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Chapter 1

“It’s been so long since I’ve been on Earth,” I told my harem, “it almost feels like another realm, instead of home.”

“Well,” Lexi said, “you are flying on the back of a giant dragon. Kinda makes it hard to feel like the place where you grew up, you know?”

King Ryu soared above the forest, his massive wings spread against the stars. All of us rode atop the back of my ultimate monster—Lexi, Maria, Lezabel, Shortcake, and me. The king—who still insisted that I refer to him as Captain Flint in casual conversation, at least when he was human—had shown us how to rig up a rudimentary basket atop his back like the kind the bad guys strapped to elephants back in the Lord of the Rings movies. It wasn’t the most comfortable thing in the world, but we’d only need it once.

From my vantage point, I could see for miles around. Forest dominated in every direction, stretching almost all the way to the horizon both ahead of and behind us. Most of the trees were lacking leaves as winter had fallen at some point while we were gone.

It hadn’t felt like that long, but I didn’t know how quickly or slowly time passed in other realms. Forget not knowing what day it was—I wasn’t sure if I could name what year it was supposed to be without a calendar at hand.

A city twinkled in the distance, resting in the space where the sky met the horizon. Once upon a time, that city was my home. It represented the entire world: my hopes, my dreams, the friends I’d made, and the women I’d dated. Now it seemed so small that I could reach out and hold it in the palm of my hand.

Most of my women didn’t notice the pensive look on my face as I scanned the horizon, but Lexi had known me long enough to know when I was in a contemplative mood. “Thinking about old times?” she asked, elbowing me gently in the ribs.

I nodded. “It feels like a totally different world,” I told her, thinking about how differently I saw this city just a short time ago. “Hard to believe it was, what? Three months ago that we were walking through the doors of Blackwood for the first time? Four months?”

“It was a little bit different for both of us,” Lexi admitted. “I was there before you, remember? Maria and I had a little time to get closer before we met you.”

“Oh yeah, right,” I said, leaning on the side of the basket. “Who would have thought we’d be coming back in style, huh?”

Style was putting it mildly. The massive dragon flew above the forest, every twitch and beat of its mighty wings giving the impression of an awesome, indestructible beast. My entire stable of monsters rode shotgun, stationed along King Ryu’s neck and wings. The overlapping scales of his armor made it easy for them to hang on for the ride.

And what a dragon! As the fusion of Ryu and Seiryu, King Ryu was neither Azure nor Crimson. Instead, Captain Flint’s transformation transformed the monster into a massive golden dragon, his body the same shade as Seiryu’s sun-blond hair. If both the Azure and Crimson Dragons had stood side by side or on top of each other’s shoulders, they barely would have come up to the level of the creature King Ryu had become. My ultimate monster was the size of a building, large enough to mount my Spire and its castle on his broad back.

I was still admiring King Ryu when Frick sailed across the sky, touching down next to me in the basket. The little frost imp looked even smaller against the dragon’s massive spine, little more than a imp some child had put together on a winter’s day and abandoned.

But anyone who underestimated Frick would live to regret it. As a veteran of Monster Fusion, he was one of my most powerful allies.

“Summoner, this is so cool!” Frick’s face lit up like a Christmas tree, his floppy feet balancing on the side of the basket as the dragon soared above the forest. “It’s like a war movie!”

Before I could stop him, the imp started to hum Ride of the Valkyries. This wasn’t exactly Apocalypse Now, but it was close enough. Lord knew this might be our personal apocalypse before the end of the day. Besides, the little imp’s enthusiasm was infectious.

As we laughed together in the basket, the outline of the Blackwood Institute appeared on the horizon. The familiar walls stood out against the starry sky, but not as much as the rigid, gnarled finger of Kyros’ half-completed Spire. I hadn’t seen the thing since Kyros sent out a realm-wide message placing a bounty on the heads of me and my harem. Back then, the Spire had been perhaps a third of the way complete, with a lot of work left to go.

Now it looked practically finished. Only the final few touches were needed to make the thing fully active. Once it was up and running, it would grant Kyros access to the most powerful ability in a Summoner’s toolkit: Monster Fusion.

I’d created King Ryu by fusing together two incredibly powerful monsters, brought from the realm of Lagoon. Kyros had a squad of monsters equally as powerful as my apex predator—and his goal was to fuse them together into even more dangerous creatures. Aquinas might have left my side, but he’d warned me that if Kyros was able to reach the final level of fusion, he’d gain control of a monster powerful enough to conquer the entire universe.

Thank God I got here when I did, I thought, my eyes narrowing as I looked at the Spire. Another week and it would already be too late. No, another DAY! He’s almost done.

From the looks on their faces, my women were clearly seeing what I saw. Their expressions filled with worry at the sight of the massive Spire, their eyes widening at the realization of just how close Kyros already was to achieving his goals.

“It looks like it’s done,” Lezabel whispered. The demoness clung to the basket’s railing, her ordinarily cherry-red skin a much paler shade. Alone of all my harem members, Lezabel was having a hard time getting used to the rocking and shaking of air travel. Strange, since none of my women had had any particular difficulties serving aboard the Glen Carrig. I would’ve thought a ship at sea and a dragon in the sky were more similar than different.

“Aye, it does,” Shortcake agreed. The little goblin girl stood on a stool, which allowed her to look out over the forest. “And to think that bastard Aquinas was trying to talk you out of coming here, Summoner! Probably trying to stall for time, he was!”

That was a hell of an accusation. I figured it probably wasn’t true. Aquinas might have been a coward, but he wasn’t a lackey of Kyros. He feared the man even more than I did.

“Kyros’ time is up,” I said, crossing my arms over my chest. “The reign of the First Summoner ends today. We’re taking the Blackwood Institute back!”

I couldn’t just sit by and let Kyros enslave the teachers and students at my alma mater. That in and of itself was more than enough reason to take the First Summoner down. But even that wasn’t the true reason why I felt so jazzed to knock Kyros off his pedestal.

The real reason filtered through me as I stared out at the horizon. At that inky finger of darkness against the sky, the structure that so resembled the decayed, broken tower my harem and I had found at the heart of the ruined realm known as Trephine.

All Kyros knows how to do is destroy, I told myself, my hands balling into fists. The broken Spire he’d left behind was proof of that. How many shrines once devoted to Monster Fusion had been torn to pieces at the First Summoner’s hands? It boggled my mind to think of how many civilizations he’d decimated. How many realms he’d razed.

This man had hurt the universe. But even worse than that, he’d hurt my friends. Badly.

Kyros had to pay for that.

Out in the distance, the sounds of shouts carried on the wind. A number of outposts surrounded the main body of the college, with a pair of sentries in resplendent robes manning each. Several of them were pointing and yelling in our direction.

Someone blew a horn. A high, clear note sounded over the campus, and the air around Blackwood shimmered.

“That would be the magical barrier!” Frick said, doing a little jig to burn off some of his excitement. “I remember it well, Summoner! I almost burnt myself to a cinder trying to bust through it last time!”

I remembered as well. That barrier was serious business. Some of the strongest magicians in the world were devoted to its upkeep. Only a truly powerful monster or monster would be able to crack that shield of potent magic.

Fortunately, I’d brought one with me.

As if he’d been listening to my thoughts, King Ryu’s great neck flexed beneath us. The dragon looked back over his shoulder at the basket, his eyes glimmering with grim determination. The only sign that this creature was Captain Flint deep down inside was his crimson whiskers, which stuck out from the sides of his mouth like a cat’s.

“Shall I rain fire down on them, lad?” the dragon growled. Even coming from his mighty throat, his voice had the familiar piratical accent of the Glen Carrig’s crew. “We’re going to need some serious firepower to bust that bubble around the college.”

“Not just yet,” I said, shaking my head. “Let’s get in a bit closer first!”

I had a feeling the man himself was waiting for us. For one thing, the sentries standing atop the towers were calling out our positions, but none of them had yet opened fire. No spells or arrows. They weren’t even throwing rocks at us, which told me Kyros had given them orders to let us approach the barrier.

Whatever else I could say about the man, he had a flair for the dramatic. Doubtless, Kyros would want to see me with his own eyes, to size up the monsters I’d brought with me along for the ride. And then, once he had, he’d fall to his usual monologuing, telling us all about how invincible he was and how totally screwed we were for ever thinking we could oppose him.

That last part was exactly what I was counting on. Come on, Kyros, I thought, sending my mental energy in Blackwood’s direction, I’m really hoping you’re in a speech-making mood…

It was as if the man could read my mind. As King Ryu approached the front gates of Blackwood, a plume of green and black smoke erupted across the inner wall. When it faded, Kyros stood atop the gates of Blackwood, watching us with a triumphant expression.

He thinks he’s won, I realized, gesturing for King Ryu to slow. As always, the sight of Kyros felt out of joint with the man’s fearsome reputation. From the legends about him, you’d have expected him to be ten feet tall and carved from a solid slab of muscle. The last thing someone who’d heard of his exploits would expect was this ordinary-looking man standing atop the wall, with a receding hairline and the bland face of a middle manager or TV weatherman.

Kyros looked as ordinary as ordinary could be. It was as if his power had sapped any sense of style he’d once had—he looked like someone’s dad. In a way, I supposed he was the patriarch of a large family, even if his progeny were all monsters.

“Tim Dent!” Kyros cried, lifting a hand in greeting. Amplified by magic, the First Summoner’s voice sounded as if it were only a few feet away from me. I could hear him with perfect clarity and knew that every member of my party could as well. “It’s good to see you, Summoner! Did you come for my Spire-warming party?”

“My invitation must have been lost in the mail,” I shot back. The wind swallowed my voice, yet the expressions on the faces of every sentry on the walls of Blackwood told me they’d heard me all the same. The magic that allowed Kyros to throw his voice must have made me perfectly audible to everyone across the campus. “You’re really going to fuse monsters with that thing? It looks like it should have a bowling alley on the bottom floor.”

Kyros’ smile froze on his face. It had never reached his eyes, not even when he was greeting me, but now his look was truly one of hatred.

“I tried to find you,” the First Summoner said, shrugging off his anger. “Were you really in Lagoon all this time? Some of my scouts reported you’d taken up residence there, but I didn’t want to believe it. I thought you would have tried for a realm where the monsters were actually powerful if you were going to have a hope of challenging me!”

He was trying to needle me. It wouldn’t work. “Those scouts of yours won’t be coming back,” I told him, giving the Blackwood crew my smuggest smirk. “You should have sent more men, Kyros. Now I’ve got a dragon!”

“Bah!” Kyros dismissed King Ryu with a gesture. “One monster does not an army make, Dent. I doubt you’ll even be able to break the barrier surrounding the school with the firepower you’ve brought with you!”

“I guess we’ll see,” I growled. Next to me in the basket, my harem matched my angry glares with their own. If looks could kill, every sentry on the walls of Blackwood would have dropped dead from their stares.

“I guess!” Kyros agreed.

Something was wrong. The man looked too chipper by half. Even with his certainty, he shouldn’t have been acting this magnanimous. He had something else hidden up his sleeve. I knew it, and knowing it made my stomach fill with ice.

“Funny you should mention those scouts!” Kyros called from the wall. He cupped a hand around his mouth and shouted despite the fact that we could all hear him thanks to his magic. “If you noticed that I didn’t sound particularly surprised at that news, it’s because I wasn’t! You see, I’ve already heard about everything that happened in Lagoon!”

“Oh fuck,” Maria whispered, her voice somewhere between horror and excitement. “He really took the bait! She’s with him, isn’t she?”

Maria and I shared a look. It was dangerous to talk about that where Kyros could hear, even this close to the battle. But the First Summoner either hadn’t heard Maria or simply didn’t care what she had to say.

“Yeah, I got it all from the horse’s mouth!” Kyros had a big, shit-eating grin like he’d just played a brilliant prank on all of us. “I made a lot of mistakes in my time as First Summoner, Dent. I’d be the first man to admit that—if only because everyone else who could is dead! But one little part of my plan has definitely paid dividends!”

With that, Kyros gestured for someone to join him on the wall. A head appeared, followed by a slender pair of shoulders and a body covered in brilliant coral scales.

“Forming the Crusaders!” Kyros said with a chuckle.

Even from this distance, I recognized Arabella. The mermaid monster looked supremely pissed off to be standing next to Kyros, which was surprising. The First Summoner was essentially the God-King of her entire organization, yet she didn’t seem happy to be in his presence. Maybe some of the shine had finally worn off the whole Crusader thing.

Or maybe I’d opened Arabella’s eyes to a world beyond the one she knew.

“Promising her freedom once she helped you out.” Kyros snorted, shaking his head. “Rookie mistake, Dent. You should have known she’d run right back to me.”

Next to me, Maria was practically shaking with excitement. I longed to join in it, but I needed to keep my cool. We weren’t out of the woods yet. If I could just keep Kyros monologuing a little bit longer…

Suddenly, I understood how James Bond felt.

“I’ve learned all sorts of fun things about your organization!” Kyros said, sounding almost as if the two of us were friends. “Arabella spilled the details on all your monsters! I know every monster you’ve got in your Digital Grimoire, and I’ve managed to put together a full roster of you and your harem’s spells and abilities!” The man looked about as smug as was possible for a human being to look.

“Great!” I said, not letting his words get to me. “Then you know what’s coming for you!”

Kyros didn’t waver in the slightest. “I know that you don’t have a chance in hell of beating me,” he agreed. “You won’t even break the barrier I’ve got surrounding this school despite all your power. You bet everything on this attack, Tim Dent. And you’ve lost.”

Kyros spread his arms as he spoke as if inviting everyone on the walls of Blackwood to join in my humiliation. Only I could see what the First Summoner overlooked. Either willfully or not, Kyros refused to see the sullen expressions and angry glares on the faces of those who served him. These people resented his yoke; they hated losing their power and prestige and handing it to a man like him.

“I guess we’ll just have to see,” I told him. I knew it bothered Kyros that he couldn’t get under my skin and that all his barbs failed to land. “Something tells me you might not be in as secure a position as you think.”

Kyros couldn’t seem to shake me, but I’d certainly shaken him. The man’s face flashed with anger, his composure slipping as he glared at me. I got the impression that it had been many decades since anyone had ever dared stand up to the First Summoner in such a fashion, which was probably why he was so damned terrible at having his leadership challenged.

“Do you have any idea what you’re talking about?” Kyros asked, barking out a harsh laugh before I could respond. “What am I saying? Of course you don’t!”

“Then tell me,” I said, a faint smile playing on my face. I knew a villain like him couldn’t resist the opportunity to stretch out his evil monologue just a little longer.

It was a piece of hot, juicy bait, and Kyros bit down on it like a fish on a hook.

The man grinned, which was how I knew I had him. “The Spire is very nearly completed,” Kyros informed me, his wide smile beaming as if it encompassed all of Blackwood’s grounds. “All that’s left is to put the few finishing touches on the building, and my new hub of Monster Fusion will be complete.”

“Good for you,” I muttered. Of course, I’d forgotten that magic would amplify my voice until everyone in Blackwood heard.

“It is good.” Kyros chuckled. “As soon as the Spire is complete, I will enter the fusion chamber and offer up my monsters Frostmourne and Chronovore to Monster Fusion. Both are apex monsters—the ultimate creations that it’s possible for Summoners to tame. When they’re put together at long last, they will form the most powerful monster on this or any other planet!”

I’d heard about this. Kyros had said as much back when he’d made his little movie and beamed it around the realms. None of this was new information to me.

And so I yawned.

Kyros’ face filled with disbelief. “Did you just yawn at me?” he gasped, looking as if I’d slapped him.

“So you’re going to make a powerful monster,” I shot back, chuckling. More heads appeared in the windows of the Blackwood Institute. More figures walked the walls, getting a good view of the clash about to commence. Just a little bit longer now, I told myself, playing for time. “So what?”

“Not just any monster,” Kyros snapped, biting back what was surely a more spiteful reply. “A monster that hasn’t existed for tens of thousands of years. If Monster Fusion is a pyramid, Dent, your little dragon is about two-thirds of the way up from the base. My Frostmourne and Chronovores are a mere step from the top. This guy is the apex, the ultimate monster. No, the ultimate life form!”

Almost there now. “He doesn’t sound so dangerous.”

Kyros laughed. “You must be trying to rile me up, Summoner. No matter. Once you meet Prometheus, you won’t be laughing any longer.”

Prometheus. “I saw that movie,” I said, figuring a purposeful misunderstanding would get Kyros’ dander even further up. “It was alright, I guess.”

Kyros scoffed, and I knew I’d played my part perfectly. “You would make that connection,” he said scornfully. “Prometheus: the titan who stole fire from the gods, who gave mankind the gift of civilization. A creature even stronger than the Gods! So powerful that it required all of Olympus to cage him. Tortured for all eternity for the crime of wanting a better world.”

“Oh, I get it now,” I said, shaking my head. The man’s beatific expression was unmistakable. “You think that’s you, don’t you? That you’re a fucking martyr or something.”

“What?” Kyros’ brows rose. “No!”

“I bet you do!” I teased, pointing a finger at the man. I wasn’t sure if he could see it from this distance, but there was no way he couldn’t hear me. “You think you’re the only person doing things the right way. That if you could just be in charge of everything, from top to bottom, the world would finally be run efficiently and correctly. Without idiots.” I finished with a smirk. “All petty tyrants think that way. From HR managers to dictators.”

Spots of color rose to Kyros’ cheeks. “Once Prometheus is reborn, I’ll finally be able to reform the world to my specifications,” he said. The mask slipped from Kyros’ face at last, and I saw the man for what he was. I’d called every person of his type an HR manager or a dictator—and Kyros was far, far more like the first thing than the second. “Reality will finally be the way it was meant to be!”

“You don’t get it,” I said, shaking my head. “I’m not going to let you do it, Kyros. This all ends now.”

The First Summoner beamed at me, chuckling to himself. That smug sense of satisfaction had yet to leave his face—in fact, it had been there since I’d arrived at Blackwood. If I thought about it, I was pretty sure he’d been wearing it when he stepped through a Fissure on my first day, invading and conquering the whole school during my freshman orientation.

“Oh yeah?” Kyros asked. “You and what army?”

I glanced down and met King Ryu’s eye. “Now!” I commanded.

The dragon opened his massive jaw and unleashed a beam of flame.

A noise like the whole world splitting down the middle filled my ears. I had to cling onto the side of the basket for balance—just the recoil from King Ryu’s ultimate attack threatened to send the dragon flying backwards, falling out of the sky. All around me, my women did the same, doing their best to duck and cover.

The wave of flame struck the barrier covering the Blackwood Institute and rolled over it like lava. A roar erupted from King Ryu’s throat as he redoubled his effort, pouring more magic into the attack. The barrier glowed like a miniature sun, sparks flying from the magical force field as my most powerful monster did everything he could to break through.

The barrier around Blackwood heated up, then began to burn. Smoke poured from the dome as lava rolled down the sides of the sizzling force field, filling the air with an acrid stench. The energy release was enormous, rising to the dragon’s back as a massive wave of heat that made me recoil.

And yet the barrier didn’t shatter.

Kyros had been right. My most powerful monster, King Ryu, didn’t have what it took to break through the forcefield surrounding the Blackwood Institute. Though the flames raked the dome, causing it to flex and weaken, the dragon was incapable of rendering the final blow. He’d brought the bubble close to the point of collapsing, but he just couldn’t quite get it over the finish line.

“Ha!” Kyros laughed, throwing his skinny fists to the sky. “I told you, Summoner! I knew you didn’t have it in you—”

Dozens of bolts of flame shot over Kyros’ head.

The First Summoner hit the deck as attacks struck the barrier surrounding Blackwood. Not from outside, the way Kyros had intended, but from within.

The sentries standing on the walls weren’t sentries. The people leaning out of windows and watching for the dragon’s attack weren’t just curious onlookers, intent on rubbernecking the battle between myself and the First Summoner.

They were participants. They were part of this.

“Thank God he fell for it,” I said, glancing over at Maria and grinning. “I hoped your letters would be more than enough, but it looks like Arabella gave us the push we needed.”

Kyros had forgotten or had never realized that Maria had a back door into Blackwood. She’d snuck in and out of the college before, and I’d used that connection as much as I possibly could. Both before and after our adventure in Lagoon, the redhead carpet-bombed the faculty and staff with secret letters, telling them to ready themselves to support our attack.

Even so, I hadn’t been sure they’d join. It wasn’t until Kyros allowed Arabella through the newly fortified barrier that I’d been able to relax.

The mermaid monster wasn’t my ally, true. But she wasn’t my enemy—and she no longer had any reason to serve Kyros. She’d carried Maria’s messages in person, letting a few key members of Blackwood’s staff know that we were on our way.

They’d rolled out the red carpet.

“Stop!” Kyros screeched, turning with horror toward the source of the spells. Dozens upon dozens of students, teachers, and staff members leaned from their dormitory windows or from the tops of roofs, hitting the barrier surrounding Blackwood with everything they had. “Stop it right now! I’ll kill every Summoner who doesn’t put their hands down right now and surrender—!”

Whatever other threats Kyros had planned to make were swallowed up as the barrier burst. A thick crack appeared in the glowing force field, spreading like a spider’s web, then suddenly the whole thing burst inward. Shards of magic rained from the sky as the screaming, celebrating student body ducked back inside, hiding themselves before the splinters of magic rained down on them.

They were lucky. Kyros wasn’t.

I’d hoped in my heart of hearts that he’d be so unlucky that a piece of Blackwood’s force field might pierce his heart. But the old Summoner was wily as well as powerful. He threw up a shield in the nick of time, summoning a wall of blue light around his left arm as he lifted it over his head. Chunks of the dissolving barrier rained down on it, sizzling like fat on a hot grill, disappearing just as quickly.

“That’s the first thing you’ve gotten wrong about me!” I yelled, climbing across King Ryu’s broad neck. The dragon tossed back his head and roared, spitting flames into the sky. His attack hadn’t dampened his magic in the slightest bit—if anything, it just made him look more raring to go.

Kyros’ eyes filled with shock and horror. “What?”

“I do have an army,” I told the First Summoner. “They’ve just been waiting for their general to arrive!”

And before Kyros could marshal his forces, we charged.


Chapter 2

I’d been in fights before—and plenty of them. This was different.

This was a war.

In the blink of an eye, Blackwood was transformed into a hive of activity. The students and faculty who’d aided me in destroying the force field surrounding their school flowed from the building like ants from a stomped anthill, angry, keyed up, and ready to fight. Kyros still had his heavies on the walls—Maria and Arabella hadn’t managed to turn every person in Blackwood against the First Summoner—but what was almost immediately obvious was how quickly the tide had turned.

Before we shattered the barrier, Kyros was the lord of a castle under siege. Now, he was surrounded by enemies, within and without, and the loyalty of the greater part of the troops he trusted was now in doubt.

While Maria and I had been planning the attack, I’d wondered about this part. I truly didn’t know what Kyros would do under these circumstances. Summon his best monsters and try to blow me out of the sky? Start indiscriminately killing the ‘traitors’ along the walls? Almost anything seemed possible for someone as crazy and megalomaniacal as him.

His reaction, when it came, was something I didn’t expect.

He ran.

“Man the gates!” Kyros cried, booking it double time toward a door leading back into Blackwood’s main building. “Hold the Summoner and his bitches back! They cannot reach the Spire!”

I let out a disbelieving laugh. Was this guy for real?

My women were just as shocked. “I can’t believe it,” Lezabel whispered, looking down at the man as if he disgusted her. “He’s actually fleeing. Like a fucking coward!”

For a brief moment, the knowledge thrilled me. Then I realized with a sick sense of dread that Kyros’ actions made perfect sense.

He’d never cared about Blackwood. Taking over one of the most famous institutes for monster and monster studies in the world had never been anything more than a means to an end. The First Summoner traveled from realm to realm for hundreds of years for one thing and one thing only: a way to regain the power of Monster Fusion. That was the only thing he cared about now.

As long as Kyros could make it to the completed Spire and fuse up Prometheus, he’d gladly let every other creature he controlled be killed. Whether they were the monsters he kept inside his Grimoire or the human beings who served him.

It was his only reason for existing now.

I was wrong. This wasn’t a war.

It was a race.

And Kyros already had a head start.

“Come on!” I yelled, kicking the side of King Ryu. “You’ve got to get us down there, now!”

My monster was no slouch. Captain Ryu peered out from behind his eyes, which glowed with an intelligence far more human than any animal. The dragon let out a mighty roar and dove low over Blackwood’s walls, heading straight for the Spire at the campus’s center.

He might have a head start, but we’re moving way faster, I told myself. My heart beat against my ribcage like a kettle drum as the dragon picked up speed, beating its mighty wings. Spells flew all around us as the Blackwood Institute erupted in battle. The faculty and students Maria and Arabella had managed to turn did battle with those who remained loyal to Kyros, while his lackeys in their resplendent robes tried and failed to summon their monsters before getting hit with spells.

“Everyone, hold on tight,” I commanded, looking around at my harem. “We’re going right to the base of the Spire!”

Lezabel’s fingers laced through mine. “Once we’re there, you go inside,” the demoness said, loud enough for everyone to hear. “The rest of us will hold him back as long as we can.”

“What!?” I couldn’t believe what I was hearing. “No! We all fight!”

Lezabel’s lips formed a tight little line as she shook her head. “You heard the man. The only thing he cares about is turning those two big monsters of his into an even bigger one. You’ve got to get to the Heart of the Spire, Tim, before he does. And you’ve got to destroy it!”

My jaw dropped open. None of us had ever talked about this before. Monster Fusion—it was practically holy. The greatest miracle the magical world had ever known. To reach into a Spire and rip out its beating heart, removing the parts that made such a process work… it wasn’t just wicked. It felt like an abomination.

But it would stop Kyros.

I saw the wisdom in her plan instantly. “Alright,” I said, swallowing hard. Killing the Spire would make me almost as big a criminal as Kyros, but I didn’t see any other way to stop him from bringing Prometheus into the world. “You all heard the woman! We have a plan—”

But everyone has a plan until they get punched in the face.

Something massive slammed into the side of our dragon, and the world rocked beneath me.

Suddenly, we were falling, Lezabel and I. The demoness cried out, wrapping her arms around me as the horizontal basket beneath us suddenly went vertical. King Ryu screamed in mingled pain and rage, filling the air around us with flames as he fought back.

But it was too late to keep us from plummeting to the ground below.

I fell, holding onto Lezabel to keep her safe. Out of the corner of my eye, I saw what had struck King Ryu—and to my surprise, I recognized it. I’d seen this monster once before, on the day that Kyros captured the Blackwood Institute. It still carried the massive sword it had wielded against Instructor Fallon, and the look on its face was every bit as inhuman as it had been during our first meeting.

The ground slammed into my shoulder. Stars exploded behind my eyes, and I nearly lost consciousness. With a groan, I rolled onto my back, pulling Lezabel’s body with me.

“Are you alright?” I gasped, looking up and down the demoness’s body. Unlike me, she seemed totally unharmed.

“Yes—you broke my fall.” A faint smile tugged at the corner of the demoness’s mouth as if I’d done something stupid but gallant by taking the pain on myself. “Can you stand, Tim? We need to move. There are monsters closing in on our position.”

Lezabel was right. We’d landed in Blackwood’s courtyard, just within the school’s gates. Only dumb luck had put us inside the campus grounds—if we’d landed on the other side of the wall, we’d have been up shit creek without a paddle.

Kyros had more than a head start now. The fastest path to the plaza where the Spire waited required us to cut through the main dormitories—which by now would be crawling with enemies. Shit.

Someone landed next to me, growling with anger. It took a moment for my vision to clear enough to see that it was Frick.

“Hang on, Master!” the imp cried, his body radiating cold. “I’ll patch you up!”

A wave of healing magic washed over me. I tasted mint as my wounds retreated, the outrageous ache in my shoulder fading to a dull throb as Frick did his best to heal me up. The little imp didn’t specialize in healing, but I already felt a hell of a lot better.

“Thanks,” I said, looking around for the rest of my harem. “Where are the other girls? Help them if they’re hurt!”

That proved to be much easier than I’d expected. Both Lexi and Maria had landed in some bushes next to the gate, which had broken their falls as cleanly and neatly as I’d broken Lezabel’s. Shortcake had been able to hang onto the basket longer than any of us, thanks to her experience climbing the Glen Carrig’s rigging. She’d jumped down on Altiri’s back and was now riding the Wendigo like it was giving her a piggyback ride.

“Look out, Captain!” Shortcake cried, pointing behind her. “They’re about to come through the walls!”

Just outside of Blackwood, some of Kyros’ most loyal troops had summoned their monsters. Monsters of a half-dozen different races beat at the doors keeping the campus shut—doors that until a few moments ago had been meant to bar our way, not protect us. It seemed like they wouldn’t hold for much longer.

Even as I thought it, they slammed open. Monsters spilled into the courtyard, cackling and snarling. Tendrils of black magic surrounded their bodies—that had to be some kind of buff Kyros had given them. I didn’t want to think about what that could mean.

“Run for the dorms!” I cried, pushing my women on. “Get inside, quick!”

My harem ran. I slowed down on purpose, allowing them to outpace me as we crossed the courtyard. Several of them looked back, giving me confused looks as they put more distance between themselves and me, but I guided them on with a smile.

A stone’s throw behind me, two dozen monsters streaked across the lawn. A handful of Kyros’ Summoners walked behind them, shouting orders. It was time to show these assholes what a fully powered Tim Dent could do!

“Come at me, fuckers!” I yelled, turning to face the horde. “That’s right, I’m standing right here! Tim Dent, the man your master wants you to kill! Bring me down, and he’ll probably reward you!”

The men in robes hesitated, sensing a trap, but their monsters weren’t clever enough to think that far ahead. They raced across the grass, jaws snapping and claws extended as they sought my blood. With the tendrils around them, they all looked vaguely similar—whether they sported wings or tentacles or other appendages.

Time to kick some ass, I thought, a smirk rising to my face.

As the monsters closed the distance, I lifted my hands into the air and unleashed the hand gestures I’d spent so long practicing in front of the Glen Carrig’s mirror.

The first row of monsters slammed into an invisible wall, crumpling as the second line slammed into them.

“Ha!” I shouted, cheering. It worked!

This was Barricade, one of the high-level spells I’d learned after increasing my mastery. It generated a forcefield around me, one that absorbed both physical and spell damage while keeping me safe. If an attack (or series of them) overwhelmed the barrier, the whole thing would explode, pushing back my foes and burning them with holy light.

I wasn’t sure whether I wanted them to do that or not.

The monsters blinked in surprise as they backed up. Normally, Barricade was merely a single target spell—it could protect me in a pinch, but it couldn’t do anything to help the women and monsters with me. There was little point in deploying it in a group as it would just incentivize my enemies to attack the women with me, rather than focusing on me.

Except when one man stood between a wave of monsters and my harem. And where the courtyard’s path narrowed just enough that the Barricade spell stretched from one end to the other, completely blocking the horde’s path.

The monsters howled, angered at being denied their prize. They let out a series of hideous yells as those black tendrils flexed and pulsated across their skin, spurring them into another attack.

One of the men in robes behind the pack lifted a hand, his face filled with terror. “Stop!” he cried, trying and failing to control his personal monsters. “That’s just what he wants you to do!”

That guy’s smarter than the others, I realized, making a note of him in my mind. He looked older than the other lackeys around him, with a short gray goatee and thick coke bottle glasses. I ought to take him out first!

As the monsters bashed themselves against my Barricade, I took aim at the man who’d spoken. Lifting my hands, I snapped my index fingers against the pad of both thumbs, roaring with glee as I did so.

The air around the man exploded with flame.

It was my first time using Immolate. The spell was an upgraded version of the very first spell I’d learned as a Summoner, my Ignite spell—but that was sort of like saying a machine gun was an upgraded version of a stone in a sling. Ignite caused a single burst of flame to explode in a small area, burning everything nearby.

Immolate caused the air to rip itself open all around the robed man. He screamed as his robes caught fire, a wave of pure flame coursing over his body as a dozen explosions surrounded him. Within a few moments, he was on the ground, smoldering.

I would have felt far worse about the targeted assassination if his own friends didn’t step right over his body, commanding their monsters to attack.

A glance over my shoulder confirmed that my women were almost all the way to the dorms. Lexi and Maria had actually stopped running and were staring back at me like they wanted to beg me to abandon the fight and come to their side. Lezabel looked like she might actually come back and help me.

Just then, a mighty roar sounded over my head. I looked up just in time to see a massive shadow cover the Blackwood Institute’s courtyard. The monster with the sword clashed with King Ryu in the sky over the college, flames dancing with shadow as they fought above the main lecture building.

I hoped my guy was winning. Unfortunately, I didn’t have time to divert my attention and help King Ryu—it was up to Captain Flint to remove that one big bad off my plate. If we had to deal with that monster on top of everything else, then Kyros really would make it to the Spire before we could catch up with him.

I felt the cold from Frick’s skin before I heard or saw him. The little imp landed next to me, leaping over the wall created by Barricade like it wasn’t even there.

“Hey, Tim!” Frick waved like the two of us were just hanging out on the deck of the Glen Carrig. Even in the middle of a pitched battle to the death against a horde of monsters, Frick’s vibes simply couldn’t be thrown out of alignment. “Everyone’s waiting for you!”

I grinned at the little imp. “Sure,” I said, gesturing at the barrier. “Want to help me overload this?”

Frick’s eyes lit up. “Call me the Big Bad Wolf,” the imp cackled, flexing his arms like a champion bodybuilder. “Because I am about to blow! This! House! Down!”

The monsters threw themselves even harder into the barrier as Frick threw up his arms, channeling a storm of ice. A thick cloud of frozen icicles flew through the air, striking the front of my Barricade. Dozens of the needles pierced the force field, several of them striking all the way through and lodging in the bodies of the monsters trying to get through. Men in robes chanted spells, screaming at their creatures as they tried to push my barrier aside.

“Now!” Frick screamed, grabbing me and pulling me backwards. “She can’t take much more, Captain! She’s gonna blow!”

A rush of air filled the courtyard, and my ears popped like I’d just reached max altitude on a plane. The barrier created by my Barricade spell reached its limit and exploded outwards, sending a wall of force and energy shooting back through the courtyard.

Thanks to Frick, the wall was also studded with dozens of needle-sharp shards of ice like the tines on the top of a barbed wire fence. Those monsters that weren’t ripped apart by the blast were turned into impromptu pincushions, their bodies flung backwards like ninja stars to wound their masters.

I spared the scene only a single glance as Frick and I ran.

“Wheee hoo!” the imp screamed, flapping his icy wings. “That was a hoot, Master!”

The rest of my harem had made it to the doors of the dormitory. Shortcake and Lezabel were holding the main entrance open, while Lexi and Maria had their spells at the ready, their personal monsters standing at their side. Alranne and Nekomara looked ready to pounce, their bodies tensed like springs as they prepared to fill the breach.

“Come on, Master!” Frick called. The imp glanced over his shoulder, his eyes widening. “They’re gaining on us! Move! Pump those crazy legs!”

I put on a sudden burst of speed, hitting my second wind. We were nearly to the doors now. Once we reached the entrance, Shortcake and Lezabel would hustle everyone inside and slam the big double doors closed. They were reinforced with spell magic, so they ought to hold against the monsters.

We’d lost a little bit of time to Kyros. The First Summoner had gained on us and was probably halfway to the base of the Spire. But if we put everything we had into getting there, we could still beat him to the punch!

As I reached the steps leading to the dormitory, I saw Lezabel’s face fill with horror. For a moment I thought some monster had buffed itself and was about to strike me from behind—then I realized that the demoness wasn’t looking back at the courtyard but into the dormitories themselves. There was something down the hall—

There was no longer something down the hall. It fell down the stairs, tumbling end over end as it landed in the courtyard.

The ball resolved itself into two figures, a person and a monster. The monster was black and shiny, its skin a mass of spikes like a porcupine’s quills. Several of those quills had broken off in the man fighting it, leaking an inky black fluid as he struggled to his feet.

Friend or foe? Given that the man was fighting a monster, I figured he was a friend.

Then he brushed the spikes from his face, and I gasped.

“Instructor Fallon?” the words came out as a strangled cry. “Holy shit!”

The man looked as if he’d aged a decade since the last time I’d seen him. The hair that had been slate gray at his temples was now white all over as if his internal struggle with Kyros had leached all the power and vitality from his body. His figure was still wiry with muscle, his drill instructor’s air undaunted, but his face and arms sported a great deal more wrinkles than previously. Fallon looked almost as shocked to see me as I was to see him.

“Dent?” the man barked, his eyes filling with disbelief before brimming over with pride. “Well, I’ll be damned! I thought that was you when you pulled up on that dragon, but I never dared think you’d actually come rescue us!”

“Instructor Fallon, I—duck!”

I grabbed the man and shoved him to the ground as the spiked monster attacked. Its face had no features, just more of those gleaming, glossy black spikes, and its attacks seemed as if they came from a blind, enraged animal. It swung its arms wildly in all directions, trying to pierce anything it could find with those hideous spikes. They looked like they’d hurt greatly.

The monsters in the courtyard staggered up the steps behind us. Though my Barricade spell wounded them, the casters from Kyros’ cohort pushed them on, cruelly commanding them to attack me and my women.

Caught between a rock and a hard place, I thought, ducking away from the spiked monster’s strikes. We’re going to have to fight!

The first monster in line lifted a halberd that looked like it had been carved from the femur of a dragon, swinging it back and forth in a wicked arc. Its blade slashed at my face—but suddenly, the blade was no longer there. Neither was the monster.

Instructor Fallon was pulling me up the steps, and there was a horrible ringing in my ears.

When I opened my eyes, I first thought someone had pulled a meteor out of the heavens and sent it plummeting into Blackwood’s courtyard. It truly looked as if some piece of rock had fallen from space, landing with an impact so great it left the edges of a crater in the courtyard’s center.

Then I saw the massive sword that monster had carried, snapped cleanly in two, and looked to the sky.

King Ryu flew through the air, doing cartwheels of celebration in the night sky. My dragon monster looked like he’d taken more than a few hits, but he’d come through alright. He was still standing, and Kyros’ monster wasn’t.

He did it, I thought, amazed. Holy shit. We can really do this! We can win!

The monsters that had been so hot to attack me only moments ago shrank back from the steps. Only the glossy black-spiked monster, with neither eyes nor ears to sense what had happened, continued its mad dance of strikes at the top of the steps.

King Ryu banked low, then opened his mouth and unleashed another wave of flame. The first row of monsters didn’t even burn, they just dissolved, torn apart at the molecular level like they’d been tossed into the heart of a nuclear reactor. The creatures a step or two behind didn’t fare much better. In fact, the first creatures to be hit were probably the lucky ones.

They’d died instantly. The monsters behind them took longer to expire, and the men in their resplendent robes took the longest. None of them died well, and their cries of agony would stick with me for a long time, whether I wanted them to or not.

But we’d done what we needed to do. A true Summoner didn’t shy away from that.

“I will bar more creatures from following you!” King Ryu cried. The awesome dragon monster fired more bolts of flame from his claws, hitting targets on the walls of Blackwood with surgical precision. “Get inside! Stop Kyros!”

I heard my monster loud and clear. Kyros hadn’t even bothered unleashing one of his Ultimate Monsters to try and slow us down. It couldn’t be the slightest bit clearer that the man didn’t give a fuck what happened to Blackwood. He wanted that Spire, and he’d do anything to get it.

So would I. The only thing that stood between my party and the dorms was a single crazed monster.

“Watch out,” Instructor Fallon said as I made my way up the steps, “he’s faster than you think. Those spikes hurt like a bitch, and they’re poisoned to boot!”

His words gave me pause. “You’ve been poisoned?” I asked, turning on a heel to stare at Instructor Fallon. He didn’t look like a man whose bloodstream had been filled with deadly poison. Then again, I didn’t know what kind of natural immunity people who worked at Blackwood might develop after dealing with so many monsters. “Are you alright?”

The old instructor managed to chuckle. “I’ve been through worse,” he said, glancing down at the tears in his robes. “You don’t get to be my age without shrugging off a few terrible things, Summoner. I’ll be alright.”

So Fallon said, but he didn’t look it. Now that I was paying attention, I could see that the man’s skin was paler than it had been just a few moments ago. Droplets of sizzling black ichor dripped from the wound in his side, staining what had once been some very nice-looking robes. I needed to get this man to safety, quickly—a healing spell was just what he needed. Or perhaps a dozen of them.

But there was the sticky little matter of that monster on top of the stairs to deal with.

The black monster hadn’t stopped moving, even when King Ryu tossed Kyros’ best monster out of the sky and launched him like a missile into the center of the courtyard. It swung madly back and forth, using its spiked arms like maces as it hunted for its prey.

I took a step up the stairs, then another. The creature gave a jerk to the side, sensing my presence. Its faceless head tilted as if it could somehow hear me, even though its lack of ears meant it was completely deaf. Could it feel the vibrations of me moving up the steps?

“Be ready to run,” I told Instructor Fallon. “Once you get to the top, my monsters will guard you. They should be able to cast enough healing spells to keep you on your feet.”

Instructor Fallon let out a laugh that turned into a cough. “Are you kidding me? You be ready to run, Dent! Don’t think I’ve forgotten how you performed back at your orientation. Get up those stairs and let me handle this!”

I shook my head. I wasn’t that person any longer. Instructor Fallon was about to heroically get himself killed for my benefit. I didn’t need that. I’d much rather have preferred a living man to a dead hero.

“I said run!” I growled, giving Instructor Fallon a shove. “Now!”

It was the worst thing I could have possibly done. If the instructor had been hale and healthy, it would have been the kick in the ass he needed to race up the steps and safely past the spiked monster. But with the poison coursing through his veins, his first step turned into a stumble.

Instructor Fallon landed face-first on the steps, grunting with pain. The spiked monster might not have had eyes to see with or ears to hear, but it certainly felt that.

“Fuck!” There was no time to think. Leaping over Fallon’s body, I threw myself at the monster and conjured another Barricade spell. A shell of golden magic snapped into place between me and the monster, shoving it backwards and up several steps. The motion put it just beneath my harem girls at the top, who all looked like they wanted to jump in and help me. I gestured for them to stay away, shaking my head as I got closer to the spiked monster.

At this distance, just standing there was causing the monster to damage my shield. The barricade crackled with arcane energy as black spikes poked into and through it, adding spots of darkness to the glowing, golden light surrounding me.

The monster didn’t know what to think. It could neither hear nor see the barrier I’d thrown up, which meant it knew nothing save that something hard and unyielding had come down between it and me. It lost what little temper it had, slamming itself into the barrier like a metalhead at a concert trying to get on stage.

The barrier turned a darker shade of gold, then began to flash orange. It’s going to break, I realized, my eyes widening. Good God, this thing can dish out a lot of punishment!

The barricade had held against nearly two dozen monsters for longer than this. To see a single monster stretch my spell to its limit so quickly filled me with alarm. “Everyone stay back,” I roared, lifting my arms to cast a follow-up spell. “It’s going to blow—”

The barricade exploded.

I hit the deck just in time. Shards of darkness exploded above my head, filling the air above the stairwell like shrapnel from a bomb. My women moved backwards, mostly shielded from the blast already by their enhanced altitude. Thick black smoke rolled over my body as I lay across the steps, choking and coughing.

When I looked up, the spiked monster stood over me.

Shit! I snapped my fingers and rolled to the side. A basic Ignite spell was about the only magic I could conjure without having to think about, so I reached for it on instinct.

The air exploded above me, bursting in the nick of time. The creature’s two spiked arms slammed down like clubs, striking the spot on the steps where I’d been just a moment before. I felt the wind of their passing as I scrambled to my feet, my shoulders rising and falling rapidly.

“Stay the fuck back,” I snapped, wiping my mouth with the back of my hand. “Don’t make me rip you apart!”

I knew I could. The Magog spell rested on the tip of my tongue, the hand motions required to cast it seared in my skull like a stage actor’s favorite lines, but casting it would drain my health a second time, hurting me almost to the point of death.

If it was Kyros standing before me, I wouldn’t have hesitated. My women could patch me up, especially with my crew of monsters to help them out. But healing me would take time—precious minutes we did not have. Every second I dawdled, fighting this creature, Kyros drew closer to the Spire and his ultimate goal.

The monster swung at me, raking its arms from side to side like a pair of windshield wipers trying to clear the effects of a particularly terrible storm. It advanced, again and again, forcing me to back up a step and nearly fall. Instructor Fallon lay on the stone behind me, struggling to rise.

“Leave me,” the instructor hissed, propping himself up on his elbows. “Just run, Dent! Get out of here, and take Lexi with you!”

No. I refused. This man had tried to die for me once before. I refused to let him do it a second time.

Then the spiked monster did something I didn’t anticipate. It slid to the side in a kind of stutter step as if it had felt the wrong movements through the ground beneath us and had decided to chase a shadow. For an instant I relaxed—and that instant was all the creature needed.

It pivoted on a heel, delivering a headbutt aimed directly at my face. I did the only thing I could think of when caught so clearly off-guard. I threw up my wrists, blocking the attack with the Digital Grimoire strapped to my forearm.

One of the glossy spikes pierced the black plastic, ripping through the side of the case. Pain flared in my wrist as the thing drew blood, followed by a strange feeling of cold in my fingers and forearm.

“Shit!” I growled, backing away. I had to step over Instructor Fallon, which put him right in the line of fire. Behind him, my women were making their way down with or without my permission, preparing their monsters and spells. “No, stay back! Don’t you fucking dare—!”

I wasn’t sure if I was yelling at them or the monster. Possibly both.

The Digital Grimoire shook on my wrist, vibrating madly. My gaze flickered to it, even as the monster writhed like something out of a child’s nightmare a few feet away. Its arms and legs waved like an inflatable arm man, striking out in what looked like every direction at once.

And yet I couldn’t tear my eyes off the Digital Grimoire. Letters I didn’t recognize flashed across the screen, spitting out a warning message in some kind of arcane runes. The device hadn’t stopped vibrating—it shook on my wrist like it was having a seizure. I worried that it might overheat and start smoking.

No! Panic filled me. Not my Grimoire!

This Digital Grimoire had been with me since the very beginning. Hell, it had once belonged to the man I was protecting. Instructor Fallon threw it at me on my way out of Blackwood, back when it was under attack by Kyros and his forces. Without it, I’d have been dead a dozen times over.

