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Chapter 1

“The most important part of being a Summoner,” Instructor Fallon said, “is knowing when to keep your damn mouth shut.”

I stood in a row of trainees, keeping my damn mouth shut as best as I could. On either side of me, young people stood wearing robes, each emblazoned with the logo of the Blackwood Institute for Summoning Studies. Six geometric shapes to the left of me, and six to the right: each bisected by one of twelve swords.

That made me lucky recruit number thirteen.

“The first time you manage to successfully coax a monster out of a Fissure,” the instructor continued, “will likely be one of the stupidest moments of your life. I’ve seen better Summoners than you—people wiser than you’ll ever be, Summoners whose boots you’re frankly not fit to clean with your tongues—turn into ravening idiots the first time a monster comes plodding out into the mundane world.”

Sheesh, I thought. Laying it on a little thick, aren’t we?

“If you are lucky enough to snag a monster from the Realm we’re about to touch, do not make the first move. Don’t say anything, don’t cry out—don’t even make any hand gestures, if you can manage that. Treat this like the Sadie Hawkins dance, and you’re the shy wallflower standing in the back of the gymnasium playing video games instead of trying to pick up a girl.”

Instructor Fallon grimaced, as if he were mentally picturing each trainee in that exact position and found that we fit the role a little too well. “If the monster wants to form a pact, it’ll talk to you. And if it doesn’t want to talk, then you’re going to have to make it talk.”

Half the group standing with me had flinched when the instructor swore. The other half looked like they were still figuring out how they’d gotten here—to this private academy, nestled in the most expensive and desirable section of River City.

This wasn’t the sort of place ordinary people went for an education, and indeed we weren’t ordinary people. We were Summoners: people with the ability to make contact with other worlds, bring monsters from over there to Earth, then bind them and make them our own.

The Institute was currently filled to the brim with Summoners. People from all over the world, who could command monsters to do their bidding, had come here for some special anniversary event, returning to their old academy, the single place in the entire world where Summoners were taught. I’d heard someone say that every last summoner on Earth was currently somewhere on the Academy grounds. All those old hats didn’t matter much to me. Like everyone else in this class, I was just here to learn how to summon badass monsters.

“Most of you,” Instructor Fallon said with obvious relish, “will not be Summoners.”

Okay. So not all of us were going to make the cut.

“Many of you will not even be able to open up a Fissure,” the instructor continued, walking across the tiled floor. “Even this small task will elude you, in your untrained state.”

The room we were in doubled as a classroom during more ordinary lectures, with seats in tiered rows like a college lecture hall. The hall sloped gently to both sides, giving the rows behind me the appearance of an amphitheater where some rock band was about to go on stage.

Except today, I got the impression that we were the entertainment.

As the instructor droned on, continuing to insult our intelligence, I marveled for what felt like the millionth time that magic was real.

I’d learned this recently. A few nights ago, I’d been an ordinary college student, attending orientation for my classes and getting settled into my room at the dorms. Shortly after one of these sessions, I’d come back to my new room with visions of pizza and video games on my mind to find my roommate waiting at the door:

“Hey Tim. There’s a really weird letter here for you?”

If anything, weird had been understating it. I found out from interrogating our RA that the letter had been delivered by a black-liveried courier, dressed like someone out of a Charles Dickens novel.

The messenger had refused to explain anything to the people in charge, insisting that the envelope be placed in my hands by any means necessary. As if these were secret documents in a war, instead of a bill or a demand to appear in court or whatever I’d thought it had to be.

I remember opening the letter. It lit up the whole dorm room like a freaking Christmas tree when I pulled the flap of the envelope all the way open and retrieved the vellum from within. My roommate had screamed and jumped behind the futon, hitting the deck like a soldier in a movie getting shelled.

Fireworks. My invitation to Blackwood had come with fireworks.

The message had been as brief as it was confusing:

Dear Timothy Dent,

The Blackwood Institute for Summoning Studies has agreed to accept you as a provisional member. Please arrive promptly at the front door of your residence at 8:30 (AM) tomorrow morning. A car will arrive with a driver to bring you to our location, where your aptitude for our particular program of study will be tested and—if such things are possible—refined.

Lunch will be provided.

In the end, it had been the promise of a free lunch that had gotten me to the front of the dorms the next morning—along with the feeling that this was all some kind of prank. I’d spent the previous night scouring TikTok for some sort of freaky ‘wizard school’ trend, but if this was some viral thing, it hadn’t taken off yet.

It had been raining the next morning. Most of the students still awake had been partying until late in the previous night, and looked like hell. I was comparatively put together in a t-shirt and jeans, though I was 99% sure there wasn’t going to be any damned car waiting for me on the street in front of the dormitory at 8:30 sharp.

And I was right. There wasn’t a car.

There was a goddamned limousine.

The rest, as they say, is history.

“Dent!” Instructor Fallon’s voice snapped me back to the present moment. “Are you listening to me?”

“Uh, yeah,” I said, standing up a little straighter. The brief, absurd urge to say ‘sir, yes sir!’ like this were a military boot camp flickered through my mind. Probably because the guy leading us looked like he pulled those creatures out of the portal bare handed and wrestled them into submission. He had a scraggly gray beard and an eyepatch, and his baggy robes couldn’t hide his big barrel of a chest. Guy probably did his gym reps with monsters for weights too.

A slow smile spread across the instructor’s mouth. “Then tell me what I just said.”

I opened my mouth, but nothing came out. Shit.

“Exactly,” Instructor Fallon said, giving the group a firm nod. “You don’t listen, Dent, you’re going to get yourself killed!”

At the mention of my last name, one of the recruits in line gave a little start and looked my way. She was so tiny that she practically disappeared in between the trainees on either side of her: standing next to me, the top of her head would have barely come up to my shoulders. I’d been sneaking glances over at her from time to time all throughout the briefing, because there was something strangely familiar about her. I felt as if I’d seen her before, though I couldn’t quite place where.

“Since you seem to be incapable of taking instructions, Dent, you’ll have to go last,” the instructor said. “Remember: just because you fail at your first attempt at summoning a fissure, it does not mean you don’t have the potential to become a student here permanently. Latents might not be as flashy as full-fledged Summoners, but they’re useful in their own way.”

Latents? Full-fledged? I’d missed something important, I could tell. But at the moment, all I could focus on was the cute, petite girl staring across the room at me. Her eyes widened, and a strangled sound of recognition left her throat.

“Tim!?” the girl asked. “Is that you?”

It was the voice that did it for me. I suddenly put the name together with the face, and I reeled in recognition. “Lexi!?” I said, heedless of the fact that Instructor Fallon was staring at both of us with a sour, pissed-off expression. “Holy shit, what are you doing here?”

I’d known Lexi Caldwell since high school, though the two of us hadn’t been close. We’d run in different social circles: she’d been into pop-punk music, skating, and general angst, while I hung out with a bunch of chess-playing video game nerds. The only thing we had in common was a propensity to sneak over to the convenience store across the street from our school, the one where the clerk looked the other way when someone clearly underage wanted to buy an oversized bottle of alcohol.

I’d heard she’d been accepted to the same college as me, and I’d wondered in a vague sort of way if our paths might cross despite our different majors. The last thing I’d ever expected was to find her here, in the middle of my first magic lesson.

“I got a letter,” Lexi said with a shocked chuckle. “The same as you, I guess?”

Everyone was staring at us now. In their defense, Lexi Caldwell was easy to stare at. A petite, slim blonde with pin-straight hair, she’d no doubt turned plenty of heads besides mine.

Guys looked at a girl as short and cute as her and naturally got to wondering what kind of positions they could fit her into in the bedroom—though Lexi hadn’t been at all one of those kinds of girls from what I could remember. Several guys in line fixed me with looks that had an edge of envy to them.

Before we could get any closer, the instructor coughed. “So you two know each other,” he said, his gaze traveling from me to Lexi and back again. “Well, don’t get fucking cute about it. You have new lives now, here at the Academy. Everything that came before is bullshit.”

“Caldwell—you’re up first.” Instructor Fallon looked as if he’d just decided this—and like he’d chosen her to go up first specifically to punish me. Like he was pissed off that I’d ruined the flow of his lesson, or something like that.

The instructor motioned for Lexi to approach the stage at the front of the room. She did so hesitantly, gazing back at me every couple of steps nervously.

“Very good,” the instructor said. He pulled up his sleeve to reveal something thick and heavy wrapped around his wrist. At first, I took it to be an oversized watch—but from the looks on the other trainees, this was something else I’d missed while lost in thought. “Are you ready, Caldwell?”

“I’ll give it a shot,” Lexi said, accepting the device. She fastened it around her wrist, holding it tightly with her other hand. The thing was so big that it would have slipped right over her wrist otherwise. “Is there anything specific I need to do?”

As if in response to her question, the thing around her wrist began to vibrate. It had a thick leather band and an old green and black LCD screen, which lit up with a radioactive glow as Lexi stared into its depths.

“Choose the first option on the list,” the instructor said, his voice calmer now. “Hyperborea.”

Lexi did so, pushing buttons. “Alright,” she said after a moment. “I’m ready.”

Instructor Fallon guided Lexi through the motions. “You have to point the Digital Grimoire at the location you want to rip open the fissure,” he explained, showing off the device to the rest of the class at the same time.

It took Lexi several tries to get the proper hand motion. When it finally clicked, the device on her wrist sputtered to life, flashing on and off like a neon sign. The air a short distance away shimmered with a faint blue aura. Suddenly I had a headache, my eyes and sinuses aching like a big thunderstorm was on the way.

Several people on either side of me flinched, so it wasn’t just me. Magic, I thought, amazed. This is actual magic Lexi is doing. Magic that I could do, too!

My hopes for college had been replaced with something much stranger, and far more awesome. Up until now, I’d been halfway doubting the reality of the situation—I’d mostly managed to convince myself everything I’d heard so far about summoning monsters was just bullshit. Some kind of modern cult, or a pyramid scheme aimed at bilking the gullible out of their savings.

All that dissolved as Lexi ripped a hole in reality. A sound like a massive zipper being pulled downward filled the auditorium, and a thin slit in the middle of the air appeared. It was about ten feet tall, and stretched to an inch or two above the surface of the stage.

“Good!” Instructor Fallon sounded surprised, like he hadn’t expected his first trainee to get this far. “Now focus, Caldwell! Increase the flow traveling through the Digital Grimoire and rip that fissure wide open!”

Titanic energies coursed through the auditorium. Even if I couldn’t see them, I could feel them. The room felt as hot and humid as a sauna, the smell of ozone filling every corner. Near the end of the line, one of the recruits doubled over, spitting bile onto the tiled floor.

Lexi frowned deeply, her brows furrowing together. God, she’s really cute, I thought, watching her work. Back in school, Lexi Caldwell had been so far out of my social sphere that she might as well have been on the moon, but if we were going to attend Blackwood together, we’d be spending a lot of time in close quarters. I’d even heard the men’s and women’s dorms on campus were right next to each other.

How crazy would it be if the two of us hooked up? I thought, watching as Lexi punched buttons on the wrist-mounted device Instructor Fallon had called a ‘Digital Grimoire’. I mean, maybe not, but we could at least be friends. It’s nice to know I won’t be completely alone in this weird ass version of Hogwarts…

Finally, Lexi relented. A thin sheen of sweat had broken out on her face, and the look of deep concentration she’d worn until a few moments ago had turned over into despair.

“Shit,” she grunted, looking like she wanted to throw the instructor’s device on the ground. “I can’t do it! The fissure won’t open!”

“That’s alright. It was a good try.” The instructor took the device back from Lexi and scanned it with a stern expression, pushing buttons like the device was an extension of his own body. The man’s frown deepened as he read a page of text on the green and black screen—it looked like some kind of diagnostic. “Go to the right-hand side of the stage, Caldwell.”

Lexi swallowed hard. “Does that mean…?”

In a move I found surprisingly gentle considering his earlier demeanor, Instructor Fallon put a hand on Lexi’s shoulder. “Latents are still extremely important to Blackwood, Lexi. You’ll still be able to train and command monsters. You’ll have a place here, you understand that? The fact that you managed to get as far as you did means you have that skill.”

