit as she slowly lowered herself onto the tip of my cock, letting it push into her heavenly folds.

Oh God! I thought, my head rocking back on my shoulders. A caveman growl escaped from my lips; it took everything I had not to grab Shortcake’s hips and bury my prick as hard and deep as it would go inside her. Only the better angels of my nature kept me from doing so.

A mad little laugh escaped from Shortcake’s lips. “You only have to go slow at first,” she said, sounding as if she were speaking just as much for her own benefit as for my own. “Just until I’m warmed up, Tim. Once my pretty little pussy gets used to you, you can fuck me just as hard as you do any of your other girls…”

As she spoke, Shortcake lowered herself onto me. First the tip, then the head of my cock disappeared into that tight, perfect little goblin pussy. I stared at the spot where the two of us met, struggling with what I was seeing as Shortcake mounted me.

My prick bulged inside her. Just the head of my cock stretched Shortcake’s insides, wrapping them around me like a Chinese finger trap. Already I wasn’t sure if I’d be able to pull back out again—or if in doing so, I’d be able to hold back from coming. The heat and the friction were both so intense. Nothing I’d ever experienced before could match it.

Shortcake was enjoying it just as much as I was. “Good lord!” the goblin girl cried, relaxing as another inch of my cock thrust deep into her channel. “Holy shit you’re huge, human! Fuck, Tim, I don’t know if I’m going to be able to do this! I might not be able to take you…!”

Worry flashed across my features. “If you want to stop,” I said, bracing myself against her hip, “we can—”

Shortcake let out a harsh bark of a laugh. “Are you kidding me? This is fucking incredible! I’m just pulling your leg!”

“Huh?”

“You know,” Shortcake said, gripping my hips. “It’s like ‘oh no, Daddy, it’s too big!’ That sort of dirty thing!”

“I see,” I grunted, my ass lifting from the mattress as I pushed deeper. “Fuck, you’re really a pervert, aren’t you?”

Shortcake’s grin was bright enough to light several city blocks. “Nah. I’m your pervert!”

She certainly was. With every inch of my cock that I buried inside her, Shortcake groaned louder. Each time she sank down on me, taking slightly more of me in her bulging channel, I told myself that was the last one. That we couldn’t possibly go any deeper, that she couldn’t take another molecule of human dick inside her goblin pussy.

And every time, Shortcake proved me wrong. She grunted as she relaxed, her silky walls sliding down me another inch.

Then, suddenly, I couldn’t go any further. Shortcake was all the way down to my balls. My big human cock fit snugly inside her.

I couldn’t believe it. Another inch—another fraction of an inch—and it would have never worked. My prick stretched the goblin girl’s pussy to its absolute limit, bulging around her until her lower half looked larger than her upper. Part of me worried that it was painful having me so deep inside her. But the look on Shortcake’s face told me it wasn’t pain she was feeling but sweet pleasure.

“There we go!” Shortcake threw her fists in the air like a marathon runner crossing the finish line. Her ass bounced on my balls for good measure. “It’s all the way in! You bottomed out inside me, human. How’s that feel?”

How did it feel? “Fucking incredible,” I said, the words coming out through clenched teeth.

Shortcake knew exactly what she had. The goblin girl grinned wickedly, wiggling her ass back and forth as she gently clenched her thighs together. Just that small increase in pressure was nearly enough to slay me.

“I can feel how hard you are,” she growled, raking my chest with her nails. “I’d be pretty stupid if I couldn’t, considering how big you are! You feel like you’re about to cum, Tim.”

There was no point in hiding it. “I am,” I said, torn between the urge to pull out and to bury myself even deeper. Being buried inside Shortcake without the ability to thrust felt like frustration incarnate; like an itch in a spot that was impossible to scratch. If she didn’t do something to give me relief, I was going to go crazy.

The goblin girl chuckled, looking down at the spot where the two of us joined. “I don’t know if there’s room for that,” she laughed, shaking her head in amazement. “You shoot in me now, Tim, you’re going to be spurting that hot baby batter straight in my womb. There’s literally nowhere else for it to go.” She wiggled her butt some more, her channel vibrating around me. “You ready to make a couple cute little half-goblin babies, Summoner?”

Was I? I didn’t know—and I didn’t care. I needed to cum.

Shortcake could feel my frustration. Every tiny motion of her walls around me made me jerk, made me swell, and made me even harder. Holding back my load was a constant struggle, and we hadn’t even started to really fuck yet.

Little did I know, we were about to.

Shortcake leaned forward, putting her soft lips against my ear. “I’m ready,” the goblin girl whispered, squeezing her thighs around my length. “Use me, human. Use me for what I’m good for!”

I didn’t understand. “What?”

Grinning, Shortcake guided my hands to her hips. “Grab hold of these,” she insisted, her eyes shining with pure crazy, “and slam me up and down on your dick like a sex toy!”

My eyes widened. “I’ll break you in half!” I gasped, unable to stop myself.

Shortcake cackled madly. “No, you won’t,” she said, shaking her head. “Trust me, goblin girls are very flexible. When I say I want you to wear me on your dick like a sock, Summoner, I mean it just like that!”

Like a sock, I thought, shocked by her boldness. Jesus, this girl is just my type!

“You’re sure?” I asked. Part of me wanted to believe that I’d misheard her because Shortcake couldn’t possibly be asking for such harsh treatment. It beggared belief. I admitted that I’d been picking up a reputation among my harem for treating women like whores in the bedroom, but even knowing that, this was a little much.

Shortcake laughed. “Fuck yeah, I’m sure!” The goblin girl rocked back on her heels, impaling herself even further on my meat. “This is what I was made for, Summoner! I was made to ride dick like a fucking tree trunk!”

No two ways about it—Shortcake had a way with words. Grinning, I took hold of her ample hips and prepared to use her.

When I lifted her up, she nearly came apart right then and there. The heat and the friction were enormous, for both me and the goblin girl. Only the head of my prick remained inside her, but that still bulged like she could barely take me.

“Yes!” I groaned, finally giving myself permission to slip the leash. “Fuck, you feel so good!”

I slammed Shortcake down on my meat as hard as I could.

The goblin girl’s eyes rolled back in her head. I felt Shortcake cum more than I heard it—she was insensate in my lap, little more than a collection of nerve endings that had been overstimulated to the breaking point. A high, piercing whine escaped her lips as the walls of her pussy ground around me, suddenly dripping with far more juice than before. The tiny nub of her pierced clit pulsated with the throes of orgasm, adding pleasure to my dick.

It was like the starting gun before a race. The moment I felt Shortcake lose it all over me, I went hard. I slammed her down on me, again and again, using her like a living Fleshlight as I stretched her out. She looked like a sex toy on my cock, dripping and squealing as I thrust this way and that inside her, testing out all her angles.

Fuck, I thought, delirious with bliss. If this girl were an actual sex toy, I could get rich. SO fucking rich!

Watching Shortcake bounce up and down on my stiff cock was one of life’s greatest pleasures. As I thrust up into her, squeezing her around me with my fingers as I did so, a second orgasm washed over the goblin girl’s body. This time her tongue loosened, and the power of speech returned through the haze of bliss.

“Oh, my Gawds, you’re so fucking huge!” Shortcake cried. Her voice was ragged with bliss, and I knew that for the rest of her life, she’d never forget this moment. “You’re stretching me out so much with that big human cock! I can’t take it! Fuck, I can’t take it!”

I knew this was a lie. Like the joke about me being Shortcake’s ‘daddy’, this was meant to excite me—to get me to fuck her harder, to use her like a tight little pocket pussy. And it worked.

I thrust upward into her, squeezing her around the waist so tightly that I could practically feel myself inside her. The pleasure reached a crescendo, and suddenly, I was holding back from the peak with all of my might.

I was going to come!

But before I did, Shortcake had one more present waiting for me.

The goblin girl grinned as she reared back, her tits bouncing in my face. She licked her lips as she stretched, squeezing her assets together as my dick bulged her lower half. “Spin me,” she gasped, sounding like she was on the edge of a third orgasm.

The words rose slowly through the haze of my bliss. “Spin you?”

“Don’t be shy!” Shortcake swiveled her hips, sliding to the side to show me what she was capable of. “Twist me like a fucking bottle cap, Summoner! What’s the point of fucking a hot goblin girl if you can’t spin her on your dick?”

Shit, that sounded so hot. With a grunt, I did just that.

It felt amazing. I twisted Shortcake in a 180, taking her from face-to-face to reverse cowgirl in a single motion. My cock never left her, and I could have sworn that her pussy got even tighter. It was like she knew I was really going hog wild now, and she wanted to give me the best experience possible.

“Yeah, fuck!” Shortcake’s thighs quivered, juice dripping down them as she hit the point of no return. “Spin me like a top, Tim! Use that pussy to get off! Pump me so fucking full!”

I’m about to, I thought. The pleasure was so great that I never wanted it to end, but I couldn’t hold back any longer. The bliss hit the point of being unbearable. I grunted as I thrust myself hilt-deep into Shortcake’s tightness, losing all control as I hit the peak and sailed right over.

And shoot I did. A wave of relief hit me like a slap in the face, the dam within me bursting. Suddenly, I was no longer thrusting, just holding myself as hard and deep as I could as my cock jerked and spurt and filled me with pleasure.

Shortcake was right—there wasn’t enough space in her pussy for my load. The first two hot squirts fired directly into her womb, spraying deep into her fertile little box. But the rest had nowhere to go, and so they dripped from her overfilled slit, leaving a huge mess all over her thighs.

I didn’t care. It felt so fucking good. I never wanted it to stop.

At some point, Shortcake let go and had a final orgasm all over my big human prick. Her walls ground around me tightly enough to throw sparks, which added to my pleasure as I came down from my peak. The flood of semen from my balls slowly ebbed, and I relaxed against the wall as I came back to myself.

Dimly, I wondered if everyone else on board the submarine had heard that. No doubt they did, I told myself, basking in the afterglow. But the only one I’m worried about is Captain Flint. I’m sure Lexi, Maria, and Lezabel enjoyed the hell out of that…

Although perhaps Lezabel would be jealous that it was Shortcake instead of her keeping me entertained in my bunk. I’d have to rectify that situation as soon as possible.

At some point, Shortcake lifted herself off my cock. The goblin girl climbed to my chest and snuggled up against me, resting her head just beneath my chin. It was a surprisingly cuddly gesture after such hard, primal fucking.

“That,” Shortcake panted, “was just what I needed.”

“Fuck, yes,” I groaned, looking at her through my heavy lids. “Shit, are you okay, Shortcake? I got really rough with you toward the end there…”

The goblin girl peered down at her legs, grinning. My load oozed out of her like a cream donut with too much filling. Part of me worried for her, taking such a massive cock deep in her pussy relative to the size of her body.

But a darker part of me wished one of my girls were here to clean her up.

“Tim, that was perfect,” Shortcake whispered, squeezing me tight. “’Twas the best lay I’ve had ever! I think I might be addicted to that big human prick of yours now. Gods, I’m still shaking…”

She was. The poor thing trembled in my arms, so I held her closer and lifted the blanket over us both. In no time at all, Shortcake was giggling and kissing my chest. Now that we’d both found some relief, I took my time letting my hands explore her body. Her curves were incredible, and nearly everywhere I put my fingers I found some kind of piercing. I couldn’t wait to see how she’d interact with the rest of my harem in the bedroom.

“Was it everything you hoped, Summoner?” the goblin girl asked. Her eyes were half-closed, and she looked like she was on the point of dozing off in my arms. “Did I pass the audition to be yer mate?”

Very much so, I thought, holding her close. Shortcake would be a perfect addition to our team, in more ways than one. I’ll admit, the rational part of my brain would have added her to the harem even if she was a lousy lay—her electrical magic and skill with her weapons would have made her a prime recruit no matter what, but the fact that she could fuck like that was a major bonus.

“I don’t know,” I said, teasing her freshly fucked pussy. “Think I might need a second interview…”

Shortcake groaned low in her throat as I fingered her clit. Even as my seed oozed from her, her walls clenched down on the digits, sucking everything deep inside her. Where it belonged, I thought, heedless of the possible complications that getting half my harem pregnant could cause. I wasn’t thinking about any of that right now.

“Yeah, that sounds good,” Shortcake admitted. “Maybe go a little slower this time, Summoner?”

Her words set off warning bells in my brain. “Why? Are you okay? If you’re hurt…”

She started to laugh. “Just a trifle sore,” she admitted, turning around and wiggling her cute butt against the head of my dick. “It’s a good sore, though, Tim. I want to feel this sore all the time.”

This time I was slow and sweet. “You will,” I said, pushing the tip of my cock into her folds from behind. “Ah, that’s so fucking good!”

Shortcake grinned. She planted a kiss on my neck, then embraced me as best as she could behind her back. “Ye like how tight I am, Tim? How wet and slick that goblin pussy is for your human dick?”

“Yeah,” I grunted, pushing in deeper. “I still need it so bad, Shortcake. You sure I can cum in you?”

This provoked a deeper, knowing laugh. “We’d be in trouble if ye couldn’t, Summoner.” Then she turned serious. “’Tis okay, Tim. This is yer home port now. Where ye can always dock yer vessel, whenever need a little relief…”

I spent the next ten minutes docking my vessel slow and deep inside Shortcake. I felt her squeal and cum all over my prick twice, each time releasing a flood of juice that made everything between her legs even hotter and tighter. I swore not to stretch her out too badly—I just thrust slow and hard, both of us lying on our sides with the goblin girl’s back against my chest.

“Here it comes,” I finally announced. I bit down on Shortcake’s shoulder, hard enough that the goblin girl cried out. “Fuck, you’re gonna milk me dry, Shortcake. I want to fuck you all night! I want to feel this tight goblin pussy all the time…”

A naughty smile spread across Shortcake’s face as I hit the peak. “Ye can, Summoner,” she promised, kissing me hard as my cock jerked inside her. “From now on, I won’t wear any panties. Whenever ye feel the need to get yer rocks off, you can just pick me up and slam me down on your dick. Like I was just a little toy you use to get off, a hot little dumpster for your cum…!”

With that mental image to stir me, I could hold back no longer. My moans became a long, savage cry of pleasure as I erupted inside Shortcake’s pussy, spurting and grunting as I held her tiny body tight against mine. She worked her hips down on me, milking me until every drop of hot cum was out of my balls and inside her pussy where it belonged. At some point she spun around without taking my cock out of her, covering my chest and chin with kisses.

There was no talk of a third round. Exhaustion washed over me as I pulled out of Shortcake, and my cock finally went limp against the goblin girl’s body. I closed my eyes and held Shortcake tightly to me, the blanket and pillow already ready in the proper position.

I had no idea how much longer we had until Captain Flint brought us back to the Glen Carrig, but I intended to spend as much of it asleep as possible.

As I drifted off, I felt Shortcake teasing my chest with her fingernails. “Captain Timothy Dent,” she murmured as if she were whispering her secret heart’s desire. She said it the way other women tried on their boyfriend’s last name for size. “Yes. That indeed sounds fine…”

Her words carried me into the darkness.


Chapter 11

“Tim?” The voice sounded like a rubber band stretched to the breaking point. “Get up! You’re needed on deck, right now!”

I shot to full awareness, sitting up in my narrow bunk. From how refreshed I felt, I gathered that Shortcake and I had been asleep in here for at least two or three hours—which meant Captain Flint had taken the scenic route. I’d expected a wake-up call from one of my women or perhaps from Shortcake herself—even now, the goblin girl snoozed naked beneath the covers, smiling gently in her sleep. The call had yet to rouse her.

Was there a call? Had I just hallucinated it?

A speaker in the ceiling of the bunk crackled to life, dispelling my hopes of getting a little more shut-eye. “Tim? This be Captain Flint. Son, ye’d better get up here as fast as yer feet will carry you. Bring Shortcake, too, if ye can rouse the little minx!”

That last part proved to be no difficulty. Shortcake shot awake as I touched her, her dreams of another round before we rejoined with the Glen Carrig evaporating as she realized what was happening. “That sounds bad,” the goblin girl groaned, reaching for her discarded uniform. “We’d better find out what’s happening.”

I agreed. We dressed quickly in the near dark, all thoughts of a quickie banished. Though I couldn’t help but notice that Shortcake pointedly left her panties on the floor of the bunk—and that she grinned at me as she did.

Whenever I need it, I thought, delirious with excitement at our budding relationship. Has any girl I’ve ever been involved with ever made a promise like that before?

Just thinking about it made my cock perk up in my boxers. Whatever happened to us from now on, Shortcake would be ready to go whenever I felt like using her tight goblin body to get myself off. I suspected the first time I did it in front of Lexi, Maria, or Lezabel, it would blow their fucking minds.

I was still thinking about sex when Shortcake and I made it to the deck of the black ship. The vessel had surfaced and was floating on the water, which was unusual. Perhaps we’d already found the Glen Carrig and were about to dock. Though if that were the case, would Captain Flint have sounded so stressed?

I lifted the hatch. Only to find myself surrounded by my harem and one very worried-looking pirate.

“There you are!” Lexi lifted me onto the deck, grabbing my shoulders as I climbed onto the roof of the black ship. “We were worried about you!”

“Goblin pussy put you to sleep?” Maria asked, pursing her lips. “Shit, Shortcake must be even better in bed than we thought.”

“Call that shit NyQuil,” I said, giving the goblin girl a pat on her bottom. To her credit, Shortcake didn’t look the least bit embarrassed to have my other harem girls talking in explicit terms about our sex life. It had taken Lexi and Maria a few days to warm up to that, but Shortcake seemed to revel in it.

“Aye, Tim is quite the man,” the goblin girl purred with a crooked grin. “Yer all lucky girls, indeed. Now what’s going on…?”

Shortcake trailed off as her gaze traveled to the horizon. Several boats dominated the landscape, slowly but steadily moving closer to our position. None of them were the Glen Carrig.

“Shit,” the goblin girl swore, instinctively moving closer to me. “Pirates?”

“Mercenaries,” Captain Flint growled. The man had a looking glass up to his one good eye, and his red beard bristled the way a cat’s tail does when it’s confronted with a threat. “Crusaders, unless I miss my guess. They could have sent someone else after us, I suppose. But it makes sense that they’d want to handle this themselves.”

I thought of Arabella, trapped inside my Grimoire. If I’d been able to summon the mermaid monster now, would she be able to talk our way out of this? I doubted it. Even if I had, she’d probably have insisted on being freed immediately. Then she’d probably turn on me and help the Crusaders bring me down.

No, this was up to us. We’d have to fight.

“There are only three ships,” I grunted, bracing myself. “And those Crusaders can’t possibly have fresh legs. They just got finished fighting through hell in Marauder’s Reef. If we hit them hard with a few spells, they ought to retreat…”

Captain Flint’s grimace told me it wouldn’t be that simple.

“’Tis a good plan, lad,” the captain said, lowering his looking glass. “If there were only three ships, we might be able to make it work. But there are not only three ships.”

Huh? I only saw the three—

But suddenly, Captain Flint was right.

More vessels emerged on the horizon. First three more, making a half-dozen—then so many that I could hardly count them all. Some were big and some were small, but all of them looked as if they’d been recently docked in Marauder’s Reef.

“Fucking hell,” I whispered, the truth stealing over me. “The Crusaders must have requisitioned every vessel in port. They’ve press-ganged the entire Reef into hunting us down!”

Captain Flint nodded. “It looks bad,” he said, showing his teeth. “Very bad.”

Lezabel was looking better than I’d seen her since first meeting her at the Cathedral of Umbra. At some point during our ascension, she’d removed the bandages from her head, and only a slight lump next to one of her short horns gave a casual observer any sign that she’d been wounded. Her eyes were clearer, too, like she was ready to fight.

Part of me couldn’t help but wonder if it was listening to me fuck Shortcake that had convinced the demoness it was time to cast off her bandages.

“We should get down below,” the demoness said, looking at each member of the harem in turn. “If we sink the submarine before the Crusaders get here, we should be able to pilot our way out of here.”

It sounded like a good plan to me, but Captain Flint shook his head.

“We’re not going anywhere,” the old captain said.

Lezabel didn’t look shocked, exactly, but she was definitely confused. “We can’t fight them all,” the demoness insisted, guessing that the captain thought we had a trick up our sleeve. “Look, I did a full inventory of the submarine while Tim and Shortcake were… occupied. The Legion of the Deep might have torpedoes on some of their ships, but this one’s tapped out. There are tubes but no missiles. Which means this vessel doesn’t have any weapons—“

“I know that,” Captain Flint said, shaking his head. “This is where we make our stand. Where I make my stand. It’s time. Past time if I’m being honest with myself.”

Hmm? There was something here. My mind flickered back to Captain Flint telling me about Spider Island, insisting that he had no idea why Seiryu had spared him alone of all the island’s residents. I knew that was a lie, but I didn’t know the real reason.

Something told me I was about to find out. That this and Captain Flint’s sudden desire to defend us shared a common thread—something that would be made clear in due time.

“This is madness.” Lezabel turned away with a groan, gesturing at the hatch leading to the submarine’s interior. “Tim, let’s go.”

“No.” I hadn’t expected the word to come out; it surprised me almost as much as it did Lezabel.

The demoness’s eyebrows rose to her hairline. “Excuse me?”

I gestured at Captain Flint. “If he says we stay, we stay.”