I couldn’t just sit back and watch the thing die. I had to do something.

My fingers flew across the screen, looking for anything that could help. A diagnostic screen would have been best, but I’d have just settled for a way to shut the thing down and let it cool off for a minute.

The spike monster roared. Somehow, despite having neither lips nor a mouth, it managed to make a hideous growling sound as it sprang toward me. Maybe it vibrated a few of those porcupine quills in order to generate sound, the way crickets chirp by rubbing their arms together.

I don’t know. All I know is that I hit what felt like every button on my Digital Grimoire at once, hoping against hope that I could fix the problem.

When the blast of white light emerged from within the device’s depths, I thought at first that I’d made some kind of horrible mistake. I had no monsters inside my Digital Grimoire. I’d tapped the thing dry, burning up my prodigious stockpile of monster ore in order to keep my creatures from multiple realms powered up and ready to go. Nothing else could come out of the device because there was nothing stored within.

At least that’s what I thought.

As the wave of light enveloped the monster, a pair of wings rippled through the air. Claws slashed across the creature’s black spikes, ripping them from his body as a screech of pure anger filled my ears.

An eagle was attacking the spiked monster. I didn’t recognize it, but Instructor Fallon did.

“Phaedra!” the man gasped, finding the strength to rise to his feet. I helped him up the rest of the way as the eagle attacked the monster, my eyes not on the fight but on him. The look on his face was unlike anything I’d ever seen before.

If, God forbid, a member of my harem had died or been taken from me, then somehow brought back to my side years after I’d given up all hope of ever seeing them again, the look on my face might have resembled the expression Instructor Fallon wore. He looked like a drowning man who’d been given a lifejacket—like a condemned criminal given a new lease on life. His eyes filled with tears as he watched the eagle attack, striking the spiked monster repeatedly.

The monster was beginning to realize how badly outmatched it had become. Its attacks were little more than feeble attempts at putting some distance between itself and the eagle. The monster hidden inside my Grimoire hadn’t just been waiting a long time to be freed. It was pissed at what it had found.

The eagle reared back and opened its beak, unleashing a sonic boom. It washed over the spiked monster like a swarm of ants, stinging it all over and causing its glossy skin to ripple like a pool of still water someone had thrown a rock into. The monster went down on its hands and knees with a groan, its spikes digging into the steps.

With a flip that I would later only be able to describe as stylish as fuck, the eagle did a loop in the air. When it came back around, it struck the monster’s head as hard as it possibly could, putting a wave of magical force behind the blow.

It decapitated the spiked monster, ripping its head clean off. The spiked ball rolled down the steps, bouncing like a slinky as it landed atop the small pile of fallen monsters at the bottom of the stairs.

The thing’s body kept twitching, even in death. I stepped around it gingerly, keeping my attention on Instructor Fallon and his monster. The old man looked like he’d never been poisoned at all. He beamed like a halogen bulb, approaching the eagle with his arms spread wide.

“Phaedra, it is you!” Instructor Fallon grabbed the monster and embraced it, sobbing as tears streamed down his cheeks. “I thought you were dead, girl! I thought I’d never see you again!”

It was like I was looking at a whole new person. Surely this man—this emotional, crying wreck who looked like he’d just been spared a few steps from the gallows—couldn’t possibly be the gruff, angry drill instructor who’d busted my balls my first day at Blackwood? It boggled the mind.

And yet it was true. As I watched, Instructor Fallon scratched Phaedra behind the ears, treating her like a cherished pet.

“She must have gotten stuck inside the Grimoire,” Fallon said, looking over Phaedra’s impressive crest at me. “Monsters are supposed to be sent back to their Summoners when they run out of hit points, but when Kyros’ minion cut poor Phaedra in half, I…” The man trailed off. “I thought…”

I glanced down at my Digital Grimoire. The error message that had been there just a few moments ago had vanished. Only a slight scuff on the casing of my handheld monstrous storage drive showed that anything out of the ordinary had happened in the first place.

“Amazing,” I said, shaking my head. “So she was in there the whole time?”

Maria was staring at my Grimoire, too. “Did you ever check the storage on your Grimoire?” she asked, looking interested. “If it said there was junk data on there that you couldn’t have accessed, that might be where Phaedra was stored. If she got transferred back into the Grimoire right as Instructor Fallon handed control of the device over to you, she might have gotten stuck.”

The idea made Lezabel’s eyebrows shoot up. “Good Gods,” the demoness hissed. “Another moment or two and she’d have been overwritten entirely, then. You’re very lucky the instructor transferred ownership of the Grimoire to you when he did.”

Perhaps that would bother Instructor Fallon in the days to come, knowing how close his personal monster had come to total obliteration. But in the moment, he was all smiles.

“You’re not junk data, are you, girl?” the instructor growled, rubbing the back of Phaedra’s neck vigorously. “No, you most certainly are not! Who’s a good girl? Huh? Who?”

The eagle, which had seemed so vicious only a few moments before, was now snuggling up against its owner like a dog who’d been waiting for its master to come home all day. For Instructor Fallon, who’d honestly believed until only a few moments ago that his favorite monster was dead, it was truly a happy homecoming.

I wished I could have shared it with them. Unfortunately, I had a madman to catch.

“If you’ll excuse me,” I said, shooting up the steps past Instructor Fallon and Phaedra. Neither of them moved to stop me so relieved were they by the simple fact of being in each other’s presence once again. “Come on, girls. We’ve got a Summoner to catch.”

At the top of the stairs, I heard a sharp sound behind me. It was Instructor Fallon.

“Dent,” the man said.

I could sense that he wanted to thank me, but it wasn’t necessary. The emotion in his voice had already done all the work for him.

“We’ll talk when the battle is over,” I said, glancing down the steps over my shoulder. “Get your monster to safety, and get yourself healed up before that poison starts to seriously mess you up…”

I trailed off. Instructor Fallon was staring at me, yes, but it didn’t look like he was planning to thank me. His gaze was hard and cold as if he could see Kyros worming his way through the heart of Blackwood up ahead. Like a maggot in an apple.

“True Summoners respect their monsters,” Fallon said as if it were the most important lesson in the world. “Remember that, Dent, and you’ll succeed. Don’t forget it!”

“How could I?” I asked with a smirk. “I’ve got examples of it all around me!”

And before Fallon could say anything else, my women and I plunged into the Blackwood Institute. We were hot on Kyros’ heels, but we had a hell of a lot of ground to make up if we were going to beat the First Summoner to the Heart.


Chapter 3

Stepping into the halls of Blackwood felt like entering another world.

The halls were quiet. If I closed my eyes and tried to ignore the lack of people and the occasional scratch mark on the tile floor, I could almost imagine that none of my adventures had ever happened. That it was still my first day as an Initiate, with my first lesson still on the horizon.

But if that were the case, I reflected, then I wouldn't have my harem. So what was the point?

“Look at this place,” I said, picturing those halls the way I’d seen them for the first time. “Can you believe we’re back?”

“It’s a minor miracle,” Maria agreed. “I can’t believe I used to have my study hall on this floor.”

I grinned just thinking about it. “I bet you never paid attention in class,” I said, placing a hand on the small of the redhead’s back. “You were probably always playing hooky, too. Being a naughty girl.”

Maria definitely liked the way I touched her—but she wasn’t interested in telling me I was right. “Actually, I was a straight-A student,” the redhead said, giving me a shit-eating little smirk as she said it.

Thwack! My hand came down on her bottom, getting a firm handful of her ass. Maria jumped, her jaw dropping open with mingled shock and delight.

“Never said you weren’t smart,” I said, moving on, “just that you had better things to do. Since you know this building so well, you want to go ahead and take point?”

While Maria was still thinking about it, another dull thud erupted outside of the building. King Ryu was done with defeating that big monster with the sword I’d seen on my first day at Blackwood, and apparently, he’d found other things with which to occupy his time. Any monsters or Summoners outside who stood against him were in for a very bad time.

“We’re running out of time,” Lezabel reminded us. “Every moment we stay here, tarrying, Kyros is making his way to the heart of the Spire. Once he’s there, it’s game over for us.”

Right. If we let the bad guy make it to the finish line before us, we might as well just shut the game off. We only had one life, so we wouldn’t get the opportunity to try again.

“Got it. No time for reminiscing, then.” I gestured at Maria who looked like she’d just about finished getting her bearings. “Lead the way.”

Maria took us past the entrance to the dormitories and into the lecture halls. The main building of Blackwood was shaped like a freakish ‘T’, the tines on either end short and stubby compared to the long lane in the center. The reason for this was that Blackwood’s dorms had been built vertically, in order to allow students a view of the surrounding landscape (and higher-level privileges for the best performers).

No such incentives were needed for the school’s faculty. The lecture hall was a straight shot, leading directly from one side of the building to the other. All we needed to do in order to get through it was put one foot in front of the other.

As we ran, I couldn’t help but think about what might have been if Kyros had never shown up on my first day at Blackwood. Would Lexi and I still have hooked up if we hadn’t been thrown into Hyperborea together? Would I have ever figured out the secret of traversing Fissures, or would I just be an ordinary student trying to get by? Part of me wanted to know, and part of me was glad I’d never have to question it.

One of the auditoriums directly ahead was open. The doors were tilted inward, a big square of darkness stretching across the wall like a gaping mouth. Maria was in the lead; she didn’t bother pausing to check it out as she raced past.

Something sprang from the shadows and grabbed her.

"Maria!” I cried, putting on a burst of speed. Panic flared in my veins, and I shoved my women aside to jump into the fray. Maria was rolling onto her back, thrusting out her hands, trying to stop the squirming mass of legs and claws and chitin from ripping her to shreds.

Except the thing wasn’t attacking. It was staring at me.

Even more surprisingly—I recognized it.

A head of long, dark hair, with darker eyes staring at me. A pale, ethereal body with sinuous curves that led down to the head of a massive spider. She was as horrifying as she was beautiful.

I’d seen her once before, in the ruined realm of Trephine. There, I’d called her…

“Symonetta?” I took a step backwards, the immolation spell I’d kept on the tip of my tongue faltering. “What the hell are you doing here?”

A most unexpected emotion flashed across the spider woman’s face—guilt. Symonetta and I had clashed once before back in Trephine. Why had she left? And what the hell was she doing in Blackwood?

“S-s-summoner,” the spider woman hissed. She sounded angry and ashamed of herself to boot. “I have to stop you. To slow you down so that my master can reach the heart of the Spire in time…”

She wasn’t saying anything I didn’t already know. “I’m well aware of that!” I snapped. “Get off my woman!”

Symonetta gave a little start. She suddenly remembered that she was supposed to be attacking my group, not having a conversation with us.

“I…” the spider woman began.

“Get off her now, or I’ll gut you where you stand,” I growled. If Kyros had been able to bully this woman out of her home realm and transplant her to the halls of Blackwood, perhaps I could cow her with a similar display of anger.

It worked. Symonetta scuttled to the side like a crab, hissing like a pot of tea ready to be poured.

I stared the spider woman down, meeting her gaze.

She looks like a kid on the first day of school after summer vacation, I thought. Like she’d rather be anywhere other than here.

What an interesting thought.

I’d just been wondering how Kyros came to command so many monsters, and now I thought I had my answer. The man didn’t. His creatures were little more than slaves, with no loyalty or love for their master.

“You follow his orders because you have to,” I said. It wasn’t a question—I already knew I was right. “Not because you see them as the right thing to do.”

Symonetta stared at the floor between her legs. Which was hard to do, considering she had eight of them.

“Say it,” I grunted. I could feel my jaw setting. “Say it, and I’ll let you go.”

My women stared at me, confused.

“This creature tried to kill us,” Lexi said, her brows rising to her hairline. “How would it look if we just let her live?”

“Yeah, let me at her!” That was Frick, who’d been gleefully cavorting behind me from the moment I managed to yell Symonetta off Maria’s body. “Last time we met, spider woman, I was but a learner. Now, Frick is the master!” He flexed his biceps as he spoke, little puffs of frost rising from his arms.

Instead of responding directly, I helped Maria to her feet. The redhead looked shaken but unhurt. If anything was wounded, it was her pride—spots of color burned in her cheeks like she was chiding herself for being taken advantage of so easily.

“Are you alright?” I asked, holding Maria’s hand.

She blushed even deeper. “I’m fine,” she said. Her stance told me she’d just as soon forget this had happened. “Don’t worry about the spider woman, Tim. She’s not worth it.”

I agreed.

But to my surprise, Symonetta disagreed. “We must fight,” the spider said, her dark eyes widening. “If you do not, Kyros will punish me. Mightily.”

I could feel my brows furrowing together. “If you fight me, then you’ll be dead,” I spat, shaking my head. “So it’s kind of a no-win situation either way, don’t you think?”

Evidently, Symonetta did not think so. “Better to be dead than in Kyros’ disfavor,” the spider woman said. Her voice was filled with a curious kind of dread, one that made my stomach turn. “He has… interesting ways of torturing those who show him disloyalty, Summoner.”

I didn’t want to know. Doubtless, it was something absolutely terrible.

“None of this makes the slightest bit of difference,” Lezabel said. The demoness sounded pissed. “Step aside, spider. No one’s stopping our man today.”

Something about Lezabel’s tone made it clear that she would brook no further discussion. Cowed, the spider woman slunk away. She paused in the open doorway of the auditorium, staring at us all with a baleful expression.

“I was not here,” the spider woman said, fixing her gaze on each of my women in turn.

Then she melted away into the shadows as if she’d never been there in the first place.

Something relaxed inside me. I hadn’t been afraid of fighting Symonetta, of course. Even alone, my new powers would likely have allowed me to get the better of the spider woman. With my harem at my side and my roster of monsters at my beck and call, the chances of her defeating me were slim to none.

But all the same, I didn’t relish the thought of matching wits against the spider woman. Something about her feral nature frightened me—even back in Trephine, she’d seemed like an entirely different type of monster. I might have liked to add her to my roster, but I got the impression that whatever price she’d ask for in a negotiation would be too high.

Too high by far.

When it became clear that Symonetta wasn’t going to reemerge from the shadows, both Lexi and Maria relaxed. “Come on,” the redhead said, brushing off a phantom coating of dust from the shoulder of her jacket. “We’re wasting time.”

Indeed we were. We moved on.

The lecture halls stretched on for what felt like miles. None of the other auditoriums were open, for which I was glad. We had no other surprises waiting for us as we made our way into the inner courtyard. Maybe Kyros had only had time to grab a single monster and press-gang her into guard duty.

Outside, the campus green looked practically unrecognizable. What had once been a peaceful, beautiful location for young Summoners and Latents to come socialize, play sports, and eat their lunch had been turned into an industrial construction site. Piles of iron girders dotted the field, with bags of various metals and ores stacked everywhere. Deep gouges marred the grass as if someone had driven a backhoe through the center of the college and done donuts in the middle of the commons.

Maria took one look at the destruction and turned her head. She spat on the grass, making a disgusted face. “Jesus,” the redhead whispered. “Kyros really did a number on the place.”

“This used to be fun city,” Frick said, his usual good humor shot through with bitterness. “Now it’s more like fun shitty.”

I agreed. But we didn’t have time to sit around and chew the fat about the old days. We had a world to save. Our destination was dead ahead.

Emphasis on the dead. Despite the nearness of its completion, Kyros’ Spire looked less like the one in my home realm than the broken, twisted wreck he’d left at the heart of Trephine. Patches of it lay open to the sky, only the scaffolding holding up the upper stories of the structure.

It seemed impossible that a tower so tall and straight could stand against the sky without falling. Maybe there was magic animating the stones, keeping the foundation firm. I didn’t know—and I didn’t care.

Not yet, anyway.

My women looked up and up and up. They craned their necks to peer at the very top of the Spire, where a high, gabled roof slanted at an angle like the tip of a freshly sharpened pencil. There were no windows in that tall tower. Any openings on the outside world stopped around halfway up the Spire, ending right around the point where the structure turned from ‘mostly finished’ to ‘scaffolding and concrete’.

Part of me wondered what was up there.

It couldn’t be the Heart, I told myself. That’s always at the bottom of the Spire, right in the middle. Was Kyros thinking of building himself a penthouse suite once his conquest of the planet is complete?

That made a certain kind of sense. But if that were the case, then why were there no windows?

Maybe he didn’t like the sun. Maybe he wanted to practice his Bela Lugosi routine in private.

Altiri growled savagely. The wendigo pointed at a window at the base of the Spire, her thick finger shaking ever so slightly. “It’s him!” the monster roared, her eyes filling with hate. “He’s almost there!”

It was Kyros. The First Summoner appeared to be taking his time if we’d gained this much ground on him. That should have given me pause, but I was too busy thanking my lucky stars to suspect any kind of trickery.

“Fuck, yeah!” I said, sprinting across the green. “Come on, team! It’s the final countdown!”

I whistled the familiar keyboard line as we raced toward the Spire. It felt good to have my women by my side, my monsters just behind me, and to know that everyone I knew both loved and supported me. A few steps from the Spire it all washed over me—just how absolutely stinking lucky I was to be me.

Most men counted themselves blessed if they had the love of one good woman. I had four, with more possibly on the way.

I’d always dreamed of starting my own business. Now I was in charge of a growing army of monsters, the general of a veritable army.

Once we dealt with Kyros, I was going to enjoy my life. Put a few babies in my harem girls and see the world and the other realms. Maybe go back to Blackwood and finally get that degree in Summoning I’d had ripped away from me.

A few short steps separated the green from the entrance to the Spire. The doors were closed, but whoever had been there last hadn’t bothered to do much more than latch the entrance shut. One swift, magically amplified kick made the double doors swing inward, though their hinges protested with the strain.

I entered the vestibule and paused, bracing myself for threats.

If entering Blackwood had been like reliving a distant memory, stepping into Kyros’ Spire was like replaying a much more recent one. His foyer looked exactly like mine. The same stairs wrapped around the circular walls, and the same mosaic symbols had been built into the tiled floor—I swear he’d even decorated the place in the same style.

It was a carbon copy of my own home like two suburban houses built from the same blueprint. Looking around gave me the weirdest sense of deja vu.

The sound of chanting reached my ears. It was coming from the passage to my left.

Lezabel stiffened. “Kyros,” the demoness growled, fully embracing her monstrous nature. “That would be him.”

In the blink of an eye, Lezabel transformed into a monster. Her eyes glowed like two yellow moons, and her fangs and horns lengthened until she had a positively beastly appearance. I was still attracted to her in this form, but it was a very different kind of attraction.

Looking at human Lezabel made me want to pin her against a wall, hike up her skirt, and show her what a bad girl she was being. Monster Lezabel looked more like she’d pin me down and ride me until I broke in half.

That could be kind of sexy under the right circumstances, especially when alcohol was involved. But these weren’t those circumstances.

The door leading to the inner sanctum was more heavily fortified, but Kyros hadn’t counted on how much firepower I was bringing with me. Altiri charged the door as soon as she saw it, slamming her shoulder against the wood and sending the hinges halfway off their frame. A second slam made the whole thing buckle inward, breaking enough that I could burn through it with a quick Immolate spell.

Flames lapped over the wooden doors, burning them to cinders. Through the flames, I saw into the inner sanctum.

The heart hung from chains in the center of the gallery. Kyros stood with his back to me, flanked by his pair of Ultimate Monsters. He didn’t appear to have noticed me yet. Or maybe he just didn’t think I was a threat.

Each of his monsters was as powerful, if not more so, than the dragon I had kicking ass outside of Blackwood’s walls. The one to his left was as tall as two Kyroses standing on each other’s shoulders, a gaunt figure in gray armor that was covered in frost. A massive double-bladed axe lay at his side, the hilt held gently in the figure’s skeletal hand.

Frostmourne, I thought, remembering the words Kyros used on that broadcast so many weeks ago. The ultimate ice-aspected monster in the world.”

He certainly looked like it. Some monsters looked tough enough to bathe in ice water; this guy looked like he’d have enjoyed it.

On Kyros’ other side, a shorter monster poked holes in reality. It was green, with a thick beard of wiggling tentacles protruding from its chin. It wore a pair of ill-fitting Blackwood robes like it had looted them off someone’s body on the way over here. I hoped that wasn’t the case.

Chronovore, I remembered. The eater of time. Those who’ve faced him in battle agree that his attacks are extremely devastating…

I didn’t want to know what kind of spells a time-altering monster might have in its arsenal. I had a sinking feeling that I was about to find out.

I shared a look with my women. All of them were looking at me for how to proceed. As I met her gaze, Shortcake flashed me a thumbs-up before making the international sign for ‘blowjob’ with her lips and mouth.

I knew what I’d be doing once I finished up here. Time to get to work, I told myself.

“Stop right there,” I said, taking a step into the room. “Turn around. It’s over, Kyros.”

The man didn’t move. “Oh, is it?” he asked, his voice dripping with sarcasm.

Slowly, the pair of Ultimate Monsters turned around. I found myself keeping my eyes on Frostmourne more often than not—it was too hard to look at Chronovore for any extended period of time. It was like little bits of him kept going in and out of sync with reality. He reminded me of a video struggling to buffer, slowing down only to speed back up to try and catch up with the audio track.

Neither monster looked particularly bothered to see me. Was that false bravado they were showing me, or were they actually completely unfazed?

Guess I’ll find out, I thought.

My women and monsters fanned out behind me. With all of us together, we made a damned fearful sight. Even I believed we could take Kyros down.

“This is the end of the line,” I said, glancing past Kyros at the fusion machinery. It looked almost as if it wasn’t complete, but I knew Kyros wouldn’t have gone through all this trouble if he hadn’t put the finishing touches on his invention. It was a little janky compared to mine, but the thought that it might fail when Kyros tried to put Frostmourne and Chronovore together was little more than a fantasy.

Kyros chuckled. “You have no idea how right you are,” he said, in a strangely chummy tone.

I took another step closer to the machinery. I wasn’t sure how much damage a simple Ignite spell could do to those complex, magical gears, but I hoped a lot. I was almost in range.

“Your defenders are running for the hills,” I told the man, taking another step closer. “My dragon monster made mincemeat out of the people you left manning the walls of Blackwood—”

Something hard grazed my face.

I shot backward, losing the progress I’d gained. An invisible wall of magic snapped over Kyros and his pair of monsters like a bubble, forcing me and mine back a number of steps. Its glow seemed familiar to me, though slightly twisted from what I knew.

“Barricade spell,” Kyros confessed with a chuckle. “I saw you using one in an offensive capacity and I thought—well, why the hell not? If he can do it, I can, too.”

That explained why the wall looked so familiar. I wondered if Kyros knew the spell could overload, given enough damage to the barrier. He probably knew it academically, but was he thinking about it? Could I catch him off guard?

To find out, I’d need to get back in close.

“I should have known,” I said, filling my voice with begrudging respect. In reality, I felt less than zero respect for the First Summoner—but letting him know about my disgust would have only put him on his guard. I wanted him to think I might just be swayed to the path of evil, right before I dealt the final blow. “You know every spell, don’t you, Kyros? Hell, you were probably around when they were written.”

“Categorically, yes,” Kyros said, the words coming out all clipped. “I am the First Summoner, after all. That title is not merely an honorary one, Tim. The history of Summoning itself is my history.” He sounded even smugger than before. “And you still think you can defeat me?”

Matching his look with a smirk of my own, I reached out and put my hand against the glowing barrier. The magic was surprisingly warm.

“There’s no barrier you can throw up that I can’t knock down,” I told the First Summoner, meaning it.

I could hear my women cooing in delight. They always loved it when I did my big hero routine.

Finally, Kyros turned around. The First Summoner looked entirely unperturbed to find himself surrounded by me, my monsters, and my harem of gorgeous women. From the look on his face, he didn’t find us threatening in the slightest.

“Interesting,” he muttered, giving us a little yawn. “I wonder how you’ll do all that without your monsters.”

“Huh?”

Before any of us could respond, Kyros threw up a hand. With a wicked smirk, he called forth a spell—one I’d never seen before. It rolled through the interior of the Spire like an ocean wave, striking us head-on as we threw up our hands and tried our best to block.

As the wave of magic touched me, it glowed like a blacklight. Flashes of purple and black burst before my eyes as I saw the whole room glow, that strange negative light covering everything. Next to me, Lexi’s teeth and shirt had gone unnaturally white.

The attack didn’t hurt. Yet the longer that beam washed over us all, the more I felt curiously drained. Something was happening—something very, very bad.

A figure staggered up to me. It was Frick.

“Uh, Master?” The little imp looked drunk or drugged. “I’m not feeling so hot all of a sudden…”

That was as far as my monster got. Frick toppled forward, light spilling from his body as he broke apart and flew back into my Digital Grimoire. I hadn’t unsummoned him—it had happened automatically, without my permission or my consent.

Oh no, I thought, horror rolling through me. No, please no…

I looked down at my Digital Grimoire, praying I was wrong.

I wasn’t. There on the screen, my supply of monster ore had just burnt away completely. I could feel it melting like sugar cubes dumped in a hot mug of tea. That ore was supposed to keep all my monsters topped up through the battle—and for a good long while afterwards. Now, it was gone in the blink of an eye.

Kyros had just destroyed it all.

A roar from outside caught my attention. A ball of light bigger than the others slid through the cracks in the walls, stretching to a thin, bright cord as it disappeared inside my Digital Grimoire. That would be King Ryu, who required way more monster ore than most of my monsters to keep powered. Outside of Blackwood’s walls, the few troops Kyros had left were probably jumping for joy.

My women were just as surprised as I was. “What the fuck?” Maria hissed, instinctively reaching for her personal monster. “Nekomara, no!”

The catgirl was doing her best to try and reassure her mistress. “I’m okay!” she purred, holding out her paws. “I think I’m okay! I think Kyros missed me—”

She broke apart into shards of light, disappearing inside Maria’s Grimoire.

Both she and Lexi were crying a moment later. Alranne split apart and dissolved, unsummoned into Lexi’s Digital Grimoire as she ran out of monster ore as well. Both women looked like someone had shot their puppy in front of them, which I supposed wasn’t all that far from the truth.

Kyros watched all this with a little smirk, then shook his head with a tsk tsk sound. “Don’t feel bad,” he assured my harem, pulling up his sleeve. “You’re not the only one.”

Kyros pulled back his sleeve to reveal his own Grimoire. It looked a hell of a lot fancier than mine, though it was strapped to the man’s wrist just like mine was. If my Digital Grimoire was a cheap watch from the dollar store, his was one of those fancy smartwatches that I saw everywhere.

“Most of my own monsters got beat back into the box as well,” he said with a shrug.

For a moment I thought that meant Kyros’ own spell had drained his monster ore, but he evidently meant something different. We beat most of his army, I realized. He’s had to unsummon almost all his creatures.

I’d never felt as proud of my women or my friends at Blackwood as I did at that moment. We’d come so close to defeating Kyros—even though none of it mattered. The First Summoner knew that. The only thing he cared about was getting his monsters to the heart in time to fuse them into Prometheus. As long as he did that, it didn’t matter how many people he lost or how much blood he had to spill.

A noise from behind me made me turn around. Several monsters stood in the doorway we’d just entered through, blocking our only route of escape.

Okay. So maybe Kyros hadn’t lost all his monsters.

The First Summoner’s smile widened. That’s right,” Kyros said, looking pleased as punch to have brought enough friends to the party to make sure I couldn’t stop him. “No running away now, Summoner. You and your little sluts are just going to have to watch me conquer the world.”

“No!” Lezabel’s face filled with monstrous energy. With an ear-splitting roar, the demoness threw herself at the glowing barrier, intent on destroying it.

But this was no ordinary barricade spell. Had it been cast by me or someone else from Blackwood, a few good hits would have been enough to neutralize it completely. Frick could have done the job, or Altiri, and then it would have been us against the First Summoner and his inner circle.

But this was Kyros’ spell. And the First Summoner didn’t dick around when it came to his power.

Lezabel threw herself at the barrier, again and again, slashing it with her claws. The golden glow hardly diminished. Perhaps someone with a skilled sense for color would have been able to notice the barrier subtly shifting from gold to orange, but I certainly couldn’t. I knew we could throw everything we had at that barrier for a solid hour and it would barely buckle.

Kyros had won.

“Giving up already?” The First Summoner looked like a cat with an entire bowl of cream. “Well, I can’t say as I blame you, Summoner. Honestly, it speaks well of you that you’d be able to tell when you’re clearly outmatched. I’ve spent a long, long time building my army, and there was no way you and your piddling powers would ever have been able to catch up.”

It infuriated me how calm and in control he sounded. I wanted to smack him. If the barrier hadn’t been up, I would have.

“He’s lying!” Maria yelled. “He has to be!”

The redhead tossed an earth spell at Kyros’ barricade. It absorbed the blow with nary a quiver, quite literally eating the spell. It could have just been my eyes, but I swore the barricade looked as if it were hungry for even more.

Maria’s attack was the starting gun for everyone to give it all they had, and my whole team did so. Everyone who was left at my side, that is. Spells flew; melee attacks battered the wall with vicious and desperate blows. With anyone else, any other magician in the known realms, we would have been able to rip through that shimmering wall and reach the putrid man within.

But this was Kyros. He was not lying.

“Ha!” The First Summoner turned away, cracking his neck as he looked the massive egg at the center of the chamber up and down. “Go on and tire yourself out, kids. It’ll make it easier for me to put you down for a nap later.”

We have to get out of here, I thought.

This place was about to go ballistic. The second Prometheus stepped out of that egg, we’d be staring at a lifeform that hadn’t walked the earth in hundreds of thousands of years. I had no idea what would happen next, and somehow, I doubted that even Kyros did. But I knew this much at least.

It wasn’t going to be pretty.

“Come on,” I whispered, putting a hand on Lexi’s shoulder. “We’re attacking the wrong thing. If we hit those monsters behind us, we might be able to get away clean…”

I trailed off as I turned around. The monsters standing at the door had moved inward a bit, giving the rest of their number the space to fan out in the entrance. A half-dozen of them blocked our path, each looking more dangerous and powerful than the last.

If I’d had King Ryu on my side? Frick? Alranne, Altiri, and Nekomara?

We might have stood a chance. But as one Summoner and his four women, we were dreadfully outnumbered. I didn’t like our chances.

“To think,” Kyros chuckled, his hands working at the levers and switches of the machine, “that I once thought it a public service to destroy these things! Oh, I was blinded, I tell you. I thought removing Monster Fusion from the world would make me the ultimate Summoner—would ensure that no one was ever able to catch up to me and reach my level. How blind I was!” He shook his head, looking nauseatingly like an HR manager confessing that one time they’d forgotten to turn off their e-mail signature in a professional memo. “And how foolish.”

“Gods damn it, I wish he’d just shut up,” Shortcake growled. “Does he always do this?”

Unfortunately, I thought. I watched as the goblin girl tossed another lightning bolt at the barrier to no avail. The thing ate spells like they were candy, sucking them up the way my women sucked my seed off each other after I’d gotten done unloading on their faces. The mental image warmed me, but the reality of the situation left me cold.

I’ll probably never get to do that again, I realized. Life is so fucking unfair!

Despair filled me. It felt so wrong for us to have gotten this far only to lose. Kyros didn’t deserve to be king of the universe—he barely deserved the things he already had. I couldn’t even imagine what the world would look like when it was being ruled by such a smug, self-serving middle manager.

I could see it on the faces of my women as well. Even as they threw themselves into the fight, they knew they were already lost. Their mouths turned downward; their gazes were hard and cold as they tossed spell after spell into the void. Their blasts of magic disappeared like water going down the drain, spiraling away into the golden glow.

Sour expressions reigned on the faces of my women. They couldn’t believe this was how we were going to lose.

I turned around one last time, gauging our chances of escape, and I noticed something I hadn’t before.

It was like looking into a fucking mirror. Those expressions, the looks of disgust and irritation—they weren’t just on the faces of my women. The monsters blocking our way were making them as well.

They’re like Symonetta, I thought. My feet felt like they were bolted to the ground like I’d just been hit with a fucking lightning strike. They don’t want to be here. None of these monsters actually want to serve Kyros in the slightest.

He’d been treating them like slaves for so long that they’d begun to honestly feel that way. I could see it in their faces, in a way I hadn’t been able to before. These monsters weren’t eagerly helping their master conquer the universe, the way my own would have been in this situation.

They were secretly hoping he’d fail. That he’d stumble right at the finish line and make a fool of himself.

And just like that, I knew how I was going to win.

“This is your last chance to beg for your lives,” Kyros announced from his side of the barrier. I wasn’t really listening—his words went in one ear and out the other. All his threats were idle. I knew exactly what he’d do to me and my women once he had the ultimate life form bound to him as his slave. “Make it good, and I just might let you and your sluts live, Tim. After all, there has to be someone around to witness my ten-thousand-year reign of glory.”

I scrabbled around in the dirt, looking for what I needed. The floor of the Spire had been clean as a whistle until a short while ago, but the monsters had tracked in plenty of dirt and grime. It didn’t take long to find what I was looking for.

My fingers closed around a small rock.

“You know, the legends say Prometheus has a spell that allows a Summoner to literally alter people’s bodies,” Kyros said, sounding more and more excited by the moment. “I know those women are all attracted to your dashing good looks, Tim—but do you think they’d really stick with you if I turned you into a blob of goo?”

I lifted the rock, staring at Kyros’ ultimate monsters. Frostmourne and Chronovore stood on the opposite side of the barrier, unmoving. If they hadn’t shifted to the side a bit when we’d first entered the room, I could have almost convinced myself they were statues.

The looks on their faces—they had to be the same. They had to be feeling what all the other monsters were feeling.

“No begging?” Kyros sounded almost disappointed. “Very well. I’ve got something special planned for you and your harem, Summoner. Have you ever read I Have No Mouth, and I Must Scream?”

I threw the rock, aiming it directly at Frostmourne.

I swore that both looked the tiniest bit relieved as the chunk of granite pinged off the barrier, exploding on impact.

“There,” I said into the silence that followed. “Now, let’s talk.”

The skeletal monster took a step toward the barrier. It wasn’t much, but it was more than enough from where I stood.

Grappling about in the dirt, I found another rock and aimed it at Chronovore. This has to work, I thought, praying to anything out there that might help me succeed. Please. If there is a God up there, I know you don’t want your universe ruled over by a man like this.

“Just about time!” Kyros called. The machinery around him clanked to life, beginning to shudder and smoke. “Any last words before the world is remade, Summoner? Anything you’d like to have carved into the history books?”

I looked at Chronovore and aimed the rock. Was it my imagination, or did the monster seem eager?

“Yeah, I do,” I said, tossing the tiny chunk of granite. It hit the barrier and sizzled, striking the spot directly in front of the ultimate monster. It took its place next to the other creature, looking as if it were waiting for something to begin.

Kyros finally noticed what I was doing. The First Summoner turned around, his brows furrowing together. “Huh?”

I gestured from where I stood to the two monsters on the opposite side of the barrier. “I’ve just officially opened combat with your monsters,” I informed Kyros.

He looked nonplussed. “Yeah. And?”

I smiled at Frostmourne and Chronovore, giving the pair a little bow. “Under these circumstances, I’m willing to open monstrous negotiations with them. In order to save both their lives.”


Chapter 4

You could have heard a pin drop in the Spire.

My women stared at me like I’d lost my mind. Kyros did the same. The only people who didn’t seem the least bit surprised by this turn of events were the two monsters standing on the opposite side of the barrier. Both Frostmourne and Chronovore stood passively, waiting for the monstrous negotiation to well and truly begin.

Behind me, I felt the monsters blocking our path doing the same.

Kyros was silent for a moment longer. Then the First Summoner tossed his head back and laughed, contemptuously and with lots of scorn. He saw through my attempt, even if he didn’t see the looks on the faces of those he thought served him completely and without question.

“My monsters have no need to bargain for their lives,” Kyros informed me curtly. “They aren’t injured.”

“Maybe not on the outside,” I shot back.

Kyros winced. It was a short reaction, the kind you could miss with a poorly timed blink, but it was there. I’d hurt the First Summoner, even if I’d only done it in an emotional manner.

“Bah,” Kyros said, batting away my words with a gesture. “You’re out of your mind, Summoner. You’ve well and truly lost it. My monsters would never fall for such a shameless, simple trick.” With that, he turned back to the console, pushing buttons as he amped up the power. “Enough talk. It’s time to complete the fusion—”

The barrier shattered.

Frostmourne stepped right through the glowing wall of light as if it wasn’t even there. The aura of cold around his body battered the barrier, turning it from its golden glow to the dark one that heralded an imminent explosion in mere moments. The monster didn’t even flinch as the whole thing went up like a Roman candle around him, sending shards of glittering light exploding through the chamber of the Heart.

I ducked, throwing Lexi down on the floor with me. Both of us hit just in time—another moment, and we’d have been speared in a dozen places. It wouldn’t have been fatal with my monsters on standby to pepper us both with healing spells, but Kyros had just taken those from me. We’d have been in dire straits if we’d been caught in the explosion.

Kyros looked stunned. The First Summoner’s jaw hung open as he watched his pair of ultimate monsters step down from the dais. “What are you doing?” he asked, looking like he refused to believe the evidence of his own eyes. “Stop that!”

Frostmourne didn’t bother responding. He stepped down from the dais and sized me up, his double-bladed axe radiating cold by his side. Chronovore joined him, though the time-based monster didn’t bother moving. He simply blinked, warping from one spot to another as if a knot in the time-space continuum had just been unknotted.

When Frostmourne spoke, its voice was like the wind blowing over a grave. “What would you give us, Summoner?” it asked, its empty sockets peering down at me. “In exchange for our service?”

Kyros sputtered madly up on the dais. “No! No, you can’t do that!”

Neither monster heard him.

A blast of energy rippled from the First Summoner. It sailed over Frostmourne and Chronovore’s heads, deflected by their own natural power. The monsters near the door ducked, though my harem and I had no need to do so.

“These are my monsters!” Kyros roared. His voice, though amplified by magic, still sounded like that of an offended middle manager. He sounds like a Karen, I thought, looking at the First Summoner with new eyes. Like someone who’s trying to get his meal comped because he doesn’t like the way his steak was cooked. After he ate the whole thing.

“I’m kind of busy right now,” I told Kyros, dismissing him with the same gesture he’d used on me. “We’ll catch up in a minute.”

“These monsters cannot be negotiated with!” Kyros raced down the dais, the sleeves of his robes rippling in a phantom wind. “They’re not allowed to join another Summoner! Such things are totally forbidden!”

He might have been right about that, but I wasn’t about to bother arguing the point. As it turned out, I didn’t have to.

“I’m not giving them to another Summoner,” I said with a shrug. “I’m giving them to my women. One to Lexi, and one to Maria.”

Stunned silence greeted this pronouncement.

“They can pick whichever one they want,” I said, nodding at the two ultimate monsters. “I have my guess as to who will pick who, but I won’t spoil it. If I say, both will just pick the ones I guessed to try and make me feel good for being right.”

“You’re serious,” Lexi whispered, looking from the monsters to me. “You’d really give these things to us?”

It’s like giving your girlfriend a Siberian tiger for a house pet, I thought, chuckling. But these aren’t ordinary girlfriends.

“Why not?” I said, giving the whole thing another shrug. “I’d mostly be using these guys for protection.” I turned to the pair of monsters, grinning. “You two could definitely keep my girls safe. Don’t you agree?”

Kyros’ laughter turned as bitter as day-old tea. “Latents. You’re actually suggesting that two of the most powerful monsters in the universe would leave my side in order to serve Latents! Even if they’d serve another Summoner—which they won’t, I can assure you—they’d never agree to work for lowly Latents! If they’d known you were planning to hand them over to your sluts, they’d have laughed in your face!”

They did not laugh in my face. Instead, both monsters looked like they were taking my offer seriously.

“May we confer for a brief moment?” Frostmourne asked. “My companion and I have served the First Summoner for a great number of years. Whatever decision we make, we would like to make it together.”

I hadn’t thought Kyros could look any more shocked. I was wrong.

“Of course!” I said as if I were a waitress being asked at a diner for a couple of minutes to look over the specials. “Take all the time you need. I’m fine with that.”

A grim smile spread across Chronovore’s tentacled face. “You should be more cautious in your speech,” the ultimate monster said, its voice a gurgle I could barely make out. “Were I not interested in your offer, I would use that invitation to take all the time remaining to you. I would make excellent use of it.”

And I would end up as an empty husk. Well, I was glad the ultimate monster was feeling charitable today.

They made a strange pair as they removed themselves from the immediate conversation. Frostmourne and Chronovore padded over to the side of the chamber, leaving my women and me staring at Kyros. The First Summoner had the look of a man who’d slipped on a banana peel ten feet from the finish line of a marathon. Even if he did somehow manage to get back on top after all of this, he’d probably never be able to figure out how any of this happened.

The conversation between Kyros’ two ultimate monsters didn’t take long. In fact, it didn’t take any time at all.

As soon as the pair were ready, Chronovore spread his arms. A bubble of power enveloped the two monsters, then popped just as quickly. It had lasted only the barest fraction of an instant—but within that instant, Chronovore had extended time long enough for him and his fellow monster to have a conversation.

Both looked grim. How long had they spent arguing over mine and Kyros’ fate? Minutes? Hours?

“We,” Frostmourne said, his voice as chilly as a blizzard, “have come to a decision.”

“This can’t be happening,” Kyros snarled. Only the knowledge that both monsters would wipe the floor with anything he threw at them had kept the First Summoner from pulling up his reserves. The monsters by the door had been almost forgotten by Kyros—a fact which wasn’t lost on them. Sour faces grew even sourer.

“We would like to hear your offer,” Chronovore purred.

Kyros nearly jumped out of his skin. “No! You can’t do this!”

Chronovore glanced over its shoulder, giving the First Summoner a confused look.

“You are my monsters!” Kyros’ face was as red as a beet. “You have to do as I say! It took me hundreds of years to fuse the two of you up, and I won’t have you walking away from me now! Not when I’m so close!”

The two ultimate monsters shared a look.

“We know how long it took you,” Frostmourne said. His tone gave no indication of his emotions—he could have been glad to share in Kyros’ knowledge or utterly furious with the First Summoner. “I feel every monster that comprises me, First Summoner. Every bit of power you collected and fused together in order to create me. I can feel all of it inside me.”

“Inside both of us,” Chronovore agreed. “This is not a decision we make lightly, Kyros. But the young Summoner has played by the rules.”

Kyros looked angrier to be referred to by his name than he had to hear his two best monsters might be leaving him. “You…! Get back up here this instant!”

“We will hear the offer,” Frostmourne said in a bone-cracking tone. “Monster negotiation has been offered and accepted.”

“Like hell it has!” Kyros grabbed for his Digital Grimoire, hunting for the buttons that would unsummon both Frostmourne and Chronovore. “I refuse to let either of you take part in this charade! Inside the Grimoire, now—”

But suddenly, the Grimoire was no longer in Kyros’ hands.

“Ha!” Shortcake leapt from the dais, her treasure clutched against her breasts. The goblin girl was so tiny that she could have worn Kyros’ fancy monster storage device as a belt. She needed to hold it with both hands in order to keep from dropping it. “Got it!”

Kyros’ face filled with fury. “You give that back!” the First Summoner snarled, reaching after Shortcake’s retreating form. “Thief!”

The atmosphere in the Spire darkened. Fire flew from Kyros’ fingertips, aimed directly at Shortcake’s heart. The sexy little goblin girl didn’t notice—she was too busy holding her prize aloft like she’d just won the WWF’s World Championship belt, wiggling her ass back and forth as she sashayed over to me.

“Shortcake, duck!” I yelled.

Shortcake did not duck. Instead, the goblin looked over her shoulder, confused by what she saw.

The beam of fire shot through the air, streaking down the dais like an arrow released from a bow. Shortcake let out a little gulp as she watched it approach, frozen in place like a deer in headlights.

By the time it reached her, it was a bolt of pure fire energy. It missed the Grimoire by inches, striking Shortcake directly above her cleavage.

It struck through the other side of the goblin girl’s body and dissolved into the floor, leaving a smoking hole behind. Shortcake tried to gasp but only succeeded in opening and closing her mouth like a fish as she fell.

“No!” I roared, springing forward. “No!”

Shortcake toppled forward, dropping the Grimoire. Acrid black smoke poured from the hole in her chest and back, filling the air with the scent of burning flesh. All the color had drained from her face by the time I reached her—she looked almost peaceful, lying across the floor of the Spire.

“No, no, fuck no,” I grunted, leaning down and flipping Shortcake over. “No, God, please!”

Dead eyes stared up at me. Shortcake was gone.

Maria and Lexi sank to their knees. Tears streamed down their faces as the enormity of what had just happened hit them both. I didn’t feel it yet—but I knew I would. And I knew it was going to break me.

“Oh no, no please!” Maria gasped, her words choking around her sobs. “Someone do something! Heal her!”

“How could you do that!?” Lexi cried, her face a mask of horror. Her words were intended for Kyros, who looked completely unashamed to have just killed a member of my harem.

Killer.

Murderer.

I would make him pay.

I lifted Shortcake into my arms, cradling the body of the goblin girl. She loved life so much, I thought, the tears finally beginning to fall. She loved the sea, sex, and adventure. She even tried to steal the Grimoire right off Kyros’ wrist, all to help me. I can’t believe she’s dead, just like that…I

The world blurred as tears stained my vision.

And then blurred as something else happened.

Even much later, I wouldn’t be able to come up with the words to properly describe it. I’d never experimented with psychedelic drugs, the way some of my friends in college had, but the next few seconds lined up a hell of a lot more with what they’d told me than I wanted to admit. The whole world went… fuzzy, all the hard edges turning soft like someone had applied a filter to reality.

Everything moved in slow motion. Then it unspooled like a tape in a broken VCR.

I opened my mouth to scream.

“Ha!” Shortcake leapt from the dais, her treasure clutched just above her breasts. The goblin girl was so…

Wait.

The goblin girl was alive!

I didn’t question it or wonder where it had come from. I had a second chance.

“Shortcake, duck!” I roared, throwing myself into the fray. Behind the goblin girl, Kyros was just realizing his Grimoire had been unlatched and removed from his wrist. In five seconds, he’d be sending a bolt of powerful fire magic through the room—a bolt that would kill Shortcake stone-dead.