Those words didn’t cheer Lexi in the slightest. Her chin began to tremble.

“Oh… okay.” She sniffed, wiping her eyes with the back of her sleeve. “Thank you for the opportunity. I’m… I’m just glad to be here…”

Head down, Lexi retreated from the stage. She cast me a single, pained look, as if to say she hoped what happened to her didn’t happen to me. I made a little fist and pressed it to my chest in a gesture of solidarity, which made her nod and faintly smile.

“Let this be a lesson to all of you,” the instructor said, his eyes slowly coming to rest on me. “Even if this test reveals you don’t have the potential to become a full Summoner, you can still be useful to the Blackwood Institute. Latents don’t have the ability to open fissures, summon monsters, or form Pacts with them to turn them into familiars. But they can be given monsters for training, they can lead them in battle—in fact, some of our best monster handlers are Latents. There’s no shame in your result, Caldwell.”

So that’s what I missed, I thought. Shit, there really was a lot of difference between a Latent and a full Summoner. From the look on the instructor’s face, he wasn’t terribly surprised that his first recruit had only proved themselves capable of the powers of a Latent. There had to be way more Latents than people capable of binding new monsters.

Distantly, I wondered how many of the trainees would have the power to open the fissure. One? Two?

Latent, Summoner, whatever, being able to do any magic was crazy awesome in my books, though the distinction between the two clearly meant a lot to Lexi. I decided I’d try to cheer her up later.

One of the trainees raised his hand. “Can’t Summoners cast magic spells, too? And Latents can’t?”

Several heads raised at this.

Instructor Fallon wrinkled his nose, miffed, like he’d been hoping to avoid this exact point. “Personal magic is not the focus of the Blackwood Institute,” the man said, crossing his arms over his chest. “Our mission is the capture, training, and deployment of monsters from various realms, using them both as tools to learn more about these mysterious worlds we cannot enter, and as familiars to aid us in battle.”

There was a pause, as everyone realized he hadn’t answered the question.

“But yes,” the instructor admitted, “full Summoners are capable of learning a small number of spells. Don’t expect that you’ll go around destroying cities, even if you prove to have the potential to become a full Summoner. But it is indeed another difference between full Summoners and Latents.”

Something the man said stuck in my craw. “What do you mean, we cannot enter?” I asked. “You can open a hole in the world, but you can’t walk through?”

Several people sighed at me like I’d just drooled all over my own shoes. The instructor winced, and one student actually facepalmed.

I was beginning to wonder if there wasn’t some introductory orientation I’d missed, that everyone else had been privy to before I’d arrived.

“It’s obvious you haven’t been listening to anything I’ve said,” Instructor Fallon grunted, shaking his head derisively. “So perhaps I’ll have another student educate you. Caldwell!”

Lexi gave a start like someone had slapped her. “Yes, instructor?”

“Explain to our deaf recruit why we can’t explore the realms on the other side of fissures.”

I met Lexi’s eyes. Hers filled with sympathy, while I just wanted to know what I was missing. Her lips formed a tight little line, and then she began to explain, as if reciting from a book.

“Fissures form gaps between realms,” she explained. “Typically, Earth and one of the Monstrous Realms. A fissure is one-way for human beings, but two-way for monsters. They can enter or exit freely, while humans can only remain on Earth. The reasons for this are not fully understood, although they’re one of the key research topics studied by the Blackwood Institute.”

“That’s very good,” the instructor said, giving me a faint smirk. “Except unlike those eggheads, I know why we can’t enter and exit fissures.”

The class looked surprised.

“It’s because they’re for monsters,” he said. “And human beings are not monsters. And with that lesson complete, Dent, I think it’s time for you to try.”

Shit. I’d been hoping for a few extra minutes of preparation time to ready myself for my attempt with the Digital Grimoire. Obviously, Instructor Fallon had noticed, and decided to watch me embarrass myself. Oh well, jokes on him, I was too giddy about doing any magic whatsoever to feel shame for not being the best.

As I stepped onto the stage, I wondered if there was anything to the notion that Lexi had almost opened a fissure, only to fall short at the last step. Was it possible that Latents weren’t quite as, well, Latent as they appeared?

Questions for another time, Tim, I told myself. You’ve already crapped all over your shoes in these people’s eyes. Asking about Latents again would probably make them regard you as a total moron.

The instructor handed me the Digital Grimoire. “I trust after watching Caldwell, you have a better idea of how to use this.”

I didn’t, but I wasn’t going to tell him that.

“I’ve got it, thanks,” I said, slipping my hand through the thick leather band. “I’ll take it from here.”

The device fit my wrist a hell of a lot better than it had fit Lexi’s. Flexing my hand, I found I could wear the device on my forearm much more comfortably than around my wrist—treating it more like a fancy blood pressure cuff than a watch. It allowed me to look down at the device and see all the buttons right side up, too.

Alright, Tim, I told myself, focusing. Let’s do this.

The device beeped several times as it scanned me. I felt a small electric shock, then another as the Digital Grimoire vibrated against my forearm. The instructor looked irritated by my non-traditional way of wearing the thing, but he didn’t correct me.

Finally, a friendly looking logo flashed across the screen. Welcome to the Digital Grimoire V1.4.9, it informed me. Please select from one of the recommended (beginner) realms:

1)  Hyperborea

2)  LOCKED

3)  LOCKED

“You want me to open a fissure to Hyperborea, right?” I asked, looking up at the instructor. God, listen to me, I sound like a character from a science-fiction movie.

The man wasn’t looking at me with quite as much disdain now. I wondered how much of his gruff tough-guy act was just that: an act. Designed to break us down before building us back up, in the way of private academies and militaries all around the world.

“Yes,” Instructor Fallon said. Then, after a moment: “If you need help, you can ask for it. I know you couldn’t possibly have understood the full process of opening a fissure just from watching Caldwell—”

But I was already working. I aimed the device at the same spot on the stage where Lexi had had her struggles. I could feel something in my head, dim but faintly rising, bringing with it that same feeling of pressure and vague nausea I’d felt before.

Instead of rejecting that sensation, the way I’d tried so hard to do when Lexi had been shaping the energies of the Digital Grimoire, I embraced it.

Something clicked inside of me, and all of a sudden I could understand what the instructor meant when he’d said by increasing the flow traveling through the Grimoire. It was as if a raging river flowed inside of me, traveling from my heart through every vein in my body, and all I had to do was focus the flow of that river through my forearm and into the device.

A pang shot through me with an almost physical pleasure as the narrow band of blue appeared in the air. My fissure was much larger than the one Lexi had managed to summon, stretching all the way from the floor of the stage to the ceiling, over twelve feet high.

Several students gasped.

The fissure was here now, but I felt I could go further. I knew I could open this damn thing.

But just like what had happened with Lexi and her attempt, summoning the fissure was the easy bit.

As I pushed power into the crack in reality, something resisted, like two magnets of opposing polarity pushing each other away.

“Ungh,” I grunted. “Something’s happening—”

My words broke off as I slid several feet backward.

I nearly knocked the trainees nearest me off of their feet. It was as if someone had tied an invisible rope around my waist and pulled me backward, or like one of those magnets I’d mentioned had been attached to my back. Whatever I was doing to the fissure, it didn’t like it, and was letting me know so.

“Take off the Digital Grimoire!” Instructor Fallon said, stepping forward. “That’s too much energy too fast, Dent! You don’t know what you’re doing!”

As I reached for the Digital Grimoire’s faintly glowing face, something changed in the fissure. It tore open just a tiny bit, widening at the very top.

At the sight of that miniscule, almost unnoticeable crack in reality, I felt a rush of elation. Holy shit! I did magic!

The crack widened and widened, spider-webbing down the surface of the fissure. It reminded me of my first car, and the huge circular set of cracks that had formed in the windshield when a dump truck that had cut me off dropped a payload of pebbles all over the front of my shitbox Nissan.

That moment played in my head like an absurd counterpoint as the fissure widened, revealing a snowy landscape that looked like the North Pole right before you got to Santa’s workshop. An aurora glowed on the horizon.

“He did it,” someone whispered from behind me. “He’s a Summoner!”

The pressure in my head eased. Suddenly I could walk again—and walk I did, right up to the entrance of the portal I’d just created. Already a monster had noticed the fissure and was walking up to the crack from their side. It looked like a cross between a wolf and a wild dog, its coat as white and fluffy as a snowbank.

I stared wide-eyed at the creature, my heart dancing with wonder and a bit of trepidation, my head still struggling to catch up with what I’d done.

The monster stuck its snout out from its side of the fissure, sniffing the air quickly. It looked at me with inquisitive eyes, like it wasn’t entirely sure what to make of me. Could it talk? It wouldn’t have shocked me if it could. Nothing would have shocked me now.

This is the greatest moment of my life. I’m a fucking Summoner. My life will never be the same…

Carefully, wary of my fingers being snapped off, I reached out to pet it.

My hand was an inch from it, when the monster reacted as if it had been struck with a stone. Panic suddenly flashed in its canine eyes, and it retreated through the fissure as quickly as it came.

Startled, I swayed forward and felt cold on the other side, freezing, and quickly withdrew my hand. I stumbled and fell to my knees as the monster sprinted back to the relative safety of the frozen wasteland.

The fissure remained open as the instructor’s shadow fell over me. The man was fuming.

“God damn it, Dent!” Instructor Fallon said, his hands on his hips. “Did you not listen to a single word I said?”

“He scared it off,” someone said from behind me. “But he did it!”

I stared at my hand, expecting it to fall off at any moment. The words I wanted to say bubbled up in the back of my throat, but I couldn’t make myself say them. They’d have sounded too impossible—too unbelievable to the instructor. Especially considering how often I’d already made myself look like a fool in his eyes.

“Sorry,” I said instead, standing up. “I got carried away. I just… I can’t believe I actually opened a portal between worlds!”

I didn’t know how to tell him that, for a moment as I’d clutched the monster’s fur, my hand had entered the fissure. That I’d felt the cold of that other world—and that if I hadn’t just been told that such a thing was completely, utterly impossible, I wouldn’t have even considered it a big deal.

Seeing the look on my face, the instructor’s expression softened. “You did well, Tim,” the man said, nodding. “Honestly, just opening the fissure was more than enough to prove your potential as a Summoner. I didn’t actually expect any of you newbies to make contact with a monster! Too bad you weren’t able to bond with it then and there. That would have been one for the history books.”

Cheers greeted me as I moved to step off the stage. Everyone looked impressed, even Lexi. Guess I struck out with her, I told myself, the bitterness cutting through the triumph of the moment. We won’t be moving in the same social circles, if I’m a Summoner and she’s a Latent. So much for getting close…

“You can hand that back,” Instructor Fallon said, reaching for the Digital Grimoire. “I’ll be more than happy to handle closing the fissure for you, Dent. It can be difficult for even a naturally talented Summoner to pull off their first time.”

I reached for the Digital Grimoire to hand it to the instructor.

And the world rocked beneath us.

A wave of energy washed over the Blackwood Institute. That horrible feeling of clogged sinuses and pressure was back, multiplied by a thousand as a tidal wave of ozone filled the auditorium. The same trainee who’d fallen over and retched before sank back to his knees, clutching his midsection as he groaned.

“What the fuck?” I glanced over at Lexi, but she looked just as confused as I was. “What did I just do?”

The expression on the instructor’s face went grim. “You didn’t do anything, Dent. This wasn’t you. Your Grimoire could never summon a wave of power like that, even if you were the most talented Summoner on Earth.”

My Grimoire? It felt strange to think about the device in those terms.

“Then what the hell was it?” I asked.

Another wave rocked the Blackwood Institute, filling the room with the stifling sensation of too much magic. It felt like having a mouth full of pop rocks and taking a big sip of soda, and it made me feel like my stomach was about to do a flip. Suddenly the divisions in the room broke down: Lexi came running over to me, and the smooth line of trainees became more like a huddle.

“Something from outside,” Instructor Fallon said, like he’d been dreading this day. “Something bad. We’ve got to get that fissure closed before it changes, Dent!”

Change? Why would the fissure change—?