Lezabel let out a disbelieving laugh. “If Flint wants to get himself killed, that’s his business. But you can’t be up here, Tim. You’re too important… too important to all of us…”

And you haven’t fucked me yet, I thought. It was like I could see inside Lezabel’s head, see the need hiding there. Unlike the rest of my harem girls, the demoness and I had yet to go all the way. She’d gotten me off—and how she’d gotten me off!—but until she and I did what Shortcake and I had engaged in in one of the submarine’s bunks, Lezabel would always feel like a second-class harem girl.

I wanted to fix that immediately. If we weren’t in so much danger, I’d have fucked her right there on the deck.

“Nonsense,” I said, showing my girls a confident smile. “The captain has a plan.” I turned to Captain Flint, fixing him with my gaze. “Don’t you, Captain?”

It was the closest thing to an accusation that I could manage. Something inside me refused to directly ask such questions of a man who’d saved my life. But Captain Flint had to know that I knew there was something off about him. There had been from the beginning.

How would he respond?

Captain Flint held my gaze for a long moment, searching my eyes as if he could read my thoughts behind them. Then he nodded, once, gruffly.

“Aye,” he said, straightening up to his full height. “I do.”

“It’s settled then,” I told my harem. “Let’s see how this shakes out.”

We didn’t have long to wait. The ships of the Crusaders were methodical in the way they encircled us as if they expected us to take Lezabel’s advice and try to slip away beneath the waves. Soon, it didn’t matter which direction I was looking in from the top of the deck—there were enemy ships everywhere, captained by steely-eyed Crusaders looking for a fight. Most of the crews looked like they didn’t want to be there, while some appeared to actively support me.

Maybe I can get them to mutiny, I wondered, looking from vessel to vessel. A quick show of strength might do the trick. Blow up one of the Crusaders’ ships, then make a heroic speech. These people are pirates, they love heroic speeches. Almost as much as they love chaos and destruction…

It was something to keep in the back of my mind, surely. But first, I wanted to see what Captain Flint had planned.

One vessel came closer to us than the others. This was no ship the Crusaders had stolen from a pirate with a writ from the mayor—this was their personal vessel, and it was arrayed for war. Each of its three masts stretched against the sky like a motorist’s angry finger, and the sides of the ship bristled with guns like a porcupine’s quills. Even if the other two dozen or so ships hadn’t been there, even if this vessel had been alone in pursuing us to the middle of the ocean, I wouldn’t have liked our chances. The black ship of the Deep Ones had been built for stealth; this ship had been built for destruction. Plain and simple.

I refused to let my fear show on my face. Instead, I stood calmly, watching the ship approach. It was clear this vessel was the lead, and whoever was on board would dictate the terms of surrender. That’s how they thought this would go—that we’d surrender, choosing our lives over our honor.

But when I looked at Captain Flint, I wasn’t so sure.

“Hey, Captain?” I asked, putting a little laugh into my tone. Captain Flint wasn’t paying attention; his gaze remained fixed on the oncoming vessel as if it were a mountain he was about to climb. He gave a little start at the sound of my voice and came back to himself.

“Yes, Summoner?” he asked.

My grin turned steely. “If you’ve got a plan, you might want to let me in on it now,” I said, looking up at all those guns. “Something tells me this is about to get mighty hairy.”

I wasn’t sure what I expected. Laughing defiance, perhaps, along with a quick conference where Captain Flint laid out his brilliant idea to get one over on the vessels surrounding us. What I didn’t expect was for the man to sigh like someone had just kicked his puppy and he’d been told he was going to have to wait all day at the DMV to get the situation rectified.

“Just let me handle this,” the captain said. In that moment, he must have felt every one of his years. He’d never looked older. “Be ready to help out as much as ye can, Summoner. And maybe take yer demoness’s advice, too.”

What and flee? We couldn’t flee with Captain Flint still on deck—the man would drown. Was that what he was about to tell us to do? Was that the plan? To sacrifice him in order to buy us enough time to get away?

If that was it, I wouldn’t follow. We weren’t letting anyone fall to the hands of these Crusader bastards.

Except they weren’t Crusaders. Not really.

The lead ship pulled up next to our submarine. Its size dwarfed our own by an order of magnitude, the shadow cast by its sails blocking out the noonday sun. I saw several figures move about on deck, shouting orders that were swallowed by the wind.

A few moments later, something heavy went over the side of the lead ship. As it struck the waves and sank, I knew it for what it was: the vessel’s anchor. Our attackers had no intention of leaving, not when they had us exactly where they wanted us.

“Captain Henry Flint!” a voice called from above our heads. “Surrender the Summoner now or die!”

The captain looked up at the ship, his one good eye narrowing. “Let me see who’s giving the order,” the man said, stroking his long red beard with one hand. “Who’s daring to give old Captain Flint orders on a vessel he stole fair and square?”

There was a brief pause. Then two heads emerged, peering over the side of the boat.

I swore. Fuck.

I recognized both. I’d just escaped them a short while ago.

“It’s a simple request,” the young man in Blackwood robes said, his voice amplified by magic. Standing next to him was the older, gruffer man I’d seen on the streets of Marauder’s Reef. Both men were Kyros’ lackeys, Summoners from the Blackwood Institute who’d turned traitor in exchange for power and a longer leash. I hated both men, but I hated the young one more. The way he looked at my women made me want to smash his face in with a brick.

“Aye,” Captain Flint shot back. “So why don’t you make it again?”

The young man gave the captain a flustered glance. Captain Flint wasn’t making this easy—and he wasn’t talking the way the thugs from Blackwood were expecting. Nor the way I was expecting, to tell the truth. He sounded like he was the one who had them surrounded, instead of the other way around.

But that was impossible. Right?

The young man squared his shoulders, then cracked his neck. I’d seen that move a number of times, and it usually meant someone was suppressing the urge to throw a punch. Next to him, the gruff old man just stared down at all of us, looking chastened. I remembered the way his partner took control of the conversation the last time we met and figured I understood that.

“Captain Henry Flint,” the young traitor said, a smug smile spreading across his face. “Know that we have no quarrel with you, sir. Not personally. But you are harboring a fugitive.”

“Oh, aye?” The tips of Captain Flint’s lips perked up like the man had just made a mildly funny joke. “You do know I’m a pirate, don’t you, lad?”

“He doesn’t know shit!” Shortcake snapped. Both the captain’s head and the heads of the Blackwood goons turned to the goblin girl, who looked pleased to have the attention. “Fuck you, pig! Why don’t you go back to Blackwood and slob all over Kyros’ knob some more?”

The young man’s face turned beet red at the insult. “Enough,” he snarled, lifting a hand. Already the crew members on board his vessel were beginning to laugh. “As I said, you’re harboring a fugitive. Multiple fugitives. You are to surrender Tim Dent and his Digital Grimoire immediately, Captain Flint.”

“Is that all?” Flint asked sarcastically.

Again, this wasn’t the response the young man had expected. But he recovered quickly. “And you’re also to surrender the rebel students, Lexi Caldwell and Maria Doyle,” he added, glaring at each of my women in turn. “I’m mighty tempted to take the monster girl and the goblin with a dirty mouth along with me, but they’re not in my orders. And they seem like they’re more trouble than their worth.”

“You got that right!” Shortcake hissed. “Fuck off, asshole—”

“Shortcake,” Captain Flint said. To my surprise, he appeared to be trying to calm down his former first mate. “Please, girl. You’re not helping.”

The goblin girl’s face twisted. “Yes, Captain,” she said after a moment, retreating to me.

The young man up on the ship hadn’t noticed any of this. He was too busy pontificating.

“Do this,” he said, affecting the high, lofty tone of a magistrate, “and you’ll be free to go. We’ll even provide you with an escort back to your vessel, the Glen Carrig. As I said, we have no quarrel with you, Captain. Fulfill our demands and you’ll be free to go. Resist, and you will be destroyed.”

Captain Flint’s eyes narrowed. “What have you done with my boat?”

His tone was so vehement that the young man was once again caught off guard. “Taken under the protection of the Crusaders,” he spat, trying to justify himself. “Your pirate ship is currently docked at Marauder’s Reef, along with its crew. We haven’t even searched the hold for any ill-gotten gains.” He was smiling now. “You can still walk away from all this—“

“No,” Captain Flint said. The word rang out over the waves. “I can’t. I’ve been running away from it a long time, but I can run no longer.”

What the hell did he have planned?

“I’m warning you,” the young man said, leaning forward. He looked eager to order his men to fire on the captain. It was fortunate for him that he’d chosen the vessel he did—one that was staffed with pirates from the Reef might have refused such an order. “You can go back to the Reef with a medal on your chest or in a body bag, Flint. Your choice.”

The captain didn’t respond right away. As I watched, amazed, he slid off one of his boots and stuck his foot in the ocean. He swirled the limb around like someone churning butter, humming gently to himself as he did so. After a few moments, he pulled his foot back and stuck it in his boot. No one sitting on the deck of that massive ship would have seen anything different.

But from where I stood, I noticed a faint red glow in the water. It spread like a drop of food coloring, extending tendrils in all directions as it did… something to the churning waves around us. Was this magic?

Finally, the captain squared up, staring right into the eyes of the young man on board the ship. His expression filled with contempt, and when he spoke his voice was cold. “Ye’d kill me no matter what I did,” he said, spitting into the waves. “Kyros commanded it.”

The young man was caught flatfooted. From the way his expression crumpled, I realized that Captain Flint had hit the mark—that no matter what our reaction had been, none of us were supposed to make it back to Marauder’s Reef alive. I wondered what excuse the Blackwood crew would give—that we’d tried to escape, surely, and that we’d needed to be shot.

But the Blackwood traitor caught himself with admirable speed. “Our lord is merciful,” he said, a sleazy smile spreading across his face. “Do his bidding, and you will be spared. More than spared. You will be honored—”

“I know all about your so-called lord,” the captain said. All around us, that faint red illumination spread through the water. They couldn’t see it up on the ship, looming over us the way it was, but the waves that lapped against the side of the Legion’s submarine looked almost like wine.

The young man scoffed. “I’m sure Tim Dent has been filling your head with lies.”

Captain Flint shook his head. “I didn’t need a Summoner from another realm to tell me about Kyros. I already knew his name.”

A little ripple went through the crew up on the main ship. That shouldn’t be possible, I realized, giving a start my own self. How could Captain Flint know about Kyros? About Summoners from other Realms?

The young man’s look told me he was also thinking Captain Flint was bluffing. “That’s simply not possible,” he said, that sleazy smile back on his face. “Our Lord has never come to your world—”

“They’re good people,” Captain Flint said, changing the subject. “Honestly, I didn’t expect that.”

The young man fell silent. Confused looks beamed down at us from the side of the lead ship. Mine would have been among them, had I been above the captain rather than beside him. I didn’t understand a thing.

But I was about to.

“The Summoner and his women,” Captain Flint explained, gesturing at me and my harem. “When they first ended up on my vessel, I knew it was no coincidence. That Fate, that rotten bitch, had chosen to throw me into the muck once more. But what I didn’t expect was for Tim Dent to be so little like the Summoners I’d heard of from your planet. Until I met him, I assumed all who came from Blackwood to be venal and cruel—little more than thugs. Tim changed that.”

“He’s talking gibberish,” I heard the young man say to the older one. “We should open fire…”

The older man held up a hand. “Wait. I want to see where he’s going with this.”

So did I.

The young man scoffed. “You want to hear his story? Really?”

“We have him surrounded,” the older man said with a shrug. “He’s not getting away.”

He had that right. At this point, we couldn’t have fled if we’d wanted to. Even if my harem and I made for the hatch leading below, running for our lives, the crew on board the vessel would have us dead before we made it. The Blackwood traitors had spells, and the men on deck undoubtedly had pistols.

But there was one thing they hadn’t figured out just yet.

Captain Flint had no intention of getting away.

“They’re so much better than I could have imagined,” the captain said, real pride on his face. “They risked everything to save me from Seiryu’s undersea lair. Hell, most of my crew would have balked at such a rescue operation. Though not Shortcake, of course.” Captain Flint turned to his former first mate and gave her a respectful nod. “I’m glad you found your place with the Summoner, Shortcake. I’ll miss having you as my first mate, but that’s okay.”

Shortcake looked like she was on the verge of tears. “What are ye doin’, Captain?”

“How do you know about Kyros?” the young man yelled. He sounded almost worried.

And all the while, those red tendrils spread throughout the sea.

Captain Flint didn’t answer directly. “Ye know the name of my vessel,” he said instead, looking up at both of the Blackwood traitors with a canny expression. “You said it before—ye probably saw it carved into the side of my ship while you were docking it back at the Reef. The Glen Carrig. I don’t suppose that name rings a bell for either of you, does it?”

Both men wracked their brains. Yet just from the looks on their faces, I could tell they didn’t have the faintest idea of what Captain Flint was getting at.

“I didn’t think so,” the captain said, shaking his head. “No fans of literature among the thugs of Kyros, I suppose. Suffice to say, I couldn’t think of a better name for a vessel run by monsters. Or people who’d be called monsters, in any case.”

I made a mental note to look all of this up when I got back to Earth. Except…

If the name of Captain Flint’s ship came from Earth, then what did that make him? Who the fuck was this guy? Was he some Summoner I’d never heard of, who’d been exiled into this realm during the time of Kyros?

That would have made sense, yet I knew it wasn’t the truth. Something even stranger was going on here.

“But me and my crew, we’re not the real monsters,” Captain Flint said, grinning in the faces of his enemies. “The real monsters are looking down at me right now, thinking they’ve got the high ground. That they’re in control of this conversation and what’s going to happen after.” He stuck his hands in his pockets and let out a low whistle. “They don’t even see what’s coming for them.”

A ripple shot through the crew at the captain’s words. It was here that it hit me how much colder it had grown in the last few moments—and how much choppier the sea had become. It felt as if we were on the verge of a storm, but the atmosphere was nowhere near as thick and soupy as I’d have expected were that the case.

I looked out at the horizon, and suddenly, I understood.

Far out beyond the row of boats, a single massive wave had grown to the size of a small building.

“It’s Seiryu!” someone screamed. “The Azure Dragon is coming!”

I tore my eyes away from the wave on the horizon and stared at the water. Those red tendrils spreading through the ocean—they weren’t magic. They were blood.

Captain Flint was letting Seiryu know he’d escaped. He was telling the Azure Dragon exactly where he was.

He’d just thrown a bucket of chum to a fucking shark.

Out in the distance, the ships closest to the wave moved to the side. Even from this far off, I could tell it wasn’t going to be fast enough. Seiryu moved with a speed like one of Shortcake’s lightning bolts, cutting beneath the surface of the water like a bullet. The beast kicked up more salt and spray, sending it ahead of his massive maw like a wall of powder. The ships closest to him were already caught up in it, helplessly trying to get away.

“Move!” someone shouted from the deck of the lead vessel. “We’ve got to get away! That beast will kill us all!”

“He’s heading right for us!” someone else yelled.

No, I realized with a start. He’s not.

He was heading for Captain Flint. And for the Reef.

The Azure Dragon had been enraged by the captain’s escape. Seiryu was going to do to Marauder’s Reef what he’d done to Spider Island years ago. Utterly destroy it. Part of me wondered if there’d be more survivors than just the captain this time around.

No, we wouldn’t let that happen. We couldn’t.

All around us, sailors screamed in panic and fear. The boats began to retreat but slowly—much too slowly. They weren’t going to escape Seiryu’s wave of destruction.

The young man from Blackwood turned away from the side of the ship with an angry expression. “Turn and fight!” he shouted, channeling magic through his fingers. “We can’t escape the beast, but we can divert him! You have two highly trained Summoners among your fleet—the best the Blackwood Institute can provide! There is nothing to fear!”

The sailors doubted that. So did I. I figured the two guys from my old school were about as useful as a fart in an air conditioner. But even that didn’t matter.

Because they’d failed to see the threat right next to them.

Captain Flint reared up to his full height. Then suddenly he was standing taller than his full height as if he’d been stretched by the fist of an angry God. Mad laughter broke from his lips, rising higher and higher over the sounds of the waves and the panicked crews.

The two men from Blackwood turned back to the captain, unable to stop themselves. Looks of horror spread across their faces as they realized they’d underestimated their foe.

“That won’t save you!” Captain Flint cried. As he threw his fists into the air, he turned to me, a surprisingly sad look in his eyes. “For you see, I’m a monster, too.”

Before I could say a word, Captain Flint transformed.

A pillar of light erupted from the man’s skin as he became something more than a man. Captain Flint’s body lengthened like it was being stretched before a black hole, widening at the same time as massive plates of scale erupted across his body. Those scales were as red as his beard—as red as the blood he’d shed into the water to goad the Azure Dragon into attacking the Crusaders and their fleet.

I hit the deck as Captain Flint leaped over the side of the boat. By the time he hit the water, he was something more than human—something long and vicious, a creature of scale and claw with a massive bearded maw the twin of Seiryu’s.

He was the twin of Seiryu.

As the creature plunged beneath the waves, kicking up a miniature maelstrom, I heard Maria’s shocked gasp.

“The Crimson Dragon,” she whispered, amazed. “Captain Flint is the Crimson Dragon!”

Suddenly, everything made sense. Why Seiryu had let Captain Flint live on Spider Island. Why the captain had put together a crew, named his own ship after one from a famous horror story, and why he’d spent so much of his life tracking the Azure Dragon back to his lair.

Captain Flint didn’t want revenge. He wasn’t trying to kill Seiryu.

He was trying to save him. To bring him back to his senses.

He’d done all of this to save the soul of his wayward brother. To keep what had happened on Spider Island from ever happening again.

Had the captain transformed then and tried to save the island from Seiryu? It would explain why he was the only one to survive the onslaught. Seiryu couldn’t kill him—not when he was every bit as powerful as the creature he hunted.

As the Blackwood goons screamed and pirates readied themselves for combat, I began to laugh. I cackled like a madman, rolling across the deck of the Legion’s black submarine like I’d heard the greatest joke anyone had ever told.

Someone’s hands grabbed me. Lezabel’s.

The demoness slapped me in the face. “Goddamnit, Tim, snap out of it!” she growled. “We need you!”

“He said,” I managed, tears of mingled laughter and horror streaming down my cheeks, “that when we found Seiryu, we’d find his brother. The other Key Monster. Ryu!” I laughed more. “He was right next to us the whole time!”

No wonder he’d been so sure. It was him, him the whole time.

“Tim!” Lezabel shrieked, pulling me across the deck. “We have to get inside!”

The wave was growing around Seiryu, threatening to wash over us all—and behind us, another wave was growing in ferocity and intensity. Ryu was about to meet Seiryu, and when the battle was over, I had the feeling none of the bastards who’d tracked us across this ocean would be able to limp home again.

But that didn’t do us any good if we were dead.

Thinking of that snapped me back to my senses. I crawled across the deck as a massive roar split the sky. Lightning rained from the heavens as Ryu stretched to the sky, spitting flames from his mammoth maw. A stone’s throw away, Ryu was coming at him like a stone loosed from a sling, his eyes filled with furious, killing intent.

Brother against brother, I thought. I’d never felt smaller than I did in that moment—crushed between two demigods. God help us all…

Maria and Lexi stood in the hatch, begging for me to move. Shortcake squalled between them, holding out her hands and whimpering my name as the wave closed over us.

With Lezabel in my arms, I managed to limp to the hatch and throw it shut above my head, just as the two waves collided over my head.

The submarine lifted into the air, thrown by the tidal wave.

Together, my harem and I were flung into the darkness.


Chapter 12

None of us knew how to pilot a submarine, but we were doing our best.

“Turn the crank that way!” I commanded, gesturing with my fingers as I stretched across the vessel’s pilot seat. The black ship of the Legion of the Deep had been designed for creatures whose skeletal structure only vaguely parsed as human, which meant that the chair I was sitting in clung to me in ways that would have made an ergonomic designer quit their job in shame. It was painful, but I was learning to deal with it.

I’d have to deal with it if we were going to survive the next few minutes.

There were four of us in the cockpit of the submarine: Lexi Caldwell, Maria Doyle, the demoness known as Lezabel, and me. Shortcake was somewhere else, doing God only knew what—probably searching the submarine to see if there were any new and exciting sex toys she could find. She had that kind of mind, and she’d been mad about me ever since we officially sealed the deal and made the goblin girl a full member of my harem.

The important part was this: she wasn’t helping out.

That was alright, though. None of my women were. They didn’t have the faintest idea how to pilot a submarine.

And neither did I.

Another shockwave rippled through the walls of the ship, tilting us this way and that in the darkness. I got the impression we were sinking, though, of course, I couldn’t be certain. The water around us was as black as pitch, and the pilot’s window was covered in unnamable grime from the long voyage to and from Marauder’s Reef.

God only knew where the ship had been docked when those fish-faced freaks had their batrachian claws all over it. We might have been better off not knowing, now that I thought about it.

Just then, Maria bumped her skull on the ceiling. “Shit!” She hissed, staggering away with both hands on her head. “That hurt!”

That’s not good. There were far too many hard corners in this room for comfort, and I was the only one in the cockpit who’d currently bothered to put on a seatbelt. Which meant that another hit could send one or all of my women sprawling.

“Everyone strap yourselves in,” I commanded. “None of us will be able to do any good if we’re all unconscious!”

As my women hastened to obey, I started thinking about how we were going to get out of this. I had a certain way of dealing with impossible problems, one I’d been following for my entire adult life. Even before I’d gotten my invitation to the Blackwood Institute of Summoning Studies—a moment that had changed the trajectory of my life forever—I’d been using it. In a way, it was deceptively simple.