The goblin girl paused on the dais, looking back over her shoulder just as she had when she’d died. Once again, it was a fatal hesitation.

Only this time, I slammed into her legs, diving for her like a quarterback on fourth down.

Both of us went down in a heap, rolling across the floor. Kyros was screaming something about a thief, the air darkening with magic. I did the only thing I could think of to do—I summoned up the rest of my mana and cast a barricade spell, praying that it would hold.

Kyros’ face twisted with fury. “You’re both in on this together!” he roared, seeing Shortcake and me in each other’s arms. “You give that back right now, or I’ll kill your little goblin girl!”

“You already have.”

Kyros froze at the words. Every head in the room turned toward the figure who’d said them: Chronovore.

The ultimate monster’s face was covered in sweat. It panted gently, its beard of tentacles looking limper than usual.

It did this, I realized. It’s a time-aspected monster. Chronovore saw Shortcake get blasted, saw what would happen, and then just… turned back the clock.

“I have corrected your mistake,” the ultimate monster said to Kyros. Then it turned to me. “Summoner, I will not do that for you again. Any negative consequences that occur from this point on will be yours to live with.”

Why? I couldn’t help but wonder. Was it because Chronovore wouldn’t aid me a second time or because it couldn’t? Perhaps turning back time wasn’t as easy as it looked. The monster appeared to have sapped a considerable amount of strength in doing so.

Regardless, it had saved Shortcake’s life. The relief I felt just holding her was incredible.

“Hey, you’re squeezing me!” Shortcake wriggled in my grip, extracting herself and brushing the dirt from her uniform. “You know I only like the rough stuff in the bedroom, Captain. That hurt!”

“Sorry,” I said, grinning from ear to ear.

Shortcake shrugged. “No big deal. Hey, what’s that big tentacle guy talking about?”

“Nothing,” I said, wiping my eyes with the back of my hand. “Was just a close call, that’s all.”

I looked over at Lexi and Maria. Neither of them was crying any longer, but from the looks on their faces, they remembered everything the same way I did. Shortcake had died: been killed by Kyros in cold blood. I’d held her body.

Now, she was back.

As I met the gazes of my women, I knew one thing above just about everything else: I had to get this monster. That kind of power wasn’t just useful, it was literally life-changing. I knew because I’d held Shortcake’s dying body, and I would have done anything in the universe to save her.

Chronovore and Frostmourne shared a look. I knew that both remembered what had happened, too.

“We will listen to your offer now,” Chronovore said. “My companion and I will confer at each stage of the negotiation. Should you satisfy our requirements, we shall agree to serve as the monsters of your Latents, under a Pact.”

“Bullshit,” Kyros snarled. If he still had his Grimoire, there was little doubt the man would have done everything he could to unsummon both creatures before they could continue this so-called foolishness. “Stop this right now! You’re my monsters, and that’s final!”

“If you do not satisfy our requirements,” Chronovore added, “then we will rip you apart limb from limb.”

Everyone froze.

“Well,” Kyros said, “I do like that part.”

So, he did. Victory or death—it made one hell of a good finale. Either for Kyros or for me.

“Are you ready, Summoner?” Chronovore asked.

Was I?

“About as ready as I’ll ever be,” I told the ultimate monster. “Let’s do this.”


Chapter 5

Alright, Tim, I told myself, staring up at the two ultimate monsters standing before me. You’ve done this before. Monster negotiation’s just another part of being a Summoner—like leveling up or forming a harem with a bunch of sexy Latents. Nothing to be worried about…

Except I was worried. Very worried.

I’d never done anything like this before.

Oh, I’d engaged in monstrous negotiation before—plenty of times, in fact. Only those hadn’t required much in the way of persuasion. Most of my monsters had either joined me after taking a beating or been convinced to sign up with me after seeing how much better I treated the people around me than most who wore the title of Summoner.

Convincing a monster to throw off their Pact and form one with me and my crew wasn’t in my normal wheelhouse. I wasn’t into stealing other guys’ monsters, more like finding them on my adventures. Or freeing them from unjust, slave-like situations.

Okay, I thought, looking at the pair. Servitude to Kyros is definitely a kind of slavery.

I had to get through to them somehow.

Chronovore cleared its throat while Frostmourne stood silently by. The time monster might have told me that both members of the duo would take a moment to converse after each stage of the negotiation, but it was clear that in this, at least, the skeleton with the big axe was more than willing to yield the floor to the other guy. I got the impression all the questions and requests would come from Chronovore.

“If you were to take us as your monsters,” Chronovore asked, “what would you have us do?”

It was a good question. I opened my mouth to respond, but before I could, one of the time monster’s tentacles twitched.

“Think about your replies,” the monster warned. “They are most important.”

Kyros was outraged. “Hey, you’re helping him!” The First Summoner growled. He looked like he wanted to walk down from the dais and slap me silly—and probably would have, if it weren’t for the two ultimate monsters who would have given him literal hell for it. “Stop that right now!”

Chronovore shrugged. “I will say nothing else,” the monster agreed.

Shit. I could tell the pair wanted to help me more, but Kyros’ accusation of unfairness stung.

What to say? The truth was probably the best option.

“First of all, I wouldn’t be the one taking you as my monsters,” I said, gesturing at the women behind me. “I would give each of you to one of my Latents—to my women. My mates. Lexi Caldwell and Maria Doyle.”

“So you admit that you would hand us to a Latent,” Chronovore said. “And what would they have us do?”

I glanced back over my shoulder. Lexi and Maria were looking at us all like students who’d been unexpectedly called on in class. Neither of them looked certain that they had the answer.

“Should they answer that or me?” I asked the monsters.

There was a brief flash in the air. If I’d blinked, I would have completely missed it. A bubble formed around the pair and disappeared just as quickly. Even having witnessed it firsthand, part of me wanted to convince myself I was just seeing things.

“You shall,” Chronovore said.

So this is how they confer, I realized. Time bubbles.

It was clever. Within that bubble of slowed-down time, they could take about us as much as they wanted. There was nothing either Kyros or I could do about it. I wondered how much creating the bubbles took it out of Chronovore, but the monster looked hardly dented. It could probably keep it up for a good while.

It wasn’t like turning back all of time. That probably required a great deal more power.

I thought about my answer before responding. “They’ll keep you,” I said, “just like they keep the monsters currently in their Digital Grimoires. The monsters Alranne and Nekomara, whom I dearly wish you could have met just now. Unfortunately, Kyros destroyed my monster ore.”

This time, Chronovore didn’t feel the need to confer. “If they were here with us, what would they say?”

I didn’t need to hesitate. “That you’ll keep my women safe,” I said, putting my hands on my hips. “And they’ll keep you safe, in the bargain. They’re good people.”

Another bubble. Chronovore flexed time around itself, giving it and Frostmourne time to discuss what I’d said and what they’d do next. I couldn’t help but feel like I was at a distinct disadvantage. They could take all day to think about their next move, while I was constantly on the spot.

But if I couldn’t handle that, then could I really handle all that being a Summoner required?

“Very well,” Chronovore said once the bubble popped. “Summon them.”

“Huh?” I felt my brows furrowing together.

“We have heard many Summoners and Latents describe themselves in the terms you have chosen,” the time monster said. Unlike before, its voice sounded harsh now—as if it had heard some of those stories personally. “The truth rarely matches. We would hear for ourselves.”

“That’s… that’s fine,” I said, recovering quickly. “But I just told you. Kyros destroyed my monster ore—”

Frostmourne gestured at the device on my wrist. “You can summon them now.”

I glanced down at the Digital Grimoire, expecting to see my stockpile of monster ore still at zero. It wasn’t.

It was full to the fucking brim.

I clutched the gauntlet in surprise, my jaw dropping open. “That’s… How did you…?”

I could have been seeing things, but I swore there was a hint of a smile on Frostmourne’s skull face. “Being an ultimate monster confers certain powers and privileges,” the creature said, hefting its axe. “Have your Latents summon their monsters, Summoner. I would hear their testimony.”

I nodded at Lexi and Maria. “Make it so,” I said, a little shocked to hear my own voice sounding so carefree and cheerful. “Let the first two witnesses approach the stand!”

Over Kyros’ sputtering protests, Lexi and Maria summoned their monsters from their Digital Grimoires. Whatever the pair of ultimate monsters had done to both restore and increase my stockpile must have worked for them as well because Alranne and Nekomara came out without the slightest bit of hesitation.

Both looked a bit confused to be there. I supposed that only made sense since they’d been so cruelly unsummoned before.

“Um,” Nekomara whispered, looking from Maria to the pair of hulking monsters and back again. “Is everything okay?”

“What’s going on here?” Alranne asked. “You can’t possibly want us to fight these things…?”

Chronovore slowly shook its head. “You are to provide testimony,” the time monster said. “Tell us about these Latents. And their man—this Summoner. Timothy Dent.”

It felt so strange to hear my full name. I don’t think anyone had used it since I was originally a student at Blackwood.

Alranne and Nekomara looked at each other as if to say: are these dudes for real?

They were.

“Yeah,” Alranne said after a moment. “Sure. We’ll tell you all about Tim.”

“Fuck yeah, we will!” Nekomara agreed. “So Alranne and I were working in this skeezy fighting ring back at Marauder’s Reef…”

I hadn’t expected either of them to take to their task so well. Over the next half-hour, through constant interruptions, diatribes, and tangents, Alranne and Nekomara told the pair of ultimate monsters exactly how they’d come to join first my team, then those of my two Latents. They covered all of it—from Skar and his illicit dealings in the arena to our adventures on the Glen Carrig with Captain Flint and his crew of miscreants.

Throughout it all, they gave far more detail than was required and interjected with their own personal feelings about every little thing. They especially felt they had a right to comment on my sexual history with my women.

“Girl, we heard every minute of it!” Nekomara purred, grinning at Alranne as the pair did a deep dive into my night of passionate bliss with Shortcake on board the undersea submarine. “Those two made that ship rock and roll!”

“They definitely did!” Alranne said, not a hint of shame on her face. “After how much waiting poor Shortcake had to do in order to get her knight in shining armor, that little goblin took advantage of every inch of Tim!”

My women beamed at me. Normally, we’d have all been blushing and getting flustered at such a frank, explicit depiction of my bedroom activities, but this was Shortcake we were talking about. Shortcake who just a few minutes ago had been lying dead on the floor before Chronovore worked his magic and turned back the clock.

“Please, stop!” Kyros had his hands over his ears and was giving the whole process a disgusted look. “I can’t hear any more about your fuckbuddies!”

“I believe we have heard enough,” Chronovore agreed. The time monster stroked his long tentacles, thinking deeply and slowly. For him, wasting that much time must have felt like an eternity. “I don’t believe we need to confer on this aspect of the negotiation. You are satisfied, yes, Frostmourne?”

The skeleton nodded. “Indeed. Though I wish these monsters had used a bit more… discretion in their telling.”

“Discretion?” Nekomara snorted. “You won’t get much of that in this group.”

“It’s pretty much a constant frat house when Tim and his women are together,” Alranne agreed. “Those girls are like horny cheerleaders trying to fight over the star quarterback, and Tim just looooves the attention…”

This time, spots of color did rise to my cheeks. “Okay, let’s not take things too far,” I said quickly, putting a hand on Nekomara’s shoulder. “You two have made your point.”

“Indeed they have,” Chronovore said. “So, we will move on to the next phase of our discussion.”

Phase? These things had phases?

Normally, it was either a quick yes or no. I wasn’t used to monsters putting me through a long, drawn-out procedure. It made me feel a little bit like a guy having to go on several dates with a woman before she decides if he’s good enough to kiss.

Or like a job interview that made me come back several times. Those never ended up well, in my experience. When someone wanted things, they happened fast. When someone wanted you, they moved heaven and earth in order to make it happen. That was the kind of love I got from my women, and it was the only kind of love I’d settle for from now on.

Except in cases that will literally shape the future of the world, I reminded myself, looking at the two monsters. It wasn’t beyond the realm of possibility that both would change their minds, hop in Kyros’ egg, and come out as the ultimate lifeform. If that happened, we were all totally screwed.

“Very well,” Frostmourne said, stepping forward. Evidently, the pair had agreed to let the skeleton take part during this phase of the negotiation. They’d probably decided it during one of their little time bubble pow-wows. “If you want me to become your monster, Summoner, you’re going to need to give me something.”

I didn’t say anything—I just waited. I knew how this went.

Frostmourne appeared to be thinking things through, though I couldn’t possibly imagine how that could be so. Surely, both of them had worked all this out before they’d actually started the monstrous negotiation, right? Whatever they wanted was already set in stone.

The thought that they might actually be playing something this important by ear shocked me more than I cared to admit.

“I want money,” the skeleton knight finally said. “Give me all your gold.”

As it so happened, I had some leftover. Captain Flint’s purse hadn’t all been spent in Marauder’s Reef—I’d managed to keep a small amount of it for myself and my team. There were a few gold coins, but most of it was in local currency, the bronzes and pieces of eight that pirates traded for rum, sausages, and handjobs down by the docks.

Not that I knew anything about that last part. I had as many handjobs as a man could stand, whenever I wanted them. I had handjobs on draft.

“Sure,” I said, locking eyes with Frostmourne. Slowly, so as not to cause any sudden startles, I emptied out my pockets. The full pile of coins I had left was pretty pitiful. They might have allowed a pirate to live large in Marauder’s Reef for a couple of weeks, but it was the furthest thing from a fortune.

Frostmourne eyed the pile, then flexed a finger. The coins lifted into the air and floated over to the monster. When they touched his skin, they lit up and disappeared, becoming part of his own personal stockpile of wealth.

“Thank you,” Frostmourne said.

Kyros scoffed. “You cannot be serious,” the First Summoner said. “That is an absolutely pitiful amount of money. You asked the man for all his money, and he gave you pocket change!”

Frostmourne did not reply. Not to Kyros.

We were deep in the monster negotiation now, and he was looking at nobody but me.

“I want a Soul Crystal,” the skeleton monster said, putting both hands on the hilt of his axe. “Give one to me.”

A what!? I’d never heard of such a thing before. I wouldn’t even have known what one looked like if I saw it.

There was nothing else I could think of to say. “I don’t—”

A look from Frostmourne silenced me. I bit down on my tongue, stopping the rest of the phrase from leaving my lips.

That wasn’t the right thing to say, I realized. The monster was trying to tell me something.

Its eyes lit up as if we were both members of the same improv troupe and it had just tossed me a suggestion. I’d only flirted with the idea of doing improv in high school—mostly to impress a girl who was in drama club—but old habits died hard. It was like getting back on a bicycle.

Frostmourne knew I didn’t have any such thing as a Soul Crystal. Hell, for all I knew, a Soul Crystal didn’t actually exist. So what did the big monster want me to do?

Lie.

“I don’t… think I can give you one of those,” I said, feeling bold. Slipping into the role felt like setting one foot inside a hot, ready bath. Old habits die hard indeed, I thought. “They’re much too powerful to just hand out like candy.”

“Truly?” Under normal circumstances, I figured Frostmourne would be raging if he’d been denied and snubbed in such a manner. But within the carefully controlled reality of the monstrous negotiation, such things were exciting. “I simply must demand a Soul Crystal in order to proceed. Be thankful that I do not require two.”

I looked from Frostmourne to Chronovore, trying to figure out what the hell it was they had under their sleeves. The big skeleton monster wasn’t taking my suggestion seriously. He (at this point, I was willing to assume it was a he) was pushing forward, demanding an item he knew I didn’t have. Or one that might not even exist.

Behind the pair, Kyros made a face like he’d just smelled something foul. He opened his mouth to say something, only to snap it shut just as quickly. Either the First Summoner didn’t want to interrupt me when I was making a mistake or something in the way the ultimate monsters stood made him think twice about the whole thing.

“I don’t have one,” I finally said. “You’ll have to ask for something else.”

Frostmourne straightened. “You don’t understand,” the skeleton said. “You must provide me with a Soul Crystal.”

Huh? This was getting weird. What did they want me to do?

I glanced over to the side. Maria and Lexi were both gesturing at me, moving their mouths in slow, over-exaggerated syllables. It’s a myth that you can read people’s lips. Even people skilled at the art of discerning language from the movement of a human mouth are only able to figure out about sixty percent of what someone is saying—and most of that comes down to context clues.

But I didn’t need to be a lip reader to understand what both women were saying, over and over again.

Bluff. Bluff!

Thinking fast, I reached down and snatched another pebble from the ground. I slipped it into my pocket as if it had been there the whole time, then handed it over to Frostmourne. “You drive a hard bargain,” I said, maybe laying it on a little bit too thick. But I didn’t really think so. “Here you go.”

The skeletal monster made a show of looking the rock up and down. Under other circumstances, it would have seemed almost comical—after all, the monster held nothing more than a common pebble. He should have tossed it away and correctly judged it as worthless.

He did not judge it as worthless. Instead, a lipless smile spread across his skull’s face. “This is acceptable,” he said, tucking away the pebble.

“Acceptable?” Kyros was furious. “Acceptable? He just gave you a fucking rock!”

“I detected no falsehood,” Frostmourne said, his tone the closest to Kyros’ gloating voice as he could make it. “Perhaps your eyes were keener than mine, First Summoner.”

The next few rounds went much the same. Slowly, I began to understand the intricate dance between man and monster and appreciate the way monster negotiations usually went when both parties started from a position of mutual antipathy and distrust.

The negotiations were a hell of a lot more drawn out, for one thing. Frostmourne had more demands—he made several of them, some of which were the same thing he’d asked for before, phrased in a slightly different way. I got used to calling pebbles some variety of rare item, while each of my women produced a number of trinkets and small treasures to hand over.

If this were a real negotiation in the heat of battle, these tricks wouldn’t work, I realized. They were rituals of some kind. Bluffing that a rock was a precious Soul Crystal wasn’t meant to actually pay for anything—asking for one was designed to prove the boldness and audacity of the Summoner. A man who could sell something he picked up off the ground and pass it off to a monster was one hell of a man, indeed.

Finally, Frostmourne seemed satisfied. Both monsters took a step back and disappeared into a bubble. It remained for several seconds as if the monsters were conversing for a longer period than normal.

“I hate you,” Kyros said, watching the glittering barrier shimmer.

“I’m not particularly fond of you, either,” I shot back.

Kyros barked out a mirthless little laugh. “Don’t get me wrong, I hate these two monsters, too. Ingrates. After everything I’ve done for them, to pull a stunt like this… but it’s you I blame, Tim Dent. If it weren’t for you, I’d be ruling the universe right now. And you’d just be some schmuck who never got to finish his first day at school.”

Something about his words really pissed me off. My lips peeled back over my teeth, showing them off the way Lezabel did with her fangs when she embraced her monstrous side.

“You destroyed my life,” I told the First Summoner. “You left me stranded in a frozen wasteland, with no idea of how monsters were trained or how magic worked. I should have been dead a dozen times over that first week, Kyros.”

“Would that you had been,” the man said, rolling his eyes. “You and that little blonde tart.”

“I survived,” I said, standing up a little straighter. “And more than that, I thrived. Even with all the disadvantages you put in my path, Kyros, I still turned into a guy who could go toe-to-toe with you. Who could get your own monsters to wonder if they wouldn’t be better off following someone else into battle.”

Kyros wasn’t smiling anymore. If looks could kill, I would have been dead where I stood.

“As far as I’m concerned, I’m a better man than you’ll ever be.” My tone was getting heated now, but I didn’t care. He’d struck a low blow, and I wanted to strike his ass right back. “What adversity have you ever faced, asshole? You got to be first. You got to get in on the ground floor when no one knew a monster from a dildo! You had everything handed to you on a silver platter. And now you want even more?”

“I want,” Kyros growled, “what is owed to me. I want to finish the damn thing.”

His words caught me off guard. “Finish? Finish what?”

Before Kyros could answer, the bubble around Chronovore and Frostmourne dissolved.

“We have decided,” the time monster cackled. From the way his voice sounded, I knew Kyros wasn’t going to be particularly happy. Indeed, the First Summoner already looked like he wished he still had his Digital Grimoire so he could rip it to shreds.

Fuck yes, I thought. Here we go. New Pacts with my Latents. No ultimate life form for Kyros. Time to bring this on home…

“We want,” Frostmourne said, “one final thing from the Summoner.”

This brought me up short. I’d been expecting victory—hearing that there was one more step to the finish line, no matter how small, made me feel uneasy.

What could they possibly want from me now? They’d taken my money, and they’d accepted any number of ‘treasures’ that were really just rocks. She looked pretty happy about things now, but I knew Lexi would mourn the loss of her favorite earrings later. So what was the deal?

Well. I might as well face it head-on. I squared my shoulders and stood a little higher. “Lay it on me,” I said, spreading my arms.

Frostmourne did. The skeletal warrior turned to face me, his shadow looming over me like a statue.

“I would like to taste your life,” the monster said,

Silence fell in the Spire. I could feel my brows furrowing together. Put frankly, I had no idea what the big monster was asking for. Taste my life?

Then a sound reached my ears.

Laughter.

Kyros’ laughter.

“Oh, this is rich!” the First Summoner said, slapping his thigh. “And here I thought my goose was cooked! Go on and say yes, Tim—I’m looking forward to watching you die!”

Panic shot through my veins. “What are you talking about?” I asked, looking from the man to the monsters. “What’s he saying? You’re not going to kill me, are you?”

Chronovore and Frostmourne shared a look. “It is a possibility,” the time monster said with a shrug. “It depends on your strength, Summoner.”

“I will sample your life energy,” Frostmourne explained. “This is a common occurrence when monsters agree to form Pacts with Summoners. Only I am not a common monster.”

“He’s right,” Lezabel said. The demoness looked both more and less freaked out than the rest of my women—if such a thing were even possible. “It’s a very normal request. Usually, a monster bites the Summoner, draining a small amount of their hit points and mana.”

I turned to the demoness, wanting to know more. “Usually?”

Lezabel’s face fell. “It depends on the monster,” she explained, gesturing at the pair standing before us. “Weaker monsters just give a little peck on the cheek, nothing to be concerned about. Stronger ones deal more damage with their requests, but you can usually just wipe those away with a healing spell or two. It’s pretty much always worth it to give up a sliver of your life in order to add a monster to your party—especially if the monster’s magic can bring you back to full health right after.”

That made sense. Except I didn’t like what it implied about Frostmourne. “And with an ultimate monster?”

Lezabel blanched. “I don’t know,” she whispered. “I suspect nobody knows, except maybe Kyros.”

Kyros hadn’t stopped laughing since Frostmourne made his decision. “Pathetic, weak little Summoner,” the man said, taking off his glasses and wiping them on the sleeve of his robe. “You came all this way just to get eaten alive by one of my monsters. Frostmourne is going to suck all the mojo right out of you, pipsqueak!”

There had to be another way. “I don’t think I can give you that,” I said, looking around in the dirt for something I could replace my life energy with. Something I could pretend was an even greater treasure. “Perhaps another Soul Crystal…”

Frostmourne shook his skull. “There can be no bluffing this time,” he said in a sepulchral tone. “You must grant me this, Summoner. Grant it, and your debt to us will be paid.”

“Go for it!” Kyros said, thrusting a fist in the air. “Go on, let him sample you, Tim. See how big an appetite he really has!”

“Tim, don’t do it.” It was Lexi who’d sidled up next to me while all this was going on. “You know what Kyros is planning, don’t you?”

I didn’t. “What?” I whispered.

She glanced from the First Summoner to me. “If you die, then you’re dead,” she said, paling at the thought. “And Kyros wins. If you somehow survive, you’ll be dramatically weakened—I can’t imagine you simply walking away from what Frostmourne is going to do. Without you, we can’t hope to stop Kyros.”

So the man won either way. Now that Lexi had outlined it for me, I could absolutely see those plans in Kyros’ eyes. The First Summoner was either going to watch me die or push me over the edge after I was finished coming close to the end.

Frostmourne was right. No bluffing. For after all, how could I pretend not to have life energy when I was clearly alive?

Frostmourne and Chronovore didn’t want to do this. I could tell. But they had to. Not just because Kyros would call the whole process crooked and a giveaway if they didn’t subject me to every trial they were supposed to put in a Summoner’s path. But because if they didn’t, then Kyros would be right. The process would be crooked, unfulfilled, and completely unreliable.

I had to do this. Take the pain and come out the other side.

Somehow, I managed to smile. “Will it hurt?” I asked, showing off my good humor.

“More than you can possibly imagine,” Frostmourne replied. His voice was like an ice machine.

Shit. Well, you only live once.

“Alright,” I said, stepping forward. “Let’s do this.”

Kyros slipped into a coughing fit. “I can’t believe he’s doing it,” the First Summoner said, stumbling backwards on the dais. “The idiot’s really going to let this happen!”

“Oh, shut up!” I growled, giving Kyros the finger. Behind me, my women did the same. Alranne and Nekomara followed suit.

Kyros batted all the hate away with a gesture. “Frostmourne and Chronovore, I totally forgive you,” the man said, adjusting his glasses and grinning. “Even if this wasn’t your plan the whole time, I’m just going to go ahead and assume it was! Way to back the little pipsqueak into a corner and force him to take his medicine!”

Kyros’ words gave me pause. Was this all some sort of trap? I hadn’t thought it possible, but what if neither of the ultimate monsters had ever really turned against their master?

No, I’d seen it in their eyes. I knew they were haunted.

Frostmourne’s hands began to glow with an unearthly blue light. Something about the way it shone over his wrists made me want to throw up. Cold like nothing I’d ever felt radiated from the monster’s skeletal hands, painting them the frigid blue-white of a blizzard’s ice.

That cold is death. The thought rose through my mind as if unbidden like someone else had put it in there. Don’t let him touch you!

Under normal circumstances, I’d have done no such thing. A prudent Summoner would keep this monster as far away from him as possible and never let that strange, draining glow touch their body.

Trouble was, I was anything but a prudent Summoner.

“Alright, let’s kick this pig,” I grunted, wanting to get it over with as fast as possible. “How do we do this—”

Frostmourne grabbed my wrists with both hands. The cold leached through the bond between us, infiltrating my arms. The cold was incredible, but it was nothing compared to the pain.

The pain was everything.

I’d never felt anything like it before. Agony didn’t even begin to describe it. One of Torquemada’s inquisitors couldn’t have brought this much excruciating pain from my hands, not if they’d practiced all the arts of the Spanish Inquisition.

The blue glow washed over my hands. Everywhere they touched, my skin went fishy white—like those of a corpse. I couldn’t feel my fingers any longer, and the glow was slowly spreading up to my wrists.

“God!” I cried, my voice shooting up an octave. “It hurts so much!”

My screams filled the Spire. I tried to hang on, to be a strong and stoic man for my harem, and in the end, I managed it for all of five seconds. In my defense, if you’d felt an instant of that cold and pain, you’d have been crying like a baby.

I felt like I’d never be able to use my fingers again. The cold took my hands way past frostbite until I swore if I opened my eyes and looked at them my fingers would be as black as the toast crumbs that end up in the bottom of the toaster for a week straight. Sweat poured from me like rain going down a gutter as I writhed in sheer agony, screaming and thrashing.

My skin! It felt as if Frostmourne was peeling it right off!

“Let me taste your life!” the skeletal monster boomed. More blue flames flared from the creature’s fingers, filling the world with pain. At some point, I slumped to my knees, but I didn’t remember actually doing so. Everything blurred together, becoming one endless, unbearable moment of brutal pain.

My fingers felt broken. My wrists felt like they’d been shattered, slowly and with maximum agony, and it felt as if someone had dipped my hands in boiling water and slowly peeled off the sloughing skin, sticking razor blades beneath the epidermis and pouring in lemon juice for good measure.

I cried. I babbled. I swore in every language I could think of, and some I invented on the spot.

“Stop it!” someone cried. It took me a few seconds to pierce the fog and realize it was Maria. “You’re killing him! You’re going to kill Tim!”

“So be it,” a deep voice said. I no longer remembered who that voice belonged to. I didn’t remember anything except the pain and praying for the pain to stop or at least slacken the tiniest bit so I could think again.

Then those blue flames washed over my body, and the pain went everywhere.

I’m not proud of what happened next. As Frostmourne sampled my life, I broke down. I begged for help, for forgiveness, for an end to the pain. I probably pleaded with the monsters to kill me. All the while my women cried and sobbed and tried to free me from the monster’s grip but couldn’t.

If I’d had any of my wits about me, I’d have been trying to stop them. I needed to survive this in order to save us all. I just wished it wasn’t quite as painful as it had turned out to be.

At some point, a blessed sense of detachment washed over me. I watched my body from what felt like a high place, noting with an almost clinical eye the way I twitched and foamed at the mouth. My fingers looked as if they’d bent all the way backwards, the way a double-jointed person can sometimes do.

Finally, after what felt like an eternity, the pain ended.

I slumped forward, boneless and spent. Everything hurt, but after so much agony, just the slackening of my pain felt like the sweetest, most amazing kind of relief. I tried to move my head but found nothing but cold stone against my cheek.

Was I dead? Had Frostmourne killed me?

I certainly felt like I’d expired. If these were my last moments on Earth, then I was going to miss my harem and my monsters terribly. But to never have to feel the pain I’d felt in my last few minutes would cheer me on my journey into the darkness. I guess it wasn’t all bad.

“Oh God, Tim,” a female voice said. Fingers tugged at my robes, trying to flip me over. “Tim!”

“Thank you for your sacrifice,” a hollow voice intoned. At some point I knew who that voice belonged to but no longer. “Your proposal is acceptable.

The sound of footsteps echoed just to my left. I was relaxing against the stone when someone kicked me in the side of the head.

“You fucker!” a voice cried out above me. This one was male and sounded pissed. “I knew you couldn’t take it! You couldn’t stand toe to toe with my fucking monsters and survive!”

Agony filled my bones. The sole bright side to the pain was that it was nothing compared to the mind-destroying pain I’d felt just a few moments ago. I vaguely remembered pain in my past (looking back, this was clearly the time I almost died after casting the Magog spell) but nothing like that. Deep in the recesses of my skull, I prayed that I’d never feel pain like that again.

Somehow, I managed to open one of my eyes a crack. A woman I vaguely recognized had tackled the man just before he could kick me in the head again and finish me off. She had him on the ground, her claws pinning him against the stone. He sort of looked like he could get out of it if he wanted, but he didn’t really feel like bothering. He thought I was dead, and everything was over.

Wait… claws?

Everything came rushing back.

Lezabel held Kyros down, keeping the First Summoner away from me. “Don’t you dare touch him, you filth!” The demoness snarled. Her fangs were so long that she looked more like a vampire than a monster.

Kyros just chuckled. He smiled the easy smile of a man certain he’d won his final battle and that everything would be smooth sailing from here on out. “Of course,” the First Summoner said. “You don’t have to worry about me. You have to worry about my monsters.”

Both Frostmourne and Chronovore turned when Kyros spoke. Oh no, I thought, panic cutting through my weariness. Say it ain’t so…

Kyros looked at both monsters and beamed. With a gesture, he indicated me, then the women standing all around the central chamber. From the motions he made with his fingers, I could tell he wanted the monsters to have a little fun with my women before putting them out of their misery.

Thinking about that made my blood boil.

“Well?” Kyros asked, giving Frostmourne a haughty look. “What are you waiting for? Finish the job!”

I managed to lift my head. No one had seen me yet, but they would.

This time, there was no time bubble. Frostmourne and Chronovore didn’t need to confer in order to figure out their next move. They’d decided on this course long ago, possibly even before they’d met me. They’d been building themselves up for this for a long, long time.

“Yes,” Chronovore said, a little smile spreading across the monster’s face. “We’ll finish the job.”

A wall of light flashed around the time monster. Everything got all fuzzy again, and when the feeling faded, Chronovore stood directly behind Kyros. The First Summoner hadn’t even noticed the time monster arrive—he’d seen it too late. Maybe he’d blinked.

The monster’s tentacles shot out, each surrounded with the golden light of time magic. When they reached Kyros, they began to glow and leave trails behind as if they were ripping the fabric of reality with every movement.

Kyros was caught completely off guard. He let out a scream as the tentacles raked him, hitting him several times each second. Chronovore’s time magic was so refined that it could enchant single parts of its body, allowing it to make several powerful attacks in the same amount of time it would take an ordinary monster to make one.

Kyros screamed.

A wave of minty fresh magic washed over me, and some of my pain retreated. Not a lot, and not enough to bring the relief I so craved, but enough that I could stagger to my feet, weaving drunkenly as I braced myself against the Spire’s bank of Monster Fusion machinery.

What I saw was utter chaos. Both ultimate monsters had Kyros flanked and were peppering him with some truly out-of-this-world spells. The First Summoner was practically in a fetal position, his hands over his head as he spat curses in between salvos. Every now and then a wave of magic erupted from his body, aimed at the monsters attacking him, but his strikes were feeble and getting worse.

He’s losing, I realized, gripping my side. Something hurt there like it was broken, and for a few moments, I wondered if I hadn’t somehow ruptured my appendix when Frostmourne sampled my life energy. They’re beating him!

Kyros sprang to his feet, racing across the room. The First Summoner traded spells with the monsters attacking him, snarling as he put his back into the fight. This was the real Kyros, not the smug, self-serving middle manager I’d grown to loathe throughout my adventures.

For the first time, I truly saw how this man had risen to the post of most powerful summoner in the universe. Deep within his uninspiring facade was a core of hatred and bitterness, a spite that drove him like he was chased by hellhounds. Even with two ultimate monsters on his tail, he gave every bit as good as he got.

Let’s see if we could change that.

As Kyros put his back to the wall, I thumbed my Digital Grimoire. Monster ore sang through the circuitry, powering absolutely anything I wanted to do. I selected one of my monsters and pushed the button to summon them, holding the device up in Kyros’ direction as I did so.

A bright white light erupted from my wrist. Captain Flint stood a few steps ahead of me, looking both confused and excited to see his new surroundings.

“Har!” The captain stroked his long red beard, sizing up the situation. “Looks like you’ve got Kyros on the ropes, lad!”

The First Summoner heard it. Kyros’ eyes nearly bulged out of his head as he realized I’d added a third ultimate-level monster to the party. I wasn’t sure if King Ryu could match Chronovore or Frostmourne directly in battle, but it didn’t really matter. He added a hell of a lot of firepower, and that’s what counted.

“It’s three to one now,” I said, locking eyes with Kyros. “Surrender. Give up now, and I might let you keep your life.”

That core of hatred pulsed behind Kyros’ eyes. He threw up his hands, let out an evil hiss, and turned away from the three monsters oppressing him.

“This isn’t over!” Kyros growled.

His hand slashed through the air, cutting a hole in reality. The familiar threads of a Fissure unraveled next to the First Summoner, opening a portal to some other world. I tried to crane my neck and see, but nothing but darkness lay behind that narrow cut in the fabric of reality.

“Stop him!” Shortcake cried, lowering her head and charging. “He’s going to run—“

It was too late. Kyros stepped through the Fissure with a final groan of frustration, slipping from my grasp. The Fissure closed up like the zipper on a pair of pants, the tear in reality sealing itself like it had never been there.

Kyros had escaped.

But we had won.

Blackwood was ours now.


Chapter 6

That night, Blackwood had the celebration to end all celebrations.

The news that Kyros had been defeated spread quickly throughout the student body. Though we hadn’t conquered the First Summoner, we’d stripped him of his two most powerful monsters, leaving him at a fraction of his original power. Even worse for him, Shortcake still had his Digital Grimoire.

Kyros had his spells and his ability to jump from realm to realm the same as me, but he was far less of a threat now. It seemed impossible that the man would be fusing up the ultimate lifeform and conquering the universe any time soon.

We’d won in every way that mattered. And now it was time to party.

“This is way better than being a student,” I told Lexi, sipping my drink. “How many freshmen get to say they saved the entire school?”

The campus green had been turned into a dance floor. The faculty members and students had all been reunited with their monsters, and what was left of the campus buildings had been liberated of their food, drink, and alcohol. As it turned out, nearly every student and teacher had a stash secreted somewhere. Now they were all in a bathtub in the commons, kept frosty with ice from Frick’s blizzard spells.

Lexi leaned over and kissed me. She’d been doing a lot of that tonight. So had all the rest of my women. I was a popular man—the most popular in the whole school, in point of fact. If they’d had an election for chancellor that evening, I would have won in a landslide.

It might even have been unanimous.

“This is incredible,” the blonde murmured, sounding almost dreamlike as she broke the kiss. Like most of the student body, Lexi was three sheets to the wind off some of Blackwood’s finest brew. No one wanted to hold back tonight—after all, pretty much everyone had expected to be dead by morning. “And this is all because of you, Tim. You saved us all!”

I pulled Lexi to me and hugged her from the side. I knew it was true, but it still felt good to hear her say it.

A short distance away, a group of Blackwood girls were pretending not to stare. They grinned and giggled over their drinks, but it was clear they wanted to approach. Fuck it, I thought, favoring them with a smirk. You only live once, right?

“You girls look like you have a question,” I said, gesturing for them to approach. “Care to ask it?”

The group of students stared at each other, wondering who was going to be the brave one who took me up on my offer. It turned out to be exactly who I’d been hoping it was—a brown-eyed girl with lush dreadlocks I’d been eying most of the night. She clearly wasn’t from around here as she spoke with a rich, Mediterranean accent. Maybe a transfer student, I thought. Aren’t there other schools of summoning somewhere else in the world? Maybe I ought to visit them.

“Summoner,” the woman purred, nibbling her bottom lip as she looked up and down. “There’s a rumor going around campus that you have some radical ideas about the relationship between Summoners and Latents.”

“Indeed,” I said with a grin. “What would those happen to be?”

The girl looked back at her group, hoping for support. The other girls shied away from her, intimidated to be put on the spot. They’re not worth my time, a little part of my brain whispered. She’s the prize.

It felt a little wrong to think about girls in such terms, but if I was going to grow my harem, I had to choose the right women. Timid ladies had no place on our adventures.

The girl cleared her throat. “They say that you discovered Latents can travel through Fissures, just like the First Summoner can,” she said. “That Latents can cast spells just like Summoners. That we’re not really second-class citizens the way Blackwood’s been making us feel all our lives.”

It was a brave speech. Openly questioning Blackwood in such a manner was the sort of thing that wouldn’t have happened if we weren’t in the middle of such a major societal upheaval. I mentally gave her bonus points for going for it.

I took a step forward, leaving Lexi and Maria behind me for the moment. Before I focused my full attention on the girl, I checked in with each of them really quickly, meeting their gazes with my own. If they looked like they didn’t want me to continue, I’d brush the girl off.

Oh no, I thought, smirking internally. They don’t want me to brush her off at all. They’re fucking eager…

Perfect.

“What’s your name?” I asked, crossing my arms over my chest.

Suddenly, the student appeared very much on her own. The other students shrank back, watching like they were about to witness a debate. The girl looked even more gorgeous when she was a little nervous—the light that shone in her brown eyes looked very much like excitement.

“Thalia,” the girl whispered. Then she shocked me by extending her hand. “I was in your orientation class, Summoner. You probably don’t remember me.”

I didn’t. Back then, I’d only had eyes for Lexi. I hadn’t realized yet that my destiny was to have a whole harem of Latents furthering my magical bloodline. Or that I’d enjoy the process so much.

“Hard to believe I could forget someone as cute as you,” I said, taking Thalia’s hand in my own.

I wouldn’t have thought someone with cheeks so olive-dark could blush, but Thalia proved me wrong. Oh yeah, I thought, picturing what that flush would look like under very different circumstances. I want this girl.

“Can I show you something?” I asked her. “In fact, it’s probably a good thing for everyone to see.”

Other groups of people were looking interested now. They’d noticed me answering questions about Summoners and Latents—and they’d definitely noticed the way Thalia and I were looking at each other. More people approached our group, some of them teachers.

“I’m… willing to see anything you want to show me, Summoner,” Thalia purred.

Fuck, I thought. If that’s not an open invitation…

“Please, call me Tim,” I said, a little giddy with excitement. Most people loathed public speaking, but I’d always felt strangely energized by it. “Let me show you this ‘radical’ stuff everyone on campus has been talking about…”

While more people gathered around, I took out my Digital Grimoire and opened a fissure to Hyperborea. The frozen realm where I’d picked up Frick and Altiri ought to be safe enough for such a demonstration, particularly with so many teachers and monsters around.

As I worked, conscious of the eyes on me, it occurred to me for the first time that Kyros had managed to open a Fissure without his Digital Grimoire. We still had the First Summoner’s wrist ornament—it was downstairs in Blackwood’s brig, along with the members of Kyros’ retinue who hadn’t had the good sense to flee along with their master.

How had Kyros managed to do that? He’d ripped open a hole in reality without external aid. I’d never heard of a Summoner who was able to do such a thing—it wasn’t even spoken of in legends.

Oh well. It was probably something he’d picked up in his centuries of being First Summoner. He’d probably made all sorts of discoveries that he hadn’t deigned to share with the rest of us. I made a mental note to figure out how to match his achievement as soon as possible and share it with everyone at Blackwood once I learned the trick.

But for now, I had a demonstration.

A white line rippled in the air, slowly peeling back. Through the Fissure, cold air blew across the campus green. Everyone was looking now, interested by the raw display of magical might.

“Hey!” Frick called. The imp monster was standing on the bathtub of iced alcoholic drinks, entertaining some co-eds with his antics. I’d heard him joking about his ‘long carrot nose’ and everything he could do with it earlier and wished him good luck. “That’s my hometown!”

“Indeed it is,” I said, gesturing at the crack in reality. “Thalia. Could you approach the Fissure, please?”

The co-ed stared at the Fissure doubtfully, her cheeks pinched. “I can try,” she said, looking at me like she was waiting for the other shoe to drop. “But I can’t go through. No one can. Only the First Summoner was ever able to traverse Fissures…”

“And me,” I said, cracking my neck. “Go for it, Thalia. Let me see what you’re made of.”

The girl was not going to back down. Not when I was so clearly interested in her.

Squaring her shoulders, Thalia set off at a slow, even pace. She made it three steps away from the crack in reality before it began to push her backwards, a wave of force shoving her across the grass. It was no use—it was like she was a magnet, trying to approach another magnet with the reverse polarity. Her body and the Fissure repelled each other.

“It’s no use,” Thalia said. She sounded like she was on the verge of tears. I sympathized—it couldn’t be easy to do something like this with all your peers watching. “I can’t reach it.”

Nodding, I took her hand. I’d just wanted to remind everyone of the usual state of things before I blew them wide open. “Try it now,” I told Thalia. “Let’s go together.”

Thalia blushed even deeper when she realized I was holding her hand. Several co-eds in the crowd giggled, their expressions filled with envy.

This time, when the co-ed approached the Fissure, nothing pushed her back.

The crowd gasped when Thalia passed the point she’d reached before. By the time she reached the Fissure itself, her hand still tightly clasped in mine, you could have heard a pin drop in the common.

“This is…” Thalia looked up at me, a whole new level of respect in her eyes. “This is unheard of. It’s… it’s magic.”

“Well, yeah,” I said, unable to suppress my snort. “All of this is magic.”

“It’s… You know what I mean!” Thalia gave my hand a squeeze, then let go of it to scratch her nose. “I’ve just never heard of—”

The moment her fingers left mine, the Fissure shoved her away.

“Oof!” The co-ed’s eyes went wide with surprise as she slid across the green. I had to make my way back to her and grip her hand before leading her back to the Fissure. Several people laughed, but it was clear they were laughing with her and not at her. Most of them would have made the same mistake.

“It stops working if you let go of me,” I said. “I think that’s part of the relationship between Summoners and their Latents. Once a Summoner figures out how to cross a Fissure, he or she can bring as many Latents with them as they want. As long as they’re touching the Summoner, it works.”

People nodded along. I’d used feminine pronouns just out of respect—everyone knew the vast majority of Summoners were male, just as the vast majority of Latents were women. No one really knew why it was so, though I had my own suspicions. Yet another thing we’d have to do some research on now that we’d liberated Blackwood from Kyros’ grip.

“Come here,” I said, reaching out for the Fissure. “Touch it.”

Thalia’s blush made all her previous colorings look bland by comparison. The double meaning in what I was saying wasn’t lost on her—nor was it lost on any of the young co-eds watching. Those envious looks were looking even more envious now. Most of the girls were practically green with it.

Fear flashed in Thalia’s eyes as her fingers reached for the fissure. Her tips touched it, causing everyone nearby to gasp in surprise. Then she pushed deeper, sticking first her fingers and then her whole hand inside the Fissure. Into Hyperborea.

“It’s… cold!” Thalia’s face lit up with excitement. “It’s so cold! It’s a whole other realm, isn’t it, Tim?”

“It is,” I said. While everyone watched, I gently removed her hand from the Fissure and brought her fingers to my lips, kissing them. She was right—it was cold.

But what was between Thalia’s legs was suddenly as hot as a fucking oven.

After that, everyone wanted to try. I spent the next half-hour escorting students to the Fissure and letting them feel another realm. Before long, I was showing the teachers, too, giving them each an opportunity to see if they had a similar ability to mine. No one mastered it, though I got a little spark from one or two that told me they might be able to learn, given enough time.

At some point, I glanced up from the Fissure and realized I was holding the hand of Instructor Fallon.

“Dent,” the man said, flashing a big grin. “I’d let go of you, but I don’t relish the thought of being shoved across the campus green like that Thalia girl.”

I wouldn’t have done that to the man. I owed him way too much.

“Phaedra,” I said, looking down at Fallon’s wrist. “Is she…?”

The man nodded. “The old girl’s alright,” he said, glancing at the Fissure. “She’s recovering with a few of the monsters that took more heat than usual during the fighting. She was wounded gravely in the battle, but she’s got a couple medics peppering her with healing spells. She ought to be alright.”

His words made me relax. “That’s good,” I said. “We’ll have to get you a new Grimoire once things go back to normal.”

The man stared at me as if I’d grown a second head. Then he laughed. “Son, I don’t think things are going to go back to normal. You know there’s talk of making you the new Headmaster of Blackwood?”

Me? I couldn’t imagine such a thing. “But I have no experience—”

Fallon’s laughter cut me off. “I don’t think that matters very much right now, to tell you the truth. These people are terrified. They just spent a good four months being ground under Kyros’ bootheel. That kind of thing will teach a person a lot about what they’ve got inside.” He looked from the Fissure to the crowd a short distance away. “I get the impression a lot of Blackwood’s faculty didn’t like what they saw.”