The snowy realm I’d seen on the opposite side of the portal disappeared. The ice dog, the mountains, the far off illumination so reminiscent of the Northern Lights: all of them winked away, replaced by a churning maelstrom of darkness and lightning. Whatever realm my fissure had just been forcibly connected to, it was the polar opposite of a ‘beginner’ one.

“Hurry!” Instructor Fallon roared. “Before it’s too late…”

In the smoking hole leading into a world of primal darkness, something moved. Something massive and yellow, like an egg yolk with streaks of blood running through the center.

It was a massive eye.


Chapter 2

For a single, hideous moment, that eye stared directly at me. Veins of blood pumped beneath its jellied surface, the pupil dilating as the being waited on the other side of that portal got its first glimpse of the auditorium, the Blackwood Institute, and Earth itself. All of us froze in our tracks, struck through with horror at the sight of it.

Instructor Fallon cursed, grabbed the Digital Grimoire off my wrist, and was affixing it to his own. “Everyone stand back! Get away from the fissure, before something comes through!”

The eye retreated, though any relief I felt at its gaze leaving me was ripped away when a smaller but no less terrifying monster stepped through the fissure. Tendrils of darkness accompanied it into the auditorium, flopping about on the floor like fish out of water. The pitch-black tentacles thrashed, and students fled with looks of terror in their eyes.

The monster, however, looked perfectly at home in its new environment. It stood ten feet tall, with skin like marble and long black wings made from feathers the color of ink. Its inhuman face was frozen in a cold, cruel sneer, like the statue of some long-dead conqueror standing alone in an empty desert. A crown made of knives sat upon its head, studded with black pearls and other arcane gems.

The instructor pushed a button on the Digital Grimoire and summoned two monsters in rapid succession. The first was a jet-black lion with a mane of roiling flames. The second was an eagle-like bird the size of a car with feathers that shone with a metallic gleam. While they were formidable and larger in stature than the creature which had come through the portal, neither exuded the sheer sense of power that emanated from the crowned one.

The massive living statue looked at the pair of monsters Instructor Fallon had summoned and smiled. “For his glory,” the creature whispered, producing a massive sword covered in thorns.

The instructor swore. “Everyone get out of here!” he roared, staring the creature down. “Now!”

I grabbed Lexi’s hand. “You heard the man. Come with me!”

Lexi was frozen to the spot. I’m pretty sure that if it weren’t for me tugging on her arm, she’d have stood there until that monstrous creature put a sword to her face. But at my tug, she blinked and gave a start, snapping out of her trance.

I ran, and she followed.

Behind me, Instructor Fallon yelled for me and me alone. “Get them to the front lobby, Dent!” the man said, already throwing his pair of monsters into battle with the intruder. “Any Summoners with high-level monsters will all be converging there right now! It’s protocol! If you’re going to have any chance to survive, it’ll be by finding the members of the faculty with the best monsters…”

The instructor ducked as the intruder swung his sword. That cold, cruel face twisted in a stony smirk as the giant strode forward, dismissive of the monsters the instructor had summoned even as the eagle blasted it with flying knives and the lion enveloped it in gouts of flame.

There was death in that stone mask, I could tell. So could the instructor. He planned on going down with the ship, if it meant saving a few trainees.

I couldn’t let him die in vain. “Come the fuck on!” I roared, using my new status as a Summoner to shock the other trainees out of their stupor. “You want to sit here staring and die, or you want to live?”

That got them running. Together, Lexi and I threw the auditorium’s doors open, then watched as the dozen trainees booked it for the front of the Institute. Everyone fled, and I should’ve chased after them.

But something in me refused to run.

“Tim?” Lexi’s voice rose an octave as her hand gripped mine. She tugged me toward the door we’d just opened, gesturing at the other classrooms up and down the hall that were all opening and emptying out. “Tim, we have to get out of here!”

“I can’t just abandon him,” I said, turning back toward the room. “Fallon— there has to be something we can do—”

Even as I said it, the stone-faced creature bisected the fire lion with a single swipe of its sword. The foul creature’s next sword swing was a tight, vertical chop, intended to split the instructor’s skull in two. He twisted, but not fast enough to avoid the blow.

As the sword slashed downward, light glinting on the blade, the giant eagle threw itself between its master and the attacker.

“No!” Instructor Fallon roared. “Phaedra, don’t—”

The sword bit into the space between the eagle’s shoulder and neck, cutting deep into its chest. It didn’t exactly cleave it into two pieces, but what was left after the intruder’s savage downward stroke was not something you’d find in a butcher’s shop. The monster sank to the ground bonelessly, blood forming a thick pool around her body. Bits of glowing light rose from the creature’s corpse as it began to dissolve.

As he turned, the instructor caught a glimpse of me and Lexi standing behind him. “What are you still doing here?” he spat, his eyes widening. “I told you to run!”

Despite the wholesale slaughter of the lion and the eagle, despite the utterly hopeless odds of making it through this fight unscathed, despite the terrifying creature, I could not just run.

The instructor was running, leading the enemy in a mad chase around the auditorium. Wood splinters flew before the stride of the gigantic creature as it sought to pin him down.

“Hold on! I’m coming to help!” I yelled back, steeling myself for battle. Maybe we could trick the intruder back inside a fissure.

Instructor Fallon shook his head. “You really are incapable of listening,” he said with a disbelieving laugh, while backing through the seats. “You can’t stop what’s coming, Dent. This thing is only the first monster to arrive. My monsters are dead and I’m alone—”

“You’re not alone!” I said, starting toward the battle.

Lexi grabbed my robes, sobbing as she begged me not to leave her. She babbled something about being a Latent, and how I shouldn’t waste my life now that I was now a Summoner.

“Here, take this,” the instructor said gravely. In a flash, he had the Digital Grimoire off his wrist and tossed it across the room to me, turning to lead the creature away from me. “It’s yours now, Summoner,” Instructor Fallon said, a grim smile stretching the corners of his mouth.

I held the Digital Grimoire, my hands gently shaking. I’d only used the damn thing once—and I’d had help then, guiding me in the opening of a fissure. What the fuck was I supposed to do with it now, without training?

“RUN!” The instructor bellowed, ducking beneath the huge thorned blade.

Fractal patterns bloomed as thorns fell from it. The classroom was beginning to resemble a nightmarish abstract painting. It cornered the instructor on the central platform, cutting off his retreat, and slowed, relishing the moment.

Instructor Fallon closed his eyes, cupping his hands over his heart. That strange sense of heat and pressure filled the room, until I felt like I had a migraine coming on.

“You dare enter my auditorium!?” he roared, opening his eyes. “You interrupt the teachings of Summoner Fallon, First Class!? Die, monster!”

A beam of flame erupted from between the instructor’s cupped hands.

It struck the monster right across the chest, leaving trails of lava across his gray, rocky skin. The thing reacted as if it had been hit by a car—it stumbled, nearly dropping its thorn-covered sword in a haze of pain. Instructor Fallon followed it up with another fireball—then another. The monster howled in agony, giving up ground.

The room began to catch fire.

He’s going to do it! I thought, slowly backing off through the open doorway, utterly baffled by the magic before me. He’s going to win!

Unfortunately, the stone-faced monster with the thorn sword was only the beginning.

Another fissure opened in the auditorium. Then another, and another, each revealing another expanse of that bleak, chaotic landscape.

More monsters crawled through. First one for each fissure, then a second. And a third.

In short order, two dozen monsters filled the auditorium. Though Fallon continued to press them back with his flames, he was drastically outnumbered. Yet he fought on. Did he know that every moment he held the monsters back, he was allowing trainees and lesser Summoners to escape?

I’d like to think so.

I’d finally caved to Lexi’s urgent tugging at the sight of the new portals, and we were already running down the hallway.

The next few minutes unfurled in a haze. More fissures had opened throughout the Academy’s hallways. I grabbed Lexi’s hand and ran, seeing dead and dying bodies everywhere we went. Some of them—too few, far too few—were of monsters that had come from fissures, but the overwhelming number were injured and dying Summoners, Latents, and employees of the Blackwell Institute.

“This place is finished,” I told Lexi as we rounded a corner past the cafeteria. “There’s too many of these monsters for the Summoners to hold back!”

“We’re dead?” Lexi muttered, her eyes going hollow with despair. “If the teachers can’t do anything then we—”

“We’ll survive,” I reassured her, squeezing her hand.

The main hall of the Blackwood Institute was an imposing structure when it wasn’t under siege. The main admissions desk was one solid mass of mahogany, carved out of what must have been one of the cousins of the mythical Yggdrasil.

A dozen or more students were cowering beneath it, on their hands and knees as they prayed to whatever god or gods they believed in. More students were trying to barricade the East Wing of the lesson halls, where more monsters were spilling from fissures.

“Trainee!” A bedraggled looking Summoner with dreadlocks grabbed me as Lexi and I entered the hall. A blue-haired pixie hovered over her shoulder. “Is there anyone else behind you? Anyone else make it out of those lecture rooms?”

I thought of Instructor Fallon, grimacing. “No,” I said, shaking my head. “We’re the last.”

The man counted everyone who’d come from our wing, then nodded grimly. “Barricade these doors,” he said, pointing to a number of other Summoners carrying tools and with monsters at their backs. “We’ll hold them here as long as we’re able. Everyone who’s a Latent or a new trainee should head out the front gates and make their way through the woods. The main road back into the city is a half-mile past the woods’ edge—if we hold the creatures back here, some people might be able to make it out—”

A fissure rippled through the room, cutting the Summoner in half as neatly as a guillotine. The man stared down at the massive slice through his midsection, gasping like a fish. The blue line in the air wriggled through his flesh, searing and cauterizing everywhere it touched.

“Holy fuck!” someone screamed. “It cut him in half!”

“More monsters are coming!” yelled someone else. “Run!”

I froze, watching with morbid fascination as the two halves of the surprised Summoner came to rest on the marble floor. Dark red blood spread beneath him as he gasped, clutching his midsection like he could somehow stitch himself back together. His pixie screamed and wailed as she tried in vain to put the pieces of her master back together.

“Tim,” Lexi whispered. “I might know somewhere we can hide.”

Part of me was listening to Lexi, but far more of me watched as that dread portal opened. Bits of blood dribbled from the fissure as it unfurled like a flag, a literal red carpet rolling through the hole in reality to roll across the floor. That same dark, chaotic landscape gaped beyond the crack—except that in its center now stood a man.

The man stepped through. Gasps filled the entryway at his appearance, for he wore the robes of a Summoner.

His outfit didn’t have the crest of Blackwood Institute emblazoned on its breast. In its place lay a finely stitched fleur du lis. But other than that, he could have been any of the cowering Summoners in training surrounding us.

Other than the fact that he’d come out of a fissure, of course.

“He traveled,” someone groaned, their voice thick with despair. “We’re fucked!”

Lexi tugged me away from the room’s center. It took some time to realize that the thick liquid covering my boots was the slain Summoner’s blood. The red carpet covered up the worst of it, but pieces of his body still stuck out from either side, like someone had decided to make a comedy out of hiding him.

The Summoner stared down at the body and let out a little chuckle. “Fancy that,” he said, shaking his head.

He didn’t look like the villain I’d expected. The man appeared ordinary, like a schoolteacher or an accountant. He looked to be a little past middle-age, with a shock of sandy brown hair going gray and clean shaven cheeks. He was slight, though nowhere near as small as Lexi, and slender to boot.

Something about his very ordinariness set my teeth on edge. Who was this man? Were all these monsters his?

The man lifted his arms. “Students and Faculty of the Blackwood Institute,” he said, his voice projected by magic but utterly ordinary otherwise. He sounded a little sleepy, actually. “My name is Kyros, the First Summoner. If you’ve taken an introductory history course here at the Institute, you should know that name already. If it doesn’t ring a bell, ask one of the people to your left or your right. They’ll probably be happy to explain it to you.”

Lexi gave a jerk like she’d been slapped across the face. “Kyros?” she whispered, clutching my robes. “The Kyros!?”

“My creatures have stopped attacking your college,” the man continued, looking around the room as if daring someone to doubt him. “I offer mercy to all those remaining within these walls. Submit to the will of Kyros, and you will be spared. I do not wish to harm any more people than I already have.”