First, I told myself, break the task into several tiny, discrete chunks. Next, tackle them one at a time, using the sense of accomplishment from knocking out the first to snowball into the others. Before you know it, you’re done.

An easy enough thing to do when you were talking about cleaning the house or writing a term paper you’d yet to properly research the night before it was due. Less simple when you were locked inside an iron tomb at the bottom of the ocean, in a fantasy world that had little in common with Earth.

But possible. Always possible.

“Okay,” I said, shaking my head to clear it. Another rumble traveled through the submarine, but this one was fainter than what had come before. Seiryu must be farther away, I thought, wishing I could either see or hear what was going on topside. I hoped Captain Flint was okay.

Ryu. Captain Flint was Ryu. The Crimson Dragon.

That little fact still blew my mind. The man I’d become friends with—whom I’d bonded with aboard the Glen Carrig, his monster-hunting ship—was the brother of the Key Monster who’d been keeping my harem and me trapped in this realm. All this time I’d thought he was hunting Seiryu down for revenge, when really it had been to try and save his crazed, wayward brother.

His sacrifice would have been poetic if it hadn’t nearly killed us.

Far above our heads, Ryu and Seiryu clashed. The Azure Dragon and the Crimson Dragon did battle, each trying to overpower the other. A dozen boats sent by the Blackwood Institute and their lackeys among the local chapter of the Crusaders were fighting for their lives in the middle of that maelstrom, trapped between two beasts as strong as demigods.

I felt bad for Captain Flint, having to fight his own brother, but I didn’t feel bad for the Crusaders. Their orders had been to truss me up and deliver me to Kyros, along with the rest of my harem. If they’d had their way, I’d be in the First Summoner’s power right now, and I’d never see my women again.

Step One, I thought, pushing thoughts of Kyros out of my head. Time enough to deal with him later. Get control of this fucking ship!

Any thought I’d had that I might be able to reason out the collection of gears and levers that controlled the submarine had evaporated upon contact with cold, hard reality. My time playing Silent Service as a kid or watching The Hunt For Red October as an adult hadn’t prepared me in the slightest for how a ship capable of underwater locomotion worked, much less one that existed in a world where people used magic spells instead of gasoline. Up until now I’d been pushing buttons and throwing levers, hoping for the best.

We needed to get systematic about this.

Behind me, Lexi and Maria strapped themselves into the couches behind the pilot’s chair. It limited their motion, but it meant another jolt like the one we’d just had wouldn’t knock them out. Lezabel refused a chair but hooked her wrist into a slot between two of the bulkheads, using it to anchor her. It made her look like someone riding the subway.

“That works, I guess,” I told the demoness, shooting her a smile. “You always did do things a little differently from everybody else.”

Spots of color rose to Lezabel’s cheeks, even as she matched my smile with one of her own. A tension existed between myself and the beautiful monster—one that simply wasn’t present in my interactions with Lexi and Maria. Unlike my human companions, who’d been with me since my first excursions into other realms, I still hadn’t ‘sealed the deal’ with my monstrous harem member.

Oh, we’d gone part of the way. The memory of Lezabel on her knees in a Marauder’s Reef alleyway unzipping my pants would be one I’d carry with me for the rest of my life. But I’d yet to bind her in the same way as my other harem members.

Once we got back home, it was my top priority. Assuming we didn’t drown at the bottom of the ocean, that was.

I slammed my hand against the side of the submarine’s center console, swearing. A dull screen rested there that resembled one of the old monitors from the 1980s my school used when teaching kids how to type. It seemed as if it should have been lit up and maybe showing me a map of the area or some sonar pulses. But it refused to come on, no matter what I did.

Okay, new Step One, I thought, my eyes narrowing. Commence Operation: Get this Fucking Screen Working.

While my women braced themselves against another tremor, I flipped every switch that seemed to be even tangentially connected to the screen. I approached the task with a single-minded determination, ignoring the sounds of combat far above our heads. Ryu, Seiryu, the Crusaders hunting us, and the Fissure we’d need to open in order to get home. All those things fell out of my head as I concentrated, focusing on that single objective.

Find a way to power the screen. Get a little information. Get started, for God’s sake!

Finally, I found it. A white switch at the back of the screen had been bent nearly off, probably in one of the attacks the Legion of the Deep had engaged in on their way to Marauder’s Reef. Twisting it back into place caused the screen to light up with a ghostly, evanescent glow—the kind of color William Gibson might have used to set the scene for a cyberpunk novel. Televisions tuned to dead channels and all that.

I pumped a fist in the air, punching the ceiling as the display came on. “Ha! Yes! Now we’re getting somewhere!”

As the blurry display resolved, the door to our cockpit swung open.

“Hey, hey!” a cheery voice called. Shortcake slammed the door behind her as she entered, her arms just barely able to reach the lever controlling the hatch. The goblin girl looked like she’d been busy—she carried several large sacks in her hands, letting them sway as she made her way to the copilot’s seat.

Maybe that joke about sex toys was more on the money than I thought, I told myself, watching the diminutive goblin out of the corner of my eye. What the hell had she brought me?

To tell the truth, all she needed to bring was her own damned fine self. Shortcake was a four-foot-tall stack of pure sex appeal, a collection of sleek goblin curves poured into a leather pirate’s outfit and studded with enough piercings to make an early 2000s alt-model jealous. She was cute, slutty, and absolutely crazy—which made her just my type. I adored her and knew my girls were going to love her once they had a little between-the-sheets time with her.

“Strap yourself in,” I told the goblin girl, returning my attention to the screen. “It’s getting a little choppy out there.”

“A little choppy,” Lexi snorted, shaking her head. Though the situation looked dire, she still wore her characteristic expression of good humor. “That’s one way of putting it.”

“Like saying Mount Everest is a little tall,” Maria agreed, nursing the bump on her noggin. “Or that a co-ed who blows the entire football team is a little slutty.”

I wasn’t about to touch that one with a ten-foot pole. “Just tie yourself down,” I told the goblin, focusing on the information coming from my new screen. “Don’t want you getting hurt—”

Shortcake tossed a bag right on the screen.

“What the fuck?” I asked, looking over at her. The front of the submarine dropped suddenly so that the sack was practically laying on the pane of glass where the screen lay illuminated. I couldn’t see a damned thing. “Shit, we’re going down! Hold on tight!”

Shortcake wasn’t hearing any of it. The goblin girl hadn’t even strapped herself in—she was crawling across the console to me, pushing the bag closer with her fingers. “Tim!” she shouted, tugging the strap holding the bag closed, “I found this in the cargo hold! Open it!”

Before I could even think about doing so, a beam of light cut through the dark water. Whatever I’d done with the screen must have activated one of the lights on the front of the submarine. Normally that would have been a good thing.

Right now, it just let me see the giant outcropping of rock we were plummeting toward.

“Oh shit!” I roared, grabbing the lever between my legs. When I first sat down, I’d assumed it was the control stick that governed whether the submarine rose or sank in the water. It hadn’t done a thing when I first pulled it, and it didn’t do anything now. Fuck.

“Tim!” Maria’s brows shot skyward as she clutched the back of my seat. “You’ve got to slow us down! We’re going to crash!”

That was definitely my Step Two. If I didn’t figure it out in time, Step Three would be letting the ocean bury our bodies in a watery grave.

There would be no Step Four.

“Hey!” It was Shortcake, who still insisted on shoving that bag she’d found into my lap. “Open it, Tim! Open it or we’re dead!”

That motivated me. I grabbed at the closed mouth of the sack, untying it as the submarine sank toward the rocky outcropping. If we didn’t do something soon, we’d be torn apart—at its current trajectory, the ship was going to hit it head-on.

Praying that Shortcake found a manual on how to operate the submarine, I pulled open the bag.

Black rocks twinkled up at me from within, covered in bits of crystal.

For an instant my mind did a sort of shutter skip, unable to process what I was seeing. Then it clicked, and I grinned from ear to ear.

“Fuck, yes!” I said, grabbing handfuls of the rocks from the bag. “Thanks, Shortcake! You’re a lifesaver!”

The goblin girl blushed deeply, her pale green skin flushing a deeper, more verdant shade. “Anytime… Captain,” she purred, nibbling her bottom lip with her short fangs.

The fact that Shortcake wanted to start using ‘Captain’ as her personal version of ‘Daddy’ intrigued me but not enough to take my focus off the rocks. Grabbing my Digital Grimoire, I squeezed the first chunk in my hand and watched as it dissolved. Beams of glittering light stretched from the metal to the device on my wrist, filling a little bar a portion of the way full.

Monster ore, I thought, tapping the keys. Just what I fucking needed!

For a Summoner like me, monster ore was the coin of the realm. People with my abilities could coax a monster or a monster out of a Fissure between realms, then form a Pact to formally bind them as their servant. But keeping them summoned required us to constantly burn monster ore.

A monster native to the realm required a small, steady infusion of ore in order to remain summoned. Monsters from other realms—like the ones Blackwood brought to Earth through Fissures—required a great deal more. An exponential amount of the stuff.

And that was just one monster. Summoners like Kyros carried around a veritable army of high-powered creatures, strong enough to shatter entire city blocks and vaporize their enemies. The man must burn through a prodigious amount of monster ore on a daily basis.

As the submarine plummeted toward its certain doom, I selected one particular monster from my Digital Grimoire and thumbed the command to summon. “Move!” I told Shortcake, gesturing for her to join Lexi and Maria on the rear couch.

She got out of the way just in time. A blast of light erupted from my Grimoire, landing in the seat she’d been sitting in just a few heartbeats before.

The light resolved into the form of Arabella, who squinted at me and blinked like she’d never seen me before.

In her defense, we’d only just met. And in my defense, Arabella had been threatening to torture me not long before she’d been made into my monster. She was the leader of the Marauder’s Reef chapter of the Crusaders—a group of zealots who worked to do Kyros’ will across the realms.

She was also a powerful mermaid monster. Her Airseed spell had gotten us safely beneath the waves, brought us to Seiryu’s undersea hideaway, and helped me save Captain Flint from the Azure Dragon’s clutches.

And as a Crusader, she knew something I didn’t.

She knew how this fucking submarine operated.

“Look!” I yelled, pointing at the rocky outcropping.

Arabella’s confusion fell away as she realized what she was seeing. The mermaid sprang forward and grabbed the controls away from me, flipping switches and pressing buttons like a woman possessed. At her touch, all the things that had been denied to me fell into my lap. A dozen lights ignited on the console, showing us our current position, speed, and other fun facts.

Like how we were in imminent danger of a crash, for one.

Arabella groaned as she diverted power from one section of the submarine to the other. “Pull up!” she snapped, grabbing the lever between my legs and shoving it back as far as it would go.

Deep within the submarine, engines groaned to life. So that IS the control stick! I thought, tugging it back as I relived all my adolescent fighter pilot fantasies.

For a stomach-churning moment, it looked like we were still going to hit. Then some reserve of power within the submarine kicked on, and we rose like a bottle rocket, shooting over the crest of the outcropping with no more than a hand’s length to spare. We passed over it and out into the open ocean, still rising.

I let out a sigh of relief. So did the rest of my harem. “Holy shit,” Maria whispered, forgetting for a moment the pain in her head. “That was close!”

“Closer than close,” Lezabel agreed. “You just saved our lives, Arabella. Thank you.”

“Hey, what about me?” Shortcake demanded. “If I hadn’t found that monster ore, we’d all be pasted against the side of that big rock right now! Where’s my thanks?”

The demoness shot the goblin girl a sarcastic look. “I let you cut me in line,” Lezabel purred, removing her hand from the bulkhead and crossing her arms beneath her heavy breasts. “As far as I’m concerned, saving my life makes us even.”

I didn’t know which was more shocking—that the two harem girls were in a rivalry or that Lezabel was ready to put my dick on the same level as life itself. Either way, I felt pretty fucking great about myself.

Arabella looked around the submarine, her face growing more concerned by the moment. “Where… where are we?” She hissed, turning and glaring at me. “This is one of the Legion’s ships. How did we…? What the fuck did you people do?”

I laughed. “It’s a long story. Don’t worry—I’m going to hold up my end of the bargain. As soon as we’re all safe and sound, you’re free to go.”

Arabella might have been a lot of nasty things, but she certainly wasn’t dumb. She grasped the nuances of the situation a lot faster than I might have, given the same circumstances.

“You must have freed Captain Flint,” she said, adjusting the speed and pitch of the submarine as she spoke. She’d already pushed me into the copilot’s chair, assuming control of the vessel. Normally, I’d have protested that, but since she’d just saved our lives, I figured she had the right. “Except something else must have happened because he’s not here, and we’re not all back on the Glen Carrig.” A shudder passed through the water, and Arabella’s eyes lit up with understanding. “We’re under attack!”

“That’s part of it,” I said, leaning over with a smirk. “Take us to the surface, Arabella. I’ll show you the rest of what you’re missing.”

It was dangerous, but we had to go back up at some point. Otherwise, we’d be leaving Captain Flint behind, and I couldn’t stomach the idea of doing that. Besides, we needed to make sure that he prevailed in his fight against Seiryu. The power of my harem and my monsters might not have been the equal to either the Azure Dragon or the Crimson, but it might be enough to tilt the balance when the two of them tested their mettle against each other.

The water lightened around us as the submarine ascended. “We don’t need to worry about the bends, do we?” Lexi asked, looking around in a sudden panic.

I hadn’t even thought about that, but Arabella’s complete lack of worry should have clued me into the fact that it wasn’t a concern.

“We didn’t go down very far from the surface, so we’ll be fine,” the mermaid said, keeping her eyes on the instruments as the ship continued to rise.

The next time I looked out of the cockpit window, I could see the surface. The air shimmered, giving us no indication as to what was happening up above. Were Ryu and Seiryu still fighting? Had Captain Flint triumphed, or was he on the ropes, barely hanging on? Even worse, could he already be dead?

No, I refused to believe that. The fight wasn’t over, and we’d be arriving in time to make a difference.

“Here we go,” Arabella said. She held onto the controls a little bit tighter as we reached the surface of the water. “I sure hope you know what you’re doing, Summoner.”

So did I.

The black ship of the Legion burst from the ocean’s surface, floating on the waves. A piercing blue sky shone above our heads, dotted here and there with black smoke.

“We made it!” I cried, turning the vessel. I had the hang of it now; watching Arabella had given me some idea of how the controls work. “What’s going on? Let me see…”

My jaw dropped. Behind me, my women cried out in surprise.

We’d left the ocean floor and risen straight into a battlefield.


Chapter 13

The sea was on fire.

Flickering blue flames covered the surface of the water, burning with thick black smoke and sending columns of the stuff into the sky. Despite the motion of the waves, and despite the way the water washed over them, the flames refused to fade. They burned on, powered by magic.

“This is impossible,” I said. My jaw hung open like a screen door. “How is this happening?”

My women looked just as confused as I did. We leaned forward, pressing our faces close to the glass as we got our first look at the battlefield. It was a dreadful sight.

Just from a quick glance, I could see we’d missed most of the fighting. The Crusader’s ships were nowhere to be seen—they’d either fled or been destroyed by the titanic exchange of energies clashing over the open ocean. To our immediate left, the ship that had been carrying the two flunkies from the Blackwood Institute lay sinking into the briny deep, halfway consumed by the waves. A few figures floated around it; fewer still were moving. Smoke poured from what was left of the mast.

I had about a thousand questions as I scanned the battlefield. But one, more important than any other, rose to my lips.

“Where’s the captain?”

There was no sign of Ryu. The Crimson Dragon was nowhere to be seen, and neither was the man he’d pretended to be. The only positive thing about the situation was that I couldn’t see Seiryu, either. If it weren’t for the flames floating all around us, I could almost have believed the Azure Dragon was gone.

“Everyone, stay alert,” I said, sliding out of the pilot’s chair. “There’s no way they’ve really gone.”

The faces of my women followed me as I traveled across the cockpit. Lexi and Maria were busy unbuckling themselves from the couch, so it fell to Lezabel to put a hand on my shoulder and stop me.

“Tim?” the demoness asked. “Where are you going?”

She’s never looked more beautiful, I thought, staring deep into her piercing eyes. When this is all over, I’m going to make her a mother.

“This ship doesn’t have any weapons,” I said, “which means we’re going to have to handle the fight ourselves.” I held up one of the last chunks of the black rock yet to be absorbed into my Grimoire. “Good thing I’ve got plenty of monster ore, right?”

The demoness stared at me for a moment. Then she matched my expression with a smirk just as fierce as my own. “Yes, sir,” Lezabel purred, looking more than ready for the fight. “Let’s get to it!”

It was as if she’d lifted a starting gun into the air and fired. By the time I made it to the back of the cockpit, my harem members had unbelted themselves from the couch and were following me. Lezabel kept pace with me while the rest of the harem followed just behind, with Shortcake in the rear.

As I reached the ladder leading to the surface of the ship, Lezabel leaned over and purred in my ear. “I hope you know that watching you take charge of this situation is making me so fucking wet,” the demoness growled, grabbing my bulge as she nibbled my earlobe. “As soon as this is over, you can get anything you want from me, Summoner. I’m yours.”

I leaned over and kissed her, hard. “And I’m going to take it,” I told her, feeling more like the absolute man than ever before. “Follow me!”

The hatch released with a squeak. Despite the best engineering the Legion of the Deep could muster, the pressure within the submarine didn’t quite match what was outside—and so the whole hatch hissed as it swung open, a blast of cool air washing over me. The bright sunshine made me squint.

A few chunks of blue flame slowly burned on the vessel’s deck. “See what you can do about those,” I instructed my women, scanning the horizon. As soon as Ryu or Seiryu broke the surface of the water, I intended to be on them like white on rice.

My women understood. Lexi threw up her hands behind me, unleashing a wind spell that ticked down her mana bar an almost imperceptible amount. All my women were so much more powerful than they’d been when they first joined my harem. They put most Summoners that the Blackwood Institute could throw at us to shame.

Harnessing the power of wind, Lexi blew the flames out to sea. The rest of my women tried their spells, but nothing seemed to be able to put out the strange fire the Azure Dragon spat. They could only move them. That was fine with me—as long as the deck was safe, I didn’t particularly care.

“That should be the last of them!” Lexi cried, as she shepherded blue flames from the rear of the vessel. “We’re clear! What do we do now, Tim?”

I opened my mouth to reply, only to have the answer revealed to us all at once. On the far side of the vessel—what I vaguely remembered would be called the starboard side in nautical terminology—a wave suddenly swelled on the horizon. As it crested, I saw the face of a massive blue monster appear from within the froth.

Seiryu had returned.

And he wasn’t alone.

A ship rode that tidal wave. With a start, I realized it was one of the vessels that had chased us across this section of the ocean. At first, I wondered how they’d managed to survive, but then I saw the way the waves cradled their ship and understood.

Seiryu was protecting this crew.

As the wave grew closer, I was able to make out individual faces on board the ship. Most of them were monsters, indistinguishable from any of the pirates of Marauder’s Reef, but two stood out. The sight of them made my stomach sink.

“Son of a bitch,” I snarled, reaching for my Digital Grimoire. “I was really hoping they were dead!”

Standing on the prow of the ship from Marauder’s Reef were my two new friends from the Blackwood Institute. Somehow, both had managed to survive the initial onslaught between the Azure Dragon and the Crimson. I felt a mild sense of surprise at seeing their faces again, especially after witnessing the sorry state of the ship they’d brought to this fight. How had they made it off the main vessel before it exploded?

I couldn’t worry about that now. I had a group to protect… and a dragon to defeat.

As Seiryu and his personally protected ship grew closer, I reached for my Digital Grimoire and tapped the keys. There was no time to waste, especially as the sea rose around us.

My fingers flew across the touchscreen, pulling up the roster of monsters I had stored inside the device. Other than Arabella, whom I’d already summoned in order to pilot the submarine, the rest of my roster lay dormant within, waiting to be brought into the world. All of them were in tip-top shape, their health and mana bars showing full.

I selected the whole screen and pushed the button to summon them all. I needed all the firepower I could get.

Flashes of light erupted across the deck of the ship as each of my monsters awoke from their slumber and unfurled across the black metal like a bolt of lightning, transforming into the outlines of my creatures as they took on form and function.

For whatever reason, the monsters exited the Digital Grimoire in reverse order—perhaps as a result of releasing them all at the same time. First came a pair of flashes that arced in a fork, one landing in front of Lexi while the other exploded a few feet in front of Maria. When the smoke cleared, both my harem girls found themselves standing next to their personal monsters: the catgirl, Nekomara, and the plant monster, Alranne.

Neither looked terribly thrilled to find themselves on the deck of a ship at sea. As both blinked, they looked around instinctively for the harem girl I’d assigned each of them to—Alranne to Lexi, and Nekomara to Maria.

I would have given monsters to Lezabel and Shortcake, too, but they wouldn’t have taken them. Lezabel because of her pride, and Shortcake because she honestly didn’t believe she needed one.

“Maria!” Nekomara purred, her eyes lighting up at the sight of the vivacious redhead. “There you are! Where are we?”

Alranne’s eyes widened like saucers. Vines erupted from the plant monster’s sinuous body and wrapped around my blonde companion, shielding her from what was coming.

“Look out!” the monster cried, throwing up her hands to cast a protective bubble. “That dragon thing is coming right for us!”

Nekomara let out a howl and threw Maria down on the ground. “Shit!” the catgirl cried, ignoring the flash of light erupting between her and her plant partner. “No wonder you summoned us, Tim! You’re in some serious danger!”