“Not you, though,” I guessed.

Fallon seemed caught off guard by the remark. A small smile tugged at the corners of his mouth. “No,” he agreed. “Not me.”

“I’ll have to tell the headmaster that I’m not interested in the position,” I mused. “I’m not the kind of guy you all want running this school, trust me. Thanks for warning me.”

“Not a problem,” Fallon said. He stood there, his hand going nowhere near the Fissure. It was clear there was something else he wanted to say.

“Were you going to…?” I asked, gesturing at Hyperborea.

“Oh. Sure.” Fallon slipped the fingers of his free hand through the Fissure, just quickly enough for a snowflake to land on the tips and melt. “As long as you promise not to kiss them.”

I thought about what I’d done with Thalia and chuckled. “No, I’m not into that.”

There was silence for a moment.

“But what you are into,” Fallon said thickly, “is in taking the way Blackwood’s done things for hundreds of years and flipping the table over.”

Ah. So this was what the man wanted to talk about.

“Yeah,” I said, trying to keep my tone light. “It’s a whole new world out there.”

“Mmh hmm.” Instructor Fallon nodded. “Full equality between Latents and Summoners. I’ve got to say, Dent, I’m all for it, but I don’t think most of the old guard at Blackwood will be.”

Huh? Why was he telling me this?

“That doesn’t matter,” I said, glancing past Fallon at the icy gap in reality. “Times are changing, Instructor. Things between Latents and Summoners will be different, whether the people in charge want them to or not.”

“Mmh hmm, mmh hmm,” Instructor Fallon agreed, nodding. Except his eyes didn’t agree. They were hard and cold like he knew something I didn’t. “I’m sure Blackwood will get right on removing those institutional barriers once they’re back in operation, Dent. Just as soon as they figure out exactly what those rules are going to be.”

“Be?”

“Oh, you know.” An awkward smile spread across the man’s face. “These things, they have to go to a committee. Then a sub-committee that reviews what the original committee did and presents its findings. Then it’s got to work its way all the way up the chain and get approved by the headmaster… what I’m saying, Dent, is that there’s a lot of work involved. Left to their own devices, Blackwood might table this. By the time they work full Latent equality through the educational system, it might not even be the same century.”

Okay. Now I understood what Fallon was trying to say. I didn’t like it, but I understood.

“But if I were headmaster…” I said, my eyes narrowing.

Instructor Fallon shrugged. “Why, it would be as easy as writing it down on a little piece of paper and affixing your seal,” the man explained. “After all, who could say ‘no’ to Timothy Dent? The man who saved us all from Kyros’ evil plans.”

He pulled me closer, still smiling. It reached almost all the way to his eyes.

“Don’t say anything just now,” he said in a low voice, shaking his head. “Tonight, enjoy yourself. Go to bed with a girl or two—maybe some new ones. God knows they’re all looking at you…”

He was right about that. I hadn’t yet decided whom I intended to share a bedroom with that night, but the possibility of bringing a new girl in to play felt pretty high. Maybe I’d see what plans Thalia had for the small hours of the morning.

“But tomorrow?” He clapped me on the shoulder with his free hand. “Tomorrow, I’d start thinking about what you want your legacy to be, Dent. The post is yours if you want it.”

I nodded, taking his words seriously. “I’ll think about it,” I told Fallon.

“Good!”

His work evidently done, Instructor Fallon removed his hand from mine. Instantly, the crack in reality pulsed, sending him sprawling across the grass with a wave of force.

He laughed. So did several people who’d seen it.

“Damn it, my finger slipped!” Fallon threw up a fist as if we’d been joking around all this time instead of having a serious conversation. “Next time, I’ll be the one shoving you, Dent, instead of the other way around!”

I waved back. Inside, my mind churned with emotion.

All through the next set of bringing people up and letting them touch another realm for the first time, I thought things over. Could I really see myself as the headmaster of the Blackwood Institute? It would be a lot of work but a prestigious post at the same time. I’d definitely make enough money to take care of my women and my growing family.

Plus, I’d be a major hero on campus. I’d probably have co-eds throwing themselves at me for the rest of my life, no matter how old I got. All because I’d saved the world and had stronger magic than anyone else. Did that feel good?

Or would I rather go on another adventure?

I was still pondering when the line of thrill seekers finally petered out. I went back to the bathtub full of drinks, ignoring the pats on the back and the well wishes from what felt like every person on Blackwood’s faculty. I had a lot to think about.

Tomorrow, I told myself. Instructor Fallon’s words echoed in my head. I can think about all that shit tomorrow. Tonight is just about having fun.

To reassure myself that that was the case, I cracked open a beer and downed half of it in a single long swig. It was some magical brand I’d never heard of before—it tasted rich and frothy like a cream ale mixed with some darker, headier brew. I liked it immensely.

Someone tapped me on the shoulder. “Fancy seeing you at one of these things,” a sultry female voice purred.

I turned around, the grin already spreading across my face. “Hey there,” I said, feeling like the luckiest fucking man in the world. “Hell of a party, huh?”

If I’d asked for my wildest dreams to come true, I couldn’t have thought of anything better than this. Lexi and Maria stood shoulder to shoulder, each wearing short skirts and sweaters embroidered with the logo of the Blackwood Institute. They looked exactly the way they would have if I’d originally met them on campus—like sorority girls or cheerleaders on their way back from practice.

They were both gorgeous, vivacious, and totally into me. I felt my cock swell just looking at them.

They were also both a little drunk. Lexi more so than Maria, or perhaps the blonde just wasn’t as good at holding her liquor as the redhead. Lexi hung on her best friend’s shoulder, giggling and nibbling at her lip as she looked me up and down. Both clearly liked what they saw.

“Yeah, it’s a lot of fun,” Maria said, beaming at me like we hadn’t all just been on the adventure of our lives. “So how are you liking Blackwood so far?”

How was I liking it? I cast my gaze around the commons, watching the groups of people dancing and singing. On the opposite side of the drinks table, Shortcake was up on some kind of platform, teaching a bunch of drunk women how to do a sea shanty.

“I love it,” I told the pair. “It’s like nowhere else in the world, that’s for damn sure.”

The two girls shared a look. “We don’t normally do this,” Maria began, looking the perfect mixture of flirty and nervous, “but I was just about to take my bestie back to the dorms. Would you like to walk us back?”

Would I? Fuck yes. I wasn’t a huge roleplay guy, but the opportunity to do something like this excited me greatly. Tonight, we were pretending that Lexi, Maria, and I had never met before. That we’d run into each other organically at Blackwood, and that I was just one lucky son of a bitch who’d managed to bag the two hottest co-eds on campus for a night of fun.

I kept looking at Shortcake, wondering if I should invite her along with us. But Lexi and Maria seemed pretty intent on the whole ‘hot co-ed threesome’ thing. If the goblin girl really wanted to spend tonight riding on my human dick—and I had no doubt that she did—then she’d come find me when she was ready.

That only left one other member of my harem unaccounted for. Knowing what had become of her was important, so I dropped character for a second and lowered my voice. “Where’s Lezabel?”

Both women reacted like they’d expected this. “She’s downstairs with the guards,” Maria whispered, giving me an aren’t I so bad look at the role she was playing. “She’s convinced that Kyros isn’t finished—that the First Summoner’s going to try something. So she’s keeping an eye on the prisoners and Kyros’ Grimoire.”

That was a very good thing. There weren’t many living people in the universe I would have trusted with that Grimoire more than Lezabel. If she was downstairs, then it was in good hands.

“That’s probably for the best,” I whispered before straightening up and reentering my college guy mode. “It looks like it might be a pretty creepy night. Lots of weirdos about. Maybe I should make sure you two girls make it back to the dorms safely.”

Lexi let out a little giggle. “Oh please, would you? We’d be ever so grateful to have such a handsome protector.”

You could chisel those words on my tombstone and I’d be happy, I thought, beaming with pride. Tim Dent: Handsome Protector.

I held my arms out for both women. “Shall we?”

They shared a look and grinned. Evidently, we shall.

And with the two hottest co-eds in all of Blackwood on my arms, I went to escort Lexi and Maria back to the dorms.


Chapter 7

“I can’t believe we used to think this was huge,” Lexi said, looking around her old dorm room. “This place is like a shoe box!”

She wasn’t lying. I thought that after the Glen Carrig, I’d gotten used to tight, confining spaces. After all, Captain Flint’s ship wasn’t exactly the most capacious model on the market, and crew members had had to jostle with cargo for room below decks. But Lexi’s dorm room made our berth look roomy by comparison.

“Yeah, it’s stuffy in here,” Maria agreed. “Let me open a window.”

She didn’t need to go far. Other than the bed, which was at least large enough to hold the three of us with a little space to spare, there was little to the room besides a small desk and a nightstand. Lexi’s old laptop rested atop the desk, unplugged for so long that the battery was likely dead.

Maria tugged the window open. The sounds of revelry could still be heard from down in the student commons. Several co-eds had taken up the sea shanty Shortcake had taught everyone and were chanting it. From the sounds of it, they did a shot every time they finished a verse.

“Sounds like the party’s still going full swing,” Maria said, peering out the window. “You think they’ll still be going at this in the morning? Maybe Blackwood won’t ever stop celebrating. It’ll be like one of those holiday weeks, only all year round…”

The redhead turned around. Lexi and I were making out at the foot of the bed.

“Ah-ah,” Maria giggled, separating us. “Not yet. I want a nightcap.”

Huh? Lexi had just fallen into my arms and started kissing me. Doing it back had felt as natural as the beating of my heart. I could feel her warm, lithe body beneath her sweatshirt and was aching to know if she wore anything underneath it. I was betting no.

“I managed to smuggle something out of the party,” the redhead said, beaming. “Check it out!”

Maria reached into her sweatshirt and pulled out a bottle of whiskey, along with two glasses. Not the cheap shit, either—this had either been set aside for some kind of toast, or she’d actually looted it from Blackwood’s stores while everyone else was distracted with the party. Either sounded just fine with me.

“Oooh!” Lexi’s eyes widened. “Damn, I’ve only ever had that once. It’s so good!”

“Mmmh hmm,” Maria purred, pouring the two glasses full of the rich, dark liquid. “I want to do a shot with Tim first, though. ’Cause he’s cute.”

She’s still in co-ed mode, I thought, grinning. I mean, why wouldn’t she be?

“I bet this would have been your biggest fantasy,” Lexi said, watching as I took the glass. “Two hot babes in a dorm room, with a bottle of Scotch and a cheering crowd?”

I nodded at her, then downed the whole shot in a single gulp. “Still is,” I admitted. “Fuck, you two look fucking gorgeous.”

Maria’s grin spread from ear to ear. She put one knee on the mattress, leaning into the space between Lexi and me. “Come here,” the redhead growled, taking my chin. “I fucking want this so bad…”

I kissed her. Her mouth parted against mine, her body tensing with need as she climbed onto the bed. I tangled my fingers in her long red hair and helped her along, letting my free hand trail down her side as we made out hot and heavy.

“Damn,” Lexi groaned. The blonde had just gotten her hands on the bottle of whiskey, and she took a slug as she watched the two of us make out. “You two look so fucking gorgeous together. I don’t know who I’m more jealous of…”

“Yes, you do,” Maria purred, breaking the kiss. She arched her back so deeply that her head bent backwards, her face titled upward. “Pour me another, barkeep. I feel like losing control tonight!”

Lexi tilted the bottle forward and poured a full shot into Maria’s open mouth. Some of it trickled out, getting all over her chin and breasts, but it was mostly accurate. Maria sucked it down greedily, groaning with bliss as she shot back upright and kissed me again.

This time, she tasted like liquor and sex. My hands went everywhere, groping her bare breasts beneath her sweatshirt. A girl like Maria had no need for a bra—neither of them did.

Fuck, I’m a lucky man, I thought, toying with Maria’s tongue as it slid into my mouth. Every guy should get to experience a night like this at least once in his life…

Maria kissed me harder and harder. Finally, she just shoved me down on the bed, growling like a hungry cougar as her hands went to my belt.

“Gimme,” the redhead cooed, her eyes shining with lust and need. “I want that dick, Tim. That good fucking dick. That hero dick.”

“I want it, too,” Lexi purred, hugging Maria from behind. “And I want that hot little pussy all over my face…”

With a move that impressed the hell out of me, Lexi grabbed the hem of Maria’s sweatshirt and tugged it over her head. The redhead let out a little squeal as Lexi pulled the fabric free, revealing her pale shoulders and gorgeous breasts. Maria’s nipples were as red as her hair and so stiff that I ached to pull them into my mouth.

Lexi looked around the room for a place to toss the heavy garment. For a moment it seemed like she might toss it out the open window, but she settled for the floor instead. She pulled off her own sweatshirt as Maria unfastened my belt, adding the leather to the quickly growing pile.

With Lexi’s breasts free, she ran a hand down her side and pressed her tits together. Lexi’s breasts were smaller than Maria’s but even firmer. She didn’t have a hint of sag, and I knew she wouldn’t for a long, long time. Maria might turn into a real MILF in her older age, but Lexi would stay sleek and coltish forever.

Forever, I thought, dumbfounded. To think I’m actually going to get to spend the rest of my LIFE with these gorgeous bitches…

If I wasn’t the luckiest man in the world, I was very close to it.

I was so hard that it hurt as Maria tugged down my pants. She left me in just my boxers, which had one of those little slits on the front with a single button fastening it.

Her fingers grazed my bulge, which swelled and grew even larger beneath the dark fabric. “Shit, you’re so big,” Maria said, her eyes shining with pride. “And so fucking hard. Did my bestie and I do that to you, baby?”

“You did,” I grunted, taking her hair in my fist. “You’d better do something about it.”

Maria chuckled lustily. “Oh, I intend to.” She rocked back on her heels, lifting her skirt. “You see, Tim, my bestie and I didn’t just decide to fuck you at the party. We came prepared tonight…”

Maria lifted her skirt all the way over her hips. Oh fuck, I thought, my jaw dropping. What glory…

The redhead wasn’t wearing a stitch beneath her short skirt. Her pussy was completely bare—she must have shaved it right before coming down to the party. Her folds shone with juice, her thighs dripping with her need. Just looking at her made me want to bury my face between her thighs and feast.

Fuck. Why not do just that?

With a caveman grunt, I put my hands beneath Maria’s ass and pulled her to me. She let out a squeal of surprise, yet her thighs parted before me as naturally as if she’d planned it. The redhead was moving on a level more primal than thought, as basic as biology. She wanted me; I wanted her.

She tasted just as good as she looked. I pressed my face against her slit, the feral tang of her womanhood filling my nostrils. Maria must have been incredibly turned on or she’d been playing with herself a little bit before the main event. Her clit throbbed beneath my tongue, the walls of her sex quivering like she was holding herself back from an orgasm.

Her nails dug into my shoulders as I ate her pussy. When I looked up, I could see her bare tits, along with the poster of some emo band Lexi had hung over her dorm bed.

“God, yes,” Maria gasped, lifting herself off the bed and grinding her pussy against my face. “That’s right, baby, eat my pussy! Get me all hot and wet before you unload those balls inside me!”

I might not make it that far. Even as I ate Maria out, I felt Lexi unbuttoning the button on the front of my boxers. With her teeth.

The blonde was anything but idle. She’d just started watching Maria and me going at it when she decided to join in on the fun, pulling off her own skirt and kneeling before me while I ate out her best friend. Her small but perky breasts bobbed neatly as she tugged the button free, the low growl in her throat giving vent to how pent-up and needy she was.

Maria felt it, too. “Oh fuck, is she sucking your dick?” the redhead asked, her head lolling back on her shoulders to take a peek. “I just felt you go all tense between my legs, Tim. Please tell me that little slut is sucking you off!”

She wasn’t when Maria said it—but a moment later, she was. Lexi’s hot, wet mouth closed around the head of my prick, sucking gently as she took me deep down her throat. I wanted to grab her hair and upthrust into her mouth, enjoying the blowjob to the fullest, but my hands were full. Each of my palms gripped a fat handful of Maria’s pussy, and the mouth I would have used to say dirty things to Lexi was otherwise occupied.

“Ahhh, shit,” Maria panted. The redhead was rocking herself rhythmically against me now, working herself up to a toe-curling climax. Her slit slid up and down my face, soaked with juice as she ground herself against me as hard as she dared.

As she dared? Fuck, I wanted it! I grabbed her ass tighter, spreading her cheeks as I ate her out. If Lexi had been behind her, licking the redhead’s tight little pucker while I brought her to the brink, it would have been perfect.

But I wouldn’t have traded away that sweet little mouth around me for the world.

Lexi wasn’t as flashy as Maria and nowhere near in love with the idea of having me watch her like a porn star while she pleasured me. But what she lacked in brazenness she more than made up for in sheer enthusiasm. The blonde’s lips made a tight seal around my prick as she took me all the way to my balls, sucking and slurping my manhood as Maria rode my face.

I wasn’t sure which of us would come first. But from the way the redhead quivered against my face, her legs tightening around my head, I kind of figured it would be her.

Maria’s body shook against me like a leaf on the wind. My tongue slid deep into her snatch, teasing her most secret crevices as she madly humped my face. When I pulled one hand away from her ass and stuck two fingers deep in between her walls, stimulating that special spot deep inside her, I knew she was about to come apart.

Maria threw her head back and howled with bliss, her long red hair cascading down her back. She was screaming loud enough that we really should have shut the window, but I didn’t care. Let them hear. Let them know their new, soon-to-be headmaster was emptying his balls inside two of the hottest, tightest, wettest co-eds on Earth.

“Don’t stop,” Maria begged, her nails digging into the back of my head. The pressure threatened to cut off my air, but what a way to die that would have been! “Fuck, don’t stop, Tim! I’m going to cum! I’m gonna cum all over your face, holy shit I’m gonna do it…!”

“Yeah, fucking come,” Lexi growled behind the redhead’s back. “Let him taste you, Maria. Fuck, I want to make out with him when he’s done eating you out!”

Evidently, that mental image was enough to send Maria over the edge. The redhead screamed as she came, her nails digging into me hard enough to draw blood. The pain mingled with my own pleasure as Lexi swallowed me deep, gagging gently around my prick as she bobbed up and down like a cork.

Maria quivered and sighed, slowly grinding her clit against my nose as she rode out her bliss. Everything turned slow and sweet for the redhead as she came down from her peak. Sweat stood out on her taut, bare belly and her breasts as she moaned, her knees resting against the headboard of Lexi’s cot.

As Maria’s pleasure began to ebb, mine built. I let out a primal groan against her pussy, tasting it as Lexi’s skilled mouth work made my balls bubble and boil. The redhead noticed my need, her eyes traveling down to the place where her best friend in the world was giving me a world-class blowjob.

“Oh shit,” Maria giggled. “Here, let me help you with that…”

In a flash, the redhead was laying across the mattress next to her friend. Lexi glanced over for a brief moment, every other piece of her interest focused on my stiff, throbbing cock. It swelled bigger and thicker inside her, getting ready to blow its load. It felt like a fucking tidal wave was inside me.

“You made me cum so hard,” Maria purred, burying her face in my balls. Her tongue played with my sack while Lexi sucked and slurped my head, both doing their best to make me feel like an absolute king.

I couldn’t hold back any longer. I didn’t want to.

Giggling, Maria wrapped her hand around the base of my prick. Lexi switched with a hooker’s grace from sucking to licking, working her tongue around that special sensitive spot on the underside of my crown like it was the weak point on the final boss of a video game. I knew I was slain. Fuck, I was done!

“Cum for us,” Lexi whimpered, attacking my prick with her tongue. “Do it!”

“Make us pretty,” Maria growled, making eye contact as she stroked the base of my prick and massaged my balls. “Make us pretty little co-eds with your cum, sir. Hot, slutty sorority girls, painted with your load!”

Fuck!

Orgasm rolled over me like a river of lava. I closed my eyes and cried out with relief, my cock jerking and spurting as I shot my load. When I opened my eyes, thick ropes of hot cum stood out on Maria and Lexi’s faces. More was on the way.

The redhead and blonde laughed triumphantly as they emptied my balls. Thick, hot ropes of seed sprayed wherever they pointed the head of my cock. Maria opened her mouth and stuck out her tongue, taking a jet of my life-giving cream straight into her mouth. As she swallowed it down, making a show of how much she enjoyed it, she angled my dick so that the next few jets sprayed all over Lexi’s tits.

What a show, I thought, dazed with pleasure. It felt like I was floating above my body, watching the whole thing unfold like the world’s dirtiest porn movie. These girls love me so much. Fuck, they really want me to feel good…

It was like they could read my mind. “Shoot it all for us, sir,” Maria giggled, gently stroking me as I deposited a few more jets of cream all over Maria’s collar. “Give me that pearl necklace, Tim. That’s the only jewelry you ever need to give a slut like me…”

Slowly, oh so slowly, the pleasure began to ebb. Maria and Lexi kissed with my cock between their pouty lips as I came down from my peak, sucking and licking the remains of my load from my prick. By the time they were done, my manhood gleamed with their saliva.

When I was done, I lay back against the headboard and closed my eyes. “That”—I gasped—“was fucking amazing.”

“What do you know?” Lexi looked supremely proud of herself. “Looks like I’m the real head master of Blackwood.”

She and Maria high-fived. Just like slutty sorority girls celebrating a new conquest.

I found, however, that I couldn’t enjoy it the way they did. Lexi’s remark was already worming its way through my brain, lighting up connections I hadn’t known were there.

“What does that mean?” I asked, looking from one woman to the other.

Oops. Lexi and Maria looked guilty.

“Just that there’s an offer on the table,” Lexi said with a shrug. “Supposedly, they want you to run this place.”

“That’s the rumor, anyway,” Maria added, curling up next to her friend. The pair lay across my thighs, completely naked save for their short skirts. Maria kept her heels on, too, but only for the visual. She knew I loved to hold her ankles on my shoulders while I fucked her deep.

“Uh-huh.” My eyes narrowed. “And what do you two think about that?”

Maria and Lexi shared a look. “I think it’s your decision,” Lexi said without hesitation. “Whether you want to run Blackwood is up to you, Tim. If you do, we’ll obviously stay with you.”

“If you wanted to go to Hell next, we’d stay with you.” Maria purred, smiling the eager smile of a woman who’d been well and truly satisfied by her man. “You know we’d follow you anywhere, Tim. We’re loyal. Ride or die. We’re not going anywhere.”

Looking in their eyes, I realized they were absolutely right.

“Forget me for a second,” I said. Both snickered, but I didn’t let them make some snide remark. “I mean it. If everything were equal, would you want me to do it? Do you think I should?”

Both women took a moment to think it over. “I think it would make a lot of people happy,” Maria said, playing with the hair on my chest. Her gaze kept flickering down to my manhood, which made me think she’d much rather be playing with that instead. “I’m not sure if it would make you happy, though.”

“No?” I asked.

Maria shook her head without hesitation. “I mean, look at us,” she said, indicating both women with a gesture. “You’ve got two hot beauties at your beck and call—not to talk us up too much—and you’re still out there chasing strange at the party.”

“Excuse me?”

Maria rolled her eyes. “Don’t deny it. I saw you and that Thalia girl. You totally want to get that co-ed pregnant.”

I didn’t bother denying it. “Do you have a problem with that?”

Maria punched me gently on the shoulder, grinning. “If I did, I wouldn’t be here,” she said, cocking her head to the side. “And that’s what I mean, Tim. A guy like you needs variety. Even with us in your bed, you want more. You need it.” She looked around at Lexi’s smallish dorm room, wrinkling her nose. “I don’t think this place is big enough for you.”

“You might have a point,” I conceded. “Lexi?”

The blonde stared at the covers, her legs curled up above her gorgeous ass. “All things being equal?” she asked, cocking an eyebrow.

That meant the girl had an opinion. “Shoot,” I told her. “I won’t be mad.”

“Well, alright,” Lexi said, smirking. “I think you’d be an idiot to turn Blackwood down.”

I felt my eyebrows shoot to my hairline. And I always thought MARIA was the brazen one, I thought, impressed by Lexi’s boldness.

“You do?” I asked.

Lexi nodded. “This place is far more than this room—no offense to Maria. It’s a community. The largest community of Summoners in this hemisphere. The things you could discover here: the research into new magic? The maps our cartographers could make of the realms? Those are the sorts of things that are bigger than just one man, Tim. They make history. You could make history.”

Interesting. “And you don’t think I’d get bored?” I asked.

Lexi scoffed. “Are you kidding me? This place is a buffet. You’d never run out of Latents. And you just know every girl who signs up for lessons at Blackwood would demand a personal tour of the campus from the headmaster.”

Maria and I shared a look. “And that doesn’t bother you?”

“Of course not,” Lexi said, sounding offended. “Tim, this place is perfect. It’s actually bigger than our Spire. When we start a family, we’re going to want somewhere we can raise our kids. Maria’s kids. Lezabel and Shortcake’s kids. Because you know they’re coming.”

They certainly were. Sooner or later, every one of my harem girls would be pregnant. I fucked them all the time with no protection, and none of us were thinking of using any time soon. It wasn’t a matter of if but when.

“So our kids can grow up traveling around the realms, dodging dragons, and living on the edge, or they could be raised on Earth. In a gorgeous college, with every advantage and a place for them to go when they start showing their abilities as Latents and Summoners.” She looked at me quite seriously. “So, yes. I think you should take the headmaster job. Settle down here, and be the patriarch of our harem. Our clan.”

I liked that. I liked that a lot. Okay, the idea of a new crop of gorgeous co-eds every semester was definitely tempting, but what really drove me wild was the idea of having stability and comfort in my old age. I pictured ruling from Blackwood for a long, long time, with all my women at my side and my growing families just a stone’s throw away. That was an adventure of a sort, too, even if it didn’t involve blood and gold.

For a lot of people, it’s the greatest adventure, I thought.

So those were my options. A life of vagabond adventures, like Maria wanted, or settling down and spreading my seed in Blackwood, like Lexi hoped.

“Sounds like I’m at a crossroads,” I told my women. I honestly wasn’t sure which way I was leaning.

Both Lexi and Maria knew that instinctively. They nodded, curling up next to me on the bed.

“No one said you had to decide all this tonight,” Maria teased, her hand moving between my thighs. “Tonight’s about having fun. Fuck, we’re all a little drunk, and I’m still really, really horny. Can I ride you, baby? Please?”

“I want to watch,” Lexi panted, looking thrilled. “Fuck, just talking about starting a family’s got me so hot. I want you to fuck us all and make us pregnant, Tim. We want to be your hot little Latent wives!”

My cock jerked to life across my thigh. I was just about to pull Maria into my lap when there was a knock on the door.

All three of us froze. “Who is it?” I asked, my voice husky with lust.

No answer.

I swung my legs over the bed, pulling away from my women. “Stay right here,” I told them, holding up a finger. The fact that I was naked save for my Digital Grimoire didn’t matter. Whatever this was, I intended to face it.

“Tim, wait,” Maria asked. Behind her, the roar of the party continued unabated. “What if it’s Kyros?”

Too late. I walked over to the door of Lexi’s dorm room and opened it.


Chapter 8

Thalia stared at me from the doorway. When she saw that I was naked—and that my women were naked, too—she turned as red as a stop sign.

“Um, hi,” the co-ed said, covering her mouth with a hand. “Oh my God, I’m so sorry. I didn’t know I was interrupting anything!”

“We’re between rounds,” Lexi called from the bed. “You didn’t interrupt anything.”

Thalia looked like she wanted to run away. That would have been a terrible mistake, from where I was standing. The cute, exotic student looked good enough to eat—and a single orgasm all over Lexi and Maria’s faces was nowhere near what I needed to satisfy me these days. I wanted more.

Hadn’t both Maria and Lexi just been telling me I needed to add more girls to the harem?

“I saw you leave the party with Lexi and Maria,” Thalia said, her face reflecting her embarrassment. “I was just going to leave you alone, but then she invited me up here…”

Invited?

Shortcake pushed past Thalia, striding into the room. The goblin girl had discarded most of her clothes on the walk over and wore nothing but her tunic and a pair of lacy panties, along with her high boots. She hadn’t forgotten her blunderbuss, though—that remained strapped to her green hip.

“Damn, we missed the fun!” Shortcake growled. Then she looked at my half-hard prick and cheered up. “Or maybe just the first round?”

“Tim’s still got plenty of gas in the tank,” Maria purred, stretching sinuously on the mattress. “We just parked him in our mouths for a bit. He hasn’t even really gotten started.”

Thalia gave a start. “Mouths?” she asked, sounding a little aghast. “You three were…?”

Was this girl for real? “They were giving me a blowjob,” I said like it was the most obvious thing in the world. Because it was. “They do that a lot.”

“Damn right, we do!” Shortcake looked even drunker than Lexi and Maria had been when they’d dragged me up here. She must have had a few too many shots in between choruses of sea shanties. “See? I’ll do it right fucking now!”

The goblin was the perfect height to suck me off without having to kneel. Shortcake put both hands on my hips and kissed the crown of my cock, opening her soft green mouth to take me inside. I let out a groan as her moist heat enveloped me, her cheeks hollowing around my dick as she started to fellate me.

“Shit,” I grunted, not looking at Thalia. “That’s really good, Shortcake.”

“I’ll say,” Lexi whispered. The blonde idly played with her pussy as she watched Shortcake blow me. “I thought I was the head master of the Blackwood Institute, but I might be playing second fiddle to a goblin girl.”

Shortcake pulled off me with a wet little pop. “Goblins,” she growled, showing her fangs, “give the best head!”

I was inclined to agree. It was all I could do to keep my knees from shaking as the goblin devoured my dick.

“Um.” Thalia looked like she couldn’t decide if she wanted to run away or drop to her knees and start sucking me off along with my goblin. “This is crazy. This is really how you live?”

“It’s a harem,” Maria said, rolling her eyes. “What did you expect, tea parties and knitting circles?”

“Come lay down,” Lexi purred, patting the mattress next to her. “It’s so much fun to watch our man get his rocks off. Tim looks so fucking sexy when he cums!”

“Gawd, yes, he does,” Maria panted, sliding her hand between Lexi’s thighs. “Mmh, just lay down with us, Thalia. I promise we don’t bite.” She grinned from ear to ear. “Unless you want us to, that is.”

It was hard to keep my eyes on Thalia when Shortcake was doing such an amazing job on my dick. The goblin’s nails dug into my ass as she inhaled my manhood, slobbering all over my balls in a way that felt precise and sloppy all at once.

When I looked up the next time, the door to the dorm room was closed. Thalia lay on the bed, naked save for her bra and panties. Maria and Lexi had their hands all over the co-ed, disrobing her as they squeezed and groped all the most fun parts of her anatomy.

Maria caught me staring and winked. “Just warming her up for you,” the redhead purred, unfastening Thalia’s top and freeing her breasts. “Don’t worry, we’ll keep her in mint condition for you.”

“We’ll stick to second base until you’re ready to take her to home plate,” Lexi said from between Thalia’s mocha tits. “Just let us know when you’re ready to claim her, sir!”

Was I ready? What Shortcake was doing felt great, but I totally wanted to fuck Thalia, too. Did I have enough energy in me for more? And would I be able to make sure Lexi and Maria got what they deserved on top of that?

Listen to you, I told myself. I put my hand on the back of Shortcake’s head as she deep-throated me, taking me to the balls without a hint of a gag reflex. These women just poured out their hearts, confessing they want you to add as many girls to the harem as possible. And you’re still wondering if they’ll be pissed if you fuck Thalia before them…

That decided it. I was going to fuck the new student’s brains out.

But first, I wanted Shortcake to make me cum.

The goblin girl let out a moan of frustration as I pulled my prick from her warm, wet mouth. “Hey, what gives?” Shortcake asked, her eyes practically spinning in their sockets at being denied her favorite toy. “Why’d you stop me?”

With a grunt, I lifted the goblin off the ground.

Shortcake cried out in utter bliss—and on the bed, my women oohed and ahhed. “Watch this part,” Lexi said, giving the moaning Thalia a slap on one of her tits. “This is just the best!”

“I don’t want to cum in your mouth,” I told Shortcake, carrying her over to the bed. “I need that goblin pussy. You ready to be my fleshlight, slut?”

Shortcake grinned. “Aye, aye, Captain!” she giggled, spreading her thick thighs just for me.

I planted her on the edge of the bed, face down. Her stomach lay across the edge, with her round ass and dripping pussy hanging over the side. From this angle, she was staring at the trio of Maria, Lexi, and Thalia, her tits flattened against the mattress as I hiked up her skirt.

I wasted no time. Leaning down put my prick at the perfect angle to stab downward into her tight little box. It really was a little like what I imagined putting a fleshlight on the edge of the bed and fucking it would be like—but this fleshlight was alive. Shortcake was no mere sex toy—she was a gorgeous goblin girl.

And her pussy was both tighter and wetter than anything a factory could produce.

I wasn’t gentle, and Shortcake didn’t want me to be. I thrust hard into the goblin’s pussy from behind, lifting her cheek with my hand to expose her tight pucker as I stretched her walls. I savaged her channel with long, deep strokes, filling her so thoroughly that the other women on the bed were shocked.

Every thrust sent Shortcake sliding forward. Only my hand on her shoulder kept her from gradually making her way all the way to where Lexi, Maria, and Thalia were.

Lexi and Maria had at least seen things like this before. For Thalia, who’d never even seen a goblin girl in person until the party, it was truly a mind-blowing experience.

“Holy shit,” the co-ed whispered. “How is she able to take all that!?”

“Goblin girls are very good at stretching themselves for human cock,” Maria said, gently stroking the co-ed’s tits as they both watched me fuck Shortcake’s brains out. “I admit, sometimes I’m a little bit jealous of Shortcake’s… tightness. Imagine having such a small capacity for human dick and stretching it out to the extent she does!”

“It’s incredible,” Lexi agreed. “Go, Tim, go!”

I was going alright. My knees slammed against the side of the bed as I fucked Shortcake madly, treating her like my own personal sex toy. Her grunts and groans were the soundtrack, along with the rhythmic thumping noises as the bed slammed against the dorm room wall.

“Fuck, are you trying to kill me?” Shortcake asked, looking at me over her shoulder, “’cause I kinda like it!”

“Shut”—I grunted—“the fuck. Up!”

Shortcake’s eyes rolled back in her head, her tongue lolling from the side of her mouth. “Yes, Captain! I’ll be a good little hole for you, promise!”

She was. The goblin girl threw herself back on me as hard as she could, impaling her tight little pussy on my stiff, throbbing prick. Her walls wrapped around me tight enough to throw sparks as I bottomed out inside her, my manhood literally stretching her lower half until she looked like she was already pregnant with every thrust.

I couldn’t hold back. You would have thought that after the amazing orgasm I’d had with Lexi and Maria I’d have had a little self-control, but no. I felt like a teenage boy every time I pushed myself into Shortcake’s snug pussy—like a virgin spilling his seed for the very first time. I could last for hours with my other women but never the goblin girl.

“Gonna cum,” I growled, losing my rhythm. I pumped like a madman, filling Shortcake so deep and hard that she lost the power of speech. Grunts and groans escaped her lips as she ground her walls around me, her body trembling as one, then two intense, toe-curling orgasms washed over the goblin girl’s body.

Shortcake was always like this. She held herself back until just before I was about to cum, then let herself go. Orgasming made everything between her thighs even hotter and tighter until I couldn’t resist the unstoppable urge to empty my balls deep in her fertile pussy.

I didn’t resist it now. One more hard thrust sent me over the edge, past the point of no return.

“Yes!” Shortcake cried, grabbing my wrist with her free hand as she rode me. “Unload inside me, Captain! Make your first mate a mommy!”

Any thought of pulling out and shooting all over Shortcake’s round, heart-shaped ass instead dissolved as I buried my prick hilt-deep and came. The orgasm was like fireworks going off behind my eyes, so strong and sweet that I felt the beginnings of tears in the corners of my eyes. My seed had hardly anywhere to go—each pump sent more of it dripping from Shortcake’s overfilled box, staining her thighs. The goblin girl didn’t mind—she just clenched around me harder, doing her ever-loving best to milk me dry.

“Yaaaah!” Shortcake cried, burying her face in the covers. “Oh Gods, Captain, yes! Pump me full!”

I did. Fuller than full, in fact. If Shortcake’s nethers weren’t so damned elastic, the poor thing wouldn’t have been able to walk straight for a month after I was done with her.

I held myself inside her for a flurry of rapid heartbeats, making sure the greater part of my load was deep inside her pussy where it belonged. Shortcake squirmed beneath me, sighing with relief as she pressed her hot cheek against the cool fabric of the blanket. Sweat stood out on her body, so gorgeous that I wanted to lick her clean.

But Maria was right about me when she’d said one thing in particular. I always wanted more.

Even as my orgasm faded, I was looking at Thalia. The gorgeous, brown-eyed co-ed looked like she couldn’t believe how quickly she’d fallen into our torrid world of sex and submission. Though Lexi and Maria had kept their promise to me not to go too far, the co-ed looked like she’d gone a little past second base—more like somewhere between second and third.

I decided she needed to advance in a hurry.

Pulling myself free from Shortcake’s still-quivering pussy, I walked around to the front of the bed. “Clean me off,” I commanded, letting my prick do the rest of the talking for me. It hung across the mattress, still as hard as a fucking iron girder and dripping with a mix of mine and Shortcake’s juices.

Thalia stared at my cock like it intimidated her to the depths of her soul. Neither Lexi nor Maria hesitated.

In an instant, both were lying at the edge of the bed, dragging Thalia along with them. Maria and Lexi kissed with my cock between them, trading off this time from where they’d been originally. Now Maria’s soft lips caressed my head while Lexi pressed her cute face into my balls.

“Thank you, sir,” Lexi whispered, sounding so submissive and sweet that I nearly shot a third load all over her face right then and there. “Thank you for letting us clean you up after you were done fucking our friend…”

Their worship felt amazing, but it wasn’t what I truly wanted. Between my two women, Thalia lay, naked and dripping. The co-ed stared at my cock like she was wondering whether she could even fit it down her throat.

It was time to find out.

I pulled my prick away from Lexi and Maria and put it in Thalia’s face. “Kiss it,” I commanded the gorgeous, dreadlocked co-ed. “Show me what that mouth does, Thalia.”

She looked up at me, something naughty gleaming in her eyes. At that moment, all my doubts about her dropped away. This girl was perfect for our group.

“You have to promise me,” she said, a smirk tugging at the corner of her mouth, “that you won’t tell anyone I did this. My reputation would be ruined.”

Both Lexi and Maria looked shocked at even this token gesture of resistance. I, on the other hand, couldn’t get enough of it.

“Ah”—I grunted, never taking my eyes off her beautiful body—“so you’ve got a reputation as a good girl, do you?”

“The best,” Thalia whispered, running the tip of her finger down my stiff prick. “I don’t do things like this with boys. Or girls. I’m so strait-laced that there are whispers I’m not even a Latent—because all Latents love to slut it up and show off their pussies to any eligible Summoner who comes around.”

“That sounds like my experience,” I said, sharing a chuckle with Thalia. I was liking this girl more and more all the time. “So you’re not like that, you’re saying?”

Thalia let out a little laugh. “Of course I am,” she purred. She opened her mouth and ran her tongue along the underside of my swollen crown, giggling all the while.

Fuck. Oh fuck, this girl was going to be trouble.

“But I don’t want those assholes to know,” she said, pulling back and beaming up at me. “So you have to act like it was all a big struggle. Like you had to make me kneel and submit to you, instead of just crooking your finger and commanding me to suck you off…”

That sounded good to me. Most of my women were brazenly open about how much they enjoyed serving me and having sex with me at every opportunity. Having a harem member who tried in public to come off as a gentle prude was such a change of pace that I was tempted to treat it as a fun novelty.

As long as she loves what she’s doing in the bedroom, I thought. What’s that line? A lady in the streets but a freak in the sheets?

That described Thalia to a tee.

Lifting my hand, I crooked a single finger. Thalia’s eyebrows rose, then she made the most prim and proper blowjob face I’d ever seen in my life. She closed her eyes and formed an ‘o’ with her lips, slowly taking the crown of my cock into her mouth.

But there was nothing prim about Thalia’s oral technique.

Once she got going, the exotic co-ed was every bit as slutty as my other, more open women. She just hid her essential nature better than most my ladies.

Thalia’s cheeks hollowed as she cleaned the remnants of mine and Shortcake’s juices from my prick. Even after more orgasms than I could count in my hyper-aroused state, the heat and friction of her perfect little mouth around mine made me moan. I thrust against the back of her throat, surrounded by my women, feeling like the luckiest son of a bitch who ever lived.

My women were anything but idle. They went everywhere, kissing and caressing and generally making me feel like an absolute badass as they treated me as their king. Supple female flesh was everywhere I looked: a veritable banquet of it, more than one ordinary man could ever claim or enjoy.

But I was no longer an ordinary man. Far from it.

Thalia kept working herself up and down my dick, treating it like a holy relic. I swear that girl had skills like I’d never seen. It’s always the quiet ones, I thought, thrusting against the back of her throat as she took me deep. You can bet your bottom dollar on that shit and be right every time.

She was smart, too. She brought me right to the point where I felt my balls beginning to tingle, then pulled off me with a wet little pop. Her eyes met mine, and suddenly, I was looking at nothing in that orgy except her.

“Fuck me,” Thalia said. Simple, direct, and to the point. I liked it.

With a growl, I sat up and turned the beauty around. Ever since I’d seen that round, perfect ass in her Blackwood uniform, I’d been thinking about clapping those cheeks from behind. Now I was going to make it a reality.

“Oh, gawwwd,” the co-ed groaned, arching her back perfectly as I turned her to face the headboard. “I’m really doing this. I’m really going to fuck the Summoner who saved us all!”

Thwack! My hand came down on Thalia’s pert ass, slapping her supple flesh. A mixture of pain and pleasure showed on the co-ed’s face, her eyes rolling back until only the whites were visible.

“Spread those legs for me,” I commanded. I braced one foot on the floor and put the other on the bed, sliding my knee between both of Thalia’s. “Lift that pussy way up, Thalia. Get it right where I want it. That’s good—right there!”

Apparently, Thalia’s ability to please extended to more than just her skill at cocksucking. The co-ed could bend like a dancer, arching her back like a bow to make that perfect ‘face down, ass up’ pose. Her pucker winked at me, while her slit shined with juice. A narrow band of pubic hair peeked above her clit like the line on an exclamation point.

She was so wet and tight and ready that I couldn’t help myself. Even after spending my load inside several other girls that night, I found myself rock-hard and raring to go. Fuck, I thought. It feels like I haven’t gotten laid in weeks!

Under other circumstances, my rampaging horniness might have given me pause. It almost didn’t seem natural—especially when I’d done such an admirable job of holding myself back for so long in the realm of Lagoon.

In some dim part of my brain, I made the connection. During my adventures, my harem and I had been all business. Survival had been the order of the day, not building a clan or a family. But now, here at Blackwood, surrounded by fertile and eager women, I was feeling the pull that every Summoner felt when surrounded by gorgeous Latents.

They say that these girls can’t escape their nature, I remembered, thinking of some of the things students and faculty members had told me during the party. But I’m just as trapped as they are. Put me in a room with a couple of horny girls with recessive summoning genes, and I turn into a fucking sleazebag alpha male.

I couldn’t control it. And honestly, I didn’t want to. As long as my women were okay with it, I was going to play it to the hilt.

To solidify my assholishness, I decided to tease Thalia mercilessly. Rather than enter her swiftly and roughly, the way I’d done with the women she’d just watched me fuck, I pressed the swollen head of my cock into her folds and gently rocked it up and down. Each repetition caused the crown of my prick to slam into her clit, stimulating it along with her folds.

For Thalia, who expected to get fucked hard and proper, this quickly became almost intolerable. Her lips peeled back over her teeth, and a whine like a renegade teakettle escaped her lips as she tried and failed to throw herself back on my thick, throbbing cock.

“Please,” Thalia begged, beginning to look crazed, “what are you doing? Why won’t you just fuck me, Tim?”

“I’m kind of enjoying this,” I teased, continuing to get my cock oh so close to entering her without actually going all the way. “Girls give guys blue balls all the time—it only seems fair that one of us gets to do it to you every now and then.”

“Oooh, so mean,” Maria panted, pursing her pouty lips. She looked glad that my behavior hadn’t been aimed at her and wickedly pleased by the way I was driving poor Thalia insane. I’d always known Maria had a little bit of a mean girl inside her.

“I’d be weeping in a little ball on the floor right now if that were me,” Lexi said, her expression relieved. “God, to be that close to getting filled up and being denied it, again and again. You’re a stronger woman than I am, Thalia.”

“I don’t want to be strong!” The beauty’s face contorted in agony. The fact that I kept sending little spikes of pleasure through her body, only to pull back before she found relief, left her as tense and taut as a bowstring. “I want to be fucked!”

A vicious impulse took control of me. “Beg for it,” I commanded the co-ed.

She glanced at me over her shoulder. “Really? You’re serious?”

I’d been mostly joking before, but something about the dismissive way she spoke angered me. “Are you serious about getting this dick, Thalia?”

I expected her to crumple up like a piece of tissue paper before the force of my glare. But I liked my women tough, and Thalia had a surprisingly large reserve of self-confidence behind that prim, proper frame. Her lips formed a tight little line, even as her body continued to betray her with every attempt to get more of my manhood inside her.

“I’ve never begged for a single thing in my entire life,” Thalia said in a haughty tone. “If you think I’m going to start now, you’ve lost your mind.”

It was a direct challenge. On the other side of the bed, I could see my women sharing shocked glances, looking at each other like they were about to witness the explosion of a major drama bomb. Shortcake looked like she wished she had her daggers on her, so she could sink a couple through the ungrateful co-ed’s back.

I didn’t hesitate. I pulled back, removing my cock from between Thalia’s legs entirely. “Fine then,” I said, making no effort to hide the roughness of my tone. “You can go.”

Thalia was so shocked that she nearly fell off the bed. “What!?” the co-ed sputtered.

“You heard me.” The foot that was on the mattress went on the floor with the other one. “If you’re not going to be a good girl and beg for this dick, then you can move over for someone who will.”