I grit my teeth. You killed Fallon, you bastard! My hand balled into a fist, and at that moment I’d never wished harder that I had my instructor’s power to cast personal spells. I would have shoved a bolt of pure flame right up this psychopath’s smug, sleepy ass.

More monsters stepped out of the fissure behind Kyros. To my shock, one of them was the stone-faced creature with the thorn covered sword from before. It hadn’t seen me or Lexi yet, but it was only a matter of time before it noticed us both.

Would it be ‘merciful’, as Kyros had promised? Or would it slaughter us both just to set an example of people who want to help?

I didn’t want to find out. And neither did Lexi.

“Follow me,” Lexi whispered, gesturing at a hallway with an open door. Kyros was busy pontificating, his high-level monsters more interested in pouting and preening than in rounding up the pathetic humans they’d outflanked. “I have an idea.”

Moving as quickly and quietly as possible, I followed Lexi down the hallway.


Chapter 3

Kyros’s offer of cease-fire hadn’t been a joke. A half-dozen fissures glowed in every common area and hallway of the Blackwood Institute, but no monsters had emerged from them or were waiting just within their entrances that I could see. However, one word from Kyros and hundreds would be flooding our institute. Those glistening slits were both promises and threats: it would be this easy to end you.

“This way,” Lexi hissed, gesturing. “The girls’s dorm is just up ahead.”

“The dorms?” I whispered. As we walked, it hit me just how much I was about to miss because of Kyros. I’d been plucked from my mundane campus life and thrust into a much more interesting, more magical place to be, only to be thrust into a horror survival show.

I was pissed at Kyros for ruining everything. And for what? What the hell was he planning to do with the Blackwood Institute?

There weren’t any fissures in the lobby of the girl’s dormitory. The admissions desk stood empty, no RA to check people in or out. The place looked so much like the dorms back at my previous college that I did a double take, feeling out of time and place.

“You knew who that guy was,” I said, jerking a thumb back in the direction of the main hall. “Kyros, or whatever. Who exactly is he?”

Lexi stared at me like I’d grown a second head. “You really did just get here, didn’t you?”

I stared back at her flatly. “Uh, yeah. A car picked me up this morning and whisked me away to Blackwood.”

Lexi blinked. “Seriously? Oh shit—I had no idea. I’ve been here a month before our first class.”

Now it was my turn to be surprised. “A month? I only just got my letter…”

Actually, when had I gotten my letter? My roommate gave it to me yesterday, but that didn’t mean anything. He was a lazy bastard, and could have been holding onto it for any ridiculous length of time. Except that if that was the case, then the instructions to show up in the morning wouldn’t have worked, right?

Not unless Blackwood was willing to send a limousine to the curb EVERY morning just to make sure I accepted their offer, I thought, a strange feeling filling my stomach. Who the fuck are these people?

Afraid of Kyros, apparently.

“You’ve missed a lot of orientation,” Lexi said, biting her bottom lip. “And the freshman mixer. I’ll have to catch you up on things as best as I can. There’s a lot you haven’t been told.”

“Yeah, no kidding,” I said, following Lexi. The elevator was out, so we had to take the stairs. I hoped for both of our sakes she wasn’t on the top floor. “So who’s Kyros?”

Lexi suppressed a shudder. “He’s a legend. He’s actually the reason for the anniversary event. It’s the anniversary of his defeat. A real son of a bitch, apparently, too. He’s the First Summoner—the guy who figured out way back at the beginning of time how to bind monsters with Pacts and make them follow your will.”

I nodded. “What makes him a son of a bitch for that?”

Lexi grimaced. “Apparently he used that knowledge to become the supreme lord over all other Summoners. He ruled them like a God for thousands of years, before a small group of Summoners and Latents working together started an insurrection against him. They took the power back, distributed it among all Summoners and Latents, sealed Kyros away somewhere no one could go.”

“Well, someone went there,” I said, huffing as I reached the top of a flight of stairs. “After all, he’s back.”

“Maybe,” Lexi said, growing thoughtful as she climbed. She must have been in better shape than me, because the march up the stairs to the higher floors of the dormitory barely touched her. “He doesn’t seem much like the Kyros I heard about. He’s like… like the manager of a Best Buy or something.”

“Or a C-grade stand up comedian,” I said, nodding along with Lexi. “Yeah, I got that impression off of him. It’s weird—it’s almost like he’s projecting that image to knock people off guard. I wonder if that’s a spell, or if it’s just the way he is. Either way, I guess it doesn’t matter.”

“What matters is that he’s surrounded by the type of monsters it normally takes a Summoner centuries to cultivate,” Lexi said with a grim expression. “I don’t know what plans he has for the Blackwood Institute, Tim, but this is one seriously evil guy. Whatever he’s got in store for us all, it can’t be good.”

We reached Lexi’s floor. She led us down a hallway that looked like every dormitory I’d ever been in—a long one with smallish rooms on either side, a lounge at each corner, and a set of shared bathrooms. Lexi passed each of these with a quick glance, though we noticed no one inside. They’d probably already gathered at whatever the evacuation point for the dorms was.

“Here,” she said, throwing open a door at the end of the hall. “This is my room.”

The interior of Lexi’s room wasn’t much to look at, though she’d managed to put a few personal touches on it. An old My Chemical Romance poster advertised the Black Parade on one wall, while Christian Bale stared at me from another in a smart business suit, the words American Psycho written beneath his chest. Evidently Lexi had wanted to relive her early 2000’s self now that she’d shipped herself off to an institute of higher learning.

“Great movie,” I muttered, looking around the room. “What’s the deal? You got something hiding in here that can take care of Kyros?”

Lexi led me to a corner of the room, then pulled a book from the narrow shelf: a copy of Joyce Carol Oates’s supremely creepy story collection ‘Where Are You Going, Where Have You Been?’ And in pure Gothic fashion, as it slid free, a hollow click sound echoed from within the wall—and a section of the wooden paneling slid to the side, revealing a hidden alcove.

“I discovered it my first night here,” Lexi said, beaming. “I checked a couple of the other dorm rooms while I was introducing myself to people, and none of them have anything like this. It’s an honest to God hidden passage! Isn’t that cool!”

I scanned the interior of the hidden alcove. “Yeah, it’s definitely cool,” I said, smiling at Lexi. “Pretty snug, though.”

Lexi looked again, and now she saw what I was seeing. Her pretty face fell, and the beginnings of tears began to form in the corners of her eyes. “It’s not big enough,” she whispered, clutching the edges of the hidden indentation in the wall. “We won’t both fit! Oh God, Tim, I’m so stupid…”

“Shh, shh, it’s okay,” I told Lexi. My aim in calming her down had a double purpose, for I already thought I could hear footsteps making their way up the dormitory stairs. Hopefully whoever had followed us was checking every floor on their way up, and hadn’t figured out which one we’d gotten off on. “You can fit in there, Lexi. That’s what’s important. Will you be able to get air? Climb inside and I’ll check.”

Lexi stared at me like I’d just offered to cut my own throat. “Tim, I’m not leaving you out here to die!” she said, clutching at my robes. “What kind of friend would I be? I’m the one who dragged you up here in the first place!”

“I’m not going to die,” I said, a new plan already bubbling inside my brain. Somewhere far below, the footsteps grew steadily closer, methodically making their way toward our position. “Lexi, there’s something I’ve got to tell you.”

“Wait!” A realization flashed in her eyes. “I think Cascina had a teleport scroll lying around her room! She promised to sneak us into the boy’s dorm for rave night next week—maybe it’s still there…”

“Rave night?” I asked, processing this as Lexi raced from the room. As I followed her, she moved in a whirl from her small dorm room to the hallway, kicking open a door with heart stickers stuck all over the front. “Wait, Lexi, there’s not enough time!”

Lexi was already pulling up the sheets on this Cascina girl’s bed. “I know it’s around here somewhere,” she grunted, rummaging around frantically. “I can’t use it, but Tim you’re a full Summoner. You might be able to cast personal spells already, which means you can teleport us out of here! You can get us out before Kyros comes back, before he hurts us like he hurt Instructor Fallon and he hurt poor Tosin in the main lobby—”

“Lexi!” I couldn’t listen to her babble any longer; I grabbed her wrist. “I can get us out of here!”

Lexi’s brows furrowed in confusion. “What? How?”

I looked down at the Digital Grimoire and finished strapping it fully back to my forearm. “With this.”

The device let out a series of friendly beeps. It vibrated several times, letting me know that it was performing a New User Configuration and that I would have to wait just a few moments before activating its functions. Normally I wouldn’t have minded such a wait, but I could already hear the search party getting closer. Zero chance those people making their way from floor to floor of the dorms were on our side.

“Come in here,” I grunted, helping Lexi back into her dorm room. Once the door was bolted and locked, I gestured at the bed. “Barricade it as best as you can. I’m going to need a minute or two.”

“What’s the plan?” she asked me, craning her neck to see what was happening on the screen. “You haven’t made a Pact with a monster yet, so I can’t see  that Digital Grimoire helping us get out of here.”

“Shhh,” I whispered, gesturing toward the hall. “Listen. They’re coming. Stay as quiet as you can.”

Lexi clapped a hand over her mouth and continued to barricade the door with whatever she could find. Meanwhile, the Digital Grimoire had finally adapted itself to my biology. All sorts of tutorial messages and friendly pop ups appeared on the green and black screen, offering to explain the device’s functions to me in a timely manner geared toward my own pace. I dismissed them all, searching for the realm menu.

Thank God it was still there, and there was a realm available.

“Tim, they’re almost here.” Lexi kept her voice calm and even, despite her growing panic. “I think they’re on our floor now… they’re coming…”

“Just give me another second,” I said, pointing the Grimoire at the spot where the bed had sat. I whiffed it a time or two before getting the hang of the process. Finally, a beam of light blazed from floor to ceiling, slowly opening to reveal Hyperborea.

The opposite end of the portal was a frozen, crystal cave, with a floor of hard packed ice and a glittering ceiling like something from a fairy tale. If they’d ever made a live action version of Frozen, it would’ve made a kick-ass version of Elsa’s castle.

“Perfect,” I said, taking Lexi’s hand. “Come on!”

Lexi followed me two steps, then recoiled. “Tim, what are you doing? We can’t go in there!”

The people outside approached, fast. They’d heard her.

“Lexi, there’s no time to explain,” I said, praying I could get through to her before those monsters broke the door down. “I already did this, okay? Back in the auditorium, only I didn’t get the chance to tell anyone before all those monsters showed up. When that dog went back through the portal, my hands entered the fissure! And I was fine!”

Lexi stared at me as if I’d suddenly grown a second head. “Tim. Summoners can’t enter fissures! It’s, like, the first principle of Summoning! You can only coax monsters out from inside of other realms—you can’t go there yourself. People aren’t monsters!”

“Kyros can. He walked out of that fissure and into the Blackwood Institute. And Lexi—I think I can do it, too. Just watch me!”

Lexi’s eyes widened in shock as I took the three steps to the fissure. “Tim, don’t,” she begged, staring from the door to me like she wasn’t sure which one she was more afraid of. “Summoners can’t go through fissures! It’s not possible!”

“Maybe they just haven’t tried,” I shot back, holding my hands before the gate.

Lexi scoffed. “Tens of thousands of Summoners have tried. Latents too! Everybody tries at least once to enter a fissure, Tim. None of them succeed, because it’s a physical impossibility…”

Lexi trailed off. My hands spoked into the frozen ice cave.

Something hard hit the door to Lexi’s dorm room from the other side. I heard several growls. No doubt several powerful monsters were right on the other side, ready to break the thing down and kill us both.

“You’re inside the fissure,” Lexi said numbly. “Holy shit. You’re inside the fissure…”

“This is the only way we survive,” I said, putting as much emphasis on the words as I could. “If we don’t get out of this room in the next fifteen seconds, we’re dead. Are you coming with me, or not?”

Lexi’s gaze sharpened. “I’ll try, but I doubt I’ll be able to go through like you can.”

Behind her, part of the door splintered. Some of the barricade fell away, and the edge of a thorned sword poked through the crack.