“Do what now?” Drider asked, popping out from what remained of the ball of light.

The spider woman was another recent addition to my Digital Grimoire, from the same vendor from whom I’d purchased Nekomara and Alranne. Her bottom half was that of a hairy tarantula, and her torso was that of a pale, dark-haired woman with completely black eyes.

More of a support monster than a strictly offensive one, I wouldn’t have brought her out of the Digital Grimoire if it wasn’t an all-hands-on-deck situation. Her primary skill, the ability to arachnize me and grant me the power to climb walls and hang from ceilings, wouldn’t be terribly useful in the middle of the ocean.

Maybe I could think of some use for it.

I was already moving across the deck, preparing to meet the wave head-on. My first three monsters were for support, but the two that remained were designed for bruising. And I had a good idea of exactly how I’d use them.

Altiri popped out first. The wendigo monster landed on the deck of the ship on her hands and knees before rising to her full height of eight feet. Thick white fur covered her from head to toe, and her muscles bulged to such a degree that those who didn’t know her probably assumed she was male. Thick fangs and glowing red eyes completed the appearance of a monstrous mountain yeti.

As one of my very first monsters, Altiri wasted no time adjusting to her new environment. She instantly summoned a ball of frost directly in front of our ship, throwing it up like a shield against the oncoming wave. As she did, she beat her chest and summoned a blood-red aura around her body, buffing her physical and magical attack. The buff, called Tantrum, gave her a marked increase in damage in exchange for a corresponding decrease in defense.

It made Altiri a bit of a glass cannon. But when we were talking about a monster that had leveled up enough to be able to take out an entire city block, maybe a glass cannon wasn’t the worst thing in the world to be.

As the water flowed around the chunk of ice, moving like rapids around a boulder, my final monster emerged in a bolt of light. This one didn’t strike the deck in a random spot or land near one of my women—this monster would never have gone anywhere except my side. The very first magical creature I’d ever coaxed into joining me, and the first one I’d put through the arcane process of Monster Fusion.

“Ahahahaha!” the monster cackled, steam billowing about his body like a rock star stepping through a fog machine. “Prepare to meet your maker, oh unholy assholes! Frick has arrived!”

Frick waddled out of the steam, kicking his tiny legs as he threw his arms into the air. His long, stubby nose dangled from his face like the carrot it resembled as he thrust his snowy body forward, sunlight beaming on his ice armor.

Okay, he was a imp. But what a imp!

Monster Fusion had done Frick the world of good. Once little more than a simple snow monster, he’d become a kind of frost imp once he was fused with a snowflake monster known as Pentacle. Frick claimed he could still feel that monster inside his head, and every now and then, a piece of the old windchime floated to the surface. But not very often. Frick had the kind of personality that was hard to repress.

He saw what Altiri was doing and immediately threw his hat into the ring. He lifted his stubby arms and channeled an entire wall of ice, sending it out into the open ocean like a massive floating arrow. Instantly, the waves altered course, flowing on either side of the archipelago we’d created.

“Ha!” Frick did a little jump into the air, flapping his icy wings. It gave him just enough height to give Altiri a high five. “The gruesome twosome is back in town! Who are the dick-faced weirdos we’ve gotta kill this time, Master?”

Before I could tell Frick anything about our situation, Seiryu emerged from the wave. There was little emotion to be seen in the Azure Dragon’s ageless eyes, but I thought I detected a note of alarm as the creature saw the great finger of ice we’d thrown up in its wake.

Seiryu opened his maw wide, his whiskers flexing like cables. Blue flames burned to life in the depths of his throat—the same as the ones we’d been forced to push away from our ship with wind magic.

“Oh, crap!” Frick said, turning on a heel. “We’re all screwed! Women and children first!”

“Hold your fucking ground!” I hissed, pressing my thumb against my index finger. My Ignite spell was pretty basic, but all the level-ups I’d acquired through my travels had made it a veritable powerhouse. If I could aim it directly inside Seiryu’s mouth, I bet I could do some damage.

Even as I thought it, a question I’d never thought to ask occurred to me.

Why hadn’t I learned any new spells lately?

Lezabel let out a scream as she flew into the air. Embracing her monstrous nature gave the demoness long horns and leathery wings, and she used both to their full potential. She shot like a rocket across the finger of ice, black flames filling her hands as she put herself between the monster and his prey.

I was already reaching for my Grimoire. Of course, I’ve learned new spells, I thought, flipping through the submenus. I’ve leveled up like twenty fucking times now! Shit, I forgot to check! Where’s the screen on here that shows my powers—

Seiryu opened his mouth wide, his entire maw filled with blue flame. Frick was right. I’d summoned my monsters just to watch them fall.

Then the world stopped making sense for a few moments.

I was in the air before my mind could catch up with the fact that there was no longer a deck beneath my feet. The black ship of the Legion became small beneath me, little more than a child’s toy as I shot through the blue.

The sky and the sea flipped places, the deeper blue warring with the lighter one. As I reversed position and began to fall, I saw something massive and red erupt from the corner of my eye.

I was still trying to figure out what it was when I hit the water.

The cold hit me like a punch to the gut. I flailed in the brine, my mouth opening of its own accord. Salt flooded my mouth and nostrils, making me cough. Somehow, I managed to figure out my up from my down and start kicking back to the surface.

What I saw as my head broke the waves stunned me. Two massive beasts fought across what was left of the finger of ice in the ocean. They looked like twins—one blue, one red. Sea snakes, hydras—Dragons, with a big capital D.

Ryu had returned. He and Seiryu were fighting, clawing and biting in the space between our ship and the one Seiryu had brought with him.

I gasped, filling my lungs with air. Even as I flailed about, looking for my harem and my monsters, a more analytical portion of my mind was sizing up the situation. It didn’t look good for the captain—even if he and Seiryu were evenly matched—or close enough to it—the Azure Dragon had a whole ship full of monsters and summoners on his side.

All Captain Flint had was us.

I paddled with all my might, kicking against the waves as I swam toward the black ship. By the time I reached it, Lexi and Maria were already on board, looking soaked through to the skin. Shortcake had climbed back halfway into the hatch and was aiming at the enemy ship with her oversized blunderbuss. Lezabel crouched on all fours by the side of the vessel, her claw extended to take my hand.

At first, I didn’t understand how they’d all managed to stay aboard. Had I been the only one thrown overboard when the two dragons clashed? It seemed impossible, but the evidence from my eyes told me it was so.

It was only when Lezabel pulled me on board and I saw the vines that I understood. Alranne was a quick thinker—she’d lashed everyone down tightly, keeping them in place while the wave rolled over the surface of the ship. I’d been flung, obviously, but she’d managed to save almost everyone else. I saw Drider running to and fro on the deck, spitting thick strands of webbings my women and I could use as handholds. Altiri shook herself like a dog coming in from the rain, growling at the feeling of the saltwater on her skin.

Everyone was accounted for.

Except for Frick.

“Frick!” I cupped my hands around my mouth and yelled, making my voice as loud as I could. “Where are you, buddy? Say something!”

I expected the little frost monster to burst from the nearby surf at any moment. He’d probably have something ridiculous to say about it, too. But nothing came. No bubbles, no imp.

Part of me wanted to reach for the Digital Grimoire on my wrist and unsummon the little imp. It would snap him back to me instantly, then I could summon him back on board the black ship. I was seriously considering it when the pair of Dragons emerged from the surf and began to fight.

This time, Seiryu had one hell of an annoying passenger.

“Holy shit!” I roared, pointing. “Hang on, Frick!”

The little imp clung to the Azure Dragon’s whiskers, riding him like a jockey on a thoroughbred. He looked like a toy against Seiryu’s massive scales. The difference in their sizes made me think of the bosses in Shadow of the Colossus and how impossible it had felt to take those city-sized beasts down.

Frick’s voice rose over the waves. “That’s right, bitch!” the imp cackled, straddling the Azure Dragon’s back like the legendary creature was little more than the mechanical bull at a cheap dive bar. “Who’s your Daddy? Say my name, you big blue bastard!”

I let out a mad, disbelieving laugh. Only Frick would be mad enough to try and ride the legendary dragon like a pony.

I won’t let this opportunity go to waste, I told myself. “Frick, hold on tight! Don’t let go, no matter what you do!”

The little imp’s gaze turned toward me. Though I could hardly make out his features from this distance, I thought I saw a manic grin spread across his frozen, snowy face.

“Don’t worry, Master!” Frick yelled, whooping like a rodeo clown as the Azure Dragon tried its best to buck him free. “Just keep topping up my health every now and then, and I’ll tame this wild stallion!”

Can do, I thought. “Lexi! Drider! Keep hitting Frick with healing spells! I don’t want that imp going anywhere, no matter what Seiryu does to it!” Or whatever collateral damage Ryu’s spells do, I mentally added. There was no point in mentioning that, though, since Ryu would be trying to avoid the imp as much as possible.

“Yes, sir!” Drider giggled. The spider was already aiming across the water, trying to get and keep a bead on the frozen monster.

“What will you be doing?” Lexi asked.

I already knew the answer. “Lezabel,” I said, gesturing at the ship floating toward the two dragons, “any chance you could give me a lift?”

The demoness was in full-on ‘citizen of Hell’ mode. She still looked hot, but it was a terrifying kind of attractiveness—the kind you saw in old Pilgrim drawings of succubi and incubi.

Lezabel followed my gaze to the ship, then grinned. “Sure,” she said, extending her wings. “Let’s go crush those bastards.”

I pulled up my Digital Grimoire as Lezabel leapt onto my back. The demoness’s nails dug into my shoulders, deep enough to draw blood as she lifted me into the air. Though I held myself back with stoic patience, I couldn’t stop the groan of pain that escaped my lips.

Lezabel rolled her eyes. “Please,” the demoness growled. “The guy who loves spanking and slapping his girls in the bedroom can’t handle some nails raking his back?”

“This is a little more than raking,” I protested, glancing up at the demoness as we took flight. Lezabel sailed into the air, her monstrous strength giving her more than enough power to carry me across the waves. “Whatever. I’m going to remember this later.”

A wicked smile spread across the demoness’s face. “You’d better,” she insisted, chuckling darkly. “I’ve been a very, very bad girl, Summoner. I need to be punished…”

I tucked away thoughts of erotic punishment as Lezabel’s wings caught the wind. Every beat of those mighty things brought us closer to the ship aiding Seiryu in his fight against his brother. On deck, monsters had just begun to yell an alarm, aiming the vessel’s guns from Ryu to the intruder in their midst.

In a way, that was a good thing. Every moment the ship spent firing on me was one that it wasn’t helping Seiryu.

But I was also being shot at. So I had a vested interest in making those moments as short as possible.

Ignoring the pain of Lezabel’s claws in my shoulders, I focused on my Digital Grimoire. Something inside me told me the screen showing my magical attributes was key to winning this fight. If I could just find those spells, I might be able to gain the upper hand.

Down on the deck, the two men from Blackwood had just spotted me. One gestured at the other wildly, indicating that he should unleash his spells in my direction. I wasn’t sure how accurate they’d be at this distance, especially with Lezabel piloting us both, but I didn’t see the need in taking chances.

I was about to tell Lezabel to pull back when my fingers grazed the corner of the Digital Grimoire’s touchscreen. A screen I hadn’t seen in a very long time blazed to life on the display, filled from top to bottom with the vital information of one Timothy Dent, Summoner. In other words, me.

Nearly two dozen Level-Up notifications filled the corner of the screen. I manually dismissed each of them, clicking the little black ‘X’ on each window like a man trying to punch a hole through drywall.

The older man from Blackwood unleashed a lightning spell. A bolt of pure electricity shot through the air, missing Lezabel and me by only a few feet. It passed close enough that my ears popped, and every hair on my body stood straight on end. I wondered if Lezabel’s had done the same.

“That was close!” the demoness growled, sounding angry. “You want me to bring us in or keep bobbing around back here drawing their fire?”

“Give me just a second,” I said, scrolling down. Lezabel couldn’t see my face, but it must have been a grown-up version of the ones I made while going downstairs on Christmas morning. There wasn’t one new spell waiting for me on my Digital Grimoire, ready for use.

There were three.

You have gained mastery!

You have learned the following Spells:

Immolate

Barricade

Magog

All three of them sounded interesting and powerful. But I didn’t have time to peruse the details for each of them. As Lezabel plummeted toward the enemy ship, dodging spells, I tapped the word Magog and read the brief description of the spell:

Summons a wall of light from the caster’s fingers that does non-elemental damage to all targets in the area of effect. In direct contrast to elemental spells, it does not cost mana—instead, it burns away a fixed percentage of the target’s health as a blood offering. Can be cast via the following hand gesture…

I did my best to memorize the spell, committing the swooping hand gesture to my mind’s eye. It didn’t seem hard, but it was certainly more complicated than snapping my fingers to Ignite a monster. The part about burning away a chunk of my health worried me a bit, but I had plenty of monsters capable of casting healing spells. If this new ability helped win us the battle, it was worth a little pain.

“Brace yourself!” Lezabel warned me, dipping low in the sky. “I’m going to toss you!”

A moment later, she did just that. The demoness flung me right at the two flunkies from Blackwood, chucking me like a sack of potatoes at the deck of the enemy ship. I got a bird’s eye view of the two of them looking shocked as I sailed over their heads, landing hard on the boards. A sharp pain shot through my elbow, and I worried I’d dislodged it.

When I opened my eyes, I was surrounded by enemies.

The crew of the vessel had forgotten about Lezabel completely. One look in their eyes was all it took to realize that I was the true prize.

“Don’t kill him,” the young man from Blackwood said. He elbowed a tusked monster next to him, though his order was clearly for the entire crew. “I need to take him back to Our Lord alive. But I want him roughed up enough that he won’t be a problem on the trip back.”

Shit. These guys meant to beat the hell out of me. If they had their way, I’d probably be unconscious the whole way back to Blackwood. By the time I knew what was going on, I’d be separated from my harem.

That wasn’t going to happen.

I sprang to my feet and backed away, holding up my hands like they could melt my enemies with a snap of the fingers. “Don’t make me hurt you!” I snarled, moving toward the central mast. If I could get my back against it, and the whole crew in front of me, I might be able to hit them all with one spell.

“We’re not afraid of you,” one of the monsters cackled.

“Look at him,” another said, shaking its birdlike head. “He’s nothing without his bitches at his side!”

More monsters crowded in, grunting and groaning. I took a step back, and then another. On the third, something hard shoved me between the shoulder blades, and I nearly yelped.

It wasn’t a member of the crew. It was the mast.

The whole boat was right in front of me. The two assholes from Blackwood were at the front of the pack.

“Just surrender,” the older of the pair said. He sounded maddeningly reasonable about it, which made me want to punch him. “The Crimson Dragon is losing, and your pirate friends are about to have their vessel impounded. You can’t possibly win against those odds.”

I glanced over the man’s head. Lezabel had just managed to get high enough to escape my spell. As I looked into the sky, I swore I saw the demoness wink at me lewdly.

“Don’t ever tell me the fucking odds,” I said with a smirk, lifting my hands. The crew shrank back instinctively, fearing my magic more than they feared what the Blackwood boys might do to them.

The younger man snorted and shook his head. Evidently, he didn’t appreciate Star Wars quotes. “Take him down!” he snarled.

The front line of monsters advanced. I pictured the Digital Grimoire’s display in my mind and reached for the power within, moving my body through the same steps that I’d seen. I could feel something deep inside me as I did it, something that felt as if it were of all the elements and none at all, at the same time.

One, two, and done, I said, finishing the hand motions. I thrust my hands—palms outward— toward the enemy crew. I hope this works—

It was as far as the thought got.

A wave of pain washed over me so intense that I cried out. It felt like someone had just driven a nail through my right eye, hitting it with a hammer so that the sharp end punctured the back of my skull. The pain was enormous, so great that my knees shook together, and I nearly fell backwards on my ass.

But somehow, I stayed upright.

Maybe it was the giant wall of light that did it.

As the pain reached a crescendo, ripping away a chunk of my hit points in a flash of pure agony, a golden wave of power rippled from my outstretched hands. The monsters who’d been so eager to tear me a new one moments ago had just enough time to look shocked before the wave struck them like a slap from the Almighty himself, ripping them to shreds. They literally dissolved before that awesome power like chunks of human-shaped sugar in hot tea.

The two men from Blackwood didn’t fare any better. Though the first wave of attackers blunted the impact somewhat, they were still struck by the power of the Magog spell all the same. As I watched, cracks appeared across their bodies as if someone had opened a Fissure inside them rather than inside another realm. Both men screamed in horror and pain as they were torn apart, the wave of light rippling across the deck like a will o’ the wisp as it ripped away everything living from stem to stern.

It was so much bigger than I’d expected. So much more powerful.

And so much more painful.

I sank to my knees, sagging as my hands clasped the boards. I barely even noticed when Lezabel landed next to me, the pain was so great. The demoness spent a quick moment checking the deck to make sure all threats had been eliminated, then went down on one knee and threw her arms around me.

“Are you alright?” the demoness asked. “Tim, that was incredible…!”

Somehow, I managed to glance down at my Digital Grimoire. At the bottom of the faintly glowing screen, a tiny image of me flickered along with my roster of monsters. True to Magog’s description, my mana bar was still completely full—I hadn’t burnt a bit of it to cast that spell—but the effect on my hit points was grave.

One-third of them had been depleted by the attack.

A third of my life, I thought, careful not to couch it in too flowery of a term. I’ve heard of people being beaten within an inch of their life before. I’m about two-fifths of the way there, by my reckoning.

Even as I thought it, a wave of nausea rolled over me. Suddenly, the boards looked tiny and far away.

“Tim!” Lezabel held me tighter, pulling me to my feet. “Shit, say something! Let me know you’re in there!”

“It hurts,” I wheezed, clutching my chest. The pain wasn’t ebbing the way I’d expected—if anything, it was worse. It felt like I’d swallowed an entire bag of razorblades and chased it with a handle of whiskey. “Need… a healing spell…”

Lezabel snapped to attention, her gaze growing fierce. “I’ll get you to help,” she said, extending her wings. “Just hang on. Lexi will fix you up in no time at all…”

I knew that. But that was the problem. We didn’t have time. I shook my head. Just doing that made me feel like I was going to vomit all over my shoes, but somehow, I managed to stand it. “Can’t,” I said, pushing away her proffered hand, “no time. This is an opportunity…”

Lezabel didn’t understand at first. I gestured around the cleared deck of the enemy ship, expecting her to get it at any moment. There were no traces of the crew left—not even their uniforms. I’d burned away the mercenaries and the men from Blackwood completely with my advanced spell. If we left the ship like this, allowing it to wander freely around the seas, I had little doubt that a legend would spread about a ghost ship in Lagoon—a mysterious vessel with no crew, that looked as clean and fresh as if everyone on board had just stepped away for a few moments.

But we weren’t going to let the ship roam free. I had a different use for this vessel in mind.

Using Lezabel as a crutch, I had the demoness carry me to the bridge. Unlike the deck of a submarine, I knew how this kind of ship worked—I’d learned as much while serving on the Glen Carrig. I could pilot it, in a pinch, though I wouldn’t know what to do with myself on a long voyage.

Fortunately, the voyage would not be long.

Each step filled me with pain. It was beginning to worry me greatly that the agony refused to decrease in measure. Every moment felt just as painful as the last, if not more so, but I could worry about that later.

I had a job to do.

I managed to stagger to the wheel of the ship. A lever next to it controlled the speed of the vessel—when sails or oars weren’t enough, pure magic could be used to propel a craft over the ocean. It was a last resort because it required the ship to burn monster ore—the same sort of ore Shortcake had found in the black ship of the Legion’s hold.

Hopefully, there was enough to do what I was about to do.

“Baby?” Lezabel had moved right past calling me by my name and was now using terms of endearment, which told me I looked even worse than I felt. “Baby, we need to get you some help.”

I shook my head and swallowed hard. “Full… steam… ahead…” I said, managing to smile through the pain. I watched as the truth dawned on Lezabel, and she realized what I was doing. She clearly approved, even if she wished I would stop and head to the rear for healing.

I turned the lever all the way up. Well, more accurately I fell on it, but the effect was the same.

The ship jumped like a colt, bouncing over the waves as we picked up speed. Leaning against the wheel was the only thing that kept me on my feet—my vision had begun to cloud over, all the color draining from the world. I was going to pass out, I could tell.

I had to hold on. I was so close.

As the ship cut across the ocean like an arrow, the Crimson Dragon and the Azure Dragon fought fiercely. It was a damned close fight, even with Frick pummeling Seiryu’s scales with all his magical might. Every now and then I saw a cool, minty wave of green wash over the imp’s body, restoring him to full health.

A healing spell. If only one of my women would see me in distress and think to toss one my way.

I aimed the ship directly at Seiryu. We would only get one shot at this—it was the kind of trick you couldn’t pull off a second time. I leaned even harder on the speed lever, threatening to snap it off completely as I held the wheel in my unsteady hands.

Suddenly, Lezabel was at my side, keeping us on course.

“This is fucking crazy.” The demoness laughed. “You know that, right?”

“We’ve got to even the odds,” I managed. My words provoked a coughing fit, and Lezabel gave me a worried look.

“What we’ve got to do is get you off this boat and to someone who can heal you,” the demoness said seriously. She looked out over the waves, judging the distance between our vessel and the Azure Dragon. “As soon as we’re locked in, I’m flying you out of here.”