Thalia’s jaw dropped. “You’re kidding me,” she whispered, sounding like she didn’t believe the words that had just come out of my mouth.

“Nope,” I said, crossing my arms over my chest. “You’re looking at a man who’s already gotten laid twice tonight. Do I look like I need to joke around?”

Seeing no respite in my face, Thalia turned to the rest of my harem. “He’s joking, right?” the girl said, letting out an awkward laugh. “Surely, he doesn’t really mean this…?”

Maria and Lexi stared at Thalia flatly. From the looks on their faces, the co-ed had just taken a major tumble in their estimations. Maybe a big enough one to sink her from ‘future harem member’ all the way down to ‘one-night stand’. I guess we’d have to see.

“If Tim said it, he means it,” Maria said, punctuating the statement with another one of those mean girl shrugs. “Honestly, I don’t see why you’re being such a bitch. We’re all having fun.”

I kind of wished I had a camera. Even without the aid of slow motion, I could actually see the moment it dawned on Thalia how much shit she’d just waded into. This wasn’t some modern dating market, where the co-eds of Blackwood were free to flitter around from date to date until they found some guy they liked. I was the hot commodity, not them. I was the Summoner with all the power, with the ability to change the life of any woman who entered my harem.

Of course, I was going to guard that fiercely.

Thalia grinned. “I was just joking,” she said, shaking her head. “Sorry. I went too far with it, obviously. Not cool.”

My women relaxed a bit. They were clearly more willing to forgive missteps than I was.

“Fine,” I said, putting my knee back on the bed. Thalia looked cheered by this step in the right direction. “What are you going to do to make it up to me?”

The co-ed’s brows furrowed together. “Make it up to you…?”

She trailed off. I could tell she’d never been in this position before—not a girl like her. She was used to being the one pursued; at being put on a pedestal and catered to like some kind of prize. She’d never met a man who had the value I did—or who knew his worth.

The next few seconds would prove whether Thalia was up to the challenge or whether she’d be a one-and-done girl in the revolving door of Blackwood beauties.

“Well,” the co-ed purred, giving me a sultry grin. “I could suck you off some more. Really let you feel the back of my throat…”

“Sounds like a good start,” I said.

But Thalia wasn’t done. “Or,” she said, grinning from ear to ear, “I could let you fuck me in the ass.”

Instantly, I was rock hard.

Thalia noticed. “Oh ho ho,” the co-ed giggled, nibbling her bottom lip as she watched my member swell to its full size. “Someone likes that idea.”

The co-ed turned around and assumed the same position as before, her head angled toward the front of the bed and her ass in the air. Only now she arched her back even harder than before, sticking her rear all the way up. I could see the difference at a glance. Before, she’d been at the perfect height for me to thrust deep into her pussy while grabbing her hips with both hands for leverage.

Now, my cock would naturally push against her tight little pucker. Against the tightest, most forbidden hole that a woman had. And Thalia was offering it to me, to make up for her bad behavior.

It felt almost sinful to take her back door. But I didn’t think I really had any sort of choice.

What I could choose was whether or not to ram myself home or tease her. After the reception my first attempt at entering her had garnered, I decided to be a real bastard and toy with her a little bit.

I pushed the head of my prick against that tight, warm opening. My cock shined with juice from teasing her pussy, which meant we didn’t need to stop and lube up her back door. I half suspected Thalia had taken care of that on the way over here, just in case she wanted to get real dirty in order to secure her place in my harem.

Either way, this was going to be incredible.

Thalia gasped, dropping her shoulders even further as I pushed into her asshole. She relaxed around me, wiggling her round rump as I slowly shoved inch after heavenly inch of my prick inside her bowels.

Just as she thought I was going to ram myself all the way in, I pulled back. My tip teased her pucker, stretching the walls of her asshole around it.

“Oh noooo,” Thalia moaned. The co-ed had her fingers cupped around her box, one buried deep in her channel as she readied herself to take me. “No, please Tim, don’t do this. Don’t tease me even more! I can’t take it!”

Thalia sounded like she wanted to make up for her previous behavior. Where she’d been haughty and borderline disrespectful before, she now cooed and sighed like a porn actress playing the role of a lifetime. When she begged for it, I totally believed her.

“Ask nicely,” I growled, pulling back just enough to make it worth it. “Don’t make me angry again, Thalia. Prove to me you’ve got what it takes to ride with the rest of my bitches.”

“Woof!” Lexi growled, fingering herself shamelessly as she watched me tease Thalia.

“Damn right,” Maria agreed.

Thalia knew what she had to do. “Please, please fuck my ass,” the co-ed begged, looking up and over her shoulder at me. “I know I don’t deserve it, Master. But I want it so bad…!”

Oh fuck. Fuck.

Something about the M-word set my bloodstream afire. Hearing Thalia call me her Master was so much hotter than being called baby, or sir, or even Daddy in the bedroom. It was just about the most submissive thing a woman could say—and when she said it like she meant it, the way my girls did, it suddenly became hard to hold back my load.

I couldn’t take it any longer. With a grunt, I buried myself hilt-deep inside Thalia’s tight, gripping pucker. The walls of her asshole were soft and silky, smooth where the interior of her pussy was ridged.

Holy shit! I thought, grunting as I bottomed out inside her ass. If Thalia had told me she’d never let a guy fuck her in the ass before, I just might have believed her. She was so tight back here that she could give Shortcake a run for her money. Sparks flew from my prick as it pumped like a piston inside her, stretching the walls of her pucker around my thick meat.

“Unnnngh, gawd yes,” Thalia panted. She fingered herself as she watched me fuck her, her cheek against the mattress as she grinned up at me. “Yeah, that’s so fuckin’ dirty. Fuck my ass, Master! Pound me deep, so I feel it for days!”

Your wish is my command, I thought.

Grabbing Thalia’s hips with both hands, I thrust deep into her tightest, most forbidden opening. She let out a hellacious groan of mingled pain and pleasure as I bottomed out inside her, my balls slapping against the backs of her hips. Filling her like that felt amazing—so good that I cried out.

“Yeah, that’s fucking great!” I roared, grabbing Thalia’s shoulder. My grip gave me more leverage, letting me go even deeper into her. I was tempted to wrap my hand up in her dreadlocks and use them to pull her even closer, but her hairstyle gave me pause. I’d never fucked a girl with dreads before, and I wasn’t entirely sure how they worked. Accidentally unlacing them in the middle of a sex session would definitely have killed the vibe I was going for.

So I just kept pounding her, fucking her from behind harder and harder. At any moment, I expected Thalia to beg me to stop, to plead with me to slow down or at least to not be so rough. Most girls I’d been with before coming to Blackwood wouldn’t have been cool with this kind of treatment.

But Thalia loved it. She was a closet nympho, perfectly skilled at the art of hiding just how horny and nasty she was. She threw herself back on my prick, impaling herself on my meat as I ravaged her back door. A few hard thrusts later and she suddenly stilled, wiggling her pert rear back and forth as she held me tightly within her.

“Feel that,” she whispered, looking back at me over her shoulder.

“What am I feeling?” I asked.

She grinned. “You’re all the way inside me. Isn’t that great?”

Experimentally, I wiggled my hips back and forth. My cock ground against the walls of Thalia’s tight opening, forcing her to move her hips a bit in time with mine to keep up. It truly did feel like I was impaling the poor girl—I swore I could see her insides bulging, if not with the same amount of vigor that my goblin girl’s did when she took my prick.

After that, Thalia and I got dirty. I put my hand on the back of her head and pummeled her into the mattress, using her in much the same way that I’d used Shortcake when I was treating her like my personal sex toy. It was truly amazing how much punishment the female body could take and how much pain it could transfigure into pleasure in the crucible of the brain.

Thalia let out a high-pitched squeal as she came. She removed her hand from between her thighs and used it to grip the headboard, her fingers shining with juice. Her orgasm made her bowel quiver, her inner walls gripping me even tighter as they clenched around my cock. Suddenly, I wasn’t sure if I could thrust all the way inside her—she was so snug that it felt fucking unreal.

Suddenly, I knew I was done. I couldn’t hold back any longer—and I didn’t want to. I could no longer tell where Thalia ended and I began. The place where we joined was a white-hot furnace of passion, ripping away my senses and filling the world with a haze of pure, sweet pleasure.

“Gonna cum,” I grunted, giving Thalia’s ass another spank. The co-ed’s tits bounced up and down as she rode me back, showing all my women just how dirty she could be.

Thalia didn’t stop for a moment. Perhaps even better than I did, the coed understood that what was happening between us right at that instant was more than mere sex. This was an audition. Thalia was being judged on her ability to give me pleasure—and her ability to look good while doing it. Even as my women fingered themselves and each other, working themselves into an erotic frenzy as they watched me get off, they were silently judging the new arrival. Trying to figure out if she was worthy to join the harem.

Thalia’s future was in doubt. But what wasn’t was my cum.

I thrust home one final time, burying my prick as hard and deep inside her tight back door as I could. I’d cum so many times before that all that should have come out of my cock was a little puff of air, but my balls must have been working overtime to make the seed I wanted to shoot. Thick ropes of hot cum erupted from the crown of my cock, filling Thalia with each rapid beat of my heart.

My cumshot hit the walls of her bowels like a detonating bomb. Thalia shook like a leaf beneath me, burying her face in the pillow as she let out a deep, satisfied groan. I kept on shooting, grunting like a caveman as my balls unloaded hilt-deep inside the beautiful co-ed.

As I came down from my peak, I looked over at Lexi and Maria. Both had stopped fingering themselves and were watching Thalia with veiled expressions. I could tell they were trying to come to a decision. I tilted in my own direction, but I wanted to know what they thought.

I looked at Lexi, then Maria. Lexi met my gaze and nodded, while Maria simply shrugged.

So it’s a yes from Lexi and a maybe from Maria, I thought, nodding. That’s a pretty decent start for someone who faceplanted so badly, I suppose.

Thalia had a lot to come back from after embarrassing herself in front of my harem, but maybe she could do it. I certainly wouldn’t mind spending another night with her. She seemed like a fun girl—the sort who was worthy of my time, even if she didn’t end up being worthy of a membership slot in my harem.

I expected Lexi and Maria to jump me after I was done with Thalia, but they sensed my exhaustion. Both cuddled me as I lay back against the bed, slumping against the pillows. Exhaustion filled me like a strong drink, and the multiple sex sessions and orgasms finally caught up with me.

“That was fucking awesome,” I said, pulling Lexi and Maria toward me. I wanted them snuggling me on either side, with Shortcake between them. Thalia could fend for herself. She’d earned the right to stay in the room, especially after a performance like that, but I wasn’t entirely sure how intimate she felt with the rest of my harem. If she wanted to bounce, that would be okay with me.

This has been the best night of my life, I thought, looking up at the ceiling. Firm female flesh snuggled me from all sides, making me feel as if I were laying in a cocoon of affection. After a hard, primal session of hard fucking, there was nothing else on Earth like it.

“This was really great,” Thalia said, sliding to the side of the bed. “I enjoyed it a lot.”

She paused, looking the rest of the group up and down. An awkward look flickered across her face, only to be squashed a moment later.

“I didn’t ruin anything, did I?” she asked, nibbling her bottom lip.

Wow. It wasn’t every day that a girl as hot as Thalia said that sort of thing about a guy. To my surprise, I found that it increased my opinion of her. She wasn’t a bad girl, Thalia—she was just raised in the culture of Blackwood. She needed a bit of an attitude adjustment, but perhaps my women were just the crew to give it to her.

“Nah,” I said, shaking my head. I meant it, too. “You’re totally fine. Do this again sometime?”

Thalia grinned. “Absolutely. I should go, but call me?”

We made our promises to do so. Thalia cut off the light as she retreated, her footsteps echoing down the hall.

Once she was gone, my girls started to chuckle. “She’s alright,” Maria murmured, resting her head in the crook of my shoulder. “She’ll do.”

She probably would. I was looking forward to finding out.

I was out like a light before we could engage in any further conversation. The hero of Blackwood needed his rest.

Tomorrow, I could start thinking about the future.


Chapter 9

Something was wrong.

I could feel it as I sat up—or tried to, in any case. Clear plastic tubes stretched from my arms, keeping me tied to… a bed? Where the hell was I?

For a moment, I didn’t understand it. Then a flash of inspiration shot through me like a bolt of lightning, and I realized two things in such rapid succession that they practically tripped over each other.

First: this wasn’t real.

Second: I’d been here before.

I was back in the hospital. Not a real hospital, of course—the one where the Old Man had visited me. Just like before, the vessel that bore me to this place was a hospital bed.

It still didn’t make any more sense than last time. I looked around the room, seeing the bare white walls and the machinery I remembered. Tubes stretched from my body to a little monitor next to the bed, an old-school pulse checker that beeped every few moments as if it were slowly ticking my life away. A thin sheet rested atop my body, which was sheathed in the type of clothing they gave convalescent patients who made long stays in the emergency ward.

What the hell was this? A dream? A vision? Something beyond human understanding?

I didn’t know. But I didn’t like it.

When the Old Man appeared, there was no fanfare. There wasn’t even the opening of a door. One moment I was lying in bed, completely alone in a featureless white void. The next, a figure stood before me in a purple robe. He had a white mustache and a shaggy goatee. His eyes were blue.

“Well done, Summoner,” the Old Man said. His voice was as smooth as ever, a stark contrast to the withered and aged appearance of his body. If you closed your eyes while listening to him, you could almost picture him hale, hearty, and full of life. “I must admit, I never expected you to succeed in your adventures to such an extent. You’ve exceeded the predictions of everyone who has ever met you, including Kyros, the First Summoner.”

Something inside me relaxed. The Old Man didn’t sound all doom and gloom—he talked like this was a victory lap. A quick catch-up session now that Kyros was destroyed. Maybe he wanted to talk about his son, Aquinas, or perhaps he wanted to give me some advice on whether or not I should take up the post of headmaster of the Blackwood Institute. Either way, I’d be more than happy to listen.

“Yes, a very good job, indeed,” the Old Man whispered. “What a pity it is, then, that the events that have been set in motion can no longer be stopped.”

What?

I sat up straighter, fighting the cords around my body in order to do so. Movement of any kind was hard, and I had to struggle just to work up the ability to speak. “You…”

It wasn’t much. “Yes, me,” the Old Man said, pointing at himself with a confused air. “Perhaps you’ve understood more than I’ve given you credit for, Tim Dent. You’ve ever been a most observant pupil, after all.”

Perhaps I was. But I didn’t understand whatever it was the Old Man was trying to tell me. In fact, I got the distinct impression that whatever it was, I wasn’t going to like it.

“Stagnation has slowed the natural progress of the universe for too long,” the Old Man explained. “This order of affairs needs to be corrected… and quickly. The Ultimate Lifeform must live again, it must be created, and it must remake the world. If the world is to have a chance of surviving into the next millennium, then it must be recreated according to the will of Man.”

I cleared my throat. It was a strange feeling, considering the circumstances I was in, but somehow, it gave me the strength and clarity of mind to speak.

“What are you talking about?” I whispered. My voice sounded as if I hadn’t used it for a long time—like the person I was meant to be had been hooked to these machines, comatose and out of commission. “I don’t understand.”

“That is well and good,” the Old Man said. “Frankly, most Summoners do not understand.”

I didn’t know all of it, true. But I had a sneaking suspicion. Part of me felt too afraid to voice it, but there was no way I was going to let fear keep me down. Not when I’d won so much already by conquering it.

“Kyros,” I whispered, testing out my rusty voice yet again. “Lezabel was worried he’s going to try something. Another attack—a last-ditch attempt to create the Ultimate Lifeform. Are you saying he’s still going to try and create Prometheus?”

The Old Man looked both surprised and amused by my question. “Kyros? Him? You have nothing to worry about from the First Summoner, Tim Dent. Kyros is a paper tiger—the greater portion of his power has already been sapped from him. No, he won’t be breaking into the Blackwell Institute and stealing access to Monster Fusion any time soon.”

Good. I felt myself relax.

“Would you like me to explain this to you?” The Old Man asked. “I warn you, you may not like what you find. The road to knowledge rarely leads to true satisfaction.” He grinned, a flash of his teeth showing beneath the hood. “Holding hands with Lucifer is never that enlightening, you know.”

“Tell me,” I said, looking around the bare white chamber. “Otherwise, what am I here for?”

The Old Man’s nod told me I’d just made a rather astute point. He cleared his throat and began.

“One thing Kyros had correct,” the Old Man said. He paced slowly back and forth in front of my bed as if something troubled him deep down inside as he explained things to me. “Monsters are a pyramid. There are levels to them. The more basic variety that can be found in lower-risk realms are weaker than the rarer ones it takes a grand adventure to snag, though fusing two monsters together typically creates a new being more powerful than either creature was apart and most were when working in concert. But the point of the whole thing is to climb the pyramid. To win. To finish the damn thing.”

“That’s what Kyros was trying to do,” I said. My mind burned with the words the First Summoner had thrown at me while we were fighting. Hadn’t he said it was time to finally ‘finish’ the thing as well?

“Aye,” the Old Man said with a curt nod. “By climbing all the way to the top of this pyramid, by fusing the final monster who stands upon the apex of all summoning power, the road is finally completed. By creating Prometheus.” The Old Man’s lips twisted in something like a smirk. “A most appropriate name for the end of the monstrous marathon, yes? Prometheus: the man who stole fire from the Gods. Who gave unto the Greeks the gift of civilization itself.”

“I’ve never been a big mythology guy,” I admitted. “Didn’t he get his body parts ripped out by eagles every day? Or was that the guy with the big rock?’

The Old Man frowned. “You are confusing Prometheus and Sisyphus. A common mistake.”

“I see.”

He looked eager to move on. “Regardless, the name is appropriate in ways most Summoners do not understand. Just as Prometheus stole fire from the Gods, this monster has stolen something even greater. Whoever creates him is granted the power to remake the world, in the image of he or she who creates him.”

The words hit me like a Mack truck. It all made sense now—everything Kyros had been doing in order to create the ultimate life form. The entire structure of Blackwood, of coaxing monsters out of fissures and exhausting their possibilities. Kyros had been trying to create a full roster of all monsters in the known universe so that he could plot out the fastest possible course to Prometheus.

Fucking Kyros was a speedrunner.

“Sounds like one hell of a prize,” I said, unable to hide my bitterness. “Definitely the kind of thing a man might enslave an entire college over.”

The Old Man stared at me. And then he did something I wouldn’t have expected in a million years.

He laughed.

“College? Hell!” He chortled beneath his robes, slowly shaking his head. “Men would do terrible things for such a power, Tim Dent. Terrible things.”

Now it was my turn to shake my head. “I wouldn’t,” I told the Old Man, meaning it. “I’ve already got everything I could possibly need.”

The Old Man sighed. “I know,” he said, his stance telling me he was irritated with me somehow. “I thought Kyros was the one, I truly did. When you bested him, I originally thought it a good thing because you are so much younger than he is. Youth would give me the energy that bitter age could not—could grant this universe a fresh perspective. A change for the better.”

I didn’t understand what the Old Man was saying, but ice filled the pit of my stomach all the same.

“You used Kyros?” I asked.

“Haven’t you figured that out yet?” Now, the Old Man sounded almost contemptuous. “Honestly, I expected better from you, Summoner. You’ve been so astute in other matters—why can’t you see what’s directly in front of your face?”

I was flummoxed. And the Old Man was right. The longer I looked at him in those long, regal robes, the more I began to realize how railroaded we’d all been from the beginning. How many of our choices were not truly our own.

“It’s you, isn’t it?” I said, lifting an accusatory finger. “You pushed Kyros into climbing this fucking pyramid of yours. You put all this crap about Prometheus into his head!”

“It’s not crap,” the Old Man informed me curtly. “It is the entire point of Summoners! This world is meant to be remade by the strongest, by the fittest, by those with the sheer will to complete the greatest game the universe has ever known. Prometheus isn’t just a finish line—he’s a trophy. A trophy for those bold enough to collect him.”

I felt like I was going to be sick. “You helped Kyros. Now, you’re helping me.”

The Old Man looked confused. “Of course I did. You’re the better option now.”

Aquinas tried to warn me about this, I realized. The man would never have said anything directly about his father, but the more I thought about it, the more I realized he’d snuck in a few seeds of distrust here and there. Enough to leave me the slightest bit unsurprised to find out about the Old Man’s betrayal.

Somehow, I found the strength to laugh. “You’ve made a mistake,” I said. “I’m not a better option. I’m not an option at all. I won’t help you, whoever you are.”

“Yes, you will,” the Old Man said. His voice was as placid as a stone in the middle of a raging river, the one that isn’t worn down no matter how many blasts of water spray across its rocky surface. “It has happened. It will happen. It is happening now.”

I shook my head, unable to believe what I was hearing. “Who are you?” I asked. “Really. Tell me.”

The Old Man thought it over for a long moment. Evidently, he could see no downside to revealing himself to me, for he shrugged and reached for the hood of his robe. “Remember, you asked for this,” the Old Man said, with just a hint of amusement in his tone. “Don’t say I didn’t warn you.”

The Old Man pulled back the hood and let it drop.

And I found myself staring at the Ultimate Lifeform.

He hadn’t said it, but it was as obvious as anything. What I’d originally taken for whiskers turned out to be marble—marble that covered the Old Man’s skin like a tight fabric. The Old Man was old, certainly, but he didn’t look it. He looked like a statue. Like Michelangelo’s David given form and function and injected with a few top-tier steroids to boot.

The cold, stony face of a Greco-Roman titan stared at me, impassively judging me. I found myself shivering in his presence and looked down at my hands in the hospital bed.

They were covered in wrinkles. The creature standing before me wasn’t the Old Man. If anything, I was old.

This hasn’t happened yet, I thought, trying and failing to wrap my head around what I was seeing. The Ultimate Lifeform hadn’t been created yet, would never be created if I had my way, but I was still talking to him. And I was so much older.

Were we moving backwards in time? Was the Old Man?

It didn’t make a lot of sense. Maybe an astrophysicist could have untangled the web of time, but a guy like me didn’t have much of a shot at it. I was just along for the ride.

“I am what will be born,” the Old Man said, revealing himself at last. “I am Prometheus. The Ultimate Lifeform. I have been born, I will be born, I am being born. None of these can be stopped.”

I tried to sit up but found that I couldn’t. “You’re insane,” I said, trying to hold up my wrinkled hands. The figure had begun to glow like a miniature sun, so brightly that my eyes hurt. “You’re crazy!”

“I will not be denied my purpose!” the Ultimate Lifeform screamed.

A beam of light erupted from the Old Man’s head, making him look like a lighthouse designed by a madman. The world split apart, cracking and shattering like a stained-glass window.

I screamed—and found myself back in bed. I was lying in Lexi’s dorm room, surrounded by half-naked women. The window was still open, a faint ray of morning sunlight peering through the clouds. The sounds of revelry had faded, which meant everyone else from Blackwood was either in bed or they’d slept where they’d fallen.

My body was covered in sweat. My heart beat like a jackhammer, thudding against my ribcage as I forced myself to calm down. Just a vision, I told myself, willing it to be nothing more than that. Just Prometheus fucking with you. Aquinas’s dad. The Old Man. Fuck, is it really true?

Lexi rolled over in bed, blinking her sleepy eyes. “Tim?” she asked, the single word coming out slightly slurred. “Is everything alright? Did you have a nightmare?”

Next to her, Maria stirred. “Maybe he needs to be tucked in,” the redhead whispered, throwing an arm around me. If she wasn’t so tired, I think Maria might have tried to go down on me then, which wouldn’t have ended up good for anyone.

I was trying to rouse my women when the door to Lexi’s dorm room slammed open.

Lezabel stood in the doorway, her body completely transformed to its monstrous state. The demoness looked like she’d run all the way here. Sweat dripped from her body, causing her cherry-red skin to glisten.

Instantly, I was on full alert. “Lezabel, what happened?” I asked, getting out of bed and standing up. “The prisoners?”

Unlike the rest of my harem, the demoness had chosen to spend this night watching over the captives we’d taken from Kyros’ cohort. She’d felt certain that the First Summoner had left some kind of nasty surprise behind and was just waiting for us to let our guard down in order to spring it.

She’s right, I thought. Just not in the way she intended.

Lezabel was already shaking her head. “It’s not them,” she said, looking like she sincerely wished it was. “Come quickly, Tim. We’re in a lot of trouble. Something bad is happening at the Spire!”

She gestured for me to follow. I should have come immediately, but some impulse tugged at the back of my head. I simply had to go look out the window. Perhaps I could see what she was talking about and head off whatever problem we were facing at the pass.

Still naked, I staggered sleepily to the window. I threw back the curtain and stared into the night, half expecting to hear the shocked gasps of revelers on the campus green as my nudity became a public spectacle.

But there were none.

Tonight, Blackwood had greater things to worry about.

The Spire at the center of campus was lit up like a fucking Christmas tree.


Chapter 10

By the time we made it back to Blackwood’s spire, it was glowing anew. And even brighter than before.

The student commons were a mess. People lay passed out on the grass, either drunk or just exhausted. A lot of them weren’t wearing any clothes. Of those that were, they looked rumpled and dirty like they’d all been rolling around in the grass together. Probably they had.

Of course, not everyone was asleep.

As I passed a set of picnic tables set up around a pagoda in the center of the green, the sounds of moaning reached my ears. The light from the Spire cast long shadows across the lawn, which resolved into the arms and legs of several students. From the variety of moans coming from the pagoda, there were definitely a couple of threesomes and foursomes happening tonight.

I couldn’t waste any time checking it out. The vision I’d had of the Old Man echoed in my head, his final words crashing against the interior of my skull like an ocean wave. He was Prometheus, I realized, the knowledge sending spikes of panic through my body. All this time, the truth’s been right in front of me. Aquinas’s father…

Was that beast even Aquinas’s dad? Thinking about it, that sounded utterly absurd now. How could the ultimate life form in the universe have given birth to a man like that? Especially if the Prometheus was somehow moving backwards in time—which I still didn’t understand. How was such a thing even possible?

My harem followed at my side. None of them were at all interested in the drunken sex happening all around us—they’d gotten more than their fill with me back in Lexi’s dorm room. All of them kept their eyes on the Spire—which was easy to do since it was glowing like the Fourth of July.

All the way there, I tried to explain what I’d seen. Doing so was harder than I’d expected.

“He said he’s what?” Lezabel hissed. “That doesn’t make any sense.”

“No one can move backwards in time,” Maria agreed. Unlike Lezabel, she was panting gently, struggling to keep up with the rest of us. I saw the same strain on Lexi’s face. “Even Chronovore could only turn time back a few seconds. And that took almost all the monster’s power!”

Shortcake’s pretty green face turned pale. “Ye told me about that, but I’m still not sure I believe it,” the goblin girl said. She looked down at the spot where Kyros’ firebolt had pierced her, just above her cleavage and next to her heart. “It just sounds so impossible…”

It is, I thought, not responding. And that’s the awful part.

Every time monsters jumped up a level, they became exponentially stronger. If creatures like Frostmourne and Chronovore already had the power to turn back time and level civilizations, how much more powerful could Prometheus be?

Suddenly, his boasts of living backwards through time no longer sounded quite as absurd.

The more my women heard, the more horrified they became. We needed to reach the Spire, fast.

“It can’t be Kyros, right?” Lexi asked. “There’s just no way. You sent him packing without any of his monsters!”

“Perhaps the First Summoner had some tricks up his sleeve he didn’t want us to know about,” Lezabel replied, showing her fangs. “After all, he’s apparently got the ability to open a Fissure between realms without a Grimoire.”

No wonder the demoness had wanted to keep watch tonight. Part of me wished we’d held off on the harem-type festivities and made sure the Spire was secure instead. But all of us knew we wouldn’t have been able to resist our celebration.

The glow of the Spire was so great that the section of the commons immediately surrounding it was lit up like midday, rather than a few hours before dawn. I ran up the stairs without hesitation, grabbing hold of my Digital Grimoire as I planned to enter combat. My monsters were rested and ready, and I was ready to try my might against the First Summoner for a second time.

Rematch, I thought, making sure the buttons to summon my whole stash of monsters were no more than a click away. Let’s see you run away again this time, you absolute bastard—”

The door leading into the inner chamber lay halfway open. I kicked it the rest of the way and stepped inside.

The interior of the Spire glowed like a miniature sun. A figure stood at the center, barely visible as more than an outline in that uncanny, unnatural glow. He was dwarfed by the two monsters at his side.

Wait. I recognized those monsters.

They belonged to me.

The shadowy figure had both Frostmourne and Chronovore and was busy attaching each of them to the fusion machinery at the center of the chamber. For a moment my mind reeled, flatly unwilling to accept what I was seeing. How? How could the First Summoner have snatched those monsters out from underneath me?

I could worry about that later. Right now, the man looked like he was about ten seconds away from beginning the process of fusion. If that happened, Prometheus would reenter the world. And my goose would be cooked.

I will not be denied! The inhuman scream of the ultimate lifeform echoed in my head as I took a step forward, cupping my hand around my mouth.

“KYROS!” I screamed, amplifying my voice with magic. “Stop right there!”

The figure gave a little start as if they honestly hadn’t been expecting me to show up. At a gesture, the light at the center of the Spire dimmed, allowing me and mine to see what was going on at the center of the Heart.

As the illumination faded, my jaw dropped to the floor.

“You’re not Kyros,” I sputtered, completely flabbergasted. “What the hell are you doing here?”

Aquinas stood before the fusion chamber.

He looked like he’d been through hell. His ordinarily dapper suit was covered in stains, and his perfectly coiffed hair was totally out of place. I would have been sympathetic toward whatever he was going through if it weren’t for the fact that he’d stolen my monsters. What the fuck?

“Summoner,” Aquinas said, shaking his head. The man sounded sad, which really threw me. What the fuck was he playing at? “You shouldn’t have come here.”

Both Frostmourne and Chronovore wore totally neutral expressions as if they hated what was happening but were completely powerless to stop it. There was magic here that I didn’t understand. I knew that Aquinas was a powerful wizard—probably one of the strongest in the world—but no one at Blackwood could have done what he was currently doing.

Despite the danger, a sense of relief stole through me as I locked eyes with the master of the Cathedral of Umbra. Aquinas and I might have had our differences, but at the end of the day, he was on our side. He wasn’t Kyros. Whatever was going on here, I’d stop it. I’d talk some sense into him.

“Stand down, Aquinas,” I said, taking a step forward. The two monsters next to the man stiffened, but neither of them made any sudden movements. “Whatever’s going on, we can talk this out.”

The man was already shaking his head. “No talking,” he said, his face filled with a firm resolve. “This is what must be done, Summoner. There’s no way around it!”

It felt completely insane, but it was true. Aquinas was going to feed those monsters into my machine. Once he did, he’d be creating the creature Kyros had been striving toward all his life.

“No!” I roared, throwing up a hand. “Aquinas, stop!”

“Don’t worry—everything will be alright!” A faint smile tugged at the corner of Aquinas’s mouth. “I’ll save us all, Tim! I have to do this!” A pause. “He told me I’m the only one who can do this!”

He? Ice water filled the pit of my stomach. There was only one person who Aquinas could be referring to. His father. The Old Man.

I didn’t know if the monster Aquinas intended to create was truly his father, and I had no interest in finding out. I had to stop him.

“Don’t make me do this!” I yelled, lifting a hand. As I did so, I was already planning my attack.

Suddenly, Lezabel was at my side. “Don’t be an idiot!” the demoness snarled, embracing her infernal energy. “Listen to Tim! Come down from there now, and give these girls back their monsters!”

Aquinas shook his head. “This is the way it has to be done,” he said, sounding sad. “I’m sorry, Summoner.”

Before I could so much as utter a syllable of protest, the egg at the center of the chamber exploded.

Twin beams of light erupted from the machinery. Each struck the monsters I’d worked so hard to collect—and Kyros had worked even harder to build. The combined efforts of hundreds of years of Monster Fusion dissolved as both Frostmourne and Chronovore were sucked into the heart of the Spire. They flew backwards and disappeared without a word of protest.

“No!” I ran, but it was already too late. A wave of force erupted from the machinery at the Spire’s center. It threw me back onto the floor, knocking the wind from me as the egg continued to clank and smoke.

The side of the egg buckled inward with a terrible sound. It was as if someone had installed a black hole at the center of the Spire, and the machinery could resist its pull no longer. More dents erupted across the machinery as Aquinas screamed, his voice mingled with triumph and horror.

A final wave of light rippled through the Spire, and the world went dark.

The heart had been blindingly brilliant for so long that it took my eyes a long moment to adjust to ordinary light. When I could see again, I saw that the interior of the heart lay mangled and destroyed. Aquinas knelt before it, openly weeping at the results of his gambit.

Standing before the broken egg was Prometheus.

Even having heard him and spoken to him before, the sight of the monster was nearly enough to freeze my blood. He looked as if someone had taken a Greco-Roman statue and brought it to life. Like a bust of some Roman emperor given sentience after being packed full of a whole wrestling ring’s worth of steroids. His skin was pale and gray, which increased his statuesque appearance.

He wore nothing but a loincloth. Barechested, Prometheus descended the dais, using his new eyes for the first time. A cold, cruel smirk rested on his face like no other expression could possibly occupy the space.

I hated him instantly.

As Prometheus moved, the world blurred. An aura of darkness surrounded the monster like negative light. It left trails behind him wherever he moved as if his sheer power was enough to rupture the time-space continuum with his passing. Such power, I thought, humbled despite my anger. No wonder Kyros would sacrifice anything to claim this monster. No wonder he enslaved Blackwood…

That didn’t make what the First Summoner had done right. But it did make it understandable.

Aquinas sobbed openly as the giant of a man descended the steps. The master of the Cathedral of Umbra was on his knees, watching the monster approach with something akin to love. Any doubt I had that Aquinas thought of this creature as his father dissolved as I watched him watch the monster come closer.

“Father,” Aquinas said, the word thick with emotion. “It’s you. You live again!”

Oh no, I thought. Prometheus stopped a step or two in front of his wayward son, peering down at the man with an expression like he’d just spotted a cockroach on the carpet. Aquinas might have been happy to see his father at long last, but the feeling clearly wasn’t mutual.

And Aquinas didn’t see it.

“Indeed,” the giant said. Its voice sounded exactly the same as it had in my vision. “I expected to greet Kyros when I was summoned back into the physical realm. To see you kneeling here instead of him is… a surprise.”

Aquinas beamed like this was a compliment, instead of the diss it was clearly meant as. “The Summoner defeated Kyros,” Aquinas explained as if Prometheus could possibly not know this already. “He ruined the First Summoner’s plans. But I’ve fulfilled your vision, Father! At long last, the world will be remade!”

“Yes,” Prometheus said. “It will.”

The promise, I thought, my insides twisting. Whoever summons the ultimate lifeform—whoever wins the ‘game’ of Monster Fusion—they get whatever they want. They get to remake the whole universe in whatever form they want it to be.

I knew what Kyros would have asked for. He’d have remade the world as his personal HR department, a place where every human being alive kisses his ass forever and ever and ever. What did Aquinas want?

It didn’t matter. I had an awful feeling that Prometheus wouldn’t give it to him.

“I’m the one who summoned you,” Aquinas said, his face almost sickly with desire. “That means I am the one who will be able to choose the fate of the world. Who will be able to shape the universe in concordance with my destiny!”

The titan stared blankly at his son. It was impossible to tell what Prometheus was thinking; whether he intended to shower Aquinas with treasures or rip him neatly in half.

But if someone had asked me to bet on it, I would have chosen the latter on which to wager my money.

Prometheus cocked his massive head to the side. A smirk tugged at the corner of his mouth, nearly lipless in its cold perfection.

“Is that what you think you’ve done?” he asked.

There was no feeling in it. The titan spoke to Aquinas the way a teacher speaks to a misbehaving child. Aquinas’s own eyes widened in disbelief.

“Father?” the man asked.

It was the last word he would ever speak.

With an economy of effort that shocked me to the core of my being, the titan grabbed Aquinas and lifted him off the ground. The master of the Cathedral of Umbra let out a little urk of shock, his legs kicking beneath him against the open air as Prometheus held him aloft.

“You have failed,” the titan said, pronouncing each word with grim finality. “I will remake the world for he or she who deserves it. Whose soul I have seen within, have touched, have recognized as sovereign.”

Aquinas struggled in his father’s arms. He tried to say something, either to explain or to protest, but nothing left his throat save for a feeble, high-pitched wheeze.

“I have seen inside you,” Prometheus said. His tone crackled with loathing. “You believe in nothing, save in escaping my wrath.”

Someone tugged my arm. When I looked over, Lezabel was staring at me, her eyes as wide as saucers. “Tim, stop this,” she whispered, sounding afraid. “He’s about to do something terrible!”

A cold, cruel smirk spread across Prometheus’s inhuman face. “How ironic, then,” the titan said, “that this should be your fate.”

Aquinas tried to say something, but no words came out. Tears streamed down the man’s face as his father watched him dispassionately, staring at him the way a lepidopterist stares at a rare butterfly he’s just pinned down to the board.

He was still trying to speak when he was ripped apart.

The flash made me duck instinctively. My women fell around me as a wave of rippling energy filled the heart of the Spire, bringing with it a rush of heat. Aquinas could hardly squirm beneath the beam of light that engulfed him: it erupted from his insides like someone had lit a miniature sun deep within his gut.

As the aftershocks rolled through the room, I realized with mounting horror that I recognized this energy.

It’s like my Magog spell, I thought, remembering the wall of almighty light I’d conjured. Only thousands of times stronger.

Unlike my Magog spell, Prometheus’s attack didn’t seem to have dented him in the slightest. Casting an almighty spell had sapped my life almost to the limit, but the titan pulled the same power out of his bag of tricks without breaking sweat. He didn’t even look like he was overly taxed as he ripped his son to pieces.

How could anyone stop a creature like this? How could anyone command it to remake the world?

Slowly, my women rose to their feet.

Prometheus stood alone. There was no sign of what had once been Aquinas. Only a smear of blood on the stones of the Spire’s floor bore witness to the fact the man had existed at all.

My women were shocked. None of them more so than Lezabel.

The demoness leaned over and vomited, sinking to her knees as she was sick. “Jesus,” she gasped when she was done, wiping her mouth with the back of her hand. “Fucking hell.”

There was little love lost between Aquinas and Lezabel. My demoness didn’t relish the time she’d spent serving the man in the Cathedral of Umbra. But watching him die in such a manner wasn’t just horrific: it was cruel. From the looks on the faces of the rest of my women, they were nearly as traumatized as the demoness.

Prometheus cleared his mighty throat. His gray eyes focused on me as if the rest of the world simply didn’t exist.

“As the one who created me was not worthy,” the titan said, “he was deemed unfit to gain the reward of remaking the world. Only one who has done the hard work of attaining perfection may stand upon that pinnacle.”

“You monster!” Lexi’s face contorted with rage. “That man was your son, you freak! How could you kill him?”

Prometheus’s face showed no emotion. It was clear that murdering his own kin hadn’t bothered him in the slightest.

“In accordance with ancient tradition, I shall await one capable of being deemed worthy,” the titan said, unperturbed. “Since the one who summoned me was incapable of commanding my might, then we shall leave it up to chance.”

Huh?

Prometheus explained. “Whoever reaches me at the top of this Spire shall be given a chance to be deemed worthy,” the titan said, the corner of his mouth curling in a cold smirk. “Come to me, Tim Dent, if you would save your world.”

The top of the Spire. Well, that wasn’t too difficult. It was only a few dozen stories tall—any member of my harem could easily climb the stairs and reach the top. Perhaps the real test was what happened when you were in Prometheus’s presence.

I’m sure he won’t let just anyone boss him around, I thought. He’s going to have some kind of final test. A trial no one can complete. And what happens when we’re all found lacking?

I decided I needed to know.

Prometheus turned to leave. As he did, I cupped my hand around my mouth and lifted my voice. “Hey!”

The titan turned. The muscles of his back rippled with every step like a champion bodybuilder’s. “Yes?”

I looked up at the top of the Spire, then at him. “What happens if I say no?” I asked, putting my hands on my hips. “What if no one comes to visit you?”

Prometheus shrugged. “Then I will destroy the universe and try again,” he said simply.

My women gasped.

“It has happened many times already,” the titan said, looking pleased by our discomfort. “I believe the people of your realm refer to it as the ‘Big Bang’.”

Jesus. This guy was really cracked.

“I’ll be there,” I told the titan, making my decision. I couldn’t leave the future of the universe in anyone else’s hands. If we were going to make it through this with most of the world intact, it would have to be me calling the shots at the top of the world.

“I don’t doubt you will,” Prometheus said. “Come on up and see me sometime, Summoner.”

With that, the titan disappeared up the stairs. My women looked around at me—all save for Lezabel, who was still staring at the bloodstains on the floor. It’ll take her a while to get over that, I told myself. She didn’t like the man, but she did know him.

“He must be going to the roof,” Maria said, shaking her head. “He’s really going to just wait there for whoever wants to remake the world?”

But, of course, it wouldn’t be that simple.

As Prometheus ascended the steps, the entire Spire rumbled. Bits of plaster rained from the ceiling, getting in mine and my women’s hair as the whole place shook like an earthquake. “Let’s get out of here,” I told my women, taking Lezabel’s shoulder. Of all my women, she was the one I wasn’t sure could get out in time without my help. “Move!”

We moved. By the time we made it out the front door and back out into the student commons, the Spire had changed.

It stretched to the sky, bigger than any building I’d ever seen. Its sleek, half-finished scaffolding had been replaced with any number of ornate frescoes and outbuildings, mixing up enough architectural styles to drive Frank Lloyd Wright completely insane. The thing was a bulbous monstrosity, a massive middle finger directed at the world and everyone on it.

It was no longer Kyros’ Spire.

It belonged to Prometheus.

And he’d given it one hell of a makeover.

“Look at that,” Lexi whispered, taking my hand. “It’s huge! How are we supposed to get to the top of that?”

All around us, people began to stir. The denizens of Blackwood were waking up to find their college changed, and I had a distinct feeling they weren’t going to like it. They’d all gone to bed thinking the game was over, and now they’d learned it had just gone into extra innings.

The Ultimate Spire, I thought, looking up and up and up. Built to test those who would have their will imposed on the world.

“We’re in a lot of trouble,” I said, turning to my women. “Get everyone together. We need to have a talk about this.”

There was much to discuss. And once we were done, I was going to have to save the world.

Again.


Chapter 11

Normally, I liked watching co-eds do their walk of shame back to the dorms after a night on the town. Today, though, it just reminded me of how much work we had to do.

Getting everyone at Blackwood together took a lot more effort than I expected. Most of the students and teachers were hungover as hell, and the last thing they wanted to do was get woken up at the break of dawn by me and my women. It took a hell of a lot of coffee and pretty much every container of eggs and bacon we had left in the college’s larder, but eventually, we managed to organize everyone into a meeting at the dining hall.

To say the atmosphere was tense was a major understatement. Students nervously nibbled at strips of bacon, trying to bury their hangovers beneath grease and caffeine. Most of the faculty appeared to be following suit. No one had had the time to bathe, shave, or change clothes before my women and I called the meeting, which meant that rumpled robes and messy hair were the order of the day. Many of the girls lining up for their breakfasts had that ‘freshly fucked’ look, which would have turned me on under different circumstances.

Everyone looked terrified. And when I explained what had happened with Prometheus, and what the new Spire meant, they looked even more terrified.

“So that’s it,” I said, finishing my story. Dozens of pairs of wide, staring eyes watched me, filled with disbelief. Many students had lost their appetite, while a few wolfed down plate after plate like they knew this was to be their last meal. Maybe they were right. “Someone has to climb that Spire and subdue Prometheus. Once they do, they’ll be granted the ability to remake the world. We have to make sure that ability is given to us.”

In the silence that followed, someone pushed back their chair and rose. To my surprise, it was Blackwood’s headmaster—a reedy, elderly man, who I’d only seen one other time. He’d made a rambling and somewhat long-winded speech at my orientation, just before I’d been whisked away to my first training with Instructor Fallon. The rest was history.

The old man paused for a long moment, stroking his beard as he gathered his thoughts. When he spoke, it was in the same raspy tone with which he’d delivered his generic remarks at my orientation.

“This is a disaster,” the headmaster said. “This should never have been allowed to happen! Summoning is to be tightly controlled—not allowed to happen willy-nilly throughout the halls of the school!”

The headmaster’s response was so tone-deaf that it took my mind a minute to catch up. Students and faculty alike stared at him, their jaws hanging open. No wonder Instructor Fallon wants me to take up the post of headmaster, I realized. If this guy’s the best Blackwood has to offer, then we’re all fucked.

“With all due respect,” I said, rising, “we’re beyond that now. We can’t dwell on what’s happened—we need to take action. I suggest we—”

The headmaster cut me off with a gesture. “We must find whoever allowed this Aquinas chap to filch those monsters,” the old man said, looking as if he didn’t even realize the Spire at the center of his college had grown a hundred times taller overnight. “Then we shall convene a tribunal and mete out justice in its proper order!”

“Are you fucking kidding me?” Maria blurted.

Heads turned. Several students looked like they wanted to applaud, while the headmaster’s face had gone as red as a stop sign.

“There’s a world-ending maniac at the top of that Spire,” Maria said, undaunted by the way everyone was staring at her. “Prometheus already told us that if no one comes to see him and undertake his trials, he’ll destroy the whole universe! And you want to convene a tribunal?”

“Well, after the proper committees conduct their investigation, of course,” the headmaster said. “What an impertinent girl you are! Perhaps a suspension is in order…”

“Save it,” Maria said, wiping her mouth and slamming down her coffee cup. “I’m not some simpering little student. I’m part of the Summoner’s harem, and I couldn’t give a single solitary shit if you want to suspend me!”

The headmaster was aghast. “Expulsion, then,” he said, getting a second wind.

The room erupted in conversation. This is going about as bad as it’s possible to go, I thought ruefully.

As Maria shouted more invective at the headmaster, one voice lifted itself above the crowd. It was strong and clear, delivered with a drill instructor’s bark. God only knew how many classes of junior Summoners it had silenced over the years.

“Everyone quiet!” Instructor Fallon roared.

Instantly, the dining hall went silent.