Lexi ran for the fissure. She made it about a foot away from the hole in the air before she froze, her body lifted an inch off of the ground. She waded like she was in water, gasping with shock, but nothing she did could get her any closer to the opening. It was like she was trapped in a magnetic field, forced to freeze rather than advancing.

“I can’t do it!” Lexi said, beginning to cry. “Tim, whatever you can do, I can’t do it! You’ve got to leave me behind!”

“Fuck no!”

“Get this door down!” a monster screamed. Another blast shook the door’s hinges, nearly knocking the whole thing off the frame. Another hit like that, and the creatures would be on us.

I reached out to Lexi with my other hand deep in Hyperborea. Power flared through me as I extended my fingers, and I thought of the words Instructor Fallon had given Lexi when she’d been trying to open her own fissure: control the flow.

That’s what it felt like—a flow traveling from one world to the next, using me as a conduit.

Lexi grabbed my hand—and suddenly she could move. I pulled her into the fissure with me as the door slammed open.

As the portal began to collapse, I caught a glimpse of the stone-faced monster. Another high-level monster followed in his wake, a face of thorns and burning magma, but it was the human I focused on. An ordinary-looking man in Summoner’s robes, who looked about as pissed off as it was possible for a human to look.

Kyros.

The man pointed at me as the fissure closed, his face contorting in shock. “He’s the one!” the evil Summoner bellowed. “Track him down and kill him! He will lead us to—”

Whatever else Kyros had to say was cut off as the opening sealed Lexi and myself inside of a frozen world of monsters.


Chapter 4

“Are you okay?” I asked, looking Lexi up and down. “Shit, that was a close one…”

The two of us stood in the frozen ice cave. Any moment, I expected a new beam of light to rip through the air, to open a passageway back to Earth—a passageway Kyros and his high-level demonic monsters would step through to kill us. But the location of a fissure must have either been random, or beyond anyone’s control, for one minute turned to two and the evil Summoner didn’t show up. We were alive.

We’d made it.

“Fuck,” Lexi whispered. Vapor billowed from her lips, and she shivered beneath her initiate’s robes. “I thought we were goners, Tim. That monster, Kyros, he wasn’t shocked that you stepped into the fissure. It sounded like he was looking for someone like you…”

I nodded, inspecting the cave. “I wonder how many other Summoners have had this power. Maybe a minority of them have always been able to enter and exit fissures, and there’s just not enough people who’ve tried to make a difference. Or no one believes the ones who can.”

Lexi snorted. “That doesn’t make any sense. Every Summoner tries to enter a fissure at least once… oh, Tim, none of this makes any sense! We’re in another world! We stepped through a fissure! That’s supposed to be completely impossible!”

For a short while, the two of us stood there, processing our new situation. More vapor rose from our lips as the chill seeped into our limbs. The robes they’d given us at Blackwood were warm and comfortable in a room temperature building, but here in the frozen wastes of Hyperborea, they were far from adequate. We were going to need to move.

Lexi came to the same conclusion. “We can’t stay in this cave,” she said, her teeth chattering with the cold. “We’ve got to find shelter… fire… something to keep us warm.” Laughter left her lips. “It would be so ironic for us to escape Blackwood and Kyros’s clutches, just to freeze to death in some realm where we’re the first humans ever to enter…”

Taking Lexi’s hand, I led her in exploring. Faint light shone through the crystal ceiling of the cave, giving us enough illumination to see by. I wasn’t sure what up there produced light, but I wasn’t about to question it.

The downside was that every shadow on the walls of the cave appeared as a monster lurking in the darkness. Some of them might actually be monsters. This place might have been noted as a ‘beginner’ realm on the Digital Grimoire. Even so, Lexi and I weren’t even at the level of beginners just yet.

Something moved in the distance, and Lexi pressed herself closer to me. I can’t say I minded it, though the chill of her robes magnified my own. What we really needed was to snuggle under some blankets, with a nice warm fire in a fireplace.

“Tim, maybe we should get out of here,” Lexi whispered. She looked up at me hopefully, batting eyelashes that had begun to grow thick with frost. “If you summoned a fissure to this place from Earth, maybe you can summon one leading back home? I don’t know if it would send us right back to Blackwood, but even if it does, those monsters have probably left the dorms by now, right?”

“That’s… not a bad idea,” I admitted, nodding. “Once we get to the mouth of the cave, I’ll give it a try. I just want a quick look around.”

Two or three minutes later, the path sloped sharply upward, the darkness pierced by the same faint, ethereal illumination I’d spied over the mountains through my first fissure. We reached the mouth of the cave and stepped out into a clear night filled with thousands of stars.

We were either near the place where my first fissure had cut through the worlds, or Hyperborea looked a lot more homogenous than Earth. The mountain range stretching before us could have been the exact same one I’d seen earlier, while the pattern of glowing lights flickering in the night sky was definitely a perfect match for my previous view.

The ice dog was nowhere to be found, but maybe that was for the best. I wasn’t exactly in a position to form a monster Pact: I hadn’t even reached that level of my lessons yet.

Either way, the place was gorgeous. Despite the horrors of the day, I couldn’t help but admire it and stew in wonder. I’d traveled to another world. Another world!

“O-okay,” Lexi said, taking a step away from me and crossing her arms beneath her breasts. Each passing minute left her colder than the one before, until she shook like a leaf beneath her initiate’s robes. “We’re outside. Let’s try and go back home?”

I nodded and activated the Digital Grimoire. Earth was listed as one of the ‘beginner’ realms on the device’s digital display, which was probably the first time it had ever spoken about our home world as a ‘realm’ before. With a glad heart and no small amount of relief, I pushed the button for Earth and pointed the Digital Grimoire at a flat patch of snow, waving it up and down as I waited for the portal to form.

Nothing happened. Huh?

I kept on waving, performing the motions as best as I remembered from Fallon. Yet nothing appeared in the air above the flat expanse: no wiggling, no aura, no illumination. Lexi eyed me with worry.

I glanced down at the Digital Grimoire and found a message waiting for me:

WARNING: Fissures cannot currently be opened from this side of the temporal divide. There is (1) Key Monster in the immediate region.

I read it once, then again, slower. Lexi sidled up next to me, frowning over my shoulder. Color drained from her pretty face.

“We’ve got to kill a monster in order to get out of here?” She clutched her chest, her lips disappearing into her mouth as she made a face of distress. “That’s not going to happen, Tim. I’m just a Latent, and you’re a baby Summoner.”

“Never say never,” I assured her. Yet it sounded like a tall order, that I had to admit.

Lexi shook her head, looking even more nervous than before. “Whatever this Key Monster is, it’s probably stronger than the garden variety stuff the Summoners pull through their portals,” she said, looking contemplative. “Which means that in order to beat it, we’d need monsters of our own. Except we have nothing to form Pacts with, which means we can’t get the team we need. It’s a Catch-22.”

“Well we can’t just sit around and freeze. This thing the Grimoire is talking about can’t be the beefiest monster in the world, not if it’s in one of the beginner realms. We can beat it.”

Lexi gave me a baleful look. “Tim, we have no idea how dangerous these realms really are,” she whispered, looking up at the sky. A light snow had begun to fall. “Those rankings are based on monsters Summoners have pulled from fissures and their estimated levels. Those are the monsters that have chosen to leave their home realm and become property of a Summoner. They’re nothing like a representative sample.”

My heart sank. “I see what you’re saying. The weak ones form Pacts, and the strong ones stay behind. In realms. In here.”

“Yeah…” Lexi rubbed her arms. “We have no idea what could be out there,” she whispered, shaking her head. “And I’m freezing, Tim!”

Alright, first things first, I told myself. When faced with an overwhelming challenge, I always found it easier to break things down into manageable chunks. Then, I could tackle them one by one, using the energy boost from knowing I finished one section of my work to snowball into the next.

Mission One: Operation: Don’t Freeze To Death.

After that, we could focus on monsters and getting back home.

“Higher ground,” I told Lexi, taking her hand. “Let’s get as high as we can and take a look around. Maybe we’ll see somewhere we can take shelter.”

Easier said than done. The slopes of the hills surrounding us were treacherous, covered in half melted sleet and rocky ice. Lexi slipped several times and had to be helped up, and I lost my footing more times than I could count. By the time we’d stumbled our way to the top of the nearest slope, we were both pretty miserable. It had just started to feel like we’d escaped Kyros’s clutches for nothing.

That’s when we saw the pagoda. You couldn’t really miss it—it stood out from the rest of the landscape like a black sheep in a field of white, stretching to the snowy sky like a bony finger. Behind it, a sleek stone bridge stretched between two of the peaks, flanked on either side by statues of creatures with long tongues and scales.

Okay, so this realm wasn’t as wild and untamed as previously assumed. Someone, be it humans or some alien species, had built here. Either these were ruins of their civilization, or markers along the path to the nearest city.

Lexi let out a cry at the sight of the pagoda. “Down there,” she said, pointing to it with a pale, shaking finger. “That’s where we’ll take shelter. You don’t see the Key Monster anywhere around here, do you?”

I did.

“Look,” I whispered, taking Lexi’s shoulder and aiming her gaze toward a nearby peak. “That’s got to be it, don’t you think?”

The creature was only visible in outline from this distance, and it was massive. Its fur was a dark brown, which made me think that it was so powerful it didn’t need the benefit of camouflage. If the monster had stood on its hind legs, it might have been taller than me, Lexi, the monster with the sword, and Kyros all standing on each other’s shoulders.

“Wow,” Lexi squealed, pressing herself deeper into my robes. “It’s even worse than I thought!”

The creature hadn’t spotted us. It snuffled and sniffed across the snow covered ground, digging here and there as if hoping to uproot some subterranean creature from its burrow. Eventually, it appeared to give up, heading back down the mountain to whatever cave it called home. I had to hope it was far, far away from the one we’d appeared in, otherwise it might pick up our scent.

“What is it?” I asked. “You recognize it?”

Lexi shivered in a way that had nothing to do with the cold. “A Wendigo,” she hissed, shaking her head. She looked up at me. “One of the head faculty keeps one as his personal bodyguard. Or kept, I should say. We don’t have a chance against that thing…”

“One problem at a time,” I told Lexi, holding her close. “We can worry about that monster once we’re warm and safe. For now, let’s just get down to that pagoda and check it out. Maybe there’ll be something in there we can use to light a fire.”

While I found the chances of that to be slim, my words worked to give Lexi some hope. She followed me down the mountain trail with a bit more pep in her step, looking around the ruins as if the two of us were archaeologists on some expedition into the wild places of the world.

“Look at these statues,” she said, brushing two inches of snow off the head of one of the long-tongued figures. “This is artistry, Tim. Whoever crafted these things, they were people. Even if they weren’t humans.”

I’d been thinking along the same lines. “What do we think?” I asked Lexi. “Did Summoners once enter and leave this region, leaving their handiwork behind? Or was all this put together by some native group?”

The question gave Lexi pause. “It’s impossible to say. I wish I had my phone with me! No one’s going to believe that we actually went into a fissure without pictures.”

We crossed the rocky bridge and followed the narrow path up to the pagoda. The ground around it was less flat than it had appeared at a distance—the edges of the structure nearly abutted the face of the cliff on the far side. That made it more of a balcony overlooking the canyon, rather than an actual apex.

Our first nice surprise came when we reached the pagoda’s entrance. It wasn’t open to the elements. Either the original builders or some clever travelers had rigged up a silky, mesh covering that draped itself over the entrance. The fabric was semi-translucent, allowing one to see a blurry picture of the interior of the pagoda. Yet it provided a remarkable amount of protection, keeping out the snow and leaving the inside of the building much warmer than the outside.

Not as warm as a nice bath or anything like that. But a few degrees above what would have killed us, at least.

The second nice surprise was that someone had clearly been there—not recently, but in the distant past. And they’d left their mark. A narrow bed sat in one corner of the pagoda, the covers a little thin but functional. A bare wooden desk sat before the window overlooking the canyons, which was also covered with that strange, almost magical film that repelled the elements. A thin carpet made from the fur of some arcane animal stretched across the pagoda’s floor, nearly but not quite filling the space between the bed and the desk.