“Last possible second.” I gasped, drooling all over myself. “Please…”

The Crimson Dragon and the Azure Dragon grew larger in my sight, then even larger. As they did, they also turned darker. It was as if the entire world were sinking into the bottom of a deep, dark well, one from which they might never find their way out.

True to her word, Lezabel held the wheel steady until the last possible second. I barely felt it as her claws sank into my shoulders, lifting me from the deck of the doomed ship moments before total and complete disaster. My ghost ship, which I’d created with my self-harming spell.

As Lezabel lifted me into the sky, I watched the Azure Dragon turn. Seiryu had just enough time to roar in mingled pain and rage as the ship collided with him, exploding into thousands of shards of metal and wood. Frick plunged from the top of the monster’s head, disappearing beneath the waves as the Crimson Dragon took the opportunity to press the attack.

There, Captain Flint, I thought, my mind beginning to drift. We were floating toward the black ship of the Legion, but my women looked so far away. Like tiny dolls. I killed the people trying to kill you, and I hurt your brother badly. I hope it’s enough to tilt the scales in your favor.

The taste of mint filled my mouth as I passed out.


Chapter 14

When I woke up, I was on board the Glen Carrig once more.

I opened my eyes to the familiar ceiling of the captain’s cabin. I was in Captain Flint’s own bed, which from the looks of things had been hastily reassembled into a kind of mobile hospital for my wounded body. Thick blankets lay on top of me, so heavy that I could hardly move.

No, I realized. They weren’t heavy. I was just weak.

I was also practically naked. Whoever had put me in this bed had also stripped me of my clothes. I wore nothing but a pair of boxer shorts beneath the thin blankets.

For a moment, I wondered if I was alone. I’d woken up enough times to one of my harem girls snuggling up against me, preparing to give me the sort of wake-up call that guys fantasized about and married women over. But no one stirred beneath the blankets.

The crew of the Glen Carrig had given me time to rest and recover. More than anything else, that told me just how close I’d come to death out there.

I pushed against the blankets, struggling to rise. When I failed, I called out, weakly. “Hello?” I asked, hoping that Lexi, Maria, or Shortcake might come barreling in with coffee and kisses. “Is anybody there?”

My head hit the pillow, and I was out again, flipping off like a light.

When I woke a second time, the angle of the light outside of the cabin window had changed. The sun hung low on the horizon, burning like coal in a dying campfire as it slowly disappeared from view. I’d been passed out the entire day—or perhaps I’d slept a whole day, and this was the next evening. I had no way of knowing.

I felt better, though. This time when I pushed against the blankets, they moved.

My body felt like it had been bathed in sweat. With a groan, I slid my feet to the side and placed them on the boards. My Digital Grimoire lay on the table next to the bed, and I snapped it on, habitually checking through the roster of my monsters. All of them had been summoned back to the Grimoire, resting up—all save for one. Arabella, the former Crusader leader, was nowhere to be found.

I guess she took me up on my offer, I thought, one of my eyebrows shooting to my hairline. She didn’t even wait for me to wake up after the fucking fight. As soon as she got her freedom, I guess she was out of here.

I couldn’t help feeling a teensy bit betrayed by her actions. Then again, she didn’t owe me anything. She’d imprisoned me, and then I’d imprisoned her—and forced her to use her magic to aid me and my harem in exchange for her freedom. I hadn’t really expected her to stay.

And yet the force of my personality had convinced even pricklier monsters that they were better off by my side. Not to mention it worried me what Arabella might be up to with her newfound freedom. Had she gone back to Marauder’s Reef, reporting in with the local chapter of the Crusaders? Did Kyros already know what had happened in the ocean between Ryu and Seiryu? Was he on his way to this realm to try and stop me from escaping?

All good questions. For now, though, I needed to focus on walking around and figuring out how long it had been since the battle.

I was still working on taking my first step when the door to Captain Flint’s cabin opened.

“Ah, he’s up!” a familiar voice said. Captain Flint stepped into the cabin, pulling a newcomer into the room along with him as he closed the door. “Very good. Yer women were starting to worry about you, lad. It’s good to see you up and moving around, especially after everything you’ve been through!”

“Captain,” I said, a tired smile spreading across my face. “How are my women? Is everything alright?”

“They’re fine,” the captain said, stroking his long red beard. That beard no longer seemed strange to me—not now that I knew who Captain Flint truly was. The Crimson Dragon, the brother of Seiryu. I was reconsidering a great number of things I thought I knew about the captain of the Glen Carrig, now that I’d seen his true form. “They’re more worried about you, lad. That spell you cast on the enemy ship hurt you greatly.”

I didn’t bother arguing. I nodded, shook off my exhaustion, and turned to the newcomer. “Who’s this?”

The figure was as striking as Captain Flint himself, though in a completely different way. He looked younger than his brother, with long blond hair and eyes of a striking, brilliant blue. Back on Earth, he could have easily passed for a member of a boy band or a hot actor in a drama popular with teenage girls. He wore a blue and white greatcoat that smelled faintly of mothballs. Captain Flint must have stored the man’s clothes somewhere in the hold, hoping against hope that he’d have the opportunity to dress him in them once again.

The pleased expression on Captain Flint’s face fell. “This is my brother,” he said, gesturing at Seiryu. “I suppose there’s a great deal I need to tell ye about, isn’t there, lad?”

Indeed there was. But I also already knew a lot more than Captain Flint thought.

And I could guess even more.

“There was no Spider Island, was there?” I asked, looking from the captain to his brother. From the looks on their faces, I knew I’d hit the bull’s eye. “That was a lie.”

Captain Flint looked like he’d been caught with his hand in the cookie jar. His cheeks flushed nearly as red as his beard, his eyes filling with a curious species of shame. I could tell a man as honorable as him didn’t like having to bend the truth.

“Aye,” the captain admitted. He took a chair from his writing desk and pulled it over to the bed, setting it on the boards. “Mind if I sit?”

I didn’t and told him so. Captain Flint settled down with a grunt, brushing the salt spray from his uniform as he crossed one leg over the other. He stared at me for a long moment as if wondering where to begin, then cleared his throat.

I took another look at Seiryu. The madness I’d seen on his face face was gone. Captain Flint must have quite literally beaten it out of him.

“A long time ago,” the captain said, glancing at his brother for confirmation, “Sei and I used to be the best of friends. I was the older, if only by a few minutes, and so I always felt responsible for my younger brother. Like I was the only person in the whole world he could trust to rely on, no matter what.”

“You don’t have to do this,” the blond man near the door said. His voice was surprisingly soft for someone who destroyed entire settlements whenever he got angry.

Captain Flint looked up at him. “Yes,” he said, meaning it, “I do.” Then he sighed again, more deeply this time. “Sei was a… difficult child. To put it mildly. Had his own monsters, ones he did battle with every day. And not the kind that Summoners like yourself keep inside Grimoires.” The captain made a face as if he’d bitten down into something bitter. “I didn’t mean to make a joke about it, Tim. And certainly not one at your expense.”

Was he for real? “It’s fine,” I assured him. I’d never seen Captain Flint like this before: so uncertain of himself, so nervous. He was normally such a paragon of self-control and comportment. “Tell me more.”

The captain nodded. “That city you rescued me from,” he explained, gesturing through the floor with his chin. “That was our home. Not Spider Island. Though the rest of it is the same as my story. Seiryu, he…”

The captain trailed off, unable to say it. It fell to his brother, the Cain to his Abel, to fill in the blanks.

“I lost control,” the blond man said. “Ryu was trying to help me, but he couldn’t stop it. The anger took over, and I transformed. I lost myself. I was unable to restrain my rage any longer.”

He made it sound like something that had happened to someone else. It was a strange thing, to say the least, but I didn’t feel like judging either of them. I would let Ryu and Seiryu do that for themselves.

Besides, I already had an idea of how the Azure Dragon could be rehabilitated.

“He attacked the city,” Captain Flint said. His voice was curiously drained of emotion for such an important event. “I fought back against him, but I wasn’t strong enough. All I could do was repair the damage as best as I could afterwards. And make sure that something like that never happened again…”

Just then, a knock came at the door. It opened a crack, and for a moment it looked as if no one stood in the doorway—like the knob had been turned by a ghost. Then I looked down and saw Shortcake, standing in her heels with a plate of food and a cup of good, strong coffee.

The goblin girl looked almost comically relieved. “Oh, thank the Gods,” she said, pushing into the room. “When the captain brought Seiryu to the cabin, we all hoped it meant you were back up and on your feet. It’s so good to see you!” Shortcake grinned like Christmas morning, racing into the room and setting the food and drink on the table by the bed. “You saved us all, Tim. My Captain. Are you feeling alright?”

The way Shortcake giggled at me made me feel dizzy. I wasn’t ready to think about getting physical with any of my women yet—I could barely get out of bed—but where the flesh was weak, the spirit was more than willing. Shortcake was clearly ready to hop beneath the blankets and do whatever I commanded.

As I stared down at her, something clicked inside my head. “Seiryu,” I said, making a confused face at the goblin girl. “You called him Seiryu.”

Shortcake looked even more confused. “Well, of course I did,” the goblin girl protested, putting her hands on her hips. “That’s who he is, isn’t he?”

It was. But there was something about the familiar way the goblin girl spoke about the Azure Dragon’s human form that told me she knew more than she was letting on. That she’d always known.

“You knew,” I said, letting out a little laugh. “About the captain. About the Crimson Dragon. You knew who he really was, all along, didn’t you?”

Spots of hot green filled Shortcake’s beautiful cheeks. “We all did,” she admitted, glancing down at the space between her feet. “The whole crew of the Glen Carrig knew that Captain Flint was a monster, Tim. That he was the brother of the same beast we hunted through the seven seas”—her gaze lifted to mine—“and we didn’t care.”

Of course, they didn’t. They were all monsters, too—and like the captain, they were monsters who were trying to do good. Why would they have minded that Captain Flint was the Crimson Dragon? If anything, it probably made them feel safer.

“I’m not mad,” I assured Shortcake, “I just wish you’d told me sooner.”

The goblin girl nibbled her bottom lip, showing off her short, cute fangs. “I was going to,” she said, holding her hands behind her back like I’d caught her at something wicked. “Right after you and me… in the submarine, you know.”

“Had sex,” I finished for her. I didn’t feel ashamed about it in the slightest—why should she? “When I made you an official member of my harem.”

“Aye.” Shortcake shook off her own hangups, discarding them at my unspoken command. “I was going to tell you then, Tim. I swear I was. But Captain Flint… he asked me not to. He wanted to be the one to explain things to you himself when the time came.”

“Unfortunately,” Captain Flint said, “we ran into a spot of trouble on our way back to the Glen Carrig. I’m sorry you had to find out about all of this in such a way, Summoner. It was not my intent.”

I didn’t really care about the intent. As far as I was concerned, it was fine. I wish I’d been let in on everyone’s secrets a little bit earlier than I had been, but everything had worked out for the good.

Hadn’t it?

Leaning against the headboard, I pulled up the Digital Grimoire and flipped through the menus. Finding the proper procedure to open a Fissure was as easy as selecting it in the main menu—before long, I was ready to pop open a hole in reality—one that led back to Earth.

I wasn’t going back just yet, but I wanted to know that I could.

When we’d first come to Lagoon, our way home had been blocked by a pair of powerful Key Monsters. When creatures of a high enough power level were in the area, a Summoner couldn’t open a portal between realms for safety reasons. The first time we’d traversed the realms, Lexi and I had gotten stuck in the frozen world of Hyperborea, thanks to the Key Monster who eventually became my monster Altiri.

In Lagoon, we’d been stopped by a pair of them. Ryu and Seiryu.

I reached the point where I’d been stopped every time I tried to open a Fissure before now. One more click would bring up the error message, reminding me that there were not one but two Key Monsters in the area impeding my progress. Gritting my teeth, I pushed the button.

No warning message appeared.

Summon Fissure? The Digital Grimoire asked. Select Y/N.

I let out a shocked little laugh. I’d done it.

We were free.

I looked up at Captain Flint and his brother, both of who were staring at me in anticipation. I felt like I was on the verge of crying. It might not have been manly, but fuck it. I’d earned this. We’d clawed our way home, growing in power beneath the threat of Kyros’ dominion.

“You’re not blocking my Grimoire any longer,” I said, looking from Captain Flint to his brother and back again. “There are no Key Monsters in the area. We can go home whenever we want!”

Flint and his brother shared a look. “Aye,” the captain said, his lips forming a tight little line. “Do you remember what I promised you, Summoner, back when you joined my crew?”

I did. In exchange for my help, for adding a Summoner and his powerful monsters to the crew of monster hunters on board the Glen Carrig, I was to be given the beast himself. Seiryu would become my monster—an ultimate monster, powerful enough to go toe to toe with one of Kyros’ inner circle. Having the Azure Dragon on my team would be a literal game-changer. Picturing the shocked look on Kyros’ face as I summoned the monster in his face was one of the only things that could make me laugh in my darker hours.

Something awful occurred to me. Captain Flint wasn’t going back on his word, was he?

The captain must have been able to read the expression on my face. “Oh, don’t worry,” the man said as if he had a brilliant secret he was aching to reveal. “You’re going to get what you deserve, Summoner. Exactly what we agreed on—and more. Seiryu will be your monster, assuming you have enough space for him in your Digital Grimoire.”

My Grimoire. I’d almost forgotten about that. I had a select number of slots to hold monsters inside the device, and I’d filled up to six of them—Frick, Altiri, Drider, Alranne, Nekomara, and Arabella, though the latter was now gone, freeing up the slot she’d occupied.

This meant that at my current mastery, I had three more slots left in my Digital Grimoire. Seiryu could have one of them, but Captain Flint’s words had given me something to think about. What if I recruited monsters more quickly than I could increase my number of Digital Grimoire slots? I would have to give some of them up, then.

But figuring out whom to give up among my current party was easier said than done. Lexi and Maria wouldn’t want to give up their personal monsters—they’d already bonded with them to the point of becoming good friends. Drider seemed happy as could be following me and mine into battle, and I wouldn’t give up Altiri or Frick unless they expressed an interest in leaving me. I couldn’t imagine that they would.

That left me without many options if such a circumstance came to pass. Fortunately, Captain Flint had anticipated my concerns.

“I have a present for you, Summoner,” Captain Flint said with a faint smile. “Well, not really a present for you, per se. For your harem.”

Shortcake was beaming. Did she know about this part, too? It made me feel a little bit irritated with the goblin girl. The next time we were together between the sheets, I could tell I was going to be rougher with her than usual.

The problem with that, of course, was that she’d like it.

Captain Flint went over to a dresser in the corner of the cabin and opened the top drawer. Inside were two dark bracelets, made of a thin, flexible metallic material. Each of them lit up with a faintly glowing light as the captain tilted them toward his face, then went dark again as he held them out to me.

“One for Lexi,” the captain said with a big smile, “and one for Maria. I’ll walk you through the process of transferring your monsters once we get topside.”

I couldn’t believe what I was seeing. My heart skipped a beat as I took the two tiny devices from Captain Flint’s hand. They were both thinner and smaller than the one I wore around my wrist—more like an actual watch rather than some sort of wrist-mounted bracer—but what they were was unmistakable.

“Grimoires,” I said, amazed. “Digital Grimoires. Where the hell did you get these?”

“They sell more than just monsters and monster ore in Marauder’s Reef,” Seiryu said with a faint chuckle. The Azure Dragon was more softly spoken than his brother, but there was something dark and mysterious beneath his words.  I didn’t want to think about whatever the two of them had been through in order to procure these Grimoires for me.

“Aye,” Captain Flint agreed. “It’s not for you to worry about, Summoner. These are for your women to carry their personal monsters. As long as you give them permission to remain there, it should be alright.”

“That should free up enough space on your Grimoire for whenever you want to recruit new monsters,” Seiryu added.

Two things hit me at once. The first was that by giving Lexi and Maria their own Grimoires, we’d be testing the very limits of what Latents could do. Neither Lexi Caldwell nor Maria Doyle were born Summoners—they’d been born with the recessive version of the gene I had, marking them as second-class magical citizens known as ‘Latents’. Latents could handle monsters given to them for training by full Summoners, but they could neither open Fissures nor form Pacts with monsters or monsters on their own. Doing this would be giving them a level of independence unheard of anywhere else—even in Blackwood.

The second was that Seiryu had mentioned monsters. Not monster, singular. Plural.

And suddenly, I knew why Captain Flint had given me two Digital Grimoires.

The captain promised I could have Seiryu as one of my monsters. Evidently, he was throwing himself into the bargain.

“That’s right,” Captain Flint said, his eyes sparkling. “I was planning on handing the Glen Carrig over to Shortcake, but that plan is kaput considering she’s going with you.”

“Lumley will do a fine job,” Shortcake said, beaming from her place next to me. “If not, Kuang will whip him into shape.”

“It’ll be an adventure,” the captain said. “Besides, I’ve been looking for years for a way to protect my brother once and for all. I think you may know the answer, Summoner.”

Indeed I did. If Captain Flint was going to hand me two high-level monsters, the first thing I’d do when I got back to my Spire was fuse them. Either Ryu or Seiryu could take on any of Kyros’ monsters toe-to-toe and stand on their own. Together?

Together, they might actually give me the advantage I needed. Fusing Ryu and Seiryu together would create a monster exponentially stronger than either of them. Not quite at the level of the ultimate monster Kyros hoped to create with his own Spire in Blackwood, but close enough to make the First Summoner nervous.

“I… I don’t know what to say,” I told the captain. I really didn’t. This seemed like just about the greatest gift anyone had ever given me. Even the bonds between me and my women seemed like they rested just a step above Captain Flint’s sacrifice. “Thank you.”

“Don’t thank me yet,” Captain Flint said, gesturing at the entrance to his cabin. “Come on, Summoner. Let’s give your women the good news.”

The Glen Carrig looked remarkably well put together. Outside of a few cosmetic wounds and some broken tinder, the ship had survived its recent adventures relatively unscathed. What few bits of damage remained were being repaired by the crew, who worked in teams to clean up the ship.

My women were waiting for me on deck. Lezabel and Maria saw me immediately and came rushing over while Lexi gazed over from the rigging, her eyes watering from the salt spray of the sea. She followed just behind, and then I was surrounded by my women, each doing their best to try and hug me tighter than the last member of my harem.

“Thank God!” Maria cried, planting a kiss on my lips that clearly wished it could travel lower. “You’re okay! We missed you so much!”

“It’s been two days,” Lezabel said in response to my unspoken question. I could see that my reaction shocked her because her arms encircled me tighter. “It was touch and go for a while there, baby. Lexi’s healing spells didn’t touch you.”

“I didn’t know what I was doing wrong,” Lexi said. The blonde looked like she was on the verge of tears. I hadn’t seen her in such a state since the first time we’d run into each other at Blackwood. “We kept on trying and trying. We even got Frick and Altiri in on the action. But none of the spells seemed to do anything…”

I remembered the faint taste of mint I’d felt in my mouth as the darkness took me. “I felt them, all the same,” I told the blonde, giving her a kiss on the forehead. “You probably saved my life. Don’t beat yourself up, okay?”

In response, Lexi held me tighter. She buried her face against my chest, her sobs concealed from the rest of the harem. They only lasted for a few moments before she calmed down, but they activated all my protective male instincts at once.

The rest of the reunion with my harem was of a similar tenor. Hellos were said, kisses and gropes were dispatched, and each of my women relaxed as they realized I was going to recover from the injuries I’d taken in tipping the fight in Captain Flint’s favor.

But it was the Digital Grimoires I pulled from my robes that made them really freak out.

“No way,” Lexi whispered, her eyes going as wide as saucers at the sight of the thin devices in my hand. “You’re kidding me! Where did you get those?”

I nodded in Captain Flint’s direction, favoring both harem members with my sexiest smirk. “A friend of mine picked them up for me,” I said, dangling both devices before the women’s faces. “You ready to have monsters of your own?”

The process of transferring the monsters turned out to be even easier than I’d anticipated. Before long, both Alranne and Nekomara were out of my Digital Grimoire and safely ensconced within Lexi and Maria’s new Grimoires. It actually took less time to transfer the pacts than it did to set both devices up—they needed all sorts of things from my women, from their fingerprints to a ‘spiritual imprint’ to ensure the device couldn’t be snatched from their wrists and used to give commands in the heat of battle.

I considered swapping the monsters just for shits and giggles, forcing Lexi to carry Maria’s monster and vice versa, but both women looked so excited by their new presents that I couldn’t bear to toy with their emotions in such a fashion.

I put Nekomara into Maria’s Grimoire and transferred the Pact governing the catgirl monster over to her. Neko was more than thrilled to be officially Maria’s monster now—the creature even did a little cartwheel to celebrate. Alranne’s joy was a bit more muted, but from the grins shared between her and Lexi, I could tell both couldn’t be happier with their new arrangement.

With that bit of work done, I turned to Captain Flint and Seiryu.

“Are you two sure about this?” I asked. It was the last chance for Captain Flint and Seiryu to back down from becoming my monsters. Honestly, though, even if Captain Flint decided he didn’t want to join me after all, I was taking Seiryu. That monster belonged to me. He was my reward for everything I’d been through.

But I needn’t have worried. Both men looked ready and willing to join me.

“Aye,” Captain Flint said, giving his brother a nudge. “I’m ready to sign a Pact, Summoner. I have only one condition in signing over to you. I believe you know what it is…?”