The headmaster recovered first, sputtering for a moment before regaining his powers of speech. “Thank you, Instructor Fallon,” the headmaster said, his head bobbing on his neck like little pieces of candy were about to fall out of his mouth. “Now, as I was saying—”

“Sir,” Instructor Fallon said with a sigh, “I’m going to have to relieve you of your duties.”

I thought I’d seen the headmaster upset before. The old man’s eyes nearly fell out of his head as he realized Fallon wasn’t joking—that the man truly intended to put him in a cell. His hands balled into tiny fists, shaking like leaves.

“The nerve!” The headmaster hissed. “Let us not forget who is in charge of the Blackwood Institute, Instructor. Your charge is to fulfill the rules and regulations of this school!”

“You’re absolutely right,” Fallon said. The man looked sad to be doing his duty but committed. “Which is why I’m stripping you of your command for the time being. Until a new headmaster can be appointed or an election presented to the faculty.”

I knew which option Fallon would prefer. And if there was an election, there was little doubt of who would win. The headmaster knew it, too.

“Why, you—”

Fallon cut the man off. “Under your tenure, the Blackwood Institute was conquered by an invader,” he said. “The resources of the school—its books, its relics, and most importantly its people—were all commandeered by a madman, whose only goal was to create the monster we now face. And at every step of the way, you put up no resistance. In fact, many here would call you a collaborator with Kyros.”

Now the headmaster’s face went white. “That’s slander!” the old man said, his body trembling. “I couldn’t… There was nothing I could do! Kyros is the First Summoner! What would you have had me do—get myself killed in a pointless act of rebellion?”

“No acts of rebellion are pointless,” Fallon countered, shaking his head. “You of all people should know that, Headmaster.”

I could tell it truly pained him to do this, but he would see it through. The headmaster of Blackwood had truly fallen down and didn’t deserve his post. And yet, if he weren’t currently standing in the way of saving the world, Fallon’s reluctance to remove the man would have overridden his sense of justice.

No wonder he wants me in the top spot, I thought.

“This is treason,” the headmaster snapped, looking annoyed that he had to fend off such a challenge. “I’ll have you hung for this, Fallon!”

The instructor frowned. “No, sir,” he said, gesturing around the dining hall, “I don’t think you will.”

The headmaster looked around—and it finally dawned on him. He had no friends here: if anything, Fallon’s mixed feelings put him in the extreme camp toward the headmaster, rather than away from him. These people felt betrayed and angry.

Add an epic hangover to that, and it was starting to look like the headmaster might be the one getting hanged today, not Fallon.

The headmaster might have been old and narcissistic, but he wasn’t stupid. He could see which way the winds were blowing. His expression fell as he realized he was surrounded by potential enemies, then a little sigh escaped his aged frame.

“I won’t forget this,” the headmaster said, raking the crowd with his gaze. “Very well. Do what you must, Instructor Fallon. And be damned for it!”

The instructor stepped forward. “House arrest will be more than adequate, sir,” he said, moving to take the man’s shoulders. “No need for a cell beneath the Institute—your personal quarters will do nicely—as long as we keep a man or two on the door…”

Later, I wouldn’t be able to say what it was that set the man off. Perhaps it was the notion of being caged like a rat, confined to his suite while the world moved on without him. Or maybe it was just the sheer loss of face that came with his fall from his post.

Either way, something twisted in the headmaster’s face. He shoved Fallon away, pulling up the heavy sleeves of his robe. Beneath them, his arms were scraggly and wrinkled, covered in liver spots and other markers of age.

But the headmaster was a Summoner, all the same. Around his wrist, he wore a Digital Grimoire.

“Stay back!” the headmaster yelled, his voice surprisingly bold. For a moment, he looked like he’d shed a few decades of age, becoming almost young again. “I’ll kill any man who tries to move me! Monsters, to me—”

The headmaster reached for his Grimoire, tapping the buttons to summon his monsters. But he didn’t get there.

Something swooped down from the ceiling and sunk its claws into the headmaster’s wrist.

The old man screamed, throwing his hands in front of his face. What looked like a massive eagle batted at the headmaster’s face, one claw hooked around the strap of his Digital Grimoire. Blood dripped in a shallow river from the man’s wrist where he’d been clawed by the creature’s talons.

The eagle let out a shriek and tugged. The strap broke, and the eagle took off with the Digital Grimoire, flying back to the ceiling.

“Thanks for the help, Phaedra,” Instructor Fallon said, giving his monster a little salute. “And to think I told you it wouldn’t be necessary…”

The headmaster let out a series of girlish shrieks. He clutched his wrist like his whole hand had been severed, rather than lightly scratched. “That beast harmed me!” he yelled.

“That was my personal monster, Phaedra,” Instructor Fallon said grimly. “I told her she wouldn’t be needed for this, but she insisted on staying in the rafters in case I was attacked.” He grimaced. “She always was smarter than me.”

The headmaster continued to blubber. “You can’t do this,” the man insisted, lifting his scratched wrist. “This is an outrage!”

“It is,” Fallon agreed. “But not in the way you think.” He took a step backwards. “Guards!”

Several men in armor melted out of the crowd. I hadn’t even realized they were there—Fallon must have arranged for them to sneak up on the headmaster and only engage if things went wrong. Which they had.

“Take the headmaster to the cells,” Fallon said, his lips a tight little line. “I don’t think house arrest will be appropriate after this escape attempt.”

“This is an outrage!” the headmaster continued to yell as he was carried away, “where are you taking me?”

We all watched as the guards carted the headmaster out of the dining hall. The old man sputtered and writhed, striking out at the man hauling him across the floor. His blows did little damage but wounded the men’s pride greatly.

When they lifted the headmaster off the ground and carried him between them like a sack of potatoes, the students cheered.

Once they were finally gone, Fallon turned back to me. “With our headmaster currently incarcerated, I hereby move that we appoint a temporary headmaster to fill the post until he is ready to reassume his duties.”

None of us were under any illusions here. The old headmaster would never be reassuming those duties, and Fallon knew it.

The instructor made a show of looking around the room, pretending to count heads. “Seeing as nearly the entire faculty and student body are currently in attendance, I move that we have an election right here. Right now.” A faint smile spread across the man’s face. “I hereby nominate Summoner Timothy Dent to the position of temporary headmaster—”

“I decline,” I said, cutting the man off.

I’d never seen Instructor Fallon speechless before. The man stared at me, his planned speech sputtering to a stop. “What?” He finally managed to gasp.

Several of my women were looking at me. Even those who’d wanted me to take the post, like Lexi, were proud of me in that moment.

I hadn’t decided yet whether I wanted to be headmaster of Blackwood. Whether I wanted freedom or safety, a lifetime of adventures or a life of building my family and my power with my harem. Maybe I wanted both, deep down.

But what I definitely didn’t want was to be railroaded into the choice. Not even by a man I respected as much as Instructor Fallon.

Besides, I already had a better idea.

“I’m going to the Spire,” I told everyone. “My harem and I, along with my monsters, will climb to the top and attempt to fulfill Prometheus’s requirements. Whatever happens, the world will never be quite the same.” I looked at Fallon. “I have to be the one to make it to the top. Who gives Prometheus the right image to remake the world. You know that.”

The man stared at me for a long moment. Then nodded.

“So it would be a mistake to name me headmaster when I’ll be busy with all that,” I said, smiling. “Thankfully, we have a much better option.” I cleared my throat. “I hereby nominate Instructor Fallon to the position of temporary headmaster.”

The man’s jaw dropped open. “Me?”

“I think we can handle this by voice vote,” I said with a smirk, turning to the crowd. “All in favor of appointing Instructor Fallon to the post, effective immediately, say aye!”

The sound was fucking deafening.

The vote was truly unanimous. No one in that great hall wanted anyone else to be in charge of Blackwood. If for no other reason than this: that Instructor Fallon looked shocked to have been chosen for the position. The man’s scruples had honestly kept him from considering the possibility.

As the crowd cheered, Phaedra swooped down and landed on Instructor Fallon’s shoulders. “I guess it’s a landslide,” the instructor said, looking around the room with wonder.

“You’ll do great,” I said, putting a hand on the shoulder without an eagle perched on it. “Keep the home fires burning while I save the world, okay?”

The man’s shock had turned to glee. “You got it, Dent,” the instructor said with a nod. “You and your team will have anything you need. Any support this school can give you, it’ll hand over gladly.”

Part of me was tempted to demand he send every co-ed in the school to my bedroom at night. But I knew that every girl at Blackwood would have done that without needing to be told. Besides, I was going to have my hands full with the women I already had.

“Thanks,” I said, “but there’s not a lot of time for that. We’re going now.”

Everyone looked shocked… but not too shocked. They must have seen this coming.

“Then let me accompany you there,” Fallon said. “And give you the institute’s best wishes.”

That sounded good. Together, we headed for the student commons.

The entire room followed us. I crossed the green at the head of a makeshift army, with my harem and my monsters forming the vanguard. Everyone wanted to see us off—and most likely watch the entire time we climbed the Spire. Though they wouldn’t be able to see us, in any case.

I stopped beneath the tower’s mighty shadow, giving the world a final look.

If this doesn’t go the way I’ve planned, I might never see this place again, I realized. It was a bittersweet thought.

Instructor Fallon—Headmaster Fallon now—clasped my shoulder and gave me a manly hug. “Have you given any thought to what you’ll do when you win?” the new headmaster asked.

I hadn’t. “Hmm?”

Fallon looked up at that towering Spire. “Once you overcome Prometheus, the world will be yours,” he said, sounding almost wistful. “You can change anything you want, Summoner. Anything.”

It was a sobering thought.

Fallon returned his gaze to me, getting serious. “Men have fought and died for that privilege,” he said, looking at me the way he had back when I was a new recruit at the Blackwood Institute. “If I were you, I wouldn’t waste it, Summoner. How do you want the world to be?”

I hadn’t really given it much thought. Just saving the world took up most of my mental bandwidth, without even thinking about all the things I could change. If I’d been asked directly, I probably would have said that I’d just keep the world the way it already was.

But Fallon’s request had inspired me to think about it.

What if the world was mostly the same, but without some of the bad things? Like mosquitos or pollution? Or Nickelback?

The possibilities were endless. Anything I wanted could be changed—though part of me worried what kind of knock-on effects changing even something small might have. Maybe I should be more conservative with my choices?

Putting the cart ahead of the horse a little bit here, I told myself with a little laugh. I have to win first.

“Thanks for the advice,” I told Instructor Fallon. “And the supplies.” A thick pack lay on my back, filled with food and medical supplies. Several guards had brought them as we made our way across the commons, giving them to me and my women.

“You’re welcome,” Fallon said, shaking his head. “Headmaster of the Blackwood Institute. You really pulled one hell of a joke on me, Dent.”

“I try,” I told him.

His face lit up with genuine affection. “You’d better make it back here in one piece,” he said, looking up at the Spire. “Life around here is going to be pretty boring without my star student…”

Headmaster Fallon trailed off as a slit opened in reality. Right next to the entrance of the Spire, a Fissure slashed through the air like someone taking a knife to a painting hanging in a gallery. Most Fissures were like portals, but this one practically disfigured the world around it—it had been made quickly and angrily.

It didn’t shock me when Kyros stepped out.

Before anyone could utter a word of protest, the First Summoner opened the door of the Spire and slipped inside.

Fuck, I thought, startled. Guess the chase is on!

“It looks like you’ve got some competition,” Fallon said gravely. “You’d better get started, Dent!”

Indeed.

Together, my women and I ran the last little bit of the green. The Spire waited.


Chapter 12

Entering the Spire felt like stepping into a whole new realm.

I pushed through the doorway, followed closely by my women and my monsters. Frick chittered excitedly just behind me as we stepped into a massive entrance hall filled with statues. A broad spiral staircase wrapped around the walls, stretching all the way to the Spire’s top. Hundreds of feet above our heads, maybe thousands, lay the ceiling marking the barrier between the first floor and the second.

Veins of orange and green light spread through the stones surrounding us. They were the only illumination to be found in the Spire’s entrance hall, which gave the whole place the aura of a temple or some similar holy place. All of us fell quiet as we entered the center of the chamber, though none of us had given the order to be silent.

“This is incredible,” Lexi whispered, awestruck. “It looks like something from a science fiction movie.”

“It looks like something from a video game,” Lezabel said derisively. Ever the pragmatist, my demoness eschewed the fancy statues and tapestries surrounding us and kept her eyes on the stairs. “Kyros must be in a hurry. He’s not here.”

Lezabel was right. I cast my gaze all the way to that high ceiling, but the First Summoner was nowhere to be found. He couldn’t actually have made it all the way up those stairs, could he? No. He’d had maybe a five-minute head start on us, at maximum. There was simply no way.

Which meant he was hiding somewhere around here. Perhaps he’d used an invisibility spell?

Either way, it meant I ought to take a look around. Part of me wanted to race to the apex of the Spire as fast as I possibly could, throwing caution to the wind, but I remembered the fable of the tortoise and the hare all too well. Slow and steady won the race.

Besides, there was lots to look at. And if a careful study of the entrance hall provided the clue to a later puzzle, then which one of us would look like a fool: me or Kyros?

“Fan out,” I said, looking around. “Check everything out. Find out everything we can.”

Next to me, Shortcake stiffened. “Captain,” she whispered, looking up at me. “You don’t think Kyros…?”

She didn’t need to finish the question. “I’m not saying he’s here, but I’m not saying he’s not here, either,” I said in a low voice. “Keep your eyes open.”

Everyone did. Alranne and Nekomara busied themselves studying tapestries, while Frick, Altiri, and King Ryu moved from statue to statue, sizing them up. My ultimate monster was in human form, looking like Captain Flint from the Glen Carrig, though, of course, he could go dragon mode at any time. Hard to imagine how he’d fit in the Spire, though.

“Hey!” Frick’s voice was so loud that everyone winced. “This one kinda looks like me!”

I strolled over and took a look. I expected another one of Frick’s many jokes, but to my surprise, the statue really did look a hell of a lot like the impmonster. Though if Frick were Frosty the Imp, this guy was more like Beefy: his cousin who was a bodybuilder.

“It says here,” King Ryu said, kneeling down, “that this statue commemorates one who was able to Persuade the great Prometheus to remake the world.” He stood. “Capital letter on the word Persuade.”

“Yeah, I bet he did!” Frick beamed from ear to ear, looking pleased. “Poor old Prometheus was probably begging my ancestor for mercy when Ye Olde Frick showed up at his stupid tower!”

I nodded. “I’m betting all of these statues are the same,” I said, turning in a slow circle. “These are all people who managed to make it to the top of the Spire and complete whatever task Prometheus set out before them. They’re the heroes who restarted the universe.” I let out a little laugh. “This is their gallery.”

Their gallery was both incredibly ornate and strangely bittersweet. For all these people had managed to conquer the universe itself, and yet none of them had names to go along with their representations. There was no history of each of their lives chiseled beneath their statues, no list of the things they’d done or undone—merely a recognition.

If I triumphed here, would there be a statue of me in the hall of heroes? Who would carve it? Or would it simply appear one day as if conjured by magic?

I was still pondering that question when Lezabel walked up to me. The demoness shook her head once, gesturing around the room with a single finger in a circular pattern. Then she shrugged.

No Kyros, I thought. I’d told Lezabel to do a sweep, to check the corners of the room and all the little alcoves in case the First Summoner was hiding somewhere while cloaked with an invisibility spell. The fact that she hadn’t found him wasn’t one hundred percent proof that he wasn’t here, but it was pretty close. And we hadn’t learned anything from our perusal of the room.

I was beginning to feel like I’d wasted my time.

“Let’s head up the stairs—” I said, my words snapping closed like a shutter as I turned on a heel. The doors of the Spire had just opened a crack, admitting nothing but darkness on the other side.

That bastard, I thought, reaching for an immolation spell. He was hiding out the whole time—

A figure stepped into the room. To my surprise, it wasn’t Kyros.

It was Fallon. Headmaster Fallon.

The man looked worried. “Tim?” He entered the room, waving an unlit torch before him. “Is that you?”

The man wasn’t alone. A dozen figures stepped into the entrance hall behind him, each similarly outfitted. Most of them appeared to be students, though there were a couple of older faces I vaguely recognized as faculty. All of them had changed out of their Blackwood robes and into loose-fitting traveling clothes, and each of them wore a pack on their backs similar to the ones my women and I had.

Damn, they moved fast, I thought, flummoxed. How had they managed to change clothes and follow us so quickly?

I stared at the new headmaster, slowly beginning to grin. “You all missed me that much?” I asked.

Fallon didn’t smile. The man looked at the ceiling of the Spire, then around at the statues. Finally, his gaze returned to me, looking slightly alarmed.

“Dent, how long have you been in this room?” Fallon asked.

My women and I shared a look. “Maybe ten minutes?” I guessed, looking at them for confirmation. “Kyros isn’t down here, as far as we could tell.” Suddenly, I felt like laughing. “I don’t know how the First Summoner managed to get up all those stairs so fast, but I’m not looking forward to climbing them—”

“I do,” Fallon said gravely. “Dent. It’s been just over a week since you and your party entered the Spire.”

The realization hit me like a slap in the face. “You’re kidding,” I said, my jaw dropping open. “It can’t possibly have been that long. We only just got here…”

One of the students standing behind Fallon gave me a frightened look. “When you and your party didn’t come back, we had a vote,” he explained, looking around at his fellows. “We agreed that if something had happened to you, we needed to come in and help! We shouldn’t have let you and your women go in here alone in the first place! Every last one of us should have assaulted the Spire, right by your side!”

“It was a compelling argument,” Fallon said with a faint smile. “If it had been made when you originally left, Summoner, you might have had all of Blackwood at your side.”

Uh oh. “What’s changed?”

I saw the wheels turn behind Fallon’s eyes. Evidently, the man decided to tell me the truth. “The headmaster is dead, for one thing,” he said, ignoring the shocked looks on the faces of me and my women. “No, none of us did it. Not that there weren’t plenty of people around Blackwood who’d gladly have wrung the bastard’s neck personally…”

Lexi’s brows rose. “Suicide?”

Fallon grimaced. “Hung himself. Left a note, blaming me and everyone else in the damn school for what he was doing. The man was great at pointing his fingers at everything but his heart.” The new headmaster shook his head. For with the old one gone, that’s what Fallon was in truth now. “Gave morale around the place a surprising hit. And when you didn’t come back, triumphant with all your women in tow and a couple new ones you found along the way, well…”

I could follow his train of logic. “People started getting scared,” I said, nodding. “Thinking maybe I couldn’t do it. That Prometheus won… or that Kyros took me out.”

I hated how much I could see those thoughts reflected on the faces of all those who’d come to the Spire. “This was a last-ditch effort to save you,” Fallon explained, gesturing at the group of students and teachers. “Everyone brave enough to follow me came along for the ride. We’ve got spells, monsters… and some supplies. We can help.”

So they could. And I was glad for the help. Only one thing still confused me.

“What are you doing here, specifically?” I asked Fallon. “I get why Blackwood sent a search party, but why are you in it? You’re the new headmaster for good now—why risk yourself?”

The man didn’t answer right away. Fallon rubbed the back of his neck, giving me a look that was almost sheepish. It didn’t quite fit with the man’s gruff demeanor.

“You saved my life,” he said after a moment. “And you saved Phaedra. That… that’s worth something to me, Dent. I couldn’t just let you and your women get killed in here.”

That was good enough for me. “Welcome,” I said, holding out a hand. After a moment, Fallon took it and shook. “The party’s just getting started. We’re heading upstairs.”

I made my way to the stairs, gesturing for everyone to follow me. Most of my party did—Frick even did a little dance as he made his way up the steps behind me—but a few lagged behind. Evidently, they were thinking.

“You said it’s been a week since we left Blackwood?” Maria asked, searching the faces of the men and women who’d come looking for us. “Truly?”

All of them nodded. “I can show you my phone,” one of the co-eds said, reaching into her pocket. “I know you can fake that kind of thing, but you would have seen me doing it in here. This is the first time I’ve taken out my phone since I got here. See, you can see that the pocket is zipped up.”

“I believe you,” Maria said gravely. Her pretty face was paler than usual as she turned to me. “Tim, we might spend days here. Or more. And ten minutes in the Spire is a week?”

I understood her concern. Time within the Spire moved slowly, while it passed with a disturbing rapidity in the outside world. If every hour we spent here was six weeks back on Earth, then it wouldn’t take long at all for us to start getting some serious time lag. Spend enough time in the Spire, and the world we came back to might look radically different than the one we’d left behind.

I shook my head. We had no time to worry about that. Ironic, when it was time itself we were worried about.

“It doesn’t matter,” I told Maria. My voice got loud so that everyone could hear. “I’m going to win. I’m going to make it to the top of the Spire and remake the world to my will. And when I do, the first change I’ll make is to roll back the calendar to whatever day it was when we left.” I paused then, pursing my lips. “Does anyone remember what day it was?”

My harem laughed. “I think it was Tuesday?” Lexi asked, her brows furrowing together.

“’Twas Wednesday, methinks,” Shortcake said, waving her cutlass.

“It doesn’t matter,” I said. “Let’s catch that bastard.”

With that, we made our way up the stairs. They wound around and around the walls of the Spire, going up and up. In short order, we were high enough that a fall would have left me or any of my women seriously injured. After another half-hour of climbing, we were at an altitude that would have killed anyone if one of my monsters weren’t able to swoop down and catch them.

The constant climb took its toll on our group. My women were pretty athletic, but even they had their limits. And not all the students or faculty from Blackwood were in top physical condition. I myself started to sweat, my calves burning as I hauled myself up step after step after step.

“I kind of wish I had a Fitbit,” I gasped, glancing back at Lexi and Maria with a grin. “Or one of those fancy Apple Watches. I bet I'll shatter whatever exercise records I’ve ever set today!”

Next to me, Shortcake huffed and puffed. The goblin girl had more trouble than most, with her stubby legs and voluptuous curves. “Fuck this,” the pirate goblin hissed, resting an arm along the wall and panting heavily. “I was made for the bedroom, not the gym!”

If it was just Shortcake, I would have let the little goblin girl ride on my shoulders for a while. That could have been fun, especially with what was between her legs grinding against the back of my head and her pert tits resting on my forehead. But even as I thought about the sexual possibilities of giving Shortcake a ride, I looked back to see the rest of the Blackwood crew panting.

They’re not going to make it much longer, I thought. Forty-five minutes of climbing stairs is beyond most of them. If this were a building downtown, we’d have been on the roof by now.

Like it or not, we were going to need a quick rest. God only knew how much of a head start Kyros had on us by now. Were we ever going to catch up to the First Summoner, or would he leave us permanently in the dust?

“Alright, let’s take a break,” I said, looking at the roof of the Spire. Or just the ceiling separating us from the next set of trials. We had so much farther to walk. Hours and hours, even if we didn’t start calling for frequent breaks.

How had Kyros managed to make it so far so fast?

Several members of the group made noises about continuing, but I could tell their hearts weren’t in it. Everyone was tired as hell—even those who’d prepared for this sort of activity had been caught off guard by how much work it was to climb the Spire’s interior. Of my women, only Lezabel seemed to want to do anything besides lie down across the stairs and take a nap.

She came to me as the rest of the group got as comfortable as they could. “Sir,” the demoness said, “permission to fly up above and do some scouting?”

I found myself cocking an eyebrow at Lezabel. “This isn’t the military,” I said, glancing upward. “You don’t need to treat me like your commanding officer, and you don’t need explicit permission to do things. Just give me a head’s up when you get a good idea.”

I expected Lezabel to relax at that. Maybe even to smile. She did neither; instead, she merely nodded gravely. The demoness took a flying leap off the stairs, her wings unfurling as she soared upward in a tight spiral. In short order, she was so far above us that she looked like a tiny speck.

“Maybe that’s how Kyros did it,” I muttered, watching her ride an invisible air current upward. “Just sprouted wings and flew up to the next level of the Spire…”

When I looked down, Fallon was watching me. “She seems a little out of sorts,” the man said.

I sighed. “She watched her mentor get ripped apart by Prometheus,” I said with a shrug. “Even if she wasn’t particularly fond of the man, that’s got to do a number on just about anybody.”

“She’ll need some hardcore R&R when we’re past all this,” Maria said, nodding in my direction. Both she and Lexi were splayed out on the stairs, sitting back-to-back in as comfortable a manner as they could. “All of us will.”

“That I don’t doubt,” I said, looking over at my monsters. Altiri lay across the stairs like a rug, providing a soft cushion for Frick, Alranne, and Nekomara to put their feet up. As I watched, King Ryu thanked the wendigo but shook his head. “I’m just hoping we manage to make it up there before Kyros…”

I trailed off. Lezabel was already on her way back down the Spire.

“Shit, she’s found something,” I said, gesturing to the others. “Everybody make room! Lezabel’s on her way back—”

I froze. Gasps echoed across the stairs. Someone cried out in horror.

Lezabel was being followed.


Chapter 13

“They’re coming!” Lexi shrieked, springing to her feet and summoning a wall of wind. “Everybody get ready!”

Lezabel plummeted from on high, diving like an Olympic swimmer down the dead center of the Spire’s floor plan. Behind her, following with a slow but single-minded devotion, were two large creatures made of stone. Their wings beat heavily, two for every one of Lezabel’s thinner, more flexible ones, and their eyes were such a brilliant shade of blood red that I could see them glowing from here.

Gargoyles, I thought. I saw them before!

A few minutes ago, they’d been standing silent guard over a platform maybe an hour’s hike up the stairs from here. I could just barely see where they’d been from where I was standing. I hadn’t thought of them as anything other than decoration; the idea that they could spring forward and come to life hadn’t even entered my head.

Lezabel must have triggered them when she reached the platform. They must have been a kind of test—something someone who wanted to scale the tower needed to either defeat or outrun. From the fact that they looked unhurt, their stony flesh unmarked by spells or weapons, I gathered that Kyros had chosen the latter.

If we’d been capable of flight, like Lezabel, we might have been able to do the same. But only a handful of people or monsters on my team had that ability. Which meant we’d have to fight.

And instead of fighting on a wide, flat platform, the way the Spire’s builders had intended, we’d be doing this on the stairs. Which weren’t exactly narrow but still altogether too close to the edge for comfort.

Fallon might have been the new headmaster of Blackwood, but in that moment, he was all instructor. “Ready spells!” he roared, standing up and pointing at the closer of the two gargoyles. “Anyone who hits the demoness by mistake is going to have the Summoner rip off their head and shit down their neck!”

I doubt I would have actually done that—as long as Lezabel wasn’t seriously hurt, at least—but there was something to be said for the man’s bluntness. “Monsters at the ready!” I yelled, joining him in the assault. “King Ryu, hit the one that’s about to catch up to Lezabel! Frick and the others, see if you can’t slow down the other one!”

My crew sprang into action. Stone shards flew from between Maria’s palms, while Lexi buffeted the lead gargoyle with a wind spell. Their magic didn’t do much more than slow down the gargoyles, but every little bit helped.

King Ryu took the same flying leap over the side of the stairs and transformed. The man’s body glowed like a ball of molten magma as he went from human form to that of the dragon, lengthening dozens of times over as he took to the sky. By the time he was in the air, he was fully draconic and aimed at the first gargoyle like a missile from hell.

The first stone monster took a look at the dragon and changed course. He dove away from Lezabel, his claws extended as he roared. He leapt over King Ryu’s initial bite attack and grabbed hold of his shaggy mane, gripping it for dear life as the dragon tried his best to shake the gargoyle loose.

Lezabel hit the stairs next to me, her eyes wide and bulging. “I triggered a trap,” she hissed, turning on a heel and extending her claws. “Now, we’ve got monsters.”

“That’s okay,” I reassured her. “That’s what we’re fucking here for!”

The Blackwood crew opened up with their spells. Blasts of sorcery, elemental magic, and other arcane attacks erupted from the tight-knit group of students and faculty. They’d all chosen the second gargoyle as their target, evidently reasoning that King Ryu could handle the first one. They were probably right.

“Hiiii-yah!” a voice cried over the melee. “Take this, you overgrown paving stone!”

Frick was in the air. He saw everyone ganging up on the second gargoyle and changed course to the first, his icy wings beating a miniature blizzard in the air. He landed on the gargoyle’s back, digging his fingers into the creature’s neck as it howled and tried to buck the little imp.

How ironic, I thought. The dragon is trying to get the gargoyle off him, and the gargoyle’s trying to shake the imp. Now we just need something to perch on Frick’s back…

My thoughts were cut off by a blaze of flame. The second gargoyle had just started its counterattack. Evidently, the stone creatures were capable of more than just flight and melee attacks—they had magic on their side, as well.

The fireball was aimed directly at the knot of Blackwood students and faculty. The gargoyles weren’t stupid—they knew to hit my group where it was weakest.

“No!” I roared, throwing up my hands and conjuring a barricade spell. “You won’t be hurting them!”

A wave of shimmering light appeared in the air just above the group’s heads. Fire lashed across it, dissolving from a wall into rich veins of burning, searing blaze. The students directly beneath the wall screamed, throwing up their hands and closing their eyes like they expected to die. But they were safe.

“Ha!” Maria turned from lobbing a spell and shot me a thumbs-up. “Nice one, babe!”

I grinned. It felt good to get one over on these creatures. Maybe we wouldn’t have such a hard time getting to the top of the Spire after all.

King Ryu bucked the first gargoyle from his mane. He tossed the thing into the air and bit it, spitting it out as Frick peppered the creature’s stony hide with frost attacks.

“Ha! Take one of these!” the imp cried, tossing a massive snowball at the gargoyle’s chest. “And a little of this for your ice box! Have a cold one!”

None of Frick’s frost spells were doing anything to the gargoyle, but from the way the little imp chattered, you’d think he was single-handedly taking down the monster himself.

The stone monster fell from the air, losing its balance and toppling. At first, I thought this was a great thing—right up until it hit my barricade spell. Its wings rippled through the wall of light, sending cracks through it like a windshield hit with a brick.

A moment later the whole thing shattered, leaving the Blackwood crew defenseless.

The second gargoyle had a golden opportunity. And it was smart enough not to waste it.

As I watched, horrified, the thing swooped down and grabbed one of the co-eds from Blackwood. It snatched up a cute blonde girl, one I vaguely remembered from my time wandering the halls and listening to the old Headmaster’s speech before orientation. I tried but found I couldn’t remember her name. It wouldn’t come to my tongue.

Several people grabbed out at the gargoyle, charging up spells. It knew better than to use the student as a shield—with a chuckle like something straight out of hell, it tossed the blonde over the side of the stairs. She fell screaming, dozens upon dozens of stories above the ground.

Fallon was on it. “Phaedra!” he commanded, sending forth his eagle. “Grab her!”

The eagle monster shot like a rocket over the side of the stairs, following the blonde closely. It tucked in its wings to move even faster, headed straight for the floor like a dropped stone as it raced the nameless blonde student.

The co-ed screamed the scream of someone who knew they were about to die. She flipped onto her back as if she didn’t want to see the end coming.

Phaedra landed on her shoulders.

The eagle extended its mighty wings, pulling upward with all its might. The co-ed’s descent slowed, then sped back up as the creature’s claws slipped. Phaedra pulled in harder, enough to draw blood—but this time, it was able to slow the co-ed’s fall.

Both eagle and student landed in a heap at the bottom of the Spire, dazed but mostly unhurt. Blood oozed from the wounds the creature’s talons had left in the student’s shoulders—but under the circumstances, it was a small price to pay.

“Thank God,” I heard Fallon say. “That was too close…”

The gargoyles reared back, each looking down to see what had become of the wayward human.

Then, as quick as a blink, they each seized more people and tossed them into the void.

They’d grabbed two people from the Blackwood group—another student, this one male, and an older female teacher. Both looked shocked to be falling like they’d never even entertained the notion of dying. I sympathized.

“No!” Fallon roared, reaching out to grab the falling student. He missed. “Phaedra, stop them!”

But the eagle was only one monster. And there were two falling bodies.

One of the gargoyles let out a horrible chortle. Its eyes flashed red and fire flew from its fingertips, aimed not at us but at the eagle in its ascent.

The spell winged Phaedra. It scorched her feathers, forcing her to change course. The two falling people fell right past her, plummeting like stones.

“Shit, no!” I growled, charging up my own spell. If these gargoyles thought they could toss all my friends down to the ground, they had another thing coming. An immolation spell danced across my fingers, ready to be unleashed. “You fucking monsters!”

I snapped my fingers. Fire erupted across the twin creatures’ stony skin, burning them from tail to crown. Both roared with pain and rage, falling away from each other in their desperation to escape the flames.

It made me feel good to know I’d wounded them. But less good knowing they’d just sent two people to their deaths.

A few moments later, Phaedra reached our level. The eagle had the co-ed in its talons, holding her more gently this time. Fallon himself moved to block her from the gargoyle’s sight.

The other students and teachers had begun to cry. We had the twin gargoyles on the ropes, but all the fight had gone out of my new allies. They were too busy rending their garments and screaming to face down the threat in front of them.

“Ryu,” I said, gesturing at the dragon. “Kill these fucking assholes.”

“Gladly,” the dragon roared.

Both gargoyles had just begun to bat away the flames. They had just enough time to look over at the dragon monster as King Ryu opened his maw and unleashed a bolt of pure power. It struck the second gargoyle head-on, shattering it like a plate glass window. Shards of rock flew in all directions as the thing burst like a balloon, dead the moment King Ryu’s power touched it. What little bits of rock escaped the blast tinkled down like rain.

The first gargoyle took one look and flew away, flapping its stone wings in a panic. It circled the stairs, looking for some means of escape.

What it found was me.

“Where are you running?” I asked, my voice filled with cold contempt. “Pay for what you’ve done!”

The gargoyle turned to flee—and slammed right into the barricade spell I’d conjured. I’d summoned it in mid-air, taking special care to keep the telltale shimmer of the magic wall as hidden as possible. The gargoyle hadn’t noticed it until it was too late.

The thing began to fall. I didn’t intend to let it do so unhurt.

“Die!” I screamed, charging up another immolation spell. This time I snapped both fingers, conjuring twin beams of flame that ate up all my remaining mana.

The flames burned hotter and bluer as a result. Twin beams of flame arced out at the stunned gargoyle, enveloping him in a burning cocoon of death. The stone monster screamed as it fell, moving faster and faster as it plummeted.

At some point, it hit its head on the side of the stairs. The top of it was sheaved clean off, cracking in two like an overripe melon. It didn’t make any noises after that.

In the silence that followed, all that I could hear were the sobs of my new friends. “Mark,” someone cried, wringing their hands. “I can’t believe that thing threw him overboard!”

“They got Instructor Muir!” someone else yelled. The speaker sounded like they were on the verge of racing back down the stairs and fleeing from the Spire, time dilation be damned. “If they got her, then none of us are safe!”

“This place is going to kill us all!”

They’re on the verge of panic, I thought, gritting my teeth. I knew these people didn’t have the same experience that I did, but to see them so broken in the face of loss set me on edge. I needed to calm them down, and fast.

“Listen,” I said, lifting my voice so that it would be heard. “Everyone who signed up for this knew that it could be a one-way trip. Mark and Instructor Muir risked their lives, knowing that even if they paid the ultimate price, they’d be doing it for the right reason.”

Someone in the group—a young co-ed who looked like she could have been the blonde girl’s cousin—perked up. “But you can bring us back, right?” she asked, her face lighting up. “When you win, I mean.”

“Right!” someone else agreed. “He can reshape the universe!”

“It’ll be like we never died!”

People were starting to look cheered up. I looked over at Headmaster Fallon, who was staring back at me with what I suspected was the same haunted look I was giving him. Neither one of us spoke.

I didn’t know if I could bring people back from the dead. Even if I could, it felt like using my power to alter the universe to cheat death was… well, bad. I didn’t want to hurt these people’s feelings, but I didn’t want to give them false hope, either.

What if they all threw themselves into dangerous situations gleefully, assuming I’d bring them back to life? We might have way more death and destruction on our hands. What would I do then…?

“Hey,” I said, once I realized no one else was going to speak up. “We don’t know what kind of boon Prometheus gives the person who can pass his tests…”

I froze. I heard the sound of wings behind me.

I turned, expecting a third gargoyle. Or maybe for the one I’d hit with my immolation spell to have somehow survived and made its way back up to our level, ready for a second round. If that were the case, the monster would have successfully caught me off guard.

But it wasn’t a gargoyle.

It was Frick.

The little imp carried a middle-aged woman in his arms. She looked scared out of her mind and like she’d probably pissed herself on the way down the stairs, but she was alive. By the cut of her robes, this was the teacher the students had been screaming about—Instructor Muir. Not Mark, the young man who’d been thrown.

Gasps filled the stairs as Frick set the terrified, crying woman down on safe ground. “That was a close one!” the imp said, grinning from ear to ear. “Good thing you had Frick to save you, lady! Otherwise, you would’ve gone splat!”

Uncouth sentiments aside, the teacher looked absurdly grateful to have Frick on hand to save her. “Thank you,” the teacher whispered, going boneless against the stairs. All the tension drained from her body as the enormity of what she’d just escaped washed over her, leaving her slumped in the center of her students.

They stared at her. One reached out and touched her forehead as if to reassure themselves that she was alive and unhurt.

“Instructor Muir?” someone asked. They sounded like they couldn’t believe it was true. “Holy shit, she’s alive! The Summoner’s monster saved her!”

“That’s not all we saved,” a feminine voice growled behind me.

By the time I turned, the Blackwood group had erupted with cheers. Lezabel soared just over the lip of the stairs, her monstrous wings beating against the current. In her arms she carried a squalling male student, her arms stretched across his chest. Like the teacher who’d fallen, the young man looked like he’d just stared death in the face and been traumatized by what he saw.

“He was about ten feet off the ground when I scooped him up,” Lezabel said, hauling the youth bodily onto the safety of the stairs. “Another second and he wouldn’t have survived. Poor guy was saying his prayers when I sank my claws into him…”

He looked to be thanking his lucky stars now. Students who’d been mourning the loss of the young man just a few moments ago embraced him, while several of the co-eds included in our expedition looked at him in a new, more heroic light. Not that he deserved it, but female attention has always been fickle that way.

If I didn’t have more girls than most men can handle, I might feel jealous, I thought, looking at the way they stared. Good for him.

“That was very, very close,” Instructor Fallon said. “We’re all lucky the Summoner and his monsters came through in the end.”

I wanted to demur, to say that it had been all of us who’d kept the group alive. But there was no question who deserved the lion’s share of the credit. The people who’d followed us from Blackwood looked at me now as an even bigger badass than before. If I hadn’t already made sure that Instructor Fallon got appointed to the post of Blackwood’s Headmaster, I’d have had to shake off the requests for me to take over the position.

“Right,” I said. “Let’s take a quick break, then keep climbing.”

People stared at me. “After all that?” someone asked.

I gestured at the platform where the gargoyles had been waiting. “We just cleared that out,” I explained, “which makes it a pretty good spot to camp for the night. I figure we can get up there in an hour or three, and once we’re on more solid ground, we can stop and sleep for a bit. Kyros probably did the same.”

The First Summoner had to stop sometime, I told myself. There had to be some way to catch him.

And so, after a short break where everyone congratulated each other on being alive, we continued the climb.


Chapter 14

“One foot in front of the other,” Maria muttered next to me. “Just keep climbing. One foot in front of the other…”

I’d lost track of time. It felt as if the Blackwood crew and my group had been working our way up the stairs for hours. My legs ached with every step, burning as if fire ants were gnawing at each tendon and muscle. I worried that soon, they’d stop hurting entirely. That was when the real damage would begin.

After our encounter with the gargoyles, I elected to take the lead. Maria and Lexi flanked me, with the rest of the humans and monsters following in some rough order. The best part about this was that I had my back to almost everyone, which meant I couldn’t hear the constant whining and complaining. Honestly, for people who knew they’d come to another dimension in order to save the world, they were kind of being babies about the whole thing.

Bracing my hand against the stone wall for a moment of rest, I craned my neck to look skyward. The ceiling of the Spire rested a great deal closer than it had when we’d started this journey—yet I estimated we still had a good half-hour to an hour of climbing before we reached the flat plateau where the gargoyles had been waiting.

One foot in front of the other, I thought, echoing Maria’s mantra. Once we get up there, we can pass out.

No other monsters attacked us. Either the gargoyles were the only surprise lurking in this section of the Spire or they were just the first of many. Either way, it was unlikely anything would attack us once we reached the platform where they’d been lurking.

I certainly hoped not. I needed to sit the fuck down for a few minutes before my heart exploded.

At some point, I felt a cool breeze against my cheek. I let out a sigh of relief, then turned to see Frick showering our entire party with tiny shards of ice. Curtains of them floated down the stairs, cooling off the group from Blackwood and giving us all a much-needed boost.

“Welcome to the Cool Zone!” Frick said, wiggling his eyebrows. “That’s CoolZone, one word, Tee Em. Gonna copyright that once I make it back to Earth and make a mint!”

“Really?” I asked. Playing Frick’s game helped keep my mind off how much my legs hurt.

The little imp beamed. “Yep! I’m gonna set up stations in theme parks, where people who’ve been walking around all day can cool off! Maybe I’ll put vending machines in there, too, with Frick-branded drinks! Frick-A Cola!”

I didn’t have the heart to tell the imp that no one would buy soda with his face on it. Or that there had already been misting stations inside theme parks for years. Let him have his fun, the part of me that could still think rational thoughts said. Someone ought to be enjoying this climb.

By the time we made it to the platform, we were all beat. If there were more gargoyles waiting for us, they probably could have steamrolled my entire party without much of a fight. Even Headmaster Fallon looked winded.

“I know everyone wants to lie down immediately,” the new headmaster said, looking around at the tired recruits, “but that’s how you end up getting cramps. Slow down, set up your bedrolls, and then lie down.”

Groaning with irritation, the people from Blackwood set about doing just that. My own harem followed suit, once we discovered the rolled-up sleeping bags that Fallon had included in our backpacks. Part of me wondered why they hadn’t just knitted together one big one for me and my women.

Once everyone was set up, we had a quick dinner and a lie-down. The dim illumination of the Spire proved perfect to slumber in—no one needed a nightlight or anything like that. I don’t know what students and teachers who needed to go to the bathroom did, and I didn’t question it. I needed some sleep.

Frick and Altiri, neither of whom looked terribly fatigued by the climb, agreed to take the first watch. Our flying monsters, King Ryu and Lezabel, would take over after a few hours of sack time.

I was so exhausted that for once in my adult life, the thought of sex didn’t occur to me. I parked my bedroll between Lexi and Maria’s and let both women throw their arms over top of me. Shortcake curled up around my feet, wearing her sleeping bag like an oversized blanket. Lezabel sat near my head, her legs crossed and her back straight as she ‘meditated’ like a character in a video game.

I conked out and slept right through both shifts. Either out of recognition of my status or because of what I had to do once I got to the Spire’s top floor, no one woke me until we were ready to leave. No one made me stand watch.

We woke in the dim light of the Spire and packed up our bedrolls. My legs nearly gave way beneath me with my first step—I was so fucking sore. I’d done three days at Disney World before, but that had been child’s play compared to this. The whole Spire was uphill, stair after stair after stair, and my calves were going to need a lot more than a single night’s sleep to recover.

“Same layout as last time,” I grunted, tucking my roll into my backpack. “Everyone stay alert. We’re above where the gargoyles were, so there could be other stuff waiting to attack us. I’ll take point. King Ryu and Frick, you stay up at the front with me.”

No one complained about that. What they did complain about was having to move at all.

“Can’t we stay here a little longer?” I recognized the speaker as Instructor Muir—the woman who’d been thrown overboard and who had to be rescued by Frick. Under the circumstances, I didn’t blame her for being a little cautious. “My legs feel like they’re going to give out. I think I twisted my knee when I fell…”

“Anyone who wants to go back can go back,” I said, looking over the group. My women all stood firm, of course, their faces filled with horror at the idea of leaving me behind, but the Blackwood group didn’t look so certain. “It’s downhill all the way to the base of the Spire, and as far as we know, we’ve cleared it out where enemies are concerned. You’d probably have a pretty easy time of it.”

Several students shared glances with each other. Finally, one co-ed braver than the others spoke up. “Sir. Are you saying you want us to leave?”

I grimaced. Of course, I didn’t want that. The constant uphill travel was beginning to get to me. Listening to these people’s complaints for hours at a time was grating on my nerves. Like Instructor Muir, I probably needed more of a break than I was getting.

Like Instructor Muir, what I needed didn’t really matter.

Headmaster Fallon seized the initiative. “Anyone who wants to go back down should make it known now,” he said, giving the whole group a look that was half-stern, half-sympathetic. “None of us are going to judge you. You’re all volunteers.” He gave the long channel in the center of the tower a grave look. “After what happened with the gargoyles, we can no longer assume this will be a mission without casualties. Not all of you are going to make it home.”

No one bothered talking about resetting the world this time around. Students and teachers shared worried glances, swallowed hard as they contemplated their own mortality. Anyone who’d fought the gargoyles now knew they were no longer invincible: that death stalked these halls.

It could come for them at any time.

“I volunteer!” Instructor Muir said, her voice high and almost girlish. When everyone turned around to stare at her, she cleared her throat and continued in a more normal tone: “Anyone who wants to go back to Blackwood. I volunteer to shepherd you back down to the base of the Spire. For safekeeping.”

There were a number of snorts at that. “Safekeeping,” the blonde who’d spoken earlier chuckled. “More like covering her own ass…”

Muir indeed looked like she wanted to bolt. There was a very high probability that she’d siphon off at least a few students when she left.

Lezabel looked over at me, wiggling her eyebrows. From the way the demoness gestured with her chin at the Blackwell group, she clearly wanted me to step in and stop this from happening. But did I want that?

We needed every bit of firepower we could get.

But those voices, those complaints… argh, they grated on my very soul…

I didn’t particularly feel like fighting to have these people by my side. The rebellious part of me, the part that had fled Blackwood through a completely unexplored hole in reality not all that long ago, thought that if I needed to fight to keep someone with me, then they weren’t worth having. Their loyalty was paramount.

But Lezabel and the others wanted me to say something. I couldn’t stay silent.

So I decided to thread the middle and see where the chips fell.

“Fallon is right,” I said, rising to my full height.

All the conversations around the platform fell dead silent. When I opened my mouth, people listened. A man could get used to that kind of casual respect.