A small fire pit lay at the south end of the pagoda, forming a rough triangle with the bed and the desk. Only a few ashes lay in the pit, with no wood or any other fire starting materials at hand.

“Well, it’s warmer in here,” Lexi said, trying to look on the bright side. “But it’s still chilly as hell! My teeth are chattering! Is there anything in that desk we could burn?”

“Other than the desk itself…?” I wondered. “Let me check.”

Anything we found inside that desk would be interesting. I was anxious to find something written, to learn about these people, if they’d indeed been Summoners traveling across the worlds or some other species entirely.

But the interior of the desk’s drawers were completely empty; only cobwebs and dust lay within.

“Not a damn thing,” I said with a faint chuckle, reaching deeper into the bottom drawer. “I suppose we could rip a leg or two off of this thing and chuck it in the brazier. But I don’t have anything to light it with.”

“I wish I could cast personal spells.” Lexi sat down at the foot of the bed, pouting. “I’m not trying to be ungrateful, Tim. I know we’re in a lot better shape than if we’d let Kyros take us. But I’m not a very happy camper right now!”

“I know. Neither am I.” I stared out the window into the starry sky, thinking. “Maybe we should try and get some sleep.”

Lexi’s eyebrows shot to her hairline. “Sleep? Here?”

“Our best hope is to wait for morning,” I said, still thinking things over. “We’ll be able to see better. Maybe we’ll even be able to see down from the mountain range once we get high enough. We’ll know if there’s any towns or villages around here, and at the least we can spot any more pagodas like this one. It’s possible that once we get far enough away from that Wendigo, the Digital Grimoire will let us summon a fissure leading back home.”

Lexi’s eyes flashed at this last statement. “You really think so?” she asked, her voice hopeful.

“It’s worth a shot,” I said. “Want to trade shifts? I can stay up for a while, let you get under the blankets…”

With a flourish, Lexi lifted the thin cover on the bed and tested it against her skin. After a moment, she cocked an eyebrow in my direction and pursed her lips. “Are you kidding? This sheet’s practically a piece of cheesecloth. If I’m by myself in this bed, I’m going to freeze my tits off before sunrise.”

I’d never heard Lexi say the word tits before. “So what are you suggesting?”

She stared at me a beat longer than was strictly necessary. “We should huddle together for warmth,” she said, trying and failing to make it sound more casual than it really was. “Your robes, my robes, and the blanket. That might just get us through the night.”

I thought it over for a few moments. Honestly, the idea of getting beneath the blankets with a hottie like Lexi Caldwell would have had my blood pumping just a few hours ago, but right now I was so concerned for the future I could hardly think about something like that. From the look on her face though, Lexi was thinking, intently, about how close we’d be, sharing the same bed.

“Alright,” I said. “Scoot over.”

Lexi did. She was right about the blanket—it was so thin as to be practically useless, fluttering with cold every time a bit of wind made it through the mesh over the windows, but her robes and mine together made a decent bit of shelter from the storm.

“Here,” Lexi said after a couple of minutes. She’d shimmied out of her initiate robes, leaving her wearing a basic white t-shirt and a pair of panties underneath. “Do the same thing with yours. Let’s share them.”

“Um.” At the sight of Lexi’s half-naked body, I felt something beginning to rise in my boxers. “Are you sure?”

“This isn’t the time for modesty,” she insisted, running her hands across my chest. I let out a yelp: her fingers felt like ice cubes! “I’m freezing, Tim! Warm me up!”

That I could do. I shimmied out of my own robe and draped it over both Lexi and myself, stretching her smaller robe across the top like the comforter on top of a sheet. Lexi lay against me, her shoulders pressing into my chest as she snuggled deeper into my warmth.

Feeling bold, I slipped an arm over her waist and pulled her closer to me. I felt Lexi stiffen, her body tensing with some unstated emotion, then she melted against me as the warmth spread.

“Better?” I asked.

“Much better,” Lexi said, grateful. She rolled over to face me, her perky breasts and nipples visible through the thin cotton of her tee. “You’re so warm, Tim. Are you okay?”

“Absolutely,” I assured Lexi. My hands loosely held her waist, feeling the elastic at the top of her panties. Part of me—the small part that belonged to the endlessly horny caveman inside of me—wanted to tug those panties down, but I chased that hornball back to his cage. We were just friends, friends who were trying to stay warm in an emergency situation. “You should try and get some shuteye, Lexi.”

“I don’t know,” the blonde said, pressing her face against my chest. Her cheek was painfully cold for a moment, then it warmed up and felt better. “I’m wired right now, Tim. The attack on Blackwood, Kyros, actually stepping into a fissure. It’s a lot to take in, you know? It seems absolutely crazy.”

“It seems absolutely crazy that I’m under a bunch of blankets with a half-naked Lexi Caldwell,” I said before I could stop myself. “I guess I’m just a lucky guy.”

For a moment, her face was unreadable. Was she mad? Flattered? Turned on?

“Yeah, you are,” she said with a faint smile, holding me closer, and making my heart race. “Lucky that you’re a big warm son of a bitch, Tim. Otherwise I’d have kicked you out of the pagoda and told you not to come back until you’d found something to make fire with…”

I was about to try to say something smart and flirty and likely fumble it magnificently, but never got the chance.

Because as I opened my mouth, the mesh covering on the far side of the pagoda moved.

Both Lexi and I froze, our eyes widening.

A tiny lamp neither of us had seen hanging from the apex of the pagoda’s ceiling blazed to life. Flickering shadows illuminated the sparse, spartan pagoda, showing us the contours of our shelter for the night.

And in the center of that pagoda stood a monster.


Chapter 5

“Hello there!” the monster said. “I’m sorry to interrupt your mating! I didn’t expect anyone to be here!”

I sat straight upward in the bed, heedless of the cold rushing in as the sheet and our robes fell away. Lexi scooted to the other side of the mattress, holding one arm over her breasts as she screamed. I threw myself over the side of the bed and dropped into a fighting stance, putting myself between Lexi and the monster.

Wait a second.

“Mating!?” I said, staring down at the monster. “We weren’t mating! We were just trying to keep from freezing!”

“We aren’t there yet,” Lexi explained, covering herself with the sheet.

Yet? I thought, my heart skipping a beat in my chest as my brain froze.

The creature was even shorter than Lexi, barely able to ride the wooden coasters at theme parks without stuffing socks in its shoes. At first glance, it reminded me of the old Frosty the Snowman cartoon I’d seen on TV every Christmas—but if this was old Frosty, it was a version of Frosty created by someone with a wicked sense of humor. A pair of slender horns extended from the sides of its snowy head, with a black length of charcoal instead of a carrot for a nose. It moved by swiveling back and forth on tiny, flat feet, like a child’s toy brought to life.

My estimation? Not terribly dangerous. If this was a fighting sort of monster, Lexi and I could probably take it. Besides, the thing didn’t seem like it was in a killing mood. It seemed more curious about me and Lexi than anything else.

The monster cocked its head to the side, looking me up and down. Its beady eyes widened when it saw the device strapped to my wrist, the screen faintly glowing in the shadowy pagoda. “Why, you’re a Summoner!”

I cleared my throat. Better not let him know I’m a Summoner in training, I thought. As long as I projected an image of strength, this creature was unlikely to attack.

“Yes,” I said, nodding. “I am a Summoner. My name is Tim, and this is my friend, Lexi.”

Lexi lifted a hand and waved it. “Charmed,” she said with a faint smile.

“I’m Frick!” it said, waving its stick-shaped arms back and forth like an excited child. “I like to come to this pagoda sometimes and just gaze over the mountain range! It’s very quiet and peaceful! Do you enjoy the quiet and the peace as well, humans?”

“I do,” I said.

The creature—I was ninety-nine percent sure it was a ‘he’ by this point—had an air of manic intensity about him. He was so cheerful it felt a little unnerving.

“Listen, my friend and I are very cold, Frick. I noticed you lit the lamp at the top of the pagoda. Is there any way you could help me get a fire started in this brazier?”

Frick stared at the unused fire pit. He cocked his head to the other side, which nearly removed the ball of snow from his neck in the process. His beady eyes narrowed a bit, as if I’d said something suspicious.

“But Summoner, why haven’t you cast a fire spell?” Frick’s stick hands went over his mouth in a parody of shock. “You weren’t worried about melting me, were you, Summoner?”

“Ah… sure,” I said, deciding to go with it.

Frick laughed. “You don’t need to worry about that, Summoner! Frick doesn’t burn! I have been lit on fire several times, and not a single crystal of my body has melted in the process!”

I didn’t want to ask about how or why he’d been lit on fire multiple times. “Well, I’m glad that’s settled,” I said, flashing an awkward smile back at Lexi. “Still, I’d prefer not to cast a spell if I don’t have to. Any chance you could do to that brazier what you did to our lamp?”

The creature known as Frick shrugged, his stick arms waving in an invisible breeze. A moment later, the ashes in the brazier began to smolder, sending a thin plume of smoke into the hole at the center of the pagoda’s ceiling.

“Hmm!” Frick hummed loudly. “It seems that there’s no fuel in your brazier, Summoner! Under these circumstances, a fire spell would almost certainly be preferable to anything Frick can do!”

I sighed. What did I do now? Come clean, or keep bluffing?

This guy seems harmless, and friendly. And if he turns out to be dangerous, I could probably push him over with one hand. Let’s give him the benefit of the doubt.

“Listen, Frick,” I said, rubbing my forehead. “I wasn’t entirely honest with you earlier.”

“Oh?” Frick’s eyebrows rose. “That’s okay, Summoner! People are frequently deceitful around Frick!”

I had very little doubt of that, in a place like this. “I’m a Summoner… but I’m a new Summoner,” I admitted. “I don’t even have any monsters.”

Frick looked from me to Lexi, then back again. His beady eyes and charcoal mouth expressed inhuman magnitudes of astonishment.

“But you have a Grimoire!” Frick protested, waving a stick hand at the device strapped to my forearm. “It has been a long time since I’ve seen a Summoner, but they all had Grimoires to summon monsters. How could you not have any monsters?”

“Frick,” Lexi said from behind me, her voice intensely focused. “You just said it’s been a ‘long time’ since you’ve seen a Summoner here. Does that mean you’ve seen them in Hyperborea before?”

“Oh, yes!” Frick held out one stick hand, as if he had invisible fingers he could count. “It’s been one, two, three… a whole lot of years since I’ve run into a Summoner! It’s so lucky we found each other!”

“Frick,” Lexi said, now serious, “was this Summoner you saw before walking around? Or did he call out to monsters from the other side of a portal?”

Frick was confused by the question. “He was walking around just like you and Tim,” he said cheerfully.

“Describe him,” I said.

Frick did. And although the description he gave Lexi and I was slightly different from the man I remembered stepping through a portal into the Blackwood Institute, it was close enough that there could be little doubt that it was the same man, only younger.

Kyros had been here.

“He can do what I do,” I said, sharing a look with Lexi. She shivered, and it wasn’t from the cold. “Shit. We’re in a lot of trouble.”

“I’ll say!” Frick waddled into the center of the pagoda, cheerfully unaware of the worry on mine and Lexi’s faces. “You’ve wandered into the middle of the Spineshank Mountains, in deepest Hyperborea! You don’t have a single monster or a spell! And there are more monsters than usual around here this time of year!”

Frick made each of these things sound more exciting than the last.

“So, Summoner,” Frick said, dropping his voice and taking on a chummy air as he waddled over to me. One of his stick arms poked me in the side. “It sounds like you and your mate are in quite a pickle! No wonder you weren’t blissfully rutting when I found you in the pagoda!”

Lexi coughed, her cheeks coloring. Frick didn’t seem to notice.

“We certainly are in a pickle,” I agreed, rubbing the back of my neck.

Frick nudged me again. “So… are you going to form a Pact with me, then?”

Lexi and I shared a look. I could tell what she was thinking without having to ask: him?

Frick didn’t seem like much. I certainly couldn’t picture him fighting other monsters.