Indeed I did. As soon as we got back to the Spire, Ryu and Seiryu wanted to be merged. The process of Monster Fusion would turn the pair into a single monster—one that made the two of them working in tandem look like a child’s toy in comparison. I couldn’t wait to see what would become.

We filled out the Pacts and added Captain Flint and Seiryu to my Digital Grimoire again. I couldn’t have been happier with the creatures I’d be bringing with me back to the Spire. We were packing some serious firepower, even before you took Monster Fusion into account.

We might actually be able to do this, I told myself, looking out over the waves. Kyros isn’t going to know what hit him. The First Summoner would never have expected me to get this powerful this quickly. We’ll have the element of surprise on our side.

But first, we had to head back to the Spire. I needed to heal and fuse my monsters, and I needed to find out what had happened in the world while we were away. Aquinas would be able to tell me more.

As I began the process to open a Fissure back to our home realm, I felt an elbow nudge me in the ribs. When I looked over, Lezabel was staring at me, her gaze making me feel like a piece of meat as she raked my body up and down.

“Don’t forget,” the demoness said, lowering her voice to a husky whisper. “You’ve got business to finish with me once we get home.”

Of course we did. Looking at her, I felt my cock swell in my boxers.

“I let Shortcake cut in line because I felt sorry for the little goblin,” Lezabel said, her long, black-tipped nails digging into my wrist, “but no more. I expect to be your first priority tonight, Summoner. You’d better give me all the time and attention I want.”

She’d get plenty. I was planning on celebrating our victorious return in a truly Tim Dent way. Several women. No protection. No pulling out.

Fuck, I thought, watching as the hole in reality cut across the deck of the Glen Carrig, let’s have some fun!

We stepped through the fissure and were gone.


Chapter 15

In objective time, it hadn’t been long since we’d seen the Spire. Despite how long it felt and how much we’d been through, we’d really only been in the realm of Lagoon for less than a month. Our entire journey on the Glen Carrig took up no more than two or three weeks, and we’d spent hardly any time in Marauder’s Reef.

But it felt like a fucking lifetime.

The first thing I noticed was the chill. My harem and I smelled like salt and sand after our travels in Lagoon, and we’d gotten used to the scorching days and balmy nights of that realm. The members of our group capable of getting tans had them. We all looked like we’d just come back from a Caribbean vacation, which clashed horribly with the medieval castle and the forest surrounding us.

“I kind of want to stay this way,” Lexi told me as we headed into the great room of my castle. “If we didn’t have to save the world, I’d say we ought to relocate to a tropical realm year-round.”

“You look cute with a little tan on you,” Maria agreed. “A hot little beach bunny. Promise you’ll take us there on vacation once you make Kyros your bitch, Tim?”

“Definitely,” I agreed, giving them both my patented panty-melting smirk. “I can’t wait to watch you two rub sunscreen on each other’s backs.

While my harem girls giggled at the thought of a little Jimmy Buffet vacation on the beach, I looked around for any signs that Aquinas had been here while we were gone. The master of the Cathedral of Umbra wasn’t used to leaving his personal pocket dimension, but I’d managed to extract a promise from him before we left for Lagoon that he’d drop in periodically to check in on the place.

Part of me wanted to make sure Kyros didn’t find it, and another part of me wanted Aquinas on the grounds because I wanted to have Monster Fusion on tap whenever I needed it.

“Hello?” I asked, cupping my hands around my mouth as we moved into the castle’s dining hall. “Anybody home?”

I always felt this way after coming home from a long vacation. Energized, charged up, and ready to kick ass and take names. But normally we were talking about a few days at the beach or at a theme park, not an adventure involving demigods. The feelings were the same, though.

“I don’t think anyone’s here,” Lezabel purred, gently raking my shoulders with her nails. “We have the whole place to ourselves, Summoner. Why don’t you lay me down on one of these tables and have your way with me?”

I totally wanted to. Before I could, though, the sound of a screen sliding to the side reached my ears from the far side of the dining room.

“Hello?” a querulous voice asked. “Who’s there?”

I couldn’t believe my eyes. It was Aquinas.

The man looked like you could have put his picture next to the word ‘stress’ in the dictionary. His suit was as fancy as ever, but he looked like he’d been sleeping in it. His hair was a matted mess, and his shoes looked scuffed and dirty as if he’d been running through the woods outside of the castle in his free time.

Dimly, I wondered what the hell he’d been up to while we were gone. And what might have happened to make him look the way he did.

“Hey,” I said, lifting a hand and making myself smile, “we’re back!”

It was like someone had flipped a switch inside Lezabel. In the blink of an eye, she went from a needy sex kitten to a completely professional demoness—as if she’d never even thought about taking liberties with me. She straightened up, her back tensing like a ramrod as she presented us to her former boss.

I wondered why she bothered. Aquinas knew that Lezabel was my monster now; she’d joined my harem in spirit when she agreed to leave the Cathedral of Umbra, even if she hadn’t yet joined it in body. Surely, the man knew what attractive men and women did together when thrown together by circumstance, right?

Perhaps not.

Aquinas launched into a dead run as he crossed the dining room. By the time he reached us, there were tears in the corners of his eyes.

“I thought I would never see you again!” he said, wringing his hands. I wasn’t sure whom this remark was meant for—me or Lezabel. “You were supposed to step into Lagoon and come right back! When the Fissure closed and didn’t open again, I thought you were all lost! That Kyros would get you!”

“More like that Kyros would get you,” Lezabel muttered in a voice too low for her former boss to hear. The demoness’s eyes narrowed, though the expression on her face was as neutral and professional as ever.

“We’re fine,” I said, looking up and down the dining hall. “You wouldn’t happen to have some refreshments stashed around here, would you? I’ve got one hell of a story to tell.”

As it so happened, Aquinas did. Once he and Lezabel raided the larder for some grub and put on an oversized pot of coffee, my harem seated itself at one of the large tables dominating the eating space. Over food and drink, I told Aquinas the whole story of what had happened to us in Lagoon.

As I did, I realized what an adventure we’d been on. Stranded in a tropical land of islands and pirate ships, we’d fallen in with a crew of monster hunters on a sailing ship called the Glen Carrig. We’d been to Marauder’s Reef, a hive of illicit pirate activity, and we’d visited an arena where monsters did battle for fabulous prizes. Finally, we’d traveled beneath the waves in a magic bubble called an Airseed, raiding a lost, underwater city in order to save Captain Flint from the Azure Dragon, Seiryu.

The telling took over an hour. Lezabel and Shortcake took turns getting everyone refills, moving on some secret schedule I couldn’t figure out. Aquinas looked more and more amazed the further I got through the story—by the time I reached the fight between Ryu and Seiryu, he was openly staring at me, his jaw hanging open with awe.

“That’s amazing,” he whispered, shaking his head. “The power of such creatures… the majesty… I know you probably don’t feel this way at the moment, Summoner, but you were lucky to be in the middle of such a battle. There are Summoners who’d gladly risk their lives to witness such a bout, to be in proximity of high-level monsters like that…”

I couldn’t stop the laugh that bubbled up in my throat. “Proximity?” I asked, gesturing at my Digital Grimoire. “Hell. I own both of those monsters, Aquinas.”

You could have knocked the man over with a feather. Something inside Aquinas deflated like the bubble of anxiety that had kept him in constant motion while we were gone had finally popped. Relief flooded his features as he realized I’d brought both Key Monsters back with me from Lagoon, inside my Digital Grimoire.

“That’s… that’s amazing, Summoner,” the man said, sounding truly impressed. “Well done. Truly, truly well done. I’ve gone from being worried about your safety to truly questioning if there’s any ceiling on how high you can climb!”

“Thanks,” I said, stretching and sighing. The coffee burned through my bloodstream, blunted somewhat by the food I’d eaten. I wanted to stretch out in my big old bed and get a proper night’s sleep for once—after fucking Lezabel six ways from Sunday and binding her to my harem, of course. “I’m fucking wiped, though.”

“One other thing.” I nodded at Lexi and Maria. “We found a way to give Maria and Lexi their own monsters.”

Aquinas turned, only now noticing the black bracelets both human members of my harem wore. When he saw them, his eyes nearly fell out of his head.

“Girls,” I said, favoring the pair with a grin, “why don’t you show Aquinas what you’re working with?”

As the master of the Cathedral of Umbra gawked, amazed, Lexi and Maria each summoned their personal monsters. A pair of lightning bolts flashed through the dining hall as Nekomara appeared, followed shortly after by Alranne. Both looked around with pleased expressions, happy to be where they’d been told they’d be summoned next for a change.

“Nice,” Nekomara said, elbowing Alranne in the ribs. “Very nice. We’re moving up in the world!”

As my women’s monsters checked out the castle, Aquinas checked out the monsters. “Feline-based offensive monster,” he murmured, looking Nekomara up and down with a gaze that didn’t have the slightest bit of romantic interest in it. “And an earth elemental… no, a plant elemental. What an interesting offshoot of the main branch of monstrous development!” He turned to me, his eyes filled with interest. “You say you purchased these two monsters, Summoner? In some kind of arena?”

It had been a bit more complicated than that, but that was the gist of it. “Something like that,” I said, nodding at my women. “They’re going to need some monster ore of their own—right now, they’re burning through my stockpile every time they summon their own monsters. It’s a drop in the bucket, of course, but those drops will add up eventually.”

Aquinas caught himself, nodding. The man rarely if ever thought about monster ore. The Cathedral of Umbra, being a neutral realm devoted entirely to Monster Fusion, could be visited by monsters of any strike without incurring a penalty. I wondered if he could do the same to our home?

“Of course, of course,” Aquinas said, reading my mind. “I can certainly hook you up with a great deal of the stuff at a low price, Summoner. But perhaps it would be even more useful to enchant your castle the way I’ve done with the Cathedral of Umbra? That way, your monsters could walk the ground whenever they wished without worrying about cost or being unsummoned back to your Grimoire.”

It was the exact thing I’d been hoping for. “Absolutely,” I told the man, pleased that he was so amenable to the change. “I’d appreciate that greatly, Aquinas.”

He was already thinking about how to make it happen. “I’ll just need to run back to the Cathedral,” he said, putting a hand to his chin as he stared into the middle distance. “It will be a bit complicated, but I should be able to make this a monster-ore-free zone as early as tomorrow morning. Assuming you’ll need it, of course.”

Hmm? I’d been about to pull my own monsters out of the Digital Grimoire and ask Aquinas to fuse them up while we were visiting his home. What did he mean about not needing his services?

“What does that mean?” Lexi asked for me. “Why wouldn’t we want that?”

Aquinas blinked. “Well, you’re planning on attacking Blackwood, aren’t you?” he asked. He sounded as if he were hoping beyond hope that the answer was still yes. “Kyros has almost completed his Spire. Once it’s done, no one in this or any realm will be able to stand against him. He’ll have totally mastered Monster Fusion.”

“Shit,” I whispered. “I didn’t realize he’d made that much progress while we were away.”

A strange smile spread across Aquinas’s face. “He would have made even more,” the man admitted, chuckling to himself, “but Kyros has been dealing with a few problems recently.”

“What kind of problems?” I asked. I had a feeling I was going to want to hear this.

I was right. “Sabotage,” Aquinas said, making no effort to hide how pleased he was by the matter. “From both within and without, I’ve heard. Groups of Summoners outside Blackwood are trying to slow down what Kyros and his flunkies call the ‘Great Work’. And even inside Blackwood, where the punishment for disobedience is much higher, the captive faculty of the Institute resist him. Slowing work where they can—and throwing a wrench into the mix whenever they have the opportunity.”

I nodded. “Not all of the Blackwood members, though,” I told the man. “Two of them followed us into Lagoon and tried to kill us.” Briefly, I told them what had happened to them.

When Aquinas heard, he let out a low, amazed whistle. “You used Magog?” he asked, his brows shooting skyward.

“Why?” I blurted. He’d made it sound like I’d just confessed to carving up the family dog. Like I’d done something both extreme and hideous.

Aquinas’s lips formed a tight little line. “Spells like that damage the caster greatly,” he said, seeing in my eyes that I’d already experienced that side effect firsthand. “They’re known as Penultimate spells—they’re the level just beneath the absolute apex of what magical mastery can bestow on a practitioner. Most students, even those who excel at Blackwood, will never experience what it’s like to cast one.”

“Good for them,” I said, laughing. “It hurt like hell.”

“I imagine it did,” Aquinas said, looking serious. “Penultimate spells have nearly the same destructive power as the mastery spells granted to the most potent, learned magicians—but they come with a massive cost. To cast Magog as your first Penultimate spell must have torn you apart inside. I’m amazed you survived, Tim.”

“It was a close thing,” I said, my stomach sinking. “If it weren’t for Lexi, I don’t think I would have made it out.” Something else occurred to me, which pulled my mind away from the morbid thoughts of what might have happened if my women and my monsters had been less prepared to heal me. “Why would anyone even use these spells if they do so much damage to the caster?”

To my surprise, Aquinas laughed. “Spite is a powerful motivator, Summoner,” he said, giving me a strange look. “You saw how powerful Magog is firsthand. From what you told me, you destroyed an entire ship full of monsters and two of Blackwood’s most powerful summoners, all without breaking a sweat. That’s the kind of damage many people would gladly take a little pain in exchange for being able to dish out.”

Maybe. But it had been way more than a little pain. But perhaps I understood. If it came down to it, would I do that to myself again in order to bring Kyros down?

I looked at my harem, thinking about the beautiful women who depended on me, and realized that there was really only one answer.

“Fair enough,” I said, tapping my Digital Grimoire. I needed to get monsters out and show them to Aquinas before he sized them up for their Monster Fusion prospects. I had a feeling he was going to be pleased. “I wouldn’t have thought losing a third of my health bar could hurt so fucking bad, but maybe spells I cast on myself work a little bit differently than those I cast on the bad guys.”

Aquinas seemed confused. “Only a third?” he asked, his brows furrowing together. “That doesn’t make any sense.”

That was news to me. “It doesn’t?”

“Penultimate spells are powered by the blood and health of the caster,” Aquinas explained. “The spell should have drained your hit points, true, but it ought to have drained them a great deal more than merely a third. Are you certain you saw the Digital Grimoire correctly?”

“I did,” I said with a frown. “How much should it have taken?”

Aquinas either didn’t hear me or wasn’t listening. “Perhaps you were looking at one of your monsters in the Grimoire and didn’t realize,” he mused, pressing his fingertips to his chin. “It’s an easy enough mistake to make—”

“I didn’t make a mistake,” I said firmly. “It burned away a third of my hit points exactly. How many should it have taken?”

The man’s eyes widened at my tone. “All of it,” he blurted, looking chastened. “You should have had a fraction of your original hit points remaining. One or perhaps two. You should have been as close to dead as it was possible for a human being to be.”

Well. I’d certainly felt like it, at least. Though I wondered why my hit points bar on my Digital Grimoire hadn’t properly reflected the damage I’d done to myself. Not for a moment did I think that I might have misread the device or that I simply hadn’t seen the actual figures. That just wasn’t possible.

“I suppose that’s something I’ll have to keep an eye on,” I told Aquinas. “I don’t have any intention of casting that spell again, for what it’s worth. I will, if I have to in order to defend myself or my harem, but next time I’ll keep a couple healers on hand when I do it.”

With that bit of business taken care of for the moment, I moved to showing off my new toys to Aquinas. “Any chance you could take care of an extra errand for me when we hit up the Cathedral?” I asked, tapping the buttons on my Digital Grimoire.

The man’s mouth was half open when a pair of rippling waves of light washed over the dining hall. As both faded, the figures of Captain Flint and his brother Seiryu stood a stone’s throw in front of us, lounging next to the space where the servants would have brought food in medieval days.

Aquinas’s eyes nearly fell out of his head. “Good Gods!” the man cried, staring at the pair of monsters. “You really did bring them with you!”

Did you think I left them behind? I thought, unable to keep from narrowing my eyes in Aquinas’s direction.

Neither Captain Flint nor Seiryu appeared the least bit put out to be stared at like butterflies in a box. The captain chuckled as Aquinas approached, stroking his long red beard and grinning. Seiryu was his normal quiet self, just watching as the master of the Cathedral of Umbra held himself on the point of freaking out.

“Dragons,” Aquinas whispered, taking mental measurements of the captain and Seiryu’s dimensions. “Extremely powerful… third or fourth tier, at the absolute lowest. My Gods… yes, the power!”

“We’ve been told that,” Seiryu said, his eyes sparkling with quiet good humor.

Aquinas whirled on me. “Neither of these monsters is quite on the level of Kyros’ front line,” the man said, dropping his voice as he realized he was speaking loud enough for Seiryu and the captain to overhear. “But together, working in concert, they might be able to take down one of his first-tier fighters. Hmm… yes!”

The man gave me an amazed look. “I never would have expected you to bag monsters of this level of power, Summoner. Truly, my father made the right choice when he selected you to be granted the powers of the Cathedral of Umbra…”

A sour feeling spread through my stomach. I didn’t like being reminded of Aquinas’s mysterious father. I’d only met the man once—and even that might not have been real as I’d been unconscious when the two of us made contact. Our goals might have aligned for the moment, but I had the distinct impression that the two of us were not friends. Or even allies.

Once Aquinas calmed down, the man led us from the dining hall back into the courtyard. The red carpet I remembered still stretched across the grass, slashing horizontally over it like a monster’s long tongue.

At the spot where its mouth would have been, there was a hole in reality.

Most Fissures were temporary creations as a crack connecting two completely different planes of existence would be expected to be. They remained open only as long as a Summoner pumped magic into them, sealing behind the traveler as soon as they’d left one realm and entered another. The Fissure in our Spire was different. It remained open 24/7, always available for me or my harem whenever we needed it.

On the other side was the Cathedral of Umbra. Aquinas’s home, Lezabel’s former abode, and one of the only places left in the universe where someone could fuse monsters together.

Aquinas approached the gateway with a spring in his step, looking eager to begin. “I’ve kept it warm for you,” the man said, glancing over his shoulder. In front of him, the hole in reality sizzled like droplets of water on a hot griddle. “I admit I haven’t spent much time in my own home with your geas upon me. I’ve been watching over your Spire, making sure that no enemies from any realm threaten it!”

“He’s been hiding here because he’s afraid Kyros is going to find the Cathedral of Umbra,” Lezabel stage whispered to me. “Don’t believe him when he tells you he’s doing anything for heroic reasons.”

I didn’t. “Thanks,” I said. Then I gave her a squeeze on her bottom that made her jaw drop. “Don’t think I’ve forgotten about my promise to you, demoness.”

Spots of color rose to Lezabel’s cheeks. “You’re damned right,” she said, showing her fangs.

Together, we stepped through the Fissure.

The sensation of traveling from one realm to another was one I never thought I’d truly get used to. As my feet touched the floor of the Cathedral of Umbra, a sense of dislocation washed over me. I felt unmoored from reality for a long moment, my heart pounding against my ribcage like the beating of a hummingbird’s wings.

Then it faded, and my heart rate went back to normal. The cathedral looked more or less the way I’d left it, though it had reverted a bit to its bachelor pad nature with Lezabel gone. I wondered how much of the cleaning had been left up to the beautiful demoness—and whether she’d done it without complaint. Perhaps the money had been good enough for her to overlook her former master’s peccadilloes.

“Two new Grimoires and some of the most powerful monsters I’ve ever seen!” Aquinas looked as if the same dislocating excitement had hit him during the travel between realms, but, unlike me, it hadn’t faded. “Amazing times, Summoner! Follow me!”

With the captain and Seiryu at my side, we made our way to the center of the cathedral. The massive Fusion device at the chamber’s heart resembled the ones I’d seen in Trephine, in Lagoon, and in a half-finished form at the center of the conquered Blackwood Institute.

Specifically, it looked like a massive egg. Flint and Seiryu were about to climb inside it—and when they left, they’d be a whole other monster.

Neither man looked particularly bothered by the possibilities of fusion. I suspected I wouldn’t have been able to handle it with nearly as much grace as them—or of Frick back when the little imp had been fused with Pentacle. This is what the captain wants, I told myself, shrugging. He devoted his life to making sure Seiryu could never do to anyone else what he did to Ryu and his city. After this, he’ll have succeeded.

Captain Flint tipped his hat to me before climbing into the device. Seiryu followed, crawling into the massive egg without a hint of hesitation. It closed around them, hissing smoke as Aquinas began the process. Only he and a handful of other people in the whole universe could control such a thing.

The egg rumbled and spat. The lights inside the cathedral dimmed as if the very energy of the realm itself were being temporarily drained in order to power whatever happened within the Monster Fusion chamber. Lezabel leaned against me and laced her fingers through mine, winking at me as the clunking and groaning from within the device reached a crescendo.

“Soon,” she whispered, pursing her lips as she gave me a kiss. “I’m ready, Summoner. I’ve never been more ready…”

I would have had something naughty to say if the fusion chamber hadn’t taken that moment to open. The two halves of the egg separated with a massive hiss and a gout of steam, revealing the fused monster within. Time itself seemed to skip a beat like the pause between two heartbeats as we waited to see what had been formed.

Captain Flint strode from within. Only he’d been changed.

His brilliant red hair was now shot through with streaks of blond. His eyepatch had disappeared, and now his eyes were two different colors—the ordinary brown of Captain Flint’s face and the piercing blue of Seiryu. Most startling was the fact that he’d gained six inches in height and what looked like twenty or thirty pounds of muscle. His uniform had been replaced with the most expensive-looking pirate outfit I’d seen, and a pair of twin blunderbusses dangled from his belt along with his cutlass.