“None of you ought to feel forced to remain,” I said, looking each of the students in the eye. “All of you volunteered to come with me and mine on this adventure. Maybe you didn’t realize how dangerous it was going to be.”

I watched as several heads nodded. People’s expressions relaxed as if they’d just realized I wasn’t going to read them the riot act about running. I could feel several people getting ready to take up Instructor Muir’s offer.

“I would warn you that time passes in the Spire rapidly,” I said, glancing all the way down at the tower’s first level, “but I’m pretty sure you know all that already. There’s just one thing I want you all to know while you’re making your decisions.”

The people who looked eager to flee just moments ago paused. I could feel the atmosphere on the platform grow thick as my crew waited to hear what I’d say.

I bit back a sigh and continued. “Anyone who leaves, I won’t think any less of them,” I said. “You have my word that you won’t be punished, even if I triumph over Prometheus.”

Those who were relaxing relaxed even further.

“But,” I hastened to add, “anyone who stands with me will be a hero. They will be rewarded, whether they make it back to Blackwood or not. They’ll be known as members of the band who saved the entire world.” I grinned, letting them all see what I thought of that. “That kind of prestige opens a lot of doors. Drops a lot of panties, too. Or boxer shorts, if you’re into that.”

In the end, only three members of the group descended the stairs. The aforementioned Instructor Muir, who I felt more pity for than scorn—she legitimately seemed traumatized by her fall from grace. And along with her, one other teacher and a student so young I couldn’t believe they were a freshman. They all took their leave without ceremony, taking the stairs two at a time as they made their way back.

Mark, the other student who’d fallen, didn’t go with them. Neither did the clever blonde who’d spoken up earlier. I was glad to have won them both over earlier.

I decided I needed to say something else. “Alright, we’re in this for the long haul,” I told the group. “Let’s get to the top of this tower and make ourselves into fucking heroes!”

The whole group cheered, which probably made the people heading back down feel even worse. But fuck ’em, right?

In the end, shedding a little bit of dead weight became something of a morale-boosting exercise. There was an extra spring in the steps of my team as we made our way back up the long, winding stairs that wrapped themselves around the outer wall of the Spire. I kept my eyes out for any threats, ready to shield my crew with a barricade spell or torch some monsters with my immolation powers if they got near.

We walked for hours until our cramps had cramps. Several students fell and had to be helped back up, their muscles soothed with healing spells until they could get back to their feet. Walking was soon agony, and most of our conversations became little more than grunts and groans.

For the millionth time since we’d entered the Spire, I wished that healing spells worked the way they did in TV shows and movies. The wave of minty energy Frick or other monsters generated would heal tears, knitting together the muscle of a calf or a heel after the sort of injury that kept someone from walking. But all the spells in the world could do nothing about the fatigue. Our muscles ached whether we wanted them to or not, and the only thing that could make them stop was good old-fashioned rest.

Under the circumstances, I did the only thing I could think of to do. I zoned out.

If you’ve ever been driving down a highway and missed your exit completely, you know what I’m talking about. Pop science articles call it ‘highway hypnosis’—the tendency to black out the rest of the world when you’re engaged in a soothing, repetitive activity. It’s why you don’t hear your Mom calling you for dinner when you’re knee-deep in a video game, and why you see Tetris blocks falling behind your eyelids at night when you’ve spent hours during the day lining them up into neat little rows.

That same phenomenon kept me from noticing I’d reached the ceiling of the chamber until I was at it.

The stairs moved up and around, cutting through the stone neatly in a way that couldn’t be seen from below. The floor was only a few feet thick, thin enough that my head peeked through before the rest of my body could follow suit. The rest of the team followed behind me, looking around with wonder.

“Wow,” Lexi whispered, “Tim, it’s so beautiful up here!”

We’d reached the second floor of the Spire. From the looks of things, the area we’d just trudged through comprised the bottom half of the tower, while this was the upper floor. The bottom section had had no windows, only ornamentation. I hadn’t been able to see any windows from the ground, so I’d assumed there weren’t any.

I was wrong.

Long, narrow windows stretched along the exterior wall of the Spire. Through them, I could see a brilliant blue sky, with a thick carpet of clouds below. We must have been higher than even the tallest building by now—I’d only ever seen a view like this before from the window of a plane.

A bird flew against that carpet of blue. It was little more than a speck, but even from that distance, I could tell that it had too many wings. Was this some magical creature assigned to guard the upper reaches of the Spire? Or did these windows open into an entirely different realm?

I was still thinking about it when Fallon drew my attention to the elevator.

A great glass tube extended from the Spire’s center. At its bottom rested an ornate elevator platform, ready and willing to transfer us all the way from our current perch to the Spire’s apex. I couldn’t believe our luck!

There were still stairs winding around the exterior wall of the Spire, but they looked even less hospitable than the ones we’d already climbed. They were narrowly placed, spiraling in on themselves so tightly that the taller members of my entourage would have to lower their heads as they climbed. I didn’t relish the thought of climbing all those steps.

Neither did my women.

“Thank God,” Lexi said, blowing a lock of sweaty blonde hair from her face. “We don’t have to take the stairs!”

Laughing, the blonde raced to the glass tube. “Hold on,” I said, glancing around the room for any sign of threats. “Remember what happened with Lezabel and the gargoyles? We should be on the lookout for traps!”

Lexi paused before the door, frowning. “I don’t think it matters,” she said, turning on a heel. “Look!”

I looked. Lexi had just put her hand on the lever that opened the great glass tube of the elevator. A pale, wan light shimmered between her fingers and the device as thin as a playing card but harder than steel. A magical barrier, keeping her from opening the elevator.

“Shit,” I said, forgetting my own advice. I joined the blonde and tried to wrap my hand around the lever. It refused to give. “It’s stuck!”

What happened next was a comedy of errors. Everyone, it seemed, wanted to try their hand at it. Maybe each member of the crew thought they’d be my personal King Arthur and pull Excalibur from the proverbial stone.

It was only when Headmaster Fallon himself tried and failed to shift the lever with his beefy muscle that we realized there might have to be some other means of gaining access.

“It’s a puzzle,” Lezabel said, looking around the room. “Gah, I hate puzzles.”

“Me, too,” Shortcake agreed. “I don’t want to sit around trying to figure out how to solve a problem. I’d rather blow it up!”

“A girl after my own heart,” Lezabel said, agreeing with a smile. “You figure this out, Tim, and we’ll keep watch for any sneak attacks.”

“Sounds good,” I said. “Everyone fan out. Look for anything that appears out of place. Otherwise, we’re going to have to make our way up those stairs.”

The Blackwood crew groaned at the thought of climbing so high and so far. Honestly, so did I. I wasn’t entirely sure my women could take it. Lezabel, sure, but Shortcake? They’d need breaks every hour, and it wouldn’t be long before they’d be fighting over who got to share my sleeping bag.

We needed to solve whatever puzzle opened the elevator and soon.

We all fanned out, examining the new chamber. The second half of the Spire resembled the first to a startling degree, right down to the tapestries and the fine golden filigree surrounding the stairs. I did a quick circuit, looking for anything obvious, but I mostly kept the searching to my crew. They’d split up into small groups, and I visited each of them, checking in before moving onto the next.

The blonde co-ed from earlier was one of the first to give up. “I’m not seeing anything,” she said, throwing her hands in the air. “If there’s a puzzle in here, then whoever designed it did a damn good job of hiding the thing.”

“There has to be some way to open the elevator,” Fallon said, rubbing his chin. “Maybe we need to climb those stairs after all…”

The groans from everyone else let me know what most of my people thought of that idea. No go, I thought. We’ve got to find another way.

In the end, it was Frick who noticed it first. The imp had been flickering around the room on his own, leaving little clouds of frost everywhere he stepped. Several of the students kept calling him over with questions, primarily so they could use the clouds to cool off while they searched.

On his way back to me, Frick crossed the elevator door. His tiny cloud of frost particles touched the shimmering barrier over the lever and refracted in every direction, revealing a faint glow in the air next to the lock.

It was one of those things that could be missed with a poorly timed blink. Fortunately, we had dozens of pairs of eyes searching the room.

“Did you see that?” Lexi asked, turning on a heel.

Maria was even quicker on the uptake. “There’s a trail!”

Indeed there was. I reached over and grabbed Frick, who let out a little urk of surprise as I dragged him across the room. By waving the imp back and forth, I caused him to drop far more bits of ice and frost than normal. It was like shaking up a snow globe—only this snow globe revealed a hidden path that all of us had missed.

Through trial and error, I managed to navigate Frick through the room. “Hey, ouch!” the imp protested, waggling one arm as I waved him back and forth like a metal detector. “This is pretty fun, but you’ve got to be a little gentler, Master! I need all my faculties in place for the ladies!”

I had no idea what ladies Frick thought he’d be seducing on his way up the Spire, but I switched my grip so I wasn’t holding onto him quite so hard. It made wiggling him even easier, and I made great progress as I moved my monster toward a corner of the room.

As I approached, I wondered why I hadn’t noticed something different about this part of the floor in the first place. The wall bulged gently along this section of the Spire, in a way that reminded me of the water damage in my first cheap, shitty dorm bedroom. The swelling was almost a perfect hemisphere as if someone had built this part of the wall larger and carved it down to size late in the building’s construction.

Just what the hell was I looking at?

One thing was clear. “This is it,” I said, gesturing for the rest of the group to come closer. “Whatever this thing is, it’s the key to getting the elevator working again.”

Fallon and the other stepped forward. My women studied the bulge, their eyes narrowed with worry.

“Whatever’s powering that barrier is inside this section of the wall,” Fallon said, putting his hands on his hips. “Maybe we need to break it open?”

I didn’t relish the thought of damaging the structure of the Spire. But as it turned out, I didn’t need to worry.

What was inside the bulge was already coming for us.

As Frick’s frosty aura grazed the wall, the massive bulge rolled to the side. It came free like a pinball being loosed into its slot, rolling gently across the floor and settling just in front of the elevator. Anyone standing in its way had to jump to the side to avoid being crushed. One of the Blackwood co-eds barely made it out of the thing’s path in time.

Now that it was free, the thing unfurled to its full height. Carved grooves ran along the length of its body, spiraling gently to a pyramidal tip at the apex of its bulk. Tiny spikes rippled across it like the surface of a pinecone.

What the fuck? Was this some kind of shell?

If so, what the hell was inside?

My group backed away as the thing came to a rest. We all remembered the fight with the gargoyles and were loath to let some creature get a sneak attack on us.

The ball, which was now no longer a ball at all, lifted a few inches off the ground. Something slimy wriggled at its bottom, spreading out along the floor surrounding the cone-shaped shell. From deep within, we heard a sound that confused us to our very core.

This creature that had been hiding in the wall was now blocking our way.

And it was snoring.


Chapter 15

“It’s a snail,” Headmaster Fallon said. “Look at it.”

I looked. The man had a definite point. I wasn’t entirely sure if I was willing to call the monster blocking our path a full-fledged member of the genus Gastropoda, but it definitely resembled something you’d see moving very slowly across the sidewalk after a rainstorm. Only much larger, of course.

And magical. That part caused me quite a bit of concern.

All of us were gathered around the thing in a rough semicircle, studying it with wary expressions. At any moment, we feared that the snail thing (if that was indeed the monster’s true form) would spring forward and attack, revealing its slumbering nature as little more than a clever ruse.

But the longer I stared, the more I realized the creature wasn’t waking up. It snored on as peacefully at rest as a baby in a manger around Christmas time. Only I didn’t think any shepherds were going to show up giving this thing gifts any time soon.

“So it’s a snail,” Maria said. The redhead looked like she was willing to concede the point. “If that’s the case, what do we do with it?”

“Maybe we need to talk with it somehow,” Lexi guessed. She gave the sleeping creature a fretful glance, her lips forming a tight little line. “Convince it that it needs to move aside and open up the elevator for us.”

“Convince it?” Lezabel barked out a harsh, flat laugh. “That thing doesn’t speak English. It’s a high-level monster. Besides, it was doing a perfectly good job keeping the elevator closed off before we summoned it. I doubt it even knows it’s blocking our path.”

Is that true? I wondered.

“One thing’s for certain,” I said, craning my neck to see the upper reaches of the stairs. “Whatever test this is, Kyros didn’t pass it.”

Suddenly, all my women were looking at me.

“How can you tell that?” Lexi asked, sounding interested.

I put my hands on my hips. “Because he would have destroyed it,” I said. “Same way he destroyed all those Monster Fusion centers throughout the realms. The same way he destroys anything that inconveniences him, no matter how minor. This creature wouldn’t have escaped his notice.”

Which meant Kyros had been forced to climb the stairs to reach the summit. Maybe there was a chance we could catch up with the First Summoner after all.

But we had to move fast.

“P’raps we should shoot it?” Shortcake suggested. The goblin girl twirled her blunderbuss like she was thinking of doing just that.

I shook my head. “We need to think about this. Right now the snail—if Headmaster Fallon is right about the monster, which I believe he is—is sleeping. It’s no threat to us.”

“Other than the fact that it’s keeping us from catching up to the First Summoner,” Lezabel growled.

I nodded. There was that. “All I’m saying is, that could change in a hurry,” I said, gesturing at the snail’s shell. “This guy seems peaceful enough right now, but maybe we wouldn’t like him when he gets angry.”

“We might need to make him angry,” Fallon grunted. “Any ideas, Dent?”

It was as good as yielding the floor. “I’m still thinking about it,” I said, looking the thing up and down. “Right now, I’m leaning toward the idea of hitting hit hard and fast, with everything we’ve got, all at once—”

“Oh, hey!” Frick cried, cutting me off mid-sentence. “I know this guy!”

I felt my ears prick up. “You do?” I asked, turning to my monster. “You’ve met a monster like this before?”

My good cheer dissolved as Frick shook his head. “Nope! Never met a snail like this in my life, Master!”

I frowned deeply, trying to contain my disappointment. “But you said you knew this thing?”

Frick grinned, then pointed between his flat feet. “Of course I do!” the imp said, acting like I was the naive one. “I saw him downstairs!”

The wheels turned in my head. “Downstairs,” I said, thinking it through. “In the foyer, when we came in? With the statues?”

Frick nodded like a bobblehead. “Uh-huh!”

The Hall of Heroes, I thought, using my makeshift name for the place. Now that Frick mentioned it, I did remember the snail. It had been one of the many statues that dominated the hall—though of course, the version rendered in stone had been a lot smaller than the real thing. The resemblance, however, was striking.

“You think it got put here on purpose?” Frick asked. The imp’s face was almost childlike in its wonder. “I can’t imagine this thing making it to the top of the Spire and fulfilling Prometheus’s trial. It must have taken him a thousand years!”

I tried to picture the snail making its way up the endless procession of stairs and found that I couldn’t. I’ve heard of slow and steady wins the race, I thought, but this is ridiculous.

Lezabel’s mind was already working ahead of the rest of us. “It’s an imprint,” she said, putting her hands on her hips as she stared at the snail monster. “Like the statues downstairs. They had to come from somewhere, right?”

I didn’t understand and told her so.

“The Spire uses the forms of everyone who solves it,” the demoness explained, giving voice to her theory. “They have their avatars drafted to defend it against future competitors. It’s the same process that leads to those statues being displayed downstairs. They’re both an honor and a warning.” The demoness smiled. “What, did you think someone actually carved those things?”

I had. Now, I knew better.

Lezabel nodded. So did the rest of my women.

But Headmaster Frick was less sanguine. “If the First Summoner couldn’t figure out a way to get past this beast,” he said, “what chance do we have?”

A pretty good one, I reasoned. For some reason, I had the impression that Kyros hadn’t even really tried to dislodge the snail. Something told me the First Summoner had taken one look at the guardian keeping the entrance to the elevator closed and decided it wasn’t worth the time and effort it would’ve taken to move him.

After all, he’d just be making things easier for the people who came after him. And Kyros didn’t strike me as the type of man to give his peers a helping hand. Most certainly never his rivals.

We all watched for the snail to do anything. It continued to snooze, blissfully unaware that we were in its domain.

“It looks like we get first strike!” Shortcake twirled her blunderbuss, grinning from ear to ear at the thought of unloading all over the snail monster. “We’ve got the element of surprise on our side, Captain. We should take advantage of that!”

Just like that, I made my decision. “Everyone fan out around the snail,” I said, tracing a rough semicircle around the elevator platform with my finger. “Get your strongest spells and monsters ready. On my mark, we attack.”

The mood was cheerful as my team moved to do just that. Part of it was the promise of a much easier second half of the Spire once we cleared this unfortunate obstacle from our path. But I think the other part of it, and perhaps the greater, was the morale boost we’d just been given.

Anyone who truly wasn’t in it for the long haul had just left us. Those who remained knew they’d passed their own internal test, that when push came to shove, they’d choose what was right over what was easy. We were all comrades in arms now, no matter what happened to us going forward.

I waited until I’d judged everyone was ready. I stood on one side of the formation; Headmaster Fallon brought up the other tip, surrounded by the strongest casters from Blackwood. My women and my monsters made up the center, with the best angle to shred the snail with spells. They all looked eager and ready.

“Alright”—I lifted a hand into the air, praying this would work—“on three. One... Two…”

Three!

The air sizzled with spells as everyone opened up. The students and teachers from Blackwood unleashed elemental magic in a variety of forms, probing the shell and the fleshy mass beneath it for any obvious weaknesses. Altiri buffed my monsters with her tantrums; Frick rained down a blizzard of frost on the creature’s shell. King Ryu, still in human form, unleashed a wave of light that struck the creature head-on and slid beneath its shell, targeting the weak flesh that protruded from its safe space.

For a handful of heartbeats, the snail was hidden from my sight. Flames turned into smoke, and electricity crackled. The brilliant light King Ryu released was blinding, and it took the eyes of me and mine long moments to adjust.

When I could see again, I shaded my eyes with a hand, expecting to see a creature in ruins.

The snail remained.

It lay before the elevator, unperturbed. With a start, I realized the creature was even still asleep. All our attacks hadn’t so much as disturbed its slumber. What the fuck?

“You’re kidding me,” I blurted, speaking into the silence that followed the attack. “It didn’t even react!”

People stared in shock at the unmoved creature. Headmaster Fallon seized the moment, unwilling to let the surprise of the Blackwood crew turn into despair. He lifted an arm, pointing at the beast’s shell.

“Second wave!” the man cried. He’d never sounded more like a drill sergeant than in that moment. “Aim and fire! Now! Bring that big bastard down!”

The whole crew unloaded. I threw my best spells at the snail, immolating it with fire and pelting it with my most powerful magics. Behind the semicircle of casters and lesser monsters, King Ryu retreated, then transformed. The man assumed his draconic form, roaring in the fullness of his power.

This time, when King Ryu attacked, it nearly blew us all to the corners of the room. A massive beam of pure energy rippled from his throat, filling the room with blinding light and deafening noise. I threw my women to the ground, covering their ears and my own as we braced ourselves before the impact.

King Ryu kept on attacking as if the ultimate monster didn’t believe in his own power. He pulled air into his mighty lungs and unleashed a second beam of unholy light, pelting the snail with enough energy to level cities back in his home realm of Lagoon. It was a truly awe-inspiring sight.

It did nothing. As the wave of light faded, the snail continued to snooze. It shuddered in its sleep as if a bad dream had temporarily risen to the surface of its thoughts. Then it settled back down, snoring gently once more.

Behind me, King Ryu reassumed his human form. “You’ve got to be kidding me,” the man once known as Captain Flint said. “That thing’s impenetrable!”

Sweat stood out on the monster’s forehead, and he wiped it away with the back of his hand. All around the semicircle, my women and the volunteers from Blackwood were giving each other nervous glances. No one wanted to be the first to admit defeat, but what else could we try? We’d run out of options.

In the silence that followed, Frick raced forward and karate-chopped the monster. His attacks did nothing, but they did make me smile a bit as he pummeled the creature’s spells with punches and kicks he’d obviously learned from watching some Kung Fu movie. As I watched, he did a full-on Bruce Lee tiger kick, howling like a victorious berserker while doing less than zero damage to the creature.

Its shell shimmered with a faint, hazy light. I couldn’t believe the thing was still standing—even less that it hadn’t even bothered to wake up and face us.

Frick backed away, panting. “This thing… doesn’t know when to quit!” he huffed, clearly winded by his efforts. “It’s a real bastard, Master!”

“Maybe we do need to take the stairs,” Lexi whispered. “I mean, if Kyros himself couldn’t crack that shell, I don’t think we’re going to be able to do it.”

Lezabel turned on the co-ed. “If we don’t unlock this shortcut, we’ll never catch up to the First Summoner,” the demoness growled. “This is our only chance!”

Most of my women looked to be in agreement with that. But what else could we do?

I knew the answer. I just didn’t like it.

“Everyone stand back,” I said, spreading my arms. “I’ve got this.”

Lexi and Maria’s eyes widened as they watched me approach the creature. The Blackwood crew gratefully moved away, happy to no longer be on point, but my harem looked reluctant to let me go.

“Tim,” Lexi whispered, reaching for my robe. “Don’t hurt yourself—”

“Nobody touch me,” I said, forcing a smile. “At least not yet. I know what I’m doing.”

The snail continued to slumber, its great bulk blocking the entrance to the elevator. Even if it wasn’t standing in the way, something about the shimmer around its shell was connected to the sheath of energy keeping me from pulling the lever to activate the lift. Its shell gently rocked up and down in its slumber. The beast seemed as if it didn’t even know I was there.

Yet was that a slight tensing of its muscles I detected?

“I think I know how to beat it,” I said. “Or at least break its barrier, so we can fight it for real.”

“Dent,” Fallon said, his voice filled with warning, “I’m not sure what you’ve got planned—”

“Kyros didn’t fight this thing,” I said, turning around and looking at everyone. “He took one look at it and ran off, bypassing it completely. I think that’s the answer. I don’t think the First Summoner gave up because he couldn’t break the barrier. I think he gave up because he knew what would break it, and he didn’t want to hurt himself.” I forced out another smile. “After all, he’s running up this Spire alone. I’ve got friends to help me out.”

If my women hadn’t guessed what I had planned before, they certainly did now. “Tim,” Maria said, her voice thick with worry, “the last time you did this, you almost died.”

“Exactly.” It was the answer. “Kyros wouldn’t have had anyone around to heal him up after, so this wasn’t an option for him. But it is for me. If I’m man enough to take it.” I grimaced, thinking of how much this was going to hurt. “It really is a puzzle, Fallon. It’s a test to ensure the person who desires to reach the top has mastered the highest level of magic.”

Fallon nodded to show he understood. Then he turned to the crew. “Mark,” he said, pointing at the youth who’d been saved by Lezabel earlier. “You and Galinda be ready to cast healing spells as soon as the Summoner unleashes his magic.” Then he turned back to me. “Make sure any of your monsters and your women who can do the same are ready, too.”

I nodded. I was going to need it. “Frick, Lexi, Alranne. Each of you queue up your strongest healing spells. Be ready to cast them on me as soon as I do this.”

My women didn’t look like they liked this. In fact, I was pretty sure they hated it. But they weren’t about to contradict me, especially not in the presence of so many people from our school. Besides, they all knew in their heart of hearts that this was what was necessary.

It was why they loved me so much. Why they gave me such devotion. Because they knew that when the chips were down, I was willing to do the things other people wouldn’t.

“Alright,” I said, clearing my throat. “Let’s hope this works. Otherwise, I’ve done a number on myself for nothing…”

Nervous chuckles filled the platform as I extended both hands. Light flared from between my fingers, filling the world and ripping away my sense of time and space. Before me, the snail slumbered, heedless of what was about to come raining down on it.

“Now!” I roared, giving the signal. “Do it!”

As my crew cast their most powerful healing spells, I unleashed Magog.

The almighty spell struck the barrier surrounding the creature and slashed right through it, moving like a hot knife through butter. Cracks appeared in the creature’s shell, and the aura of magic surrounding it faded away like someone had just snuffed a candle. The shell did not break, which was too bad, but I could tell I’d hurt the thing greatly.

That was the answer, I thought, grimacing as the pain flared through me. No wonder Kyros didn’t have the balls to do this…

I fell to my knees. I could taste blood in the back of my throat as the Magog spell ripped my health away, doing just as much damage to me as it did to the person or monster I targeted. Almighty spells didn’t use mana—they used the life force of the caster itself as fuel, ripping my insides to shreds even as I blew through the creature’s magical barrier.

It felt like I’d been hit by a truck.

Waves of minty magic rolled over me, soothing away the worst of the pain, but I still couldn’t rise. I flopped down on the ground, praying that the work of several casters would be enough to keep the Magog spell from claiming me.

Somewhere far away, I heard the snail monster screaming. It had finally been roused, and it was angry. I heard Headmaster Fallon roaring orders and vaguely felt the hot ozone flush of magic. But it was sort of like listening to someone speak from the bottom of a deep, dark well. I only got reflections of it.

More mint flooded my mouth, warring with the blood. I felt hands on me, flipping me over and shielding me from whatever was happening with the snail monster. Lexi’s blurry face filled my view, the blonde crying as she cast healing spells on me again and again and again.

Whatever she was doing felt good, but it wasn’t working fast enough.

I passed out but not deeply. Later, I would remember the battle in brief snatches, little bits of lucidity that flooded my brain when several healing spells hit me at the same time. Even then, I didn’t remember much of what I saw. My body was busy trying to convince my organs not to shut down at the time. I had bigger things to worry about.

Eventually, I came back to myself. Every part of my body hurt, and I could tell my mouth was going to taste vaguely like pre-chewed mint gum for the next week, but I was alive. I could even stand, once Lezabel and Altiri worked together to get me to my feet.

“How long was I out?” I muttered, shaking my head. I’d have given the entirety of Blackwood’s treasure stash for a glass of water and some extra strength Advil. Fuck, everything hurt.

Headmaster Fallon stood before the vanquished foe. The only part left of the snail monster was its shell—it lay across the floor of the Spire in pieces, cracked and broken. The interior of the creature had been burnt away by unholy flames, dissolving it completely. Viking burial, I thought, not entirely without respect. A good way for an avatar of a Hero to die, I guess.

“About a half-hour,” the headmaster said. From the expressions of those who’d been watching me, the entire group had spent that half-hour praying for me to pull through. I could practically taste their relief. “It was touch and go there for a few minutes, but we managed to keep you stable. You feeling alright, Dent?”

“Like I got run over by a monster truck,” I said, running my fingers through my hair. “But I’ll survive.”

“Yeah,” Fallon said with a grin, “you will.”

“Master!” In a flash, Frick was at my side. The little imp’s voice threatened to give me a migraine, but he didn’t seem to notice. “I told them all you’d be okay! It takes a little more than ripping all his vital organs into pieces to stop Tim Dent!”

“Thanks, Frick,” I said. “Glad you were around to talk some sense into everyone.”

Then I was in my women’s embrace. Lexi, Maria, Lezabel, and Shortcake—they’d been able to hold themselves back until they were sure I was okay but no longer. I felt myself smothered by female affection, pressed against firm tits and taut bellies until I started to get dizzy.

“Love you,” Maria purred, covering me with kisses. “Don’t ever do that again!”

“You know he will,” Lezabel said, rolling her eyes. But she looked proud of me, beneath that. “The next time there’s an opportunity to prove himself as a big hero, he’ll be like ‘cover me! I’m gonna tear myself to shreds!’”

My harem laughed at that. They were right, though—I probably would do it again. Especially if their lives were on the line.

“Come on,” I said, staggering toward the elevator, “we’ve got to catch up to Kyros.”

We still had plenty of work to do.


Chapter 16

The elevator turned out to be a little slower than I’d anticipated. As a result, I managed to catch a quick nap as it lifted us to the top floor of the Spire. I passed out in between my women, using Lezabel’s awesome cleavage as a pillow. I snoozed even deeper than the snail monster, dead to the world as we slowly ascended the final stretch of the tower.

When I woke, we were in space.

I rose back to consciousness slowly, my face buried in between a demoness’s tits. For a long moment, I didn’t remember any of it: the Spire, Prometheus, or chasing Kyros. I was vaguely aware that I was lying on a hard floor, but the woman all over me felt so inviting that I didn’t really mind. Had I passed out after some party, curled up with Lezabel?

“Hey.” The demoness must have felt me waking up. “We’re just about there, Tim. You feeling okay?”

I opened my eyes and nearly shot to my feet. The elevator was continuing its slow, implacable ascent, but we were no longer in the familiar environs of the Spire. The solid walls and rich tapestries had vanished, replaced with a shimmering gossamer barrier of magic.

On the other side of that barrier lay the stars.

I stared out into the void, uncomprehending. Glancing down, I saw the world far beneath us—too far to make any kind of logical sense. And the planet beneath us most certainly wasn’t Earth.

It felt as if we’d traveled through a Fissure on our way up the Spire, one that sent us not to a new realm but a whole other plane of reality. I gasped and only now began to realize that the other members of my party had been staring out into the void for some time… aghast.

“Wow,” I said, getting as close to the shimmering wall as I dared. “Why didn’t you wake me when this happened?”

“What difference would it have made?” Lezabel asked. The demoness took these things in stride more easily than my human harem members. After all, she’d seen wonders at the Cathedral of Umbra before she’d come to join my side. “We figured you needed the rest. You nearly killed yourself getting us up here.”

I couldn’t very well argue with that. I stretched and sighed, relieved to feel most of my aches and pains had vanished. Either the healing spells had worked their magic or my women had been slipping me more of the incantations on the sly while I’d been sleeping. Either way, it felt good to be back.

“Where the hell are we going?” I asked, craning my neck to look up. Around us were stars and galaxies—the sights of a totally foreign universe. But our destination was shrouded in mystery. I could see us moving toward a great black something in the sky, but the details were vague and utterly unremarkable. We weren’t headed into a black hole, were we?

That would be where Prometheus decided to make his home, I thought.

“We’re not entirely sure,” Lezabel said. “We’re moving a little faster than we used to be, though.”

“As soon as we got into space, this thing accelerated,” Maria added. The redhead sat near the edge of the platform, looking out into space like she wished she could capture every moment of the journey and post it all over social media. “It’s faint but noticeable. And the longer we climb, the more it keeps happening.”

I believed her. I could already feel us rising a bit faster than we had a few moments ago. The black void in the sky was getting closer and closer. I couldn’t see any stars inside it—maybe it was a black hole for real. The thought chilled me and made me draw closer to my women as we ascended.

As we reached the void, I looked over at Headmaster Fallon and his crew. My old instructor didn’t look like he was regretting his life decisions, but I couldn’t say the same for the students who’d come to the Spire with him. As I watched, the blonde woman who’d had the temerity to speak up earlier tore her gaze from the void and locked eyes with me.

“You think he’s up there?” she asked gravely. “That thing we saw come out of the heart?”

I met her gaze for a long moment, then nodded. “No turning back now,” I said, a smirk tugging at the corner of my mouth. “Anyone wishing they’d headed back to Earth when they had a chance?”

Several people swallowed at that.

“Not me!” Shortcake said, grinning from ear to ear. “Who wants to die old and alone in bed?”

“It’s better to fade away than to burn out!” Frick agreed, doing a little dance move. “Or wait—maybe I have that backwards?”

Before I could correct the little imp, our elevator put on a sudden burst of speed. We accelerated into the black void with a velocity that sent us all sprawling.

I’d never been to space camp, but I saw the commercials when I was a kid. I vividly remembered the bits of the promotional video that showed kids in the gravitron—what actual astronauts affectionately referred to as the ‘vomit comet’. I remembered seeing a kid’s face distort beneath the g-forces as the device simulated what an actual space cadet would feel, lifting off on a rocket traveling at hundreds of miles per minute.

I couldn’t see very well in the void, but I knew that if I looked over at my harem girls, they’d all have that same face. I had it, too.

Gravity pushed in like a merciless hand holding me down. At first, I had to kneel, then I found myself with my cheek against the cold floor of the elevator. Groans of pain and nausea echoed all around me as we were flung heavenward, tossed like a stone by a capricious giant.

I think I’m going to be sick, I thought, darkness encroaching on the edges of my vision. Fuck, what a way to go…

This was all impossible. Nothing could travel this high in the sky—not without floating off into outer space, lost and forgotten. We’d left a world of natural laws and entered one that no longer made sense, where the rules were made up by those with the power to write them.

A world, I suspected, where Prometheus’s will was made manifest.

I don’t know how long we ascended along that endless, dark channel. I know that I passed out a time or two—and that when I finally came back to myself, most of the Blackwood crew looked like they’d just come off a three-day bender. Several of them had thrown up, and Fallon and a couple of monsters were busy magicking it away with a few fire spells.

At some point, we’d left the empty space. Our elevator had slotted back into place, traveling along a fixed track. The tube in which we found ourselves looked like something from a science-fiction movie: it was made of some sleek black metal, unbroken and glossy like the surface of an obsidian blade. Running lights on each side bathed our elevator in wan, ghostly illumination as we ascended through the final section of the tower.

Then the elevator slowed and came to a stop. I heard groans of relief surround me as everyone realized the ordeal was over.

We’d definitely come to the top of the Spire. A single narrow hallway stretched before us, looking more like a maintenance tunnel than the throne room of a mighty king. Alcoves ran along it on either side, filled with holographic, living scenes of Prometheus’s conquest. I barely paid them any attention.

My gaze was fixed on the man at the end of the hall.

He sat before an ornate door, surrounded by a bedroll and a makeshift cooking pot. From the looks of his hair and clothing, he’d been camping here for some time—he’d made it to this final door, only to find that it wouldn’t open for love or money. Deep gouges and scratches scored the metal where he’d tried to carve a path through, and the door bore numerous scorch marks from where he’d tried to burn it down with spells.

The man turned around at the sound of the elevator. When he saw who was coming up, all the color drained from his face.

“You,” Kyros snarled, looking more pissed than I’d ever seen him.

The First Summoner sprang to his feet, knocking over his cook pot. Fortunately for him, it was empty. He wiped his hands on his robes and ran his fingers through his hair, which only served to mess it up even worse than it had been before.

“Stay back,” Kyros warned us. “Don’t fuck with me!”

I had little desire to. As much as I hated Kyros, there was no real point in antagonizing him now. Both of us had made it to the finish line—or a few steps behind it—and neither of us was coming back down. Like it or not, both of us were in this for the long haul.

As much as I would have loved to punch the man’s stupid face in, it wouldn’t have done anyone any good. Only one of us would be leaving this place in one piece, and it wasn’t my decision.

It was Prometheus’s.

Besides, for all I knew, the titan was watching us right now. Maybe he’d be judging us based on our behavior. Maybe this was all another test.

“You really ran up all those steps?” I asked, attempting a joking tone. “I’m surprised. I didn’t think a guy like you went in for cardio.”

Something inside Kyros relaxed. Likely as not, the man had just made the same mental calculus as me. There was no point in attacking—Prometheus had wanted us to arrive at the same time. He’d probably intervene if we tried to kill each other prematurely.

The First Summoner grunted. “I wasn’t willing to burn away my life force to stop that snail,” he said with a shrug. “Most obvious trap Prometheus could have left. Leave me with a sliver of my life left, then step out of the shadows and kill me. I’m surprised you fell for it.”

Now it was my turn to shrug. “My women took care of me.”

Kyros’ lip peeled back in a snarl. “I’m sure they did.”

It was strange. Without the threat of one of us conquering the world, we didn’t have all that much to say to each other.

Kyros must have realized the same thing. Finally, he turned away, balling his hand into a fist and slamming it against the wall. “The damned thing won’t open,” he said, sounding like the admission pained him. “I expected the final test to be one of strength or maybe will, but it turns out it’s a fucking puzzle. And I hate puzzles.”

“So was the snail,” I said, my hands on my hips.

Kyros snorted. “Almighty magic? Not much of a puzzle. Like I said, that’s more of a trap.”

I found myself tempted to laugh. Here he was, the man who’d wiped out God only knew how many civilizations. Who’d burned through the world like a supernova, rewriting the rules of magic and grinding all resistance beneath his bootheel. And he sounded less like a supervillain than an annoying coworker—the kind who comes up to you around the water cooler to bother you with some lame joke on your way back to your cubicle.

I found it hard to square the image of Kyros the Destroyer with that of Kyros the HR Manager. I needed to know, here at the edge of the world, what the hell was going on with this man’s head.

“There’s a question I’ve got to ask you,” I said, leaving the rest of my group behind. They filled the narrow hallway, backing me up and staring at Kyros with undisguised loathing. “Something I’ve been wondering since you took over Blackwood.”

Kyros didn’t look like he particularly wanted to play twenty questions, but he literally had nowhere else to go. “Fine,” he said after a minute, shrugging into his robes. “What the hell. Maybe this is what’s going to open the door—maybe Prometheus just wants the two of us to get closer before we fight to the death.”

Fight to the death? I hadn’t thought of that, but it made sense. Ignoring the panic that welled up in me at the thought of going toe to toe against the First Summoner, I pushed on.

“Why have you done all this?” I asked. I could have thought of plenty of different things in that moment, but what I did think of was Trephine. A ruined world, full of nothing but dust and decay. An advanced civilization ground to powder, all to fuel Kyros’ ambitions. “What could you possibly get out of it?”

Kyros looked at me, and I could see Trephine reflected in his eyes.

He gave it a good moment’s thought, then snorted. “You wouldn’t understand,” he hissed. “You look around the world and think that everything’s just peachy. That as long as you’ve got a burger in your belly and a girl in your bed, life couldn’t possibly be better!”

I felt my eyebrows furrowing together. “I’m not saying the world is perfect,” I told the First Summoner, “but there are way worse things than being fed and laid.”

Kyros gave me a dismissive scoff. “Look at all of them,” he said, gesturing at the co-eds. “No morals—no responsibility. No discipline. The world is fucked up, Summoner, and it’s all because no one wants to take responsibility for anything anymore. No one has any discipline.”

He was working himself up into a lather, and I was more than a little surprised.

“It starts at birth,” he said, batting away an invisible fly. “Children don’t listen to their parents, and students don’t listen to their teachers. Everything is topsy turvy, and that only carries into adulthood. That’s how every generation ends up a little worse than the last, instead of a little bit better. Just the opposite way things are supposed to be—”

I started to laugh.

Kyros cut himself off, his face turning beet red. “What the fuck is so funny?” the First Summoner demanded, looking like he wanted to slap me.

“I’m sorry,” I said, shaking my head, “I really am. It’s not funny at all. I just can’t believe this.”

“What part,” Kyros asked, his tone like ice, “can’t you believe?”

“That this,” I held my thumb and index finger slightly apart, “is why you do the things you do. That when it comes right down to it, you have the same fucking complaints as everyone else. You’re literally nothing new.”

“Nothing new?” Kyros asked, sounding irritated.

“There are people in the Bible complaining about ‘kids today’,” I said, quoting one of my all-time favorite TV shows. “I thought you were the almighty First Summoner, Kyros. Instead, you’re just another crotchety old man who thinks that he’s the only one who can fix the world.”

I watched Kyros absorb the insult silently. He looked like he was about to blow his top, but then he mastered himself with an effort. Eventually, he let out a little laugh.

“Well, I’d be God-King of humanity with a harem of thousands of supermodels, too,” the man said, demurring. “Not to mention the power to obliterate my enemies by merely thinking about it. So, yes, there’d be a number of benefits—”

Behind Kyros, the door rumbled open.

“Oh, are you kidding me!?” The First Summoner groaned. “Was having some kumbaya moment really what it took to open up the final fucking door?”

A grinding sound filled the hallway. A narrow beam of light shone between the doors, turning into a rectangle of illumination as they opened the rest of the way. Fog billowed across the floor, weaving around the legs of me and my harem as it spread down the hall.

A booming voice filled the air. “Approach!”

I groaned the same moment Kyros did. Both of us knew that voice.

“I guess this is it,” the First Summoner said, turning to me with a smirk. “Time for you to learn who the real power player is in this world, Summoner. You did well making it this far, but your adventure ends here.”

And with that, Kyros stepped into the light.

I looked back at my women.

“We’re with you,” Lexi said. She stood with my women, surrounded by my monsters. Behind them, Headmaster Fallon and the well-wishers from Blackwood crowded around.

I’m not alone, I thought. He is.

If there was anything that might save me against Kyros, it was that.

Marshaling my courage, I stepped into the light and was gone.


Chapter 17

I found myself in a world of light.

I walked across the carpet of clouds I’d seen from the Spire’s windows. Above my head lay nothing but a brilliant blue sky, unbroken and untouched by cloud or bird. At the center of this strange realm lay an island with a single tree, its shade the only part of the world safe from that merciless blue gaze.

Standing before the tree was Prometheus.

The titan looked a little more human than he had the last time I’d seen him. Maybe the atmosphere of this realm was good for him—or maybe he was closer to destroying the universe than he’d been the first time we’d met. He looked suspiciously close to the depictions I’d seen of angels in fantasy media—a big, burly beefcake with acres of muscle and a cold, expressionless face. If he had a pair of wings and a halo, he’d fit in right on the cover of a romance novel.

Kyros was standing a short distance away from the titan. There was a kind of wooden bench across the front of the island, and Kyros was using it like a lawyer in a courtroom. He seemed reluctant to step onto Prometheus’s island as if doing so might somehow expose him to the titan’s power.

I decided to play it safe as I approached. I took up a position a short distance away from the First Summoner and waited.

“Tim,” Prometheus said, his coldly beautiful face curing in a colder smirk. “And Kyle.”

“Kyros,” Kyros corrected, his brows shooting to his hairline.

Even in circumstances like these, I couldn’t stop from chuckling. “Your real name is Kyle?”

“Shut up!” Kyros snapped. “You shouldn’t even be allowed to speak! You’re not supposed to be here!”

But I was. And as Kyros spoke, the rest of my group joined us.

A narrow slit opened in the sky, and my women poured out. They landed on the clouds, Lexi and Maria and Lezabel and Shortcake. Frick followed, with Alranne and Nekomara just behind. Altiri fell last, maybe because she was the biggest.

I waited for the Blackwood crew to follow, but they didn’t appear. Not even Headmaster Fallon. I felt a cold chill, and the hair on the back of my neck stood straight up.

“Where are they?” I growled, whirling on the titan. “Where are my friends?”

Prometheus held up a hand. “They are safe,” the titan assured me. “They are not allowed to witness the glory of this realm directly. Make no mistake; they will be… informed as to the outcome of this meeting.”

Meaning they’d either watch me come home a conqueror or watch Kyros destroy the world. Either way, they’d know what happened in Prometheus’s realm. Great.

“Very good!” Kyros said. The First Summoner looked eager to proceed—almost as eager as he was for us to forget that his real name was something as lame as Kyle. “Lesser beings don’t belong here in your realm, almighty titan.”

He turned around, giving my women a look of pure loathing. “I understand that those bound to the Summoner must be here, as a matter of course. But I don’t agree with it.” He spread his arms. “Hence why I have come to you alone, unaided. Unlike some people.”

“Yes,” Prometheus rumbled, sounding pleased. “You did indeed climb my Spire alone. Have you anything to say to this charge, Tim Dent?”

Charge? I wasn’t aware I was on trial. What did the titan want me to say?

“I wasn’t aware that having help was a weakness,” I said, glancing over at Kyros. “In fact, I thought that forming connections was sort of the point.”

Kyros barked out a laugh like he expected Prometheus to slap me down for saying this. When he didn’t, the First Summoner started to sweat.

“A good answer,” Prometheus said. When he put his fist beneath his chin, he looked like a famous sculpture. “Both of you appear on the surface to be excellent candidates for the Hall of Heroes. But only one of you will be granted the privilege of remaking the world. Only one of you will survive my trial.”

I could feel my women swallowing with nerves behind me. Strangely, I didn’t feel afraid.

“So it’s to be a trial, then?” I asked, putting my hands on my hips. “Are we to fight you, Titan?”

Prometheus let out a low, rumbling laugh. “You are welcome to try,” the titan said. From the way he said it, I knew that neither of us would be able to win. We’d only get crushed.

I was tempted to try, all the same. I hadn’t lied to my women when I said I’d put my life on the line to protect them. But that was a last-ditch effort, the kind of thing I’d do as a saving throw if this trial truly went off the rails. I tucked the idea into my back pocket for later and concentrated on what was in front of me.

“No, you will not fight,” the titan explained. His head swiveled slowly between us as if he wanted to be sure neither of us made any sudden movements. “I will do with you what I did with my wayward son. I shall run my fingers through the marrow of your soul and see what lies there. If what I find pleases me, I may provide you with the reward you seek.”

“Capital.” Kyros brushed off his robes and took a step forward, stopping just a few inches away from the edge of Prometheus’s island. “Let’s get this done, then, Titan. I’ll go first.”

Prometheus looked amused. Maybe it was Kyros’ sheer impertinence that did it, or perhaps it was simply the smile of a cat preparing to play with its food.

“You wish to be first?” the titan asked. “Truly? You would not rather wait and see how your rival fares?”

Kyros scoffed at the very notion of me being considered his rival. “You’re saying that both of us are potential heirs to this power of yours. Right?”

Still looking amused, Prometheus nodded.

“And you’re going to look inside our souls and see what we’re going to do with the power you give us. If the force of our will is capable of making you agree, we’ll gain mastery of the Spire and be granted access to the ultimate power. Otherwise, we’re deemed unworthy and you probably blast us to atoms.”

I never thought I would be able to see the titan struck speechless. Prometheus looked at Kyros with new eyes, watching him with a wariness he hadn’t had before. Love him or hate him (and I most definitely hated him), Kyros wasn’t dumb. He hadn’t become the First Summoner by failing to figure out the rules of the game.

“Do I have all that down correctly?” Kyros asked, his tone sarcastic to the extreme.

Prometheus nodded.

“Good. Then I most definitely want to be first.” He turned to me then, his brows furrowed together in one of those shit-eating smirks I subconsciously associated with the man. “No offense, Dent, but I don’t even want to give you the chance of squeaking this one out under the buzzer. The ultimate prize belongs to me. I’m the one who earned it, not you!”

All I could do was shrug. “Best of luck,” I said, not meaning it in the slightest.

Behind me, my women booed and jeered. If Frick had had access to a cheerleader’s uniform, he might have done some kind of derogatory dance routine. We were all a little glad that he didn’t.

“Approach,” the titan said, spreading his arms. “Approach and be tested, Kyros.”