But he was better than nothing. And the weird little freaky snowman seemed to not only understand but sympathize with the fact that I was a fledgling Summoner, unused to the ways of monster taming. Also, I was kinda starting to like him.

“I’m considering it,” I admitted. “What exactly would you bring to the team, Frick?”

The living snowman brightened. “Oh, I can do lotsa stuff!” the creature said, vibrating with excitement. “I’m extremely useful, Summoner! I’d be a wonderful addition to your team—especially since I’d be the only person on your team!”

Frick had me there.

But the snowman wasn’t done with his pitch. “Pick up that rock,” he said, pointing at a pebble sitting beneath the foot of the pagoda’s bed. “I’ll wow you, Summoner!”

Intrigued, I walked over and did what he said. The pebble was cool and smooth in my hand, slightly smaller than a supermarket egg. I could’ve broken a window with it, though all it would have done against a proper monster was piss it off. I tossed it from one hand to the other, testing its weight.

“Perfect!” Frick said. The monster’s manic chipperness increased even further, if such a thing were possible. “Now throw it at me. Throw it, human!”

I looked over at Lexi. Are you sure? she mouthed, giving me a questioning look.

I shrugged.

So I wound up and tossed the rock at Frick, aiming right between his eyes. I hadn’t thrown it hard enough to do serious damage, but it would probably give Frick a good smack.

Only it didn’t hit.

An inch away from the snowman’s head, the rock pinged against an invisible wall. The rock flew back across the room a short distance, tumbling to my feet and rolling across the pagoda’s floor.

“Huh,” I said, looking down at the rock. “Interesting.”

“See!?” Frick threw his stick arms in the air, his snowman’s face filling with triumph. “A reflect spell! I can bounce things back at ‘cha! And I can teach you how to do it too, Summoner, if you level me up high enough!”

I shared a look with Lexi, who was nodding. Yeah, that could be useful. Pretty incredible actually, if used smartly.

“Okay,” I said after a moment’s thought. “I’ll make you my monster, Frick.”

The living snowman couldn’t have possibly looked any happier. “Oh, joy!” Frick cried, molding his snowman’s face into a big smile. “I can’t wait to join your team, human! Don’t worry, in the future I’ll make sure to stay away when you and your woman are mating!”

“We weren’t…” I began, but it was no use. Besides, if what Lexi had said was true, there was the possibility that we might be mating in the future. It was good to get that out of the way with my monsters right up front, to avoid awkward situations down the road. “Whatever.”

“Okay,” Frick said, wiggling back and forth. “Go ahead!”

Go ahead and what?

“Um,” I said, sitting down on the edge of the bed. “Frick, I don’t know how to say this…”

Vapor billowed from my lips, the pagoda’s chill rapidly infiltrating my limbs now that I was no longer under the blankets with Lexi. She had snuggled up as best as she could under the fabrics, hoarding all the warmth for herself.

“Say what, human?”

“I don’t know how to form a Pact,” I admitted sheepishly. “I’ve never done it before.”

Frick looked surprised. “Then I’ll guide you!” the monster said, sounding glad to have the opportunity.

“Really?” I asked.

“Sure! There’s a first time for everything!” Frick waddled backward a bit, retreating from the center of the pagoda. Once he was away, he gestured at the spot where he’d been, indicating it with both of his stick arms. “Right here, human! I’m going to teach you how to form a Monster Pact!”

I chuckled to myself as I filled the spot Frick had recently vacated. Lexi watched me, her heavy-lidded eyes filled with a mixture of worry and curiosity.

“Alright!” Frick said, pumping a stick hand in the air. “Okay, human, the first thing you’re going to want to do is use your Grimoire to pick up my signature.”

The process was a bit more complicated than it appeared, but not much more so. In short order I managed to push the correct series of buttons to focus the Digital Grimoire on Frick. The green and black screen changed over to a generic diagram of a monster, along with a handful of pieces of information it could glean from a cursory scan. Like most monsters in Hyperborea, Frick was resistant against cold—a big shock for a snowman—and weak against fire. Which was a bit of a surprise, since the creature seemed to have at least a rudimentary ability to conjure flames.

The tricky part came once Frick was in the crosshairs and ready to move onto the next phase of the Pact. The little snowman continued to preen like the luckiest little boy at the ball, waiting for me to do something. I had no idea what.

“Um, Frick?” I stared down at the monster, trying to figure out what came next. “How do we form this Pact? Is there something we need to do, or do you just agree to be my monster?”

The living snowman stared at me, his beady eyes widening in surprise. “You really don’t know the first thing about being a Summoner, do you?”

“Today was his first day of training,” Lexi said from the bed. “Don’t give him a hard time, Frick.”

“Not a problem!” Frick beamed, ever willing to be helpful. “Point the Grimoire at me, Summoner! You’ll be my Master in no time!”

I was a bit iffy about being called Master, especially by a living ball of frost who looked like someone from Hot Topic had drawn a monstrous version of that cute snowman from Frozen. But like it or not, Frick knew better than I did how a Pact was formed between Summoner and monster.

“Cool,” I said, flipping through the options. It only took a try or two to get it right.

When I hit the right combination of buttons on the flashing Grimoire, a faint green glow surrounded Frick, the same illumination emanating from the Digital Grimoire’s screen. It pulsed like a heartbeat, turning the monster into a green shadow, then faded to almost nothing over the course of a few seconds.

Monster selected

Begin Negotiation Phase

Negotiation?

“It says we both have to negotiate,” I told the snowman, glancing back at Lexi over my shoulder. “We need to come to some sort of agreement?”

“That’s right, Summoner!” Frick raised his head from the wrist-mounted Grimoire, grinning like Frosty himself after making the schoolchildren’s day. “First you tell me what you want, then I tell you what I want! So what are you interested in, Summoner? Monster Ore? A valuable item, perhaps? Or are you gunning to have me join your team of monsters?”

There was no team, yet. Fick would be the first monster to join me, my first step on the road of a Summoner. The other options sounded paltry in comparison.

“I want you to be my monster,” I said, looking down at Frick. “What do I have to do to make that happen?”

Frick made a show of thinking it over. His expression of deep concentration would have been comical if Lexi and I weren’t currently engaged in freezing our asses off. As it was, I wished he would hurry the hell up about it.

Finally the living snowman appeared to make a decision. “Normally, monsters ask for money, or items,” Frick explained, eyes moving from me to the woman on the bed and back again. “But you’re obviously poor, and, being new, you haven’t collected any items yet to speak of! Certainly nothing that would interest a powerful monster like myself!”

“I’m not poor,” I said, trying not to laugh at Frick’s description of himself as a powerful monster. Powerful in the face of pebbles, maybe. “I’ve got money in my bank account. Are dollars good? How much do you want?”

“Monsters don’t care about human money at all!” the snowman protested cheerfully. “Hmm… what I want from you, Summoner Tim, is a promise!”

A promise? Interesting.

“I suppose I’ll have to be as good as my word,” I said, spreading my hands. I didn’t really have much of a choice other than according to Frick’s demands. “Go ahead, Frick. If it's within my power, and it doesn’t contradict my morals, I’ll promise it.”

“Oh, nothing like that!” Frick said, doing a passable impression of a coquettish young girl. “You big ape you! What a pervert!”

Behind me, I heard Lexi clutching the sheets and giggling.

“That’s not what I meant by morals,” I said over the sound of laughter. “Oh, whatever. What do you want, Frick?”

The snowman waddled forward, bits of frost dropping from his body, and poked me in the chest with one of his stick arms. “I know potential when I see it,” Frick explained, his voice surprisingly serious. “I’ve only just met you, Summoner, but I can tell you’re going places! And not just because you’re the first human I’ve seen in Hyperborea for decades!”

I had to chuckle at that. “Okay, Frick. For what it’s worth, I agree. I’m not sure exactly what I am yet, but I can travel between worlds, so… Maybe I can become something.”

“So what I want in exchange for being your monster… is to be your monster,” Frick said, crossing his stick arms over his snowy chest.

Did I mishear it? “Pardon?”

“So many Summoners are all the same,” Frick said, placing a stick against his forehead like a woman bemoaning the sorry state of the dating game. “You lure us gullible young monsters out of a fissure, make all these promises to get us on your side, and then you hand us over to a Latent! Just when we think we’ve found our forever home, you shuffle us off to some guy or gal we’ve never even met before! And we have to get to know them all over again!”

I’d never really thought about it before. Lexi and I shared a look, and I could tell she’d never thought about it that way, either. A little expression of guilt settled on her face as she pondered her potential future as a Latent.

“So my part of the Pact is this, Summoner. That you agree to keep me on your team, no matter what. You don’t trade me off to a Latent or give me away to some other Summoner. I get to stay on Team Tim, till the bitter end!”

Huh, I thought, more than a little shocked. That’s… a hell of a commitment.

“Tim, I think I should say something here,” Lexi cut in. “While the number of monsters you could command is theoretically limitless, even elite Summoners normally keep themselves to a small team size. It can be taxing to have large numbers of monsters summoned at once. It’s part of the reason Kyros is so scary. He brought an army of monsters with him when he assaulted the Blackwood Institute.”

“Basically, what you’re saying is, the choice of my first monster is a very important one?”

“Exactly.”

At the same time, I didn’t have much of a choice. I needed monsters, and more importantly, I needed monsters who were cool with me not really knowing what I was doing. Frick might have been a living snowman, but in that sense he was practically a unicorn.

Still, I had to test the limits of the deal. I glanced over at Lexi, gesturing at the woman with a smooth expression. “I can’t even give you to Lexi?”

She waved at Frick, smiling beneath the thin blanket.

Frick suddenly looked panicked. “You’d hand me to a beauty like that?”

I laughed. “Never say never, Frick.”

The snowman pursed his charcoal lips. “Well, you could let Lexi borrow me sometime, I guess. But nothing permanent! And no trading me to other Latents, or Summoners. I don’t want to end up with someone I don’t know!”

“I think we can do that,” I told the monster, taking his stick arm and giving it a firm shake. “I’ll agree to those terms. So what happens now that…?”

My Digital Grimoire began to glow.

“It’s already happening,” Frick said. The monster’s voice jittery from excitement. “It’s happening! I’m getting a Summoner!”

The green aura flared across its skin, forming a link between its frozen body and the device strapped around my wrist. Light filled the pagoda, causing both Frick and Lexi to cry out in surprise. As it faded, new words appeared on the screen of the Digital Grimoire:

Monster Pact Formed!

Snowman Frick (Lv. 2) has joined your Party!

At your current mastery, you can have a maximum party of up to three (3) Monsters!

Monster: Frick the Snowman

Level: 2

HP: 10

MP: 15

STR: ICE

WK: FIRE

Current Abilities:

1 MP: Rock Throw: Cast a stone projectile at an enemy. Higher levels can be infused with elemental damage.

Wow, I thought, watching the words scroll across the device’s digital face. I really did it. My first monster. I’m a real Summoner now…

But that wasn’t the only surprise the Digital Grimoire had in store for me.

You have gained mastery!

You have learned the following Spells:

Heal

Ignite

This came as much more of a shock. Even as I read the words, new knowledge blossomed in the back of my head. Like someone who’s ridden a bike before and can hop right on one after years without having to reacquaint themselves with how it works, I knew that I could cast the two spells the Digital Grimoire had listed.

How I knew this I couldn’t have told anyone, not even Lexi or Frick. I just did.

From what I could tell, “mastery” was something like leveling up or experience points.

I couldn’t help but notice that certain words and phrases on the Digital Grimoire’s display were underlined. Out of curiosity, I tapped the word ‘Heal’ and watched as the device responded to my touch. A little box appeared over the current display, with a scroll wheel on the side to allow me to read:

Heal:

Duration: Immediate

Cost: 5 Mana

Target: Single

Restore a small amount of health to the chosen target. Effect scales with the caster’s power level. Is more effective on Monsters than humans, and is more effective on other humans than as a self-targeted spell. For this reason, magic users will often work in pairs, reserving healing spells for each other rather than self-casting.

“Damn, you’re useful,” I said to my Grimoire, shaking my head. “Not only does the thing tell me all about my spells, it even gives me a useful tip to make sure I’m not wasting my Mana.