“Captain?” I asked. “Is that you?”

The man grinned. “Ye can call me King Ryu now,” he said, laughing as if every burden he’d carried had suddenly been lightened. “I feel wonderful, lad! I’m in here, and Seiryu is, too. We’re finally in harmony—the Azure Dragon and the Crimson. I would transform right now, but I fear I’d blow the roof off this cathedral!”

“Don’t do that,” Aquinas said, lifting his hands. “Gods, no! Save that heat for Kyros!”

Kyros. The reminder sharpened my will.

“Captain,” I said before correcting myself. “King Ryu. How are you feeling?”

A strange sequence of looks flickered across King Ryu’s face. For a moment I could see his brother’s gaze peering out from behind his eyes, then the familiar face I knew settled itself back into place.

“You can just call me Ryu,” the man said. “Even Captain Flint is fine, if you really can’t stop yourself. Take a look at my information on your Grimoire if you’d like to know more, I suppose.”

I did. The vital statistics had already begun to populate. I felt my jaw drop. King Ryu was far more physically powerful than any other monster I’d formed a pact with, and he was capable of performing a bewildering number of different attacks and spells. My eyes glazed over as I read off one, then two dozen of King Ryu’s spells and abilities.

“Lad, take it easy,” King Ryu said gently. “Here, let me help. If we’re taking on the likes of Kyros and his powerful monsters, perhaps these two will be the most relevant.

Empyrean Siphon

Powerful life-drain spell that leaches health and mana from the target and feeds it to the caster

Hypercharge

Single-target buff that causes the recipient’s next spell or attack to do 250% damage

“Thanks,” I said to King Ryu, still amazed by his stats and his vast arsenal. I could never have wielded a monster like this effectively when I’d last left the Cathedral of Umbra. With Captain Flint’s help, I could now. “You’re even more powerful than I thought. Fusing you with your brother did you the world of good.”

King Ryu’s guffaw was half-Flint, half-Seiryu. “You don’t know the half of it, Summoner. God willing, you never will.”

I didn’t want to go down that road. “Tomorrow we’ll be traveling to Blackwood,” I told the man. “You’ll be at the head of my army. Are you ready for that?”

The monster might have been the fusion of two incredibly powerful dragons, but his answering smirk was all Captain Flint. “I was born ready,” the monster told me, twirling one of his blunderbusses. “You can count on me, lad. We’ll free those people and stop Kyros from completing the Spire.”

Suddenly all my women were staring at me. Worry filled their eyes.

“I am the last person to doubt you,” Lexi said, turning to face me. In her eyes, I saw the love and devotion that she had for me—but I also saw her concern. “I mean, shit, Tim, you pulled us both out of Hyperborea when I thought we’d both freeze to death in the snow. If anyone’s ever earned the benefit of the doubt it’s definitely you.”

“And yet,” I said, letting each of the women see my confident smile, “you don’t think it can be done, do you?”

Lexi shared a look with Maria. Neither of them wanted to say it, but I could tell what they were thinking. Honestly, they weren’t even wrong to think the way they were. The situation looked pretty hopeless.

“We’re just not sure how an assault on Blackwood can possibly succeed,” Maria said, coming to her best friend’s aid. “We know you have an ultimate monster now, Tim. But Kyros has two.”

“And a whole lot of other monsters besides,” Lezabel said gravely. “Not to mention the entire faculty of the Blackwood Institute on his side.”

Now that was where they were wrong. “I’ve got an ace up my sleeve,” I told my harem, nodding. For now, I intended to hold my cards close to my chest. Any good gambler knew to hang onto their advantages and press them at the moment when they could do the most damage. “I know it seems impossible, but I’m asking you all to trust me. I’m going to bring us through this.”

Each of my women looked more certain than before. “Yes, sir!” Shortcake cried, giving me a mock salute. “We’ll follow wherever you lead, Captain!”

Yes, they would.

“We’re going to go back to Blackwood,” I told the group. “At dawn tomorrow, we strike.”

One way or another, the world of summoning would never be the same.


Chapter 16

The halls of the Spire were quiet.

It felt as if the entire world had paused—like all of reality rested between two of the Heart’s mammoth heartbeats. The forest surrounding our castle was supernaturally still, the cold moonlight bathing the walls and towers in an unearthly glow. Everything was peaceful and kind of creepy, which only increased my excitement.

There was little chance of me getting much sleep on a night like this. Forget Christmas, the night before our assault on Blackwood felt like every Christmas Eve rolled into one—and given a hefty dose of steroids. Tomorrow, the fate of summoning would be decided for all times.

I’d been anything but idle. There was so much to do before we left in the morning—a shocking amount. I had to have monster ore, I needed to have a battle plan that was firm yet flexible, and I needed every single one of my monsters in tip-top shape. A chain was only as strong as its weakest link—if I brought any weak links with me to Blackwood, I could kiss my chances of defeating Kyros goodbye.

After we came back from the Cathedral of Umbra with my new monster King Ryu in tow, I’d gotten to work. Aquinas and I finally established the Spire as a zone requiring no monster ore in order to power my monsters, which made all the steps that followed that first one a whole hell of a lot easier. My whole team could put their heels up when they were home, getting much-needed rest and relaxation between adventures.

There was so much to do that it would have been easy to neglect my harem duties. None of my women would have blamed me if their beds were cold on a night like this—even Lezabel would have forgiven me despite her needs. They all knew how much stress I was under, how much pressure there was on me to perform.

But I hadn’t forgotten them. And most importantly, I hadn’t forgotten Lezabel.

I’d been thinking about that beautiful demoness all night. The memory of her on her knees in a Marauder’s Reef alleyway was never far from my mind, and the thoughts of what we’d left unfinished were the dictionary definition of bittersweet.

Even more so than my women, I needed something to take my mind off the battle to come. If I was going to get any rest before I led the assault on the Blackwood Institute, I needed to sink my dick into something tight and wet and drain my balls. Lezabel was a perfect fit—or at least, I suspected she would be.

This was why I found myself skulking about the halls of the Spire’s outermost building sometime after midnight. The biggest bedchamber in the castle was dominated by the women who’d already joined my harem, which meant Lezabel had her own private quarters a little bit farther away. At this time of night, she was likely either passed out or pining for me between the sheets. Whether I interrupted her slumber or her self-pleasure was immaterial: as soon as she realized I was there, she’d be aching to get me inside her.

The moon shone coldly onto my path as I picked my way through the palace. Here and there, arches of stone opened onto the courtyard, bringing with them a chilly wind. I wasn’t sure if there were seasons inside this realm or if the weather would be like this three hundred and sixty-five days a year. I’d never seen it rain on the Spire, come to think of it, and I’d certainly never seen it snow.

I was still thinking about the weather dynamics of magical dimensions when I heard the sound of voices. My ears pricked up, and I slowed my steps so as not to be heard.

Pressing my body against a tapestry on the wall, I leaned around a corner to get a look at what I was missing. Two figures stood in the shadows, their outlines making me think that there was a heated argument going on. I wasn’t sure who I’d stumbled upon, but one thing was for certain, I didn’t want them to know I was there before I felt ready to reveal myself.

“I can’t believe you,” one of the voices said. Instantly, I knew it was Aquinas: no one else in the Spire had that same strange accent. “Defying your mandate was one thing, demoness. Taking up with a human was quite another!”

That would be Lezabel, I thought, slipping in a little closer. If it was, then I gave myself fifty-fifty odds that the demoness had already heard me approach. Not that she ever would have let it show on her face. Lezabel was too good for that.

What was my demoness arguing with her former employer about?

“You don’t own me,” Lezabel growled. Though her voice sounded calm on the outside, someone who knew her as well as I did could pick up on the subtleties. The demoness was about as angry as I’d ever heard her, though a casual observer would never have known. “I don’t have to ask your permission to take a lover, Aquinas. And if I did have to ask permission, we both know it wouldn’t be you I was asking.”

The man reacted as if stung. I could tell that bringing his father into the mix was a low blow. “I may not be the one who pays your salary,” he admitted.

“Paid,” Lezabel corrected. “I don’t work for you or your father any longer.”

Even in the shadows, I could see the anguish on Aquinas’s face. “You signed a contract, demoness. You don’t realize what a position this puts me in. This so-called plan cannot go forward!”

“It’s not up to me,” Lezabel said blandly. A smirk tugged at the corner of her mouth, making her look sexier than ever. “Honestly, you think any of us can tell Tim what to do? Lexi and Maria are Latents. Submissiveness toward Summoners is literally in their DNA. And Shortcake would jump off a bridge if Tim commanded her to—you know that.”

All of that was true. I couldn’t help the way my heart swelled with pride at hearing it.

Aquinas sighed. “Which leaves only you,” he said, making a pleading gesture in Lezabel’s direction. “The voice of reason. You’re the only person who can convince him what folly this is, Lezabel. The only person who hasn’t completely had her brain rotted out by the Summoner and his harem powers—”

“My ears are burning,” I said, stepping out of the shadows.

Aquinas nearly jumped a foot into the air. Next to him, Lezabel had no reaction to my appearance, which told me she’d already heard me skulking through the castle. Figured, I told myself, suppressing a smirk.

“Tim!” Aquinas looked panicked. I could see the wheels turning behind the man’s eyes as he tried to figure out how much of his conversation I’d overheard. “Ah, it’s good to see you, Summoner! We were just discussing the plans for the attack tomorrow!”

“I believe you were trying to convince my girl to get me to change my mind about those plans,” I said, crossing my arms over my chest. “I gotta say, I didn’t expect to walk in on the two of you arguing about me.”

Lezabel looked relieved to have me here. “He started it,” she said flatly, jerking a thumb at her former employer. “I was waiting for you to finish your duties and come to my room. Then he showed up, insisting that we needed to have a late-night chat.”

The man’s face went the color of skim milk. “There was nothing improper, I assure you,” he said, almost comically worried about me thinking he’d been hitting on my girl. “The relationship between myself and Lezabel has never been anything but professional, Summoner!”

I knew that. The thought of Aquinas trying to work some game on the beautiful demoness made me laugh. Besides, I didn’t think the man swung that way in any case.

“I believe you,” I said, cutting through the bullshit. “Okay, convince me.”

Aquinas’s eyes went crossed. “Convince you of what, Summoner?”

I scoffed. “Cut out the middleman, Aquinas. Don’t bother trying to convince one of my girls that I shouldn’t be attacking Blackwood—do it yourself. You want me to pull back? I’m listening. Give me your reasons.”

The man clearly hadn’t expected this kind of reaction. From the look on his face, he’d been bracing for a fight, not a conversation. It took him a few moments to gather his thoughts and figure out where to begin. I spent those moments looking Lezabel up and down, taking in her shorter-than-usual skirt and tighter-than-usual button-down top. I wanted to tear those buttons off with my teeth and throw the skirt off the roof of the Spire.

“I… I spoke with my father.” Aquinas stared at the ground between his feet. “He thinks you’re going to die, Summoner.”

Really? Now this was news to me. “When was this?”

It wasn’t the question Aquinas had expected me to ask. “After performing your last Monster Fusion,” the man said after a moment’s pause to think. “He reached out to me shortly after you added King Ryu to your Grimoire. I can never tell when he’s going to want to speak to me—and I can’t go to him, so don’t bother asking. If I could set up a meeting between the two of you, I would, but it isn’t within my power.”

I believed him. Aquinas’s dad didn’t seem to be the kind of guy to keep open a constant line of communication. I could totally see him grabbing his son when there was something he needed to know, filling up on data, then shutting the door and getting to work. He probably left his wayward son in the dust.

“Fine,” I said, shrugging. “Your father is wrong.”

I was surprised by how much those four simple words set Aquinas off. The man grimaced as if I’d insulted his outfit, his eyes filling with an irritation that bordered on anger. “You don’t understand what you’re saying,” the man retorted, looking as if he knew he could set me straight. “I know you think you can outsmart your enemies, Summoner. I mean, hell, it’s worked out for you so far. But this is Kyros we’re talking about. One of the oldest and most powerful men to ever command a monster. You’re not ready for this.”

“I agree.”

Aquinas’s jaw dropped open. So did Lezabel’s.

“You do?” Aquinas asked.

I nodded. “I’m not ready. Ideally, I’d take a whole other year before bringing my crew to Blackwood. I’d like to have a half-dozen other monsters at my side when I go back to that place, every one of them just as powerful as King Ryu.” Then I grimaced. “But I can’t. I don’t have time. Kyros is constructing his own Spire in Blackwood, and it’s almost done.”

Aquinas couldn’t get around this simple fact. The man’s lips peeled back over his teeth as he tried. “It’s a suicide mission,” he spat. “Surely, you understand that, Summoner. Kyros cannot be defeated. All you’ll get for your trouble is a bunch of dead women and some monsters that the First Summoner will fuse into new troops for his army.”

I stared at the man, my expression filling with disdain. How could he be this much of a coward?

“I know that,” I said, sliding an arm around Lezabel’s waist as I spoke. The demoness pressed her body up against me so naturally that anyone who looked at the two of us would think we’d been in a relationship for years, if not decades. “Believe me, I worry about the same things you’re worrying about, Aquinas. They keep me up at night, wandering the halls of my castle like some sort of ghost from a storybook.”

Lezabel smiled at that.

“But—” Aquinas began.

I cut the man off. “If Kyros finishes that Spire, then nothing we do matters,” I said. It was the simple, brutal truth, and I let it out completely unvarnished. “He’ll be invincible and unbeatable. He’ll control the whole universe. So, yes, I know our odds aren’t good. But if we’re all going to be crushed under the First Summoner’s bootheel, I’d rather be able to say I went down fighting instead of hiding in a corner somewhere.”

Lezabel straightened up next to me, full of pride. This is why she follows me, I realized, holding her closer. This is why they all do. Because I can say things like that and truly mean them.

“Say to whom?” Aquinas asked, missing the point entirely. “You’ll be dead, Summoner. And your monsters will belong to Kyros.”

I shrugged. “Valhalla, maybe,” I said, sharing an impish grin with Lezabel. “I mean, shit, if magic exists, not to mention monsters, why not that?”

Aquinas sighed and threw up his hands. “At least leave Lezabel behind,” he said, his voice sliding into that pleading register that made my teeth ache. I really wished he wouldn’t do that. It wasn’t just unmanly, it was practically inhuman.

“I make my own decisions,” Lezabel snapped, the muscles in her back going all tense. “And I choose to follow Tim.”

“Yeah, we’re way beyond that now,” I said, agreeing with the demoness. “If we’re going to beat Kyros, we have to go all-in. Everyone who can fight does.” Then I grinned. “Besides, I’m never going to let Lezabel go. I decided that the moment she put my dick in her mouth.”

Aquinas’s face turned beet red. Spots of color rushed to the man’s cheeks as he no doubt was forced to picture what his prim, professional bodyguard looked like giving a man head in an alleyway.

“You… you bastard!” Aquinas snapped. I got the impression that for him, that was pretty much the equivalent of throwing an entire rant’s worth of swear words around. “How dare you?”

“How dare I?” I asked, smirking at Lezabel. “I dare. I most certainly dare, dude. I knew you had a crush on her.”

Aquinas looked offended by the insinuation—and to my surprise, I believed him. He looked honestly upset at the idea that I’d boil his and Lezabel’s relationship down to an unrequited crush.

“You don’t understand the first thing about me,” the man said, getting heated. “You’re like a child, Summoner! You’ve gained all this power, but you haven’t earned the discipline to match.”

“Now that,” I said, shaking my head, “is one hell of a thing to say. You think I haven’t earned what I’ve got?”

“You don’t realize what a difficult position you’re putting all of us in,” Aquinas hissed. Interestingly, those were the same words he’d used with Lezabel back when he hadn’t realized I was listening in on the two of them—except he hadn’t used the phrase all of us before. It had just been him in the difficult position. “You don’t have the faintest idea what kind of consequences your decisions will have!”

I couldn’t stop myself. I laughed. “You really don’t get it, do you?” I asked, putting as much sarcasm into my voice as I could. “Jesus, you’re something else, Aquinas. I thought you were on my side.”

“I am,” the man protested. “My father—”

I’d heard enough about that strange old coot. Enough to last a lifetime.

“I don’t give a fuck about your father,” I shot back. The vehemence in my own voice shocked me, but it felt real. Next to me, Lezabel made a surprised face and stiffened as if I’d just delivered a serious insult. “Honestly, Aquinas, neither should you. It is past time you grew up.”

The man had gone very quiet and very pale. Was he really that worried about his father? I certainly wasn’t. I had bigger fish to fry—like Kyros and his entire army of flunkies that were currently occupying Blackwood.

The man could clearly see that I was over our fight. As a last-ditch effort, Aquinas ignored me entirely, pleading his case to Lezabel directly. “Please,” he said, sounding so whiny that it hurt my ears, “the Summoner doesn’t understand what I’m trying to say, Lezabel. But you do. You’ve been around the block a few times—you can make him understand. He needs to reconsider this!”

Lezabel just shook her head. There had never been a single chance my demoness would turn against me or seriously entertain the offers of those who didn’t have my best interests at heart.

“I know,” the demoness said, holding me tighter. “I just don’t care. I love him, Aquinas.”

The man’s face fell. As certain as I was that there was no hidden crush or secret pining between Aquinas and Lezabel, it was impossible to look at the expression on the dapper man’s face and not see the fracturing of a deep, established relationship, even if it had merely been a professional one for the most part, rather than a friendship.

“I know you do,” Aquinas said gravely. “I can see it. Which is why you should convince him to change his plans.”

“I won’t.” Lezabel shook her head even harder, her horns and fangs growing just a touch longer and sharper as she embraced a tiny portion of her monstrous power. “Tim is right. We need to fight; otherwise, Kyros will win by default. Even if we lose, it’s better to go down fighting than to surrender. Surely your father would know that?”

It was this—Lezabel mentioning Aquinas’s father to his face—that finally set the man over the edge. His face contorted with anger, changing in an instant like the flipping of a switch. I realized that Aquinas had been trying to hold back this rage for our entire conversation and that only now he had no hope of convincing me to change my course could he let himself feel the way he wanted to feel.

“Fine!” the man yelled, throwing his fists in the air. “See if I care! Best of luck, Summoner—you’re going to need it!”

Despite the insult, something inside me wanted to call out to Aquinas. But the moment passed as the man stomped away from us both, heading down the hallway to the main lobby of the castle like a power walker on a treadmill. Both Lezabel and I watched him go, our expressions somewhere between shock and disbelief.

“I’ve never seen him like that,” Lezabel said in a small voice.

“I guess I really pissed him off,” I said, my hand straying to the demoness’s ass.

A few moments later we heard echoing footsteps from the main hall. Lezabel and I walked to the window just in time to see Aquinas walk across the red carpet and step through the Fissure leading to the Cathedral of Umbra. The moment he was gone, the carpet rolled itself up into a ball and slid through the door right along with him, disappearing like the end of a Hollywood premiere.

An instant later, the door sizzled shut. Our always-open connection to the Cathedral of Umbra had just been shut.

I’d lost my powers of Monster Fusion.

Both Lezabel and I were silent for a long moment, staring at the space where the fissure had been a minute ago. Then I tossed back my head and let out a disbelieving laugh.

“Wow,” I said, wiping my eyes with the back of my hand. “I must have seriously pissed him off.”

“He’ll be back,” Lezabel said, her eyes traveling back to me. “Probably. If not, you already got all the fusion you need taken care of. Any last-minute ideas would have to wait until after the fight, in any case.”

“Yeah,” I said, rubbing the back of my neck.

It was true that I’d already extracted just about as much advantage from Aquinas as it was possible to get from the man and his cathedral, but the thought of losing him on the eve of such an important battle gave me pause. I wished I could reach through the gap between worlds and say a few words to him, even if they probably wouldn’t have been able to convince him to reestablish communication.

“He’s on your side,” Lezabel said after a moment. It sounded like she was summing up the whole conversation. “He’s just frightened. Things will be very, very bad for him if Kyros wins. He’s seeing the possibility of his safe realms being pulled out from underneath him, and he’s getting desperate.”

“He should be happy for us,” I said, shaking my head. “We’re the only hope he’s got left.”

Was that really true, though? Aquinas certainly seemed to be relying on the possibility of his much-vaunted father acting as the cavalry. I admit, the thought had occurred to me as well. Whoever the man truly was, he’d doubtless be a powerful ally on the battlefield.

“He doesn’t see things that way,” Lezabel said simply. “He’s not like us, Tim. You shouldn’t try to fit him into your box…”

The way Lezabel stared at me suddenly made me feel hot. The demoness pursed her lips, her eyes telling me she wanted to fit me into her box as quickly as possible. Suddenly, all the things I’d been holding back came rushing in. My need for connection, for intimacy—to decompress and feel some pleasure before the battle tomorrow.

My cock perked up in my pants, growing as hard as an iron girder. Fuck, it felt so good to be turned on around a girl as hot as Lezabel.

“So,” I said, matching her grin with one of my own, “should we head back to your room or…?”

“I don’t think we’re going to make it to the room,” Lezabel growled.

Then she jumped into my arms and kissed me.


Chapter 17

Fire.

That’s how it felt, kissing Lezabel. No matter how many times I held the gorgeous demoness in my arms and made out with her—before or after adding her to my harem of babes—her lips never failed to make me feel as if someone had injected gasoline into my veins and lit a match.