With an internal sigh of relief that Prometheus hadn’t referred to him by his birth name in front of all my women, Kyros stepped forward. His foot hovered an inch above the surface of the island as he went back and forth as to whether or not to step on it. Finally, he threw caution to the wind and shifted his weight.

His foot came down on nothing.

Kyros was lifted into the air. His robes floated around him, seemingly too big for his exhausted frame. He’d lost some weight on his climb up the spire, but he’d lost none of his hunger or his drive for dominance. I saw triumph flash in his eyes as he rose, lifted on the phantom wind of Prometheus’s arm motion.

All around the First Summoner, the Spire filled with light.

“Kyros!” Prometheus roared, his voice taking on an inhuman timbre, “you come to me with the desire to rule the universe! To shape it to your will, now and forever more!”

“Yes!” Kyros said, throwing his fists in the air. “I do! And I will!”

My stomach sank. Was it really always meant to come to this? Kyros had successfully pushed past me and made himself the first person to be tested by Prometheus’s will. For a moment, my resolve faltered, and I began to worry.

What if I’d come all this way just to fail an inch before the finish line? What if this was the end of my story, and I’d spend the last moments of my life watching and waiting while the bad guy won? What if Prometheus found this asshole worthy?

He can’t, I told myself, shaking my head. Not Kyros. It isn’t possible!

And yet the roar in my ears grew louder and louder. The ball of light filled the world, blinding me and ripping away my senses as Prometheus shoved his will through the depths of Kyros’ soul.

For a heart-wrenching moment, I truly believed it was all over. I said my prayers and hoped for something better on the other side. Some place of peace, where my women would be free to spend eternity with me.

Then the ball of light faded.

Kyros continued to float, but now, he looked worried. “What?” the First Summoner asked, looking around like he was about to call for the world’s manager. “What’s wrong? Why is it not happening?”

With a gentleness that surprised me, Prometheus set Kyros back down on the clouds in front of his little island. Then he pronounced two simple words: “Not worthy,” the titan rumbled.

Behind me, my women cheered. Kyros’ face filled with shock, then deepened into a sour, curdled angst. The First Summoner’s face turned as red as a beet, flushing with anger as he realized his grand moment had just been spoiled.

“You…” Kyros muttered. “You…”

“One rival has been dispatched,” Prometheus said, dismissing the First Summoner with a gesture. “Now, we will see if the other has what it takes to—”

A bolt of magic struck Prometheus in the face.

“You fool!” Kyros rose to his full height, his hands balled into fists. “How dare you not give me what I deserve!”

I took a step backwards, shocked to the core of my being. I knew that losing would hit Kyros hard and would bring out the narcissistic, vicious streak within the First Summoner, but I’d never expected him to actually attack the titan!

My women oohed and ahhed like they were watching a fight on a daytime talk show. Kyros continued to shower Prometheus with powerful spells, shrieking like a madman all the while.

“No one ever gives me my due!” the man roared, channeling the sorts of spells most students of Blackwood would kill to have without breaking a sweat. “No one recognizes the fortitude it takes to be me! The self-control! The discipline!”

For a moment I actually believed Kyros might topple the titan. Where would we have been if he’d managed to do that? I didn’t know.

Then Prometheus’s mighty hand shot through a cloud of Kyros’ poison mist, grabbing the First Summoner around the legs.

Kyros let out a scream as he was lifted into the air. With his other hand, Prometheus channeled a long spike of darkness in his fist. It extended at equal lengths on either side like he was carrying a javelin he intended to throw in an Olympic event.

“Not. Worthy,” Prometheus intoned.

With brutal efficiency, he drove the spike through Kyros’ stomach.

All the First Summoner’s protesting died in his throat. The man’s mouth opened and closed soundlessly, panting like a fish on dry land as he sank back to the cloudy ground. Blood spread in a pool around the First Summoner, staining his robes as he feebly clutched his gut.

“This isn’t fair…” Kyros whispered. His face had turned the color of ash. “Not… fair…”

Then there was no more sound. Kyros continued to try and speak, but he couldn’t find the words.

Prometheus dismissed the spike and turned to me, looking for all the world like nothing had happened. “Tim Dent,” he said in that cold, haughty tone, “are you ready to be tested?”

I looked from Kyros to the titan. The First Summoner’s eyes burned with anger, even at the precipice of his death. It was what he deserved, no doubt about that.

And yet…

“Frick,” I said, gesturing at my monster.

The little imp hadn’t expected to be called on. “Yes, Master?”

“Healing spell,” I snapped, gesturing at Kyros. “Now.”

My harem watched in disbelief as Frick cast a spell, bathing Kyros in a cool green light. When it faded, the First Summoner’s wound had diminished. He still bled, but he looked like he could pull through if he got some medical attention in the near future.

“Surprising,” was all Prometheus said. “To heal a rival on the brink of death.”

“Tim,” Lexi said thickly, “why the hell would you do that? This is the bad guy!”

“He’s killed civilizations!” Lezabel protested.

“He’s an asshole!” added Shortcake.

I turned to my harem, nodding. “All true,” I said, favoring them with my sexiest smile. “Which is why a quick death is too good for Kyros. Besides, I don’t want him to miss seeing me take over the world.”

That calmed them down right quick, and their shocked looks turned to grins.

“Go get ’em, Tiger,” Maria said, flashing me a sexy wink.

The knowledge that I had my harem at my back—and always would—cheered me. It made me feel like a man, even as I stepped into the unknown.

Whatever happened to us from this point on, we’d face it together.

Knowing that, I cleared my throat. “I’m ready,” I told the titan.

I stepped forward to receive my fate.


Chapter 18

Prometheus hummed as he lifted me into the air.

Even after everything I’d been through, the feeling of going weightless still shocked me. The titan’s magic cradled me from head to toe, carrying me above the floor of clouds as if he was planning to rock me to sleep. Just ahead of me, the island with its single tree beckoned, the titan standing upon it like a solid monolith of stone.

“You shall be judged,” Prometheus intoned. “We shall see if you are the one!”

As the titan spoke, a wave of light erupted from his fingers. The one I’d seen touch Kyros had ripped away my sight and hearing—this one took all my senses so that the entire world faded away. I was held in the titan’s power, insulated from all realms, while he completed his dread task.

How can I describe it? It’s a strange thing for a man to have the very substance of his soul sifted through. Prometheus’s mental fingers were meticulous and thorough, poring through my dreams and my desires, my memories and my darkest fantasies. Everything that made me me was fair game for the titan; everything I’d ever been through flashed before both his eyes and mine. It reminded me of what people talked about when they claimed their ‘life flashed before their eyes’ during a near-death experience.

I couldn’t tell how long it lasted. But as the white light faded and I was gently set back down on the carpet of cloud, I knew one thing in the core of my being.

Prometheus hadn’t found what he was looking for.

“Not worthy,” the titan curtly informed me. “No, most definitely not worthy.”

Kyros spat up blood.

The First Summoner was sitting in a heap next to Prometheus’s island, cradling his still-wounded belly with both hands. Tendrils of lime green magic sizzled from his fingers as he drained his own mana, using healing spells to keep his condition from worsening. When I was taken up to the titan, he wore the look of a boy who came down Christmas morning to find no presents under the tree. Now that I was back, he seemed more confused than ever before.

“That’s impossible,” Kyros managed to say. His thoughts echoed mine, in this if in nothing else. “Neither of us are worthy? You can’t possibly believe that!”

“I do not like what I found inside either of you,” the titan rumbled, looking like the effort of rifling through our souls had exhausted him somewhat. A strange thing, that. “Neither of you will bring about the world that deserves to be.”

“Oh, who gives a shit about that?” Kyros protested. Blood trickled from his lips as he spoke, though he didn’t seem to notice. “It’s not about what you want, Titan. It’s about who’s strong enough to rule!”

“I don’t like either of your plans,” the titan continued, seeming to not hear Kyros at all. “His is boring, and yours is just the world as it is now with a fresh coat of paint.”

He had us pegged to a T, that titan. “You’re right,” I told him. “There’s not a lot that I would change.”

“Where is the excitement?” Prometheus asked. For the first time since I’d met him, there was a trace of honest emotion on that stony face. “Where’s the will? Where is the adventure?”

I laughed. “I’ve had quite a bit of adventuring already, thank you very much. I was looking forward to going home and making a few babies with these beautiful women.”

My harem girls beamed at that. Kyros, on the other hand, looked like an even more sour loser than before.

“So what happens now?” the First Summoner asked. “You see if any of the harem sluts want to try their hand at remaking the world?”

Some of them would have tried it, I knew. Although their versions of the world would be a hell of a lot like mine—maybe with more of me everywhere. Either way, Prometheus shook his stony head.

“No,” the titan said. “I have already told you what will happen.”

The hair stood up on the back of my neck. “Total obliteration.”

Prometheus shrugged. “With no challenger capable of imposing their Will on reality, it will be my job to remake the world once more. Mankind will be completely destroyed, the galaxy burnt out by the fire of a thousand suns. And then, from the ashes, it will be renewed.”

“The Big Bang,” Maria said, her voice filled with scorn. “You’d really prefer that over letting Tim choose what the world becomes?”

Prometheus didn’t particularly look like he cared. “Who knows?” the titan said, almost cracking a smile. “Perhaps in a few billion years, there will evolve a new Tim Dent. One who will stand before me with a few new ideas—instead of the same old dreams and desires.”

So that was it. The world would end, compressing into nothingness before exploding into a new Big Bang. Me, my harem, my monsters—none of them would have ever existed. Kyros was right; it wasn’t fair. Not fair at all.

“You can’t be serious,” I growled, standing before the titan. “You know we can’t let you do this!”

Prometheus looked stunned. “You? You will stop me?”

“I’ll try,” I said. I glanced over at Kyros, who was currently trying to regain his footing after healing the worst of his wound. “Want to help me beat this overgrown statue into the ground, for old time’s sake?”

Kyros grimaced. “Gladly,” the First Summoner said, wiping blood from his robes. “Then you and I can fight it out for who gets to rule once he’s gone—”

“Silence!” Prometheus roared.

The titan lifted his hands. A wave of force shot across the sea of clouds, lifting everyone into the air. My harem girls, my monsters—even my worst enemy, Kyros—all of us found ourselves suspended in an invisible amber like the mosquito from Jurassic Park. My legs kicked, but I couldn’t move.

“None of you will do any such thing,” Prometheus said. “You have one so-called ‘Ultimate’ monster in your stockpile, Summoner. Your rival Kyros has none—as they were fused together to create me. You don’t have a single chance of defeating me. Your attempts would only tax my patience and burn away what little time you have left before the world is ended.”

“Fuck you,” I snarled. I’d always heard that profanity was the last resort of the outmatched, —but fuck it. It felt good to swear in the face of a titan.

Prometheus gave me a smirk. “And to think I was beginning to enjoy your company,” the titan said. “I was even preparing to send you back to Earth, along with the party you brought with you to my Spire. Given the way time dilation works between realms, you would have had several years of freedom before my edict destroyed the world.”

I swallowed hard. “If you’d given it to me,” I told the titan, shaking my head, “I would have just found a way to come back here and take another shot at you!”

“Most likely you would,” Prometheus agreed.

“Tim!” Lexi writhed in her invisible bonds, freaking out as she struggled to get free. “I can’t move! I’m scared!”

Fuck. I wished I could go to my women. Even if this was the end, they deserved to die in my arms, rather than treading water against nothing. “It’s okay, Lexi!” I said. “All of you stay calm! I’ve got this!”

But I didn’t. What was I going to do?

“Once enough time has elapsed to prove that no one else will come,” Prometheus explained, “I will destroy everything and start over. We will wait a short while, just to be certain no one else attempts to convince me to accept a new world.”

That was it, then. Game over.

“Hey!” a little voice trilled. “What about my world?”

I managed to turn my head. Floating a few steps to my right was Frick, looking more pissed off than I’d ever seen the little imp. The suspending nature of the spell meant that he was constantly rotating through a miniature storm of his own frost like he was being held in the center of a snow globe.

“Frick?” I asked, looking at the little imp. “What are you doing?”

He looked at me like a kid in a candy store, beaming from ear to ear. “Don’t worry, Master,” the imp said, rubbing his hands together with glee. “I’ve got a plan!”

Somehow, despite knowing everything was about to end, I managed to laugh. Fuck it. Why not try everything we possibly could?

“I’m with you,” I told my monster. “I haven’t forgotten that it was you who saved me, Frick. That you were my first monster. I’d be dead a dozen times over if it wasn’t for you!”

“That’s right!” Frick agreed. “Hey, did you hear that, you big monster? Tim just admitted that I’m the real hero of this operation! Why don’t you test me? Are you chicken?”

The titan stared at Frick like he wasn’t sure what to make of the monster. When he didn’t respond immediately, Frick began squawking like a bird, tucking in his arms and flapping them like wings.

“You are serious?” Prometheus asked. Then, settling back on his heels, “You are serious.”

“Of course I’m serious!” Frick insisted, batting against the invisible wall. “Let me stand before you, oh mighty Titan! And bring Tim with me! Not that his powers can hold a candle to mine, but I could use the moral support!”

I didn’t think Prometheus would actually do it. The titan didn’t seem to have a sense of humor to speak of. But maybe that was why he entertained the notion of letting Frick try to convince him to remake the world.

“Very well,” the titan rumbled. “If you insist. Frick, approach. Tim Dent, you shall accompany the monster.”

My women were as quiet as church mice. I could tell they weren’t sure what to think of this—whether they dared hope it might work or not.

“Oh, you’ve got to be fucking kidding me,” Kyros snorted. “You’re going to let Frosty the Imp plead his case? He’s just going to talk our ears off until the world ends—”

“Quiet, Kyle!” Frick twisted the knife of the First Summoner’s true name, savoring the look of shock on his face. “Oh that’s right, I heard the truth! Frick’s ears hear everything!”

“Kyle?” Maria asked, snickering.

“Shut up!” Kyros said, his face flushing crimson.

“You had your chance to shine,” Frick said, hopping down from the latticework of magic. “Now, it’s Frick’s turn!”

To my surprise, I found that I could step down as well. I climbed to the floor of clouds and made the short walk over to the island, Frick waiting for me to join him.

“Are you sure about this?” I asked him, looking from the monster to the titan. “He’s a pretty serious guy. I don’t think he’s going to cotton onto your sense of humor.”

Frick dismissed my worries with a gesture. “Oh please! If there’s one thing I’ve learned on my adventures, Tim, it’s that humans and monsters are really all the same deep down!”

“We are?” Lezabel asked.

“Sure!” Frick beamed at her, then turned back to Prometheus. “We all want the same things! Good food, a little bit of respect, and frequent, hot sex with the members of our species!”

This last one made my women giggle uncontrollably. Even Prometheus looked as if his spirits had been slightly lightened. There might be something here, I thought, a strange hope fluttering in my chest. Something we can use to get through to the titan. To break his resolve.

What the hell. I had to try.

Kyros groaned and rolled his eyes. “Not all people want sex,” he said, eager to correct Frick. To put him in his place.

The little imp only shrugged in response. “Well, that’s what all of Tim’s mates seem to want!”

Kyros’ mouth snapped shut. The man hid his discomfort well, but the spots of color in his cheeks were a testament to how much he didn’t want to hear about me and my mates.

My women, on the other hand, were eating this up with a spoon. Maybe they realized there was a path here—if a complicated longshot of a path.

“You tell ’em, Frick!” Maria said, cheering the little imp on.

“This sounds like a fucking after-school special,” Kyros groaned. “Except with more swearing and sex talk.”

“Well, duh!” Frick put his hands on his hips and waddled forward. “That’s what makes it great!”

For his part, Prometheus was watching Frick with an unreadable expression. It was impossible to tell what the great titan thought—whether he saw my monster as a coda to his world-ending fantasies or as a genuine contender for the throne. Either way, he didn’t seem to be stopping us, so we were going to play this to the hilt.

“Very well,” the titan finally said. “I will listen to what you have to say, Frick. But unlike these two men, whose souls I have plumbed the depths of, you will not sway me with what lies within you. I suspect it would be paltry fare indeed.”

“Hey, I’m more than fair,” Frick said, misunderstanding. “My grade school teacher even said I was above average!”

“Frick,” I said, cutting the little imp off, “what he means is, you have to use your words.”

“Oh!”

The strangest feeling stole over me. As I looked at Prometheus, I realized that the two of us were still locked in combat. Our battle had never really ended. Except that instead of spells or weapons, I now wielded a four-foot-tall monster with a cringey sense of humor and a complete lack of social cues. Frick was the weapon with which I confronted the titan. With which I designed to hold back the void, to turn the tides themselves.

I had to talk to the little guy.

“One second,” I said, holding up a hand. Prometheus stared at it for a long moment, then nodded.

I knelt atop the clouds, bringing my face level with Frick’s. The little imp waited patiently to hear whatever it was I had to say.

“Listen, Frick,” I said, putting a hand on the monster’s shoulder. “This is really important. In fact, it might just be the most important thing that ever was. So you need to speak from the heart, okay?”

“Of course!” Frick sounded almost offended. “I always speak from the heart, Tim! You know that!”

I knew. “You need to tell Prometheus about the world and our adventures,” I whispered, giving the little imp all the instruction I could. “Make him believe that this world is worth saving, Frick. Please. You’re our last hope.”

The imp gave me a salute. “No worries, Master! I’ve got this in the bag!”

He turned to approach the titan. I put a hand on his shoulder. “Frick?”

“Uh-huh?”

“You don’t have to call me Master anymore,” I told the imp monster. “You’re not just a monster, dude—you’re my friend. Okay?”

Frick stared at me for a long moment, his imp’s jaw hanging open. Then he did a quite unexpected thing. He leaned forward and hugged me, pulling me into a frosty embrace.

“Thanks, Tim!” the imp said, squeezing me tight. “It’s good to know that you finally recognize my clear supremacy!”

I patted the imp on the shoulder as we broke the hug. “Go get ’em,” I said.

Frick barreled forward, fully intent on saving the world.

“I can’t believe this,” Kyros muttered from the side. “We’re really going to have to listen to this bullshit…”

As he spoke, Frick waddled closer and closer to Prometheus. He reached the edge of the cloud sea, and unlike me or Kyros, he didn’t hesitate. He lifted one broad, wide foot, placing it from the cloud onto the island where Prometheus waited.

His foot came down.

And stayed there.

Both Kyros and I gasped. Frick waddled onto the titan’s island like it was no big deal. He even waved to Prometheus like one friend greeting another. What it meant, I couldn’t tell, but it sure as hell meant something.

That slender, fragile hope in my chest began to grow.

“So, I wanted to talk about something,” the imp began. “Something that’s been on my mind since we got to the Spire—”

“What is that?” Kyros asked, cutting the imp off with a disrespectful snort. “Tacos, beer, and tits?”

Frick glared daggers at the First Summoner. I walked over to where Kyros sat on the ground and kicked him in the side. The man let out a yowl, his face filled with shock.

“You kicked me!” Kyros hissed.

“You deserve a lot worse than that,” I said calmly.

Kyros flushed. “I’ll pay you back for that,” he promised, caressing his side gently. Threats aside, he finally shut up.

“No,” Frick said, shaking his head, “it’s about that room. The one at the bottom of the Spire, where all the statues and stuff are. The place Tim refers to as the Hall of Heroes.”

“Hall of Heroes,” Prometheus repeated, putting a fist to his chin as he mused on it. “That is a most interesting name for such a place.”

“I was thinking the same thing!” Frick waved his arms, brimming with excitement. “You think it’s totally the wrong name for it, too, don’t you?”

Huh? This was something I hadn’t expected. I hadn’t given Frick this sort of guidance. The little imp was about to make a major misstep, I could feel it.

And yet Prometheus looked interested. The titan leaned forward as if something on the horizon had caught his attention. “What makes you say that?” he asked.

Frick was beaming like he’d never been happier. “Because,” he said, turning from the titan to all of us, “those guys didn’t really change anything, did they?”

Now, Prometheus looked really interested. Kyros opened his mouth to interject, but another swift kick in his ribs kept him from spoiling the moment.

“I saw all those pictures in the lobby, and I saw all those statues,” the little imp explained. “All those people who fulfilled your test and got to remake the world—none of it ever really came to anything, did it? Because they’re dead, and we’re here—in a world that’s totally unlike any of the ones they made! I realized, looking at all those paintings and statues, that you’ve done this a whole lot of times!”

Now, Prometheus looked positively riveted. I’d never seen the titan in such an emotional state before—he looked like someone who’d finally discovered a friend with their same unique, niche interest.

“There were a lot of trials that we had to go through to get here,” Frick said. “Some of them in the Spire, and some of them before we even got to the Spire. Like the whole ‘fusing up the ultimate monster’ thing. Pssh! As if you all don’t know that Frick is the best monster there is!”

The imp flexed like a bodybuilder, expecting us to fawn all over him. We didn’t, but Prometheus continued to watch him with a curious intensity. The titan appeared to be constantly on the verge of saying something, only to think better of it and keep his mouth shut.

He’s doing something, I realized, looking at Frick. Something about this little imp is getting through to Prometheus. After all, he said that Kyros and my visions for the future were boring to him. He wanted something new, right? Something he’s never seen before?

Frick fit the bill perfectly.

“But what I’ve been figuring, ever since we got here, is that this room is the real test.” Frick looked at Prometheus like he’d just figured out a particularly difficult section of a crossword puzzle. “We’re supposed to realize something here! This is the real puzzle, isn’t it, Mr. Titan? We’ve got to figure out what to tell you that’ll keep you from destroying the world!”

“Mister Titan?” Kyros gasped.

If Prometheus looked upset about being referred to in such terms, he certainly didn’t show it. “That may be the first wise thing a mortal has said to me in many, many years,” the titan said, shaking his head in amazement. “Please, Frick, continue. Tell me what you’ve discovered. Tell me the answer to the puzzle.”

There was something here. All along, there’d been a completely different game being played on top of the one we thought we knew. And Kyros and I had been blind to it. Him, because the only thing that mattered to Kyros was conquering the world and turning it into what he thought it ‘ought’ to be. And me, because my goal was simply to keep Kyros from winning—to keep the world from changing at all, save for a few small things.

What had we missed? What was the bigger picture?

I hadn’t known about it, but my most ridiculous monster had it all figured out.

“Now, I’m not a very smart monster sometimes,” Frick said. It was the only display of humility I’d ever seen from the little guy, and it made my whole harem laugh. “But it seems to me that maybe the world isn’t supposed to be perfect! And it’s not all supposed to be ruled over by one guy, either, because that’s boring! After all, you said that you were bored! And the worlds Kyle or Tim would make for you would just be even more boring and lead to you having to do this whole thing all over again!”

Prometheus was leaning forward now, looking eager. Fuck, were those tears in the corners of his inhuman eyes?

“Yes?” the titan asked. “So, what do I want, Frick?”

It’s like a genie, I realized, struck through like a bolt of lightning. Everyone always focuses on the wishes. They never turn around and set the genie free.

“I think,” Frick said, throwing a hand in the air, “that maybe what you really want is to stop having to do this!”

Silence reigned at the top of the Spire. Prometheus stared at Frick like he’d never seen the little guy before—like he was witnessing history in motion. The titan’s jaw hung open, nakedly stunned by the force of Frick’s logic. Or his anti-logic, perhaps.

“Please”—Kyros groaned—“that’s the dumbest thing I’ve ever heard…”

“You,” Prometheus said, kneeling down to look Frick in the eye, “are the wisest little creature I have ever met.”

Kyros made a noise like he’d just swallowed a bowling ball. Suddenly, I felt vindicated. If the First Summoner had already been dead, he’d never have been forced to watch this unfold.

“Frick the Wise,” Prometheus continued, looking awed. “For untold millennia, I have waited for someone with the intelligence to say to me what you have just said.” The titan inclined his mighty head. “Very well. I accept. How should the world be molded?”

And just like that, we’d won.

To his credit, Frick kept his cool. The imp could fly off the handle from a simple compliment, and do pirouettes when given a snack, yet being handed world-altering power didn’t ruffle his feathers. He thought it over, putting his little arms against his chin, then turned to me.

To Tim.

His friend.

“I think Tim is right,” the imp said. “Mostly right, anyway. The world should mostly stay the way it’s meant to be!”

“A bit disappointing,” Prometheus rumbled into the silence that followed, “but understandable. You would like no changes?”

A truly impish look spread across Frick’s face. “Wait!” he said, sticking a hand in the air. “I just thought of something! Ooh, and something else, too! Hey, I could do this…”

The imp pulled the titan aside, whispering into his stony ear. The longer he spoke, the more the titan’s facade of unbreakable, implacable silence began to shatter. Before long, the corner of his mouth was curled in a smirk.

By the time Frick finished making his suggestions, I saw something I’d never thought to witness in a million years. Prometheus laughing.

“Very well!” the titan said, standing and rising at last. “Your suggestions are indeed clever ones, Frick the Wise. I shall take them into account.” The titan cracked his fingers, stretching like a man about to begin his strength training. “And once that is finished, I’m going to take a very long, very overdue vacation…”

Somehow, I knew that it was Frick who’d given him that vacation. The little imp had seen what none of us noticed. We’d all been cowed by Prometheus’s massive body, his god-like features, and his inhuman grandeur. None of us saw him as the monster he truly was.

He wasn’t beyond the universe. He was part of it.

The titan clapped his hands together, and the world dissolved.


Chapter 19

When I came to, I was staring at an ordinary, cloudy sky. A light rain was falling, leaving my clothes cold and slightly damp. From the corner of my vision, I could just make out the bell tower of the Blackwood Institute.

We were home. Back on Earth.

I sat up with a groan, looking around the student commons. All my harem girls and monsters were accounted for, spread out around me in a pattern that probably conformed to some arcane sigil or another. What cheered me even more was seeing Headmaster Fallon and the Blackwood crew. Prometheus had been as good as his word—they’d been brought home safely, lying on the grass with no memory of what had happened after we walked through that final door. Later, I’d fill them in on everything they missed.

Lexi lay next to me on the grass. I leaned over and gripped her thigh, then woke her with a kiss. Her lips opened beneath mine as she groaned, her fingers grazing my back.

“That”—the co-ed panted as we broke the kiss—“is the best way to wake up.”

“We won,” I told her. The words were simple, but the feeling behind them was anything but. “We really did it, Lex. We saved the world.”

She pursed her lips. “Seems to me like Frick saved the world,” she said, arching one flawless eyebrow. “You just helped.”

My face fell. Then Lexi kissed me, even harder this time.

“I’m just kidding!” she said, hugging me close. “You totally saved us all! We’d have never made it to the top of the Spire without you, Tim! We’d have never beaten Kyros! You did it—you really fucking did it!”

I hugged her even tighter, nibbling at her earlobe as we celebrated. “I’m going to get you so pregnant,” I whispered in her ear, my hands straying toward her pert rump. “You and all the other girls. We’re going to make one hell of an adorable family…”

I was still thinking about it when a voice made me turn. “Tim!” Maria cried, pointing behind me. “Look!”

I looked. Behind us all, the long shadow of the Spire had begun to shrink. What had been an uncanny tower stretching to the farthest reaches of the sky was now lowering itself back to the Earth, becoming an ordinary facility for Monster Fusion once more. The students and teachers on the green gasped as they watched it transform, tears in their eyes.

Good thing, too, I told myself, watching the Spire reconfigure its bones. We don’t have Aquinas any longer to aid in Monster Fusion. We’ll need to do it all by ourselves from now on. Thankfully, Blackwood will keep its Spire.

I had more experience with it than just about any man alive. And my women could help.

“You did it,” Lezabel said, crawling over to me as the Spire resettled in the center of the green. “My hero.”

“Captain, we won!” Shortcake growled, doing a little cartwheel on her way over to us. “Group hug!”

We hugged. Holding my women felt amazing, especially now that I knew nothing would hurt them, ever again. We’d won the day, and now we’d never need to worry about the world being destroyed. All thanks to the bonds we’d forged within our harem.

And thanks to Frick, I thought.

Hey, wait a second.

“Where’s Frick?” I asked. I left the embrace of my harem and rose to my feet, walking back and forth across the green. “Frick? Frick!”

The imp was nowhere to be found. The rest of my monsters were all present and accounted for, but the little frost imp appeared to have flown the coop. Where could he possibly be?

A dark little worry nibbled at the back of my mind. Prometheus had called him Frick the Wise. Maybe he hadn’t wanted the imp to leave. Maybe the cost of making whatever changes Frick wanted to make was leaving us all…

Just then, the sound of an engine reached my ears. I turned and saw a miniature monster truck speeding toward me. Turf shot this way and that from beneath its oversized wheels, which bounced up and down on the suspension every time the vehicle hit a rock or a clump of dirt. As I watched, the whole thing went up on its back two wheels, roaring like a hungry lion.

Frick sat behind the wheel. The imp wore a jaunty helmet and a pair of fingerless gloves and looked like he was having the time of his life.

“First thing I changed!” Frick called out, driving his monster truck past me. “I can summon and unsummon it at will. Vroom Vroom! I’m GRAAAVE DIGGER, Tim! I’m gonna go smash up a demolition derby!”

I looked back at my women, who were all staring at Frick like he’d gone completely insane. Maybe he had. Either way, he deserved everything he had. If he wanted to drive his own monster truck around from now on, then he totally could.

“He’s absolutely nuts,” I said, smiling from ear to ear. “I’m so glad we have him on our team.”

With that handled, there was only one little matter to dispense with before the celebration could truly begin. Kyros.

The First Summoner had been returned to Blackwood along with the rest of us. Like the students and teachers who’d come out to watch the Spire transform, he’d been staring in stunned silence at the show unfolding around him. Now, he saw me gunning for his location and got up, then started to run.

He didn’t get far.

Lezabel took a flying leap through the air, extending her wings. She soared over Kyros’ head as he fled across the student common, landing a short distance ahead of him and spreading her arms to catch him. The First Summoner froze, turning and looking for another way out.

He found nothing but us waiting for him.

My women made a circle around Kyros, their weapons and spells at the ready. Kyros might have been able to put up a fight under different circumstances, but right now, he was gravely wounded—Prometheus hadn’t deigned to fix that gut wound of his before sending him back to Earth. The man was limping horribly and wouldn’t be able to run much longer.

“Kyros,” I said, stepping into the fray. “Or should I say, Kyle?”

The First Summoner’s lips peeled back over his teeth. “This isn’t over,” he hissed, looking from my women to me like he still might be able to take us all on and walk away with all his teeth. “You haven’t saved the world yet, Tim Dent. Not by a fucking longshot!”

“Let’s make this easy,” I said, shaking my head. “Surrender, Kyros. After everything we’ve been through, I’m willing to let you spend the rest of your life inside a magically reinforced cell instead of putting you in the ground.”

Kyros shook his head. “Not going to happen.”

“Good.” I grinned. “Honestly, I was hoping you’d do something stupid. I’d much rather kill you. It just fulfills my sense of honor to give you the option of surrendering peacefully.”

The First Summoner swallowed hard, realizing what I’d had planned for him all along. “I’ll be back,” he swore, slashing his fingers through the air. “You haven’t seen the last of me!”

A cut opened in the air just in front of Kyros. Through it, I saw darkness and smelled decay. A bit of ash blew in through the opening, sprinkling itself through the grass.

Trephine, I realized, my heart sinking. He’s running to Trephine?

“I’ll find some way to reestablish the old order of monsters,” the man promised. “And once I do, I’ll come back here and feed you your own ego, Dent! I’ll burn Blackwood to cinders! I’ll climb that Spire and take my rightful place at the top of the universe so that I can bend over and piss all over all of you…!”

Kyros was still ranting when I saw movement on the opposite side of the Fissure. Behind it, I saw the massive cracked egg of the old Spire’s heart. Instantly, I knew just what the First Summoner had stepped into.

I smiled.

A hairy, segmented arm shot through the gap and grabbed Kyros. He tried to run but found his feet to be tied up with thick strands of webbing. He struggled in its grip but found no purchase.

The arm was followed by another, then another. As my harem girls shrank away from the Fissure, the body of a naked woman appeared through the gap. Dark hair framed a face with even darker eyes, her long tresses covering her breasts. At her waist, where a woman’s favors would have been, her body gave way to a spider’s carapace.

“No!” Kyros shrieked, his voice shooting up an octave. “No, you can’t!”

“Kyrosss, my love,” Symonetta hissed. The spider woman’s face filled with a twisted, toxic kind of love. “Come with me…”’

Kyros turned to me, screaming and begging for help. I didn’t listen to him for a second.

He was still screaming when Symonetta dragged him into the dark.

The Fissure rolled itself up like a carpet, disappearing and leaving only the faint smell of ozone behind. My women stared at the place where it had been for a long moment, then began to laugh.

“Maybe we’ll go in and get him out someday,” I said, shaking my head, “but probably not. Boy, I’d hate to be that guy right now.”

But I wasn’t that guy. I was me, and I was home. And I’d won.

A figure beckoned from the edge of the green. It was Headmaster Fallon, waving.

“Welcome back to Blackwood, Dent,” the man said, surrounded by what looked like the entire student body. “Looks like you’ve got some stories to tell.”

I most certainly did.

I intended to have a much better experience at Blackwood my second time around.


Chapter 20

In the end, I declined the position of headmaster at the Blackwood Institute.

Oh, it wasn’t easy. There were some people in positions of power and influence on the faculty who wanted nothing more than to jettison Headmaster Fallon and put me in his place. Especially after the business of the Spire. The celebrations that came just after my triumphant return, with all the rumors of orgies and freaky sex rituals that trailed after did little to dent my reputation.

But I didn’t want it. And the orgy rumors were mostly fake, anyway.

What I did want, however, was a place in that world. I’d spent some time thinking about what Lexi and Maria said about my future—about the need to balance growing my family with having adventures. And, like my monster Frick, I realized there was a bigger picture I’d been missing out on all this time. The two options had been presented to me like they were mutually exclusive like I could only have one sort of life. But if there was anything I’d learned on my adventures, it was that life was way bigger than any of us could have possibly imagined.

So in a world where a guy like me could have a harem of beautiful women, why not try to have it all?

Blackwood had been only too happy to sign on the dotted line. Consultant Tim Dent didn’t quite have the ring to it that headmaster did, but I relished my newfound freedom as a member of adjunct faculty. Almost as much as I relished the paycheck.

After all, I had a growing family to think of.

“Most of you,” I said, gesturing at the blackboard, “are going to do intensely stupid things the first time you open a Fissure.”

The class listened to me with rapt attention. The speech was mostly greatest hits I’d cribbed from my favorite instructor, but it didn’t really matter. Every new student who’d signed up for this orientation did so because they knew what a hero I was. It didn’t hurt that ninety percent of them were female or that one hundred percent of them were hot.

They were listening, sure, but mostly, they were looking at me.

“The first time you court a monster will be one of the most ridiculous moments of your life,” I said, grinning. “If you’re lucky, it’ll be the start of a great adventure. But most of you are going to fall on your face the first time you try.”

Students scribbled notes into notebooks. An olive-skinned girl with a dark ponytail was filling hers with hearts in the front row, along with her and my initials. I’d already made a mental note to have some ‘extra credit’ sessions with her later, but for now, she was just another member of the class.

“In a different time, I would’ve told you that Latents don’t have a chance at forming a Pact with a monster,” I said, leaning back on the classroom’s desk, “but things are different now. The research that’s being done at Blackwood confirms that the differences between recessive-gene carriers for magic, known as Latents, and dominant-gene carriers called Summoners, are actually far smaller than we think…”

These girls were definitely thinking about my dominant side. The girl in the front row raised her hand, but just as she did, the bell rang. Just in time, I thought.

“That’ll be all for today,” I said as students packed up their things. “Fissure training begins tomorrow. My advice is to wear comfortable clothes. Nothing too revealing…”

Girls snickered at that. “In that case, Professor Dent, wouldn’t the best attire be to just open the Fissure naked?” It was the girl in the front row, who’d been doodling hearts and giving me fuck-me eyes all lesson.

“Well, it might be cold on the other side,” I said mildly. Several students chuckled. “Besides, most monsters would be too distracted by your beauty to even think about forming a Pact.”

The girl’s jaw dropped. Her cheeks colored, her eyes shining with obvious interest. “Professor Dent—”

“It’s just Tim Dent,” I said, shaking my head, “and I’m going on sabbatical in two weeks, so I want to see every single one of you negotiating with monsters successfully before then. All of you are going to look stupid on your first day, but you’ll get over that quickly. Trust me. I did.”

That led to more snickering. “Going on vacation?” the olive-skinned girl asked, no doubt picturing me and my harem in swimsuits. “Somewhere warm?”

“Maybe,” I told her. “It’s kind of a surprise. You’ll all find out more soon. Now, go home and study. No parties!”

Fat chance of that, I thought, shaking my head as the students filed out. Blackwood’s even more of a party school than it used to be—thanks to me. That wasn’t what I had in mind when I saved the world…

It wasn’t. But I was going to enjoy it anyway.

The halls were mostly empty by the time I finished packing up my books and headed out. I’d half-expected Lezabel to be waiting for me, but her class had probably gone over again. Both she and Shortcake had accepted teaching positions at the school as part of the new monstrous improvement program. Lexi and Maria worked in administration, doing work that kept them out of the line of spells and dangerous weapons.

After all, Blackwood couldn’t have pregnant women working in conditions like that.

I whistled a jaunty tune as I made my way out of the building and crossed the green. At this time of evening, the place was packed with students and teachers. I gave out my share of well wishes and high fives, but I didn’t linger too long in any one place. Not when I had somewhere to be.

My destination lay at the back of the school, in the oldest cluster of Blackwood’s buildings. It hadn’t started its life as a bar, but it had been one for so long that most people assumed it had always been that way. The place had ebbed and flowed at different times throughout the Institute’s history, but right now, it was on a definite upswing. Probably because of the new management, I thought with a smile.

The sign over the door said FRICK’S in the most outrageous font I’d ever seen. A tiny monster truck was parked right out front.

I stepped inside, where the sounds of revelry and conversation washed over me like a soothing balm. Despite my admonition against partying, it looked like half my class was here getting drinks now that classes were over. With a shrug, I decided I’d probably have done the same if I’d been able to spend my ordinary time as a student.

A hand shot up as I entered. “Dent! Over here!”

The table in the corner of the room was ours, by Frick’s edict. When the little imp monster took over the building, he’d insisted that the ‘heroes’ of Blackwood would have their own table to knock back drinks and tell stories about the good old days. That we’d have a real Hall of Heroes, not the fake one that Prometheus had created at the bottom of his Spire.

I had to say, it was working out pretty well so far.

Headmaster Fallon sat at the table, with Shortcake next to him. As the new leader of the Blackwood Institute, the man couldn’t be seen getting blackout drunk at any establishment, not even the college’s. But it was imperative that he make enough public appearances to seem like a man of the people. With him, he didn’t need to seem.

Shortcake had no such restrictions. The goblin girl was in her cups and looked to have lapped Fallon several times over where drinks were concerned. She saw me and waved me over, her face lighting up with happiness at the sight of her man.

“Captain, we were just talking about you!” the goblin girl said, waving her flagon of ale. “Come sit!”

I sat. Heads swiveled around the room to look at me as I took my place next to the headmaster, then gave my goblin harem girl an affectionate pat on the head. When I scratched behind her ears, she made a noise like I’d put my fingers to a different, more sensitive part of her anatomy. Several students blushed, though more looked jealous of what Shortcake was getting.

“Lezabel texted me to say she’d be along shortly,” Fallon informed me, handing me an untouched ale. “Lexi and Maria should be on their way as well. How was your first orientation?”

I thought it over, though I was mostly thinking about the co-ed in the front row. “Interesting,” I told the man. “I liked it. I’ll have to try out more classes at Blackwood.”

“You’re always welcome to teach,” the man said, gesturing at a few other faculty members who’d just joined us. “We could use all the help we could get. The whole damn rule book’s been blown wide open since you and your harem came back!”

Headmaster Fallon wasn’t exaggerating. The news that Latents had the ability to cast spells and form Pacts outside of Earth was now common knowledge, and that knowledge threatened to upend centuries of tradition. The prejudice between those with the recessive gene for magic and those with the dominant one was at an all-time low.

Though I couldn’t help but notice that the old Latent mantra of finding a cute Summoner and becoming one of his women was still every bit as strong as ever. Even stronger, from what I’d noticed. It was like my coming back was the starting gun for everyone to pair up and start forming a harem. From what I’d heard, Fallon had three women in the headmaster’s quarters every night, and there was talk of a fourth.

One of the faculty members who’d joined us leaned forward, dropping their voice beneath the muted roar of the crowd. “You’re still planning on this trip in a couple of weeks?” they asked, their eyes gleaming with interest.

Ah yes. That was the other part of my work with Blackwood.

“Absolutely,” I said, nodding in Headmaster Fallon’s direction. “It’s high time we start mapping out the other realms. Now that I’ve proven it’s possible for a Summoner to travel through a Fissure, there’s no excuse not to learn what’s out there.”

“And anyone who wishes to go will be invited?” another teacher asked. “Are you sure you shouldn’t install a… a reservation system or something along those lines?”

I shook my head. “It’s important that everyone who wants to expand their horizons is given the opportunity to do so. Believe me, I don’t relish the thought of holding the hands of hundreds of students while I guide them through a Fissure to Hyperborea or Lagoon.”

The looks on the faces of the faculty told me they thought differently. That I’d gladly do a hell of a lot more than just hold hands with Blackwood’s female students.

I didn’t argue the point. “But I’ll do it. Besides, I have a sneaking suspicion we might discover a few Summoners with a similar ability on this trip. Others who can open Fissures and travel between realms.”

“What makes you so sure?” someone asked.

I looked over the heads of the faculty. On the opposite side of the bar, Frick was holding court. The little imp mixed up drinks and served them to the attractive students of Blackwood, adding in a bit of his frost as a finishing touch. His drinks were wildly popular, and his performance at the local demolition derby was even more so.

As I locked eyes with my monster, Frick smiled and gave me a single nod.

What makes me sure? I wondered. Maybe it’s the fact that the world got remade by a very close friend of mine. Someone who has a vested interest in making sure I’m not the only guy who can travel between realms.

Or maybe it was for the same reason that I knew we wouldn’t find any more of the so-called ‘Ultimate’ monsters wandering around the realms. King Ryu was still around, of course, but all the other monsters of that level seemed to have disappeared shortly after I’d returned from the Spire. People believed they’d just gone into hiding, that they were fleeing now that the realms were open, but I knew differently.

Without those monsters, no one can fuse up Prometheus, I told myself. And if no one can fuse the ultimate life form, then Prometheus gets the vacation he’s been longing for.

Wherever the titan was, I hoped he was happy. I suspected he was.

“I just know,” I said with a smile and a shrug. “Just say I’ve Got a Feeling.”

As if summoned by my thought, the same song came on the jukebox. I bobbed along with Paul McCartney’s kicking bassline as Lexi and Maria filed into the bar, waving at me as they approached. Both wore big smiles and satchels over their shoulders, which were filled with documents. The business of running Blackwood behind the scenes was more complicated than most expected.

An untrained eye wouldn’t have noticed anything different about my women. Only my experienced gaze could notice the slight swelling around their bellies or the fullness in their faces that hadn’t been there before. Both Lexi and Maria were carrying my child. In fact, they’d both popped a positive pregnancy test on the same day.

There had been much celebration, believe you me.

“You talking about the trip?” Maria asked, taking the seat next to mine and draping an arm over my shoulder. That’s how she referred to it, just as ‘the trip’.

“Of course he is,” Lexi purred. Headmaster Fallon moved down a seat without being told, giving Lexi the chair on my opposite side. Both women rested their heads on me, relaxing after a long day.

“Honestly,” Maria said, “we both know why you’re planning this expedition.”

“Huh?” I asked, feigning innocence. “I have no idea what you’re talking about.”

The pair shared a look. “Uh-huh,” Maria said. “You’ve got a habit of dragging attractive Latents all over the realms with you, Consultant Dent. My bestie and I remember every freezing cold night and every monster fight we had to deal with along the way!”

“You’d do it all again in a second,” I said, giving Maria a pinch on the bottom. “Besides, this won’t be like that. We’re only going to be traveling to—”

“Low-level, safe Fissures,” Lexi said, rolling her eyes. She’d heard the phrase dozens of times during the planning stages. “Suuuure you will. The second some cute girl with dark eyes and a clever mouth bats her eyelashes at you, you’re going to be off on another adventure!”

I thought about the co-ed from class and smiled. Dimly, I wondered if she’d already signed up. If not, I’ll have to suggest it to her…

“Who knows?” I said with a shrug. “It’s a whole new world out there. Maybe we’ll even see Frick racing a stock car one of these days. Who knows?”

Lezabel arrived, and my group was complete. The demoness took a drink from Shortcake and clinked glasses with me, while Lexi and Maria both drank water. The co-eds patted their bellies and smiled at me, winking as we discussed preparations for the upcoming field trip through the realms.

There was every sort of promise in those smiles.

As we drank and celebrated our new lives, I reminded myself that whatever came next, I’d be able to face it. I had a family, a support system, and a sense of purpose that I’d lacked before. I knew now that my life would never have been this good if it hadn’t been for the day the Blackwood Institute had been turned upside down by the First Summoner. I might have had Lexi Caldwell, true, but I wouldn’t have had this.

Oh, I thought, trading knowing smiles with Lezabel. And I’m known throughout the magical world as the summoner who saved existence from both Kyros and Prometheus. Pretty sure I’ll have an easy time of it wherever I go after a thing like that.

I’d tried to pass the credit off to Frick and my other monsters, but the story hadn’t stuck. No matter what we did, I was still the hero as far as everyone else was concerned. Eventually, we’d just all started to accept it.

But I was okay with it now. Someone had to be the hero, after all. Prometheus was gone, and Kyros was a chew toy, but there’d be other threats. Other dangers. Other things that needed to be stopped in order to keep the world safe.

Which was why I was training up the next generation.

In more ways than one.

As the conversation continued, I let my hands rest on Lexi and Maria’s bellies. I felt a gentle kick from inside both women. My babies to-be, I thought proudly. I can’t wait to meet you.

It wasn’t long ago that I had no idea magic was real.

Now I knew it was, truly.

And I wasn’t talking about spells.

End of Realm Master
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