Just kissing Lezabel felt better than the sex I’d had with my human partners back on Earth. Everything about the monster was just built for pleasure—my pleasure.

Lezabel pushed me against a nearby wall, using her heel to brace herself against the floor. The demoness had a strength that was all out of proportion with her slender, curvy body, amplified by her monstrous nature. Normally, I liked being the dominant one in bed, and I still intended to give Lezabel a little bit of discipline when I finally fucked her.

But being thrown around by her was kinda hot. I had to admit it.

The demoness wasted no time. She grabbed my hair with her long nails and pulled my mouth to hers, inviting me to slide my tongue down her throat and caress her body with my fingers. I did both, tugging off the buttons of her shirt as we made out hot and heavy, not caring who might stop by and see us.

“Fuck, I need you now!” Lezabel broke the kiss by biting down on my bottom lip, so hard that I tasted blood. The demoness’s body was alive with arousal, heat pouring off her skin like she’d been sunbathing for hours in the middle of a desert. Sweat beaded on her cherry-red skin, and I had to resist the urge to lick it off her. “Fuck me, Tim! I need you to fuck me!”

“Yes, ma’am,” I grunted, sliding my hands beneath her round, heart-shaped ass.

Lezabel let out a little squeal as I lifted her off the ground. Despite her strength, the demoness was surprisingly light in my arms—so easy to swing around and contort into any number of exciting positions. For now, I settled on switching places, shoving her against the wall and hiking up her skirt as she wrapped her legs around my waist.

Lezabel wasn’t wearing any panties. Her pussy was freshly shaved, the cherry-red valley between her thighs shining with juice. The fact that she’d made herself ready for me turned me on even more.

“Bad girl,” I grunted, sliding my free hand between her thighs. “Naughty little monster. You wore this short skirt with no panties underneath, knowing all the while that I was going to discover it.”

“Nnnngh, yes, I’m bad,” the demoness panted, grinding her pussy against my fingers. “Fuck, please show me how bad I am!”

My fingers pressed into her channel. Good God, she was hot and wet!

“This wet little kitty was dripping for me all night long,” I grunted, shoving her against the wall as I began to finger her. “You’re so hot for me all the time, aren’t you? Fuck, I can feel you quivering!”

I wasn’t kidding. Her walls clenched around me, tensing and releasing in ways that made me think of how my cock would feel buried hilt-deep inside her. The thought made me throb.

“Mmmnh, God, yes!” Lezabel was like a wild thing in my arms, more a creature than anything that could properly be called a human being. “You feel how fucking wet I am, baby?”

The question was rhetorical. “Damn right, I do.”

Lezabel grabbed my wrist and slid my fingers deeper inside her. The heat that enveloped them made me moan, knowing that it would soon be my cock that got that kingly treatment.

“I want you to know,” she growled in my ear, “that wetness is for you. You’re the one who does this to me, baby. When you put your hand down there, I want you to know that every bit of that is for you…”

Fuck! No guy could hear something like that and not lose control. I needed to be inside her, and I needed it now.

Grunting, I shoved Lezabel up against the wall. My hands slid beneath her thick thighs, lifting her up to the proper height as she wrapped her legs around me. She was so light and lithe in my arms that it would be no trouble to fuck her standing—to pound her against the stone like a rag doll, fucking her hard and deep.

Using my body as leverage to hold her up, I reached down and pulled off my belt. It landed on the floor, and thoughts of using it to punish Lezabel flashed before my eyes. The leather strap against her ass—what could be better than that?

But first this. We needed to put out this fire between us, quench it with pure primal pleasure.

I tugged my pants and boxers down to my knees. My cock stood straight and true like someone had shoved the branch of a tree between my legs. The crown grazed the roughness of Lezabel’s inner thigh and left a streak of precum there, the friction making me moan.

“Fuck, you’re huge,” Lezabel gasped, sounding honestly shocked. “Shit!”

I couldn’t help but chuckle. “Lexi and Maria didn’t tell you?”

“They did.” Somehow, Lezabel managed to look almost bashful in the throes of passion. “But they’re always talking you up. Even if you were a perfectly average guy, they’d have been telling me about how you impaled them with your foot-long monster…”

As she spoke, the demoness’s eyes traveled to my cock. A little whimper escaped her lips, which was the single greatest turn-on I’d ever experienced. That a powerful, beautiful demoness like her might actually be intimidated by my size? God, that was hot!

“My girls don’t lie,” I teased, pushing the head of my cock deeper between her thighs. “They kiss and tell shamelessly, but they’d never exaggerate. They really are getting fucked the way they claim, Lezabel.”

Her weight let me pin her to the wall with one hand beneath her ass. Freeing the other, I wrapped it around the base of my cock and used it to tease her—running the swollen crown of my prick up and down her hot, tight slit. Her clit pulsed every time I swirled the tip around it, and her pussy gushed with thick cream as it boiled over for me. Lezabel whined and moaned like a caged animal, practically begging me for release.

“Oh, you bastard,” the demoness groaned. Her eyes rolled back in her head, her horns and fangs constantly going long and then short again as the pleasure made her lose control of her monstrous powers. “You’re going to make me melt!”

Was I? It wasn’t outside of the realm of possibility that something along those lines could happen to a demoness in heat. Part of me knew I should just fuck her and relieve the tension churning inside her, but I couldn’t lie—this was too much fun.

“Such a nasty little tease,” I growled, pushing just the head of my cock into her hot, tight glory. “Walking around with no panties, dropping to your knees in an alley, and sucking my dick like a fucking hooker. You know what that does to me, Lezabel?”

“Mmh hmm!” the demoness cried. Her back arched as I pushed into her, her body desperate to get more of me inside her. “I want to get fucked so badly, sir! Please, please, stop teasing me and just ram that big dick inside me!”

“I haven’t stopped thinking of this since we went to Marauder’s Reef together,” I said, looking deep into her eyes. A spark passed between us, her body going slack in my arms as she gave herself over fully and completely to my power. I hadn’t fucked her yet—hadn’t put more than an inch of my manhood inside her quivering, dripping pussy—but it didn’t matter. It was over. She was mine, bound and tied, forever my monster and my harem girl.

“I haven’t stopped thinking about it either,” Lezabel admitted, licking her lips. “You tasted so good, Tim. I want to suck you off right after you finish fucking your girls. I want to taste Lexi and Maria and Shortcake’s pussies all over your thick, throbbing cock—”

I couldn’t take it any longer. Hearing about Lezabel’s dirtiest, nastiest fantasies had sent me over the edge.

“YEAH!” I cried, thrusting home. Her pussy was so primed and ready that I slid all the way inside her, bottoming out with a single perfect stroke. Lezabel’s bare ass slapped against the stone wall as I impaled her, ramming myself all the way down to my balls inside her tight, perfect monster pussy.

Both of us groaned in unison, the sheer release of it bringing tears to our eyes.

“I love you,” Lezabel gasped, staring into my eyes with utter devotion. She worked her hips in a slow, incredible circle, letting me feel her interior from every angle. “Fuck, I love you so much, Tim. Please, fuck me!”

Grinning, I did just that.

The demoness’s ass slapped the wall on every thrust like a spank from behind as I fucked her hard and deep. Her ankles dug into my lower back, welcoming me even further into her tight, wet glory as I filled her. Fuck, it felt incredible! Something about taking her standing up, just pounding her against a wall as hard as I could, was so primal and savage that I could barely stand it.

Lezabel loved it, too. She tossed back her head and howled with bliss, her nails digging into my back beneath my shirt as she held me tight. I could feel her nipples pebbling through her thin top, her chest heaving as she let out ragged moans against my chest.

“Yes, just like that!” From the way she screamed, I could tell I was giving the beautiful demoness exactly what she wanted. She’d been waiting for this night for so long, we both had, and now we were taking what belonged to us. “Harder, Tim! Gods, you’re stretching me out!”

I remember Shortcake telling me the same thing, I thought with a smirk. Somehow, I didn’t think it would be a good idea to bring up my other harem girls just yet—not the very first time I fucked Lezabel, at least. She’d be into getting freaky with them, of course, but it was better to ease her into that aspect of being in a harem.

So, instead, I locked eyes with the beautiful monster and fucked her for all I was worth. The hand not on her hip pinning her to me slid up to her throat, unbuttoning each of the buttons of her top along the way. Her tits sprang free, heaving as they bounced up and down with the force of our fucking.

They made a perfect complement to my fingers around her throat.

Lezabel let out a sharp little noise as I gripped the sides of her chin, then relaxed into me. The level of trust the two of us had meant that she knew I wouldn’t hurt her—and so she let me squeeze her neck, let me play with her very life as I pounded her tight, wet little monster pussy.

“You like this,” I grunted, slamming her a little harder against the wall with my next thrust. “You’re getting off on me treating you like a piece of fuck meat, aren’t you, Lezabel?”

“Yessss,” the monster whimpered. Her voice was like steam escaping from a boiling kettle—and what was happening between her gorgeous legs was every bit as hot as tea ready for pouring. The friction of her walls around my prick made me want to shoot. Every thrust into her tight, perfect snatch felt better than the one before. My balls slapped against her opening as I held back from the brink, gritting my teeth to keep myself from going over the edge too soon.

“Good girl,” I said, planting a mocking kiss on her cheek. “Now stop being a lazy bitch and fuck me back. You want this load, you’re going to have to earn it!”

Lezabel’s eyes widened with disbelief. No man she’d ever been with had ever been this rough with her, this demanding. No one had ever dared hold her to such a high standard, dared to suggest that she needed to give even more while spreading her legs and offering her perfect pussy.

Only I could do that. And it was why Lezabel loved me like she loved no other man, nor ever would again.

Lezabel lifted herself up the wall and impaled herself on me, rocking her hips. The two of us grunted in perfect time as we fucked like animals, like two complementary parts of a well-oiled machine. I couldn’t believe how good it felt!

“Is that what you want?” Lezabel teased. The demoness leaned over and bit down on my shoulder, hard enough to draw blood. “You want me to be a little whore for you, is that it? Is that what gets you off, Tim?”

I grinned at her, the pleasure mounting. “I can feel your pussy tightening around me every time I hurt you,” I told her, giving her tits a quick slap.

Lezabel laughed. “I can feel your cock jerking inside me every time I use these,” she agreed, flashing her fangs. “Fuck, we’re so perfect for each other!”

We really were. Pleasure and pain commingled as we brought each other to the peak, my rock-hard dick pounding her soft, wet pussy like a piston. Her silky walls wrapped around me, the ridges of her womanhood throwing up sparks from the incredible heat and friction.

I couldn’t hold back much longer. My balls tightened up against me, and the wave of pleasure at the base of my spine became an irresistible impulse. I thrust harder, faster, losing my rhythm and grunting like a caveman as I hit the point of no return.

Dimly, I felt Lezabel’s walls beginning to quiver. “Come in me,” the demoness begged, locking her legs so tightly around me that I couldn’t have pulled out if I’d wanted to. “I can feel you about to cum, Tim! I’m about to cum, too! Let’s do it at the same time, baby—let’s cum all over each other! Fuck, fill me up…!”

One more hard thrust and I hit the peak. I buried myself as hard and deep inside Lezabel as any man ever had in history, the crown of my cock penetrating all the way to the entrance of her quivering, fertile womb. As the first hot jet of seed sprayed from my prick, filling me with the overwhelming sense of relief I so craved, I felt Lezabel’s body go weightless in my arms.

The demoness panted and thrashed, clawing my back like a hellcat as she came. I was going to need healing spells after this to clean up the damage she was doing to me, but I didn’t care. In fact, I liked it. I fucking loved it.

I reached up and squeezed Lezabel’s throat, tight, as I shot my load inside her.

Each pulse of my cock felt like an earthquake. My legs shook, my knees locking despite my best intentions as the wave of pleasure washed over me. I pinned Lezabel between my body and the wall, almost but not quite choking her out as we both joined in a hot, toe-curling orgasm. Her eyes stayed on me the entire time, filled with so much pleasure it made my heart hurt and my soul proud.

Her walls gripped me tighter than a glove, taking my seed deep. I kept on giving it to her, shooting like a geyser into her heavenly womb as she milked me dry. Lezabel’s hips slowed but didn’t stop, gently milking my prick as I drained my balls inside her.

“Ungh haaaaah,” the demoness panted, her long tongue lolling from her mouth. The higher powers of speech were beyond her. Between her orgasm and the hand around her throat, she couldn’t have made words if she tried.

She didn’t need to. I could read her face perfectly well. It was begging me, put every last drop inside my pussy.

And I did.

I held Lezabel tightly as I came down from my peak, my hand slowly slackening around her jaw and throat. A mad little laugh erupted from the demoness’s lips as she leaned forward and kissed me. She looked delirious with bliss. I suspected that if I could see my own face, I would’ve shared her expression.

“That,” Lezabel said, breaking the kiss, “was worth waiting for.”

I couldn’t agree more.

I held my cock deep inside Lezabel as we both came down from our peak. I didn’t want a single drop of my load to escape her monster pussy—even though I knew what the likely consequences of unprotected sex with a being as hot and fertile as she would be. I didn’t care. For all I knew, this was going to be the last night of our lives. Dollars to donuts we’d be slaves of Kyros by tomorrow night—or dead and in the ground.

So why not enjoy ourselves?

Lezabel clearly wasn’t worried about getting pregnant. Her pussy gripped my cock hungrily, milking the last few spurts of cream from my dick as her legs clenched around me. “I’m not letting you go,” she teased, burying her face against my neck and giggling. “Not when I had to fight so hard to get you here. No. You’re staying inside me…”

We both started to laugh. “If you give me a minute, I think I might be able to fuck you again,” I told her, gently moving my hips forward. I rarely lost my erection the first time I fucked a woman—it normally took two or even three rounds to get my happy guy to throw in the towel. Inside Lezabel’s tight little box, it felt like I could maybe set a new record.

“That sounds amazing,” Lezabel whispered, lifting herself off the wall. She put her arms around my neck, shifting her weight so that I was now holding her up with my dick inside her. “Do you think we could take it to the bedroom this time?”

I grinned. “As long as I can carry you,” I said. “After all, you said I’m not going anywhere…”

So that was how I ended up carrying Lezabel through the halls of the Spire with my cock buried deep inside her. Thankfully, there was no one else wandering around the night before the battle; otherwise, they would have gotten an eyeful of our post-coital bliss. I left my pants in a heap behind me, which would probably confuse the hell out of some member of my harem come morning.

We didn’t go far once we reached Lezabel’s room. Her bed was warm and inviting, and her body was even more so. The second time we fucked was slower and sweeter than the first, with multiple charges up toward the brink of an orgasm before we both pulled back, slowing down and prolonging the magic.

A half-hour later, I pushed myself up to an Everest of a climax and jumped over the edge, bringing Lezabel along with me. For the second time that night, my monstrous girl and I came at the same time, my cock jerking and shooting as her walls clenched and quivered around me. It was such an amazing sensation that I never wanted my orgasm to be anything else.

The second round took more out of me than the first. Lezabel and I lay in a heap on her bed, the covers bunched up around our waists. The demoness was naked, her clothes having been torn off with my teeth. Sweat beaded on her breasts and neck, so gorgeous that I wanted to lick it off her body.

“Fuck, that was even better the second time,” she growled, cuddling up next to me beneath the blankets. “There’s something magical about the second time you fuck, isn’t there, Tim? The first time, you’re just fulfilling a need. The second time, your head is clear, and you’re thinking about your partner…”

“And you’ve got enough presence of mind not to come too quickly,” I agreed with a laugh. “Honestly, I spend most of round one with my girls just trying not to shoot my load at a speed that would be embarrassing. It’s so fucking hard to hold back when you’re all so fucking hot!”

I wondered if such a confession was a good idea, but Lezabel didn’t look embarrassed at all. Quite the opposite, in fact.

“Actually”—the demoness raked my chest with her nails, her tail curling and uncurling above her ass like a contented cat’s—“that’s kinda hot, Tim.”

I snickered. “No way.”

“Way!” Lezabel punched me on the shoulder. “I mean, it’s kind of a turn-on, knowing that I’m making you feel so good that you have to hold yourself back from cumming like… instantly. As long as you’re planning to fuck me more than once, I don’t see why you should feel guilty about that at all!”

I couldn’t believe what I was hearing. “Seriously?”

Lezabel pursed her lips and shrugged. “Sure. Tell you what. Next time we fuck, I want you to tell me exactly how you’re feeling. Don’t hold back—just narrate everything as I bring you to the brink. I want to know how hot I make you, how much pleasure my body is giving yours. And if you come really fast from doing that… well, I’d kind of be flattered?”

It wasn’t often that I was struck truly speechless these days. I was now.

My jaw dangled open, and it took my mind several moments to start working again and come up with some thoughts. “If you’re okay with that, we can try,” I said, still not fully believing a woman like Lezabel could be gratified by knowing how fast she got me off.

“Cool.” The demoness yawned explosively, ending it with a giggle as she realized how tired we both were. “I’ll have to wait until later, though. I want you to be all keyed up and horny. I want those balls nice and full, so it’s really hard for you to hold back all that hot cream when you’re inside me…”

Lezabel trailed off as the door to her bedroom slowly opened. Whoever was on the other side was going to a great deal of trouble to be quiet, but they hadn’t realized that the demoness and I had already finished our sex session. They were sneaking up on two people who were listening in, who couldn’t be caught off guard.

Lezabel opened her mouth to reply, but I put my finger over her lips. Not yet, I mouthed, wanting to see who or what this was.

Lexi’s head appeared in the doorway. The blonde stepped into the room with such an absurd gait that I almost burst out laughing. She looked like one of those old Pink Panther cartoons, an exaggerated parody of stealth. Only her toes touched the carpet as she slid into the bedroom, believing she was both unseen and unheard.

Slowly, she turned to the bed. When she saw Lezabel and me staring at her, she gave such a start that she nearly fell over.

“Shit!” the blonde cried, looking like she’d just been through a haunted house. “Why didn’t you two warn me you were watching?”

Lezabel and I shared a look. Then we both burst out laughing.

Lexi stepped into the room, the door opening all the way behind her. The blonde wasn’t alone—both Maria and Shortcake lurked out in the hallway. They’d evidently been waiting for Lexi to give them the all-clear before joining her in their peeping.

“So the gang’s all here,” I said, leaning back against the pillows with Lezabel in tow. “Good to see you girls. Meet the newest member of the harem.”

The eyes of the rest of my harem were a fifty-fifty between pride and jealousy. They were proud that Lezabel was finally a full member, a partner in the sisterhood of Tim Dent. And they were jealous that she’d managed to bag a one-on-one session with me the night before our attack on Blackwood and get me all to herself.

“I told you”—Shortcake laughed, putting her hands on her hips—“the monster beat us to the punch!”

“I had a feeling she would,” Maria added. The redhead sashayed across the carpet, wearing a cotton T-shirt, gray pajama pants, and her Digital Grimoire. She looked like she was ready to strip all three of them off at a moment’s notice and do absolutely anything I wanted. “Oh well. Welcome to the crew, Lezabel!”

All my women took a moment to celebrate the demoness joining us. Kisses were exchanged, and soon my entire harem was sitting on the bed with us, snuggling me and chilling out. It felt even better than snuggling up to Lezabel alone, though it was strange with Lezabel and me covered in sweat and glowing with that just-fucked glow while the rest of the harem looked daisy fresh.

As they lay next to me, I told the harem about what had happened with Aquinas. “I don’t think we can count on the Cathedral of Umbra for much longer,” I told my girls, my lips forming a tight little line. “Aquinas thinks we’re making a mistake, attacking the Blackwood Institute. Honestly, I’m not sure he’s wrong.”

Lexi and Maria looked shocked by my admission. “That’s bullshit,” Lexi snapped, giving me a look like I couldn’t possibly fail. “That man’s just a coward. He’s always had Daddy to watch over him and keep him out of Kyros’ clutches.”

“He’s scared of falling into the First Summoner’s hands,” Maria agreed. “No wonder he wants you to keep him here—where it’s relatively safe.”

“’Tis a shame,” Shortcake said. The goblin girl was curled up in a ball at the foot of the bed. “I was hoping ye might fuse me with Lezabel, Summoner.”

None of us could take her seriously. “You’re kidding,” I spat, holding the demoness tighter. “You want to be fused with another member of my harem?”

“Not really,” Shortcake admitted with a grin. “I’ve just always wondered what it would be like to be taller.”

Lezabel let out another one of those massive yawns. “Knowing our luck,” she told Shortcake, “the two of us would end up fusing into a monster who’s even shorter than you already are.”

The demoness’s tiredness wasn’t lost on the rest of the harem. Neither was mine.

“You all tapped out?” Maria asked. Her tone was too casual by half, practically promising any number of dirty delights if I could manage to get it up for her. She batted her eyelashes with an innocent expression as if she were already trying on her best persona for her fan. “You look pretty spent. I’m sure Lezabel wouldn’t have let you go if she hadn’t already gotten every drop out of you that she could.”

Now it was my turn to yawn. “I’m pretty beat,” I told my harem, looking at each woman in turn, “but not completely.”

The members of my harem who hadn’t gotten fucked yet shared naughty glances. “So you’re saying there’s a chance?”

Grinning, I pulled Maria beneath the covers. The rest of my women shortly followed suit.

As it turned out, I had a lot of fight left in me. Tomorrow, Kyros would find that out, too.

It was time to go back to school, and this time, I’d be the one bringing the heat.
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