Wait. I have Mana!?

Was that the flow I’d channeled? It had to be.

A new window flickered to life in the corner of the Digital Grimoire’s HUD. It looked like an overlay from a video game, showing a ragdoll of a human being along with two bars on the side of the display: one red and one blue. My time playing video games told me that ‘red’ was probably my health, while ‘blue’ was my mana.

The screen flashed, and suddenly it showed a wireframe human and a little doodle of Frick. Frick had a health and a mana bar as well: only his blue bar was more than halfway depleted.

“Frick,” I asked. “Did you cast any other spells recently besides the one that reflected that pebble?”

The living snowman stared up at me, thinking it over. “It depends on what you mean by recently,” he said with a shrug. “I’ve had to cast more than a few spells walking around Hyperborea! These mountains are dangerous!”

“That’s fine, we’ll just have to watch your mana in the future. Does it go back up when you rest?”

Frick had waddled across the room and was now leaning against me, his beady eyes devouring the sight of the display and its information. “Wow, it tracks my mana and everything!” he said, grabbing at the device with his wooden limbs. “I heard so much about Digital Grimoires, but never thought I’d get to bond with a Summoner who has one!”

Hmm? My eyes narrowed. “I thought all Summoners had Grimoires,” I said, pulling the device away before Frick could start pressing buttons and get us in trouble. “Don’t they?”

“Oh yeah, of course,” Frick said before Lexi could reply. “But most of the ones I’ve seen are paper! Cool new gizmos like this are hard to come by around here!”

Interesting. If the last Summoner to travel into this realm was Kyros, as my working theory would imply, that meant it might have been a long, long time since he’d been seen in the realms of monsters. That would track with what Lexi had told me about the First Summoner’s legend, too.

I wanted to play around with the device: to see what it told me about Frick, and if there was any more information about Summoners and the methods of winning a monster negotiation. But before I could lose myself in scrolling through the Digital Grimoire’s functions, a sound brought me back to the present moment in a way that sent a chill down my spine.

Howling.

Like a goddamned wolf.


Chapter 6

“Oh no!” Frick raced to the mesh covering of the pagoda, his tiny legs waddling back and forth beneath the largest sphere of his body. “They’re here! Quick, we’ve got to put the fire out and hide before they realize this place is occupied—”

The cover of the pagoda was torn back, and three monsters stepped in.

One of the monsters growled as it sniffed the air. If the creature I’d seen at the entrance to my first fissure had been a snow dog, this thing was a full-blooded wolf. The size of a Clydesdale, I was surprised the thing had managed to fit its snout inside the pagoda to begin with. Long, curved teeth protruded from its jaw, like a saber tooth tiger.

Another was a bizarre creature the shape of a snowflake. Thick fronds of ice covered it in geometric patterns, with bits of frost falling from it in an endless rain of icy aura. A single blue eye glistened in the center of the creature, flicking back and forth.

The third looked like someone had pressed ice into a bread maker, somehow magically baked it into a loaf of blue bread, then left that bread out until it got moldy and half-melted. A pair of beady red eyes peered at me from what ought to have been the creature’s head, but its limbs were mere suggestions at best.

I was startled by the sight of them, instincts dropping my body into a fighting stance. Somewhere behind me, I heard Lexi let out an involuntary cry and snatch up her clothes. Hopefully I could keep these monsters occupied long enough for her to cover up before she was forced to fight.

Frick, however, was more sanguine. And irritated. “Gods, don’t you guys ever take a break?” he growled, waving his stick arms at the trio of intruders. “You’ve been chasing me across the tundra all day! Surely I couldn’t taste that good?”

“These guys have been chasing you?” I asked Frick.

The monster shot me a guilty look. “Yeah?”

My lips formed a tight little line. “And when were you planning to tell me that?”

I could have been seeing things, but I could’ve sworn that Frick’s snowy cheeks turned red with embarrassment. “Um, once they hopefully passed us by and left us alone for the night?”

“Doesn’t look like they were going to do that,” Lexi said, pulling her robe on. “Help us out here, Frick. How do we take these creatures down?”

For the moment, the trio of monsters appeared to size us up, probably wondering if humans were easy enough to prey on or not. They fanned out in a rough line, the wolf on the left side and the blue slime on the right.

“Tim!” Frick cried, gesturing at the device on my wrist. “Use your Digital Grimoire!”

Oh, right, I thought, aiming it at the creatures. Not only could the device facilitate the negotiation between a human Summoner and a monster, it could also scan monsters.

It almost felt unfair to have an ability like this in my back pocket, to know their weaknesses and counters with a simple push of a button.

MONSTER DETECTED:

Frost Wolf. LVL: UNKNOWN. STR/WK: UNKNOWN

Pentacle. LVL: UNKNOWN. STR/WK: UNKNOWN

Foul Slime. LVL: UNKNOWN. STR/WK: UNKNOWN

Okay. Not as useful as I’d expected.

So the device could tell me the names of the monsters, but not how strong they were or what their weaknesses might be. Still, it was a start.

And looking at the monsters, their weaknesses seemed pretty obvious. Mr. Snowflake in the center was constantly dripping bits of snow onto the ground. Fire ought to burn him up good. Probably do a number on the big Frost Wolf too…

As if reading my thoughts, the Frost Wolf bared its teeth in a growl.

“It’s about to pounce,” I said, adrenaline hastening my heartbeat. I was about to fight monsters. Monsters! “What do I do?”

“Take control, Master!” Frick said. It would have sounded bold if my monster didn’t have the voice of a pip-squeak. “We’re here to follow your orders! Give them, and we’ll obey!”

We? I thought. Does he mean himself and Lexi…?

Growling, the Frost Wolf leapt at me, snapping its jaw like it could already picture itself chewing up my face. In my peripheral vision, the floating snowflake floated toward Frick with a purpose, while the slime creature burbled over toward Lexi.

I needed to take down this wolf ASAP and help them. I had just the tools to do it, too.

I backed off from the wolf and raised the Digital Grimoire. The sight of the unfamiliar device slowed the creature somewhat, as if it feared the advanced technology might be a bomb or a gun. Had it seen things of that nature before from Kyros, perhaps?

Either way, it’d bought me the moment I needed. I reached for the knowledge I’d gained of Ignite and thrust it forward with my free hand, aiming it at the Frost Wolf.

When I let the spell go, I didn’t actually know what it was going to do. But I’d seen fire spells in video games before. Typically they involved a big ball or blast of flame that shot from the caster’s fingertips, flying over to the target like a Magic Missile. Sometimes, like in Dark Souls (one of my all-time favorite video games), they took the form of a short range wave of flame that shot from between the caster’s hands.

Instead of any of that, the air around it exploded into flame.

Ignite did exactly what it said on the tin. It took the air wherever the caster selected it and acted like I’d hit the world’s largest lighter— soaked in an entire bottle of kerosene. When used against targets strong to flame, like those made of metal or rock, this probably did next to nothing.

But when tossed at a creature like the Frost Wolf, which, it turns out, was weak to fire?

Well, then it was truly something to see.

The Frost Wolf howled in pain as fire engulfed its fur. The creature dropped to howl and roll to put out the flames. Bits of its pearly white coat melted away, turning liquid in order to staunch the burning. Interesting.

“Nice shot, Master!” Frick yelled. The living snowman was involved in an intricate dance with the Pentacle: the massive snowflake pelted my monster with balls of ice, which he dodged with a spryness I’d not have expected of a bulbous snowman. So far, Frick was winning.

It occurred to me then that the two monsters were engaged in the world’s deadliest snowball fight. I had to hold back a smile at the realization.

“Oh, look out!” Frick cried, pointing at me as he ducked another salvo from the snowflake. “It’s charging up a spell!”

The Frost Wolf had recovered from its burn, and every strand of its fur stood up like it had jammed a paw in an electrical socket. Bits of ice floated around the creature. It howled, and a wave of energy rippled from its legs to the crown of its head. The thing’s muscles bulged, and the storm of ice around it intensified.

A vortex of polar wind and ice formed in front of it, like a massive arrow. Looking at it was like looking down the barrel of a gun a millisecond before the trigger was pulled.

“Crap…” I hoped the self-heal was at least good enough to stitch me back up, if we won.

Suddenly the monster’s paws were yanked above its head, and the Frost Wolf was falling backward.

I blinked, trying to process what was happening. A huge gust of wind had just knocked the wolf sprawling to the ground. The spell hadn’t actually done much in the way of damage to the wolf—it just looked stunned rather than truly hurt—but its spell had fizzled.

I’d been saved.

“Nice save, Frick!” I yelled as I closed the distance to my foe. Before the Frost Wolf could charge up another of those attacks, I powered up and unleashed another Ignite on it with a snap of my fingers.

A mournful cry filled the pagoda, smoke rising through the hole in the structure’s center as it toppled over.

+50 Monster Ore!

Shame I couldn’t form a Pact with it, I thought, leaping over the burning body of the Frost Wolf. But I’d rather be alive and only have one monster than die trying to get a second!

I twisted as I landed, sizing up the situation with the other two monsters and my companions. Frick was dancing around the Pentacle, while Lexi had retreated to the relative safety of the bed and stood atop the mattress, dodging the blows of the Foul Slime.

It seemed like a foul monster indeed. It didn’t appear to have any spells. Its sole attack was to shuffle forward and strike out with a long, slimy tongue, trying and failing to slurp at Lexi. With her up high and it below, she looked like a rockstar trying to fend off a creepy and stubborn groupie.

“Hang on!” I yelled, running across the pagoda. “I’m coming!”

The Foul Slime didn’t even turn to look at me as I reached the bed.

Here’s hoping you’re weak to fire, buddy, I thought, preparing another blast of Ignite. Let’s see if all that jelly burns…

I snapped my fingers.

And nothing happened.

The slime turned, its beady eyes swiveling to focus on me in its confusion. I glanced down at the Digital Grimoire, snapping my fingers a second time, only for nothing to happen once again. What the fuck?

On the display, next to the little ragdoll wireframe of myself, the red bar displaying health stood at full. But the blue bar was empty.

Shit. I’d gone dry killing the wolf.

That didn’t matter. I had to get the slime away from Lexi. Maybe I could bash the damn thing over the head with the Grimoire or something. The how of it didn’t matter: I’d rather have the blue bastard sloshing after me, rather than trying to lick Lexi to death.

“Yeah, come here!” I said, throwing my arms out to make myself look big and crazy. “I’m the Summoner, dude! You want me, not her! C’mon! Come and lick me you blue turd!”

The slime slowly turned, heading in my direction. Behind it, Lexi stared down at her hands, her face as pale as a bowl of skim milk. She was trembling. How bad had that slime scared her?

“Frick!” I said, backing away from the slime as its long tongue unfurled. “Gonna need another one of those wind spells, my man?”

Frick dodged out of the way of a frozen icicle, his beady eyes wide with concentration. “Wind spells?”

“Yeah!” I said, backing up as the slime’s tongue shot toward me like a dart. “Don’t tell me you’re out of mana, too?”

The snowman gave me an awkward laugh. “Master, I don’t have any wind spells!”

What?

I was so shocked that the tongue nearly brushed my groin. Even as I dodged out of the way, I was reeling internally, with both disgust and confusion. Who had cast the wind spell? Did we have some guardian angel watching over us while we fought in the pagoda, or…?

I looked over at Lexi, shaking like a leaf as she stood on the bed.

And realized she might not be shaking from fear of the slime, after all.

Lexi met my eyes, her hands trembling like she’d been hanging onto a power line. “I’m a Latent,” she whispered, her voice filled with disbelief. “I’m a Latent! We can’t do things like this, only full Summoners can! This, this violates all the rules we think we know about magic and how it works…!”

“That’s amazing, but I don’t give a shit about rules of magic! We’re fighting to survive here! Lexi, I need another wind spell!” Just as I said it, my shoulders hit the wall of the pagoda.

I’d navigated myself into a corner. The slime’s long, dripping tongue was nightmare material straight from a sexually-repressed horror movie. And the sounds. Oh God, the slurping sounds, they made it ten times worse! I shuddered away from it, my stomach doing a flip, part of me wishing I’d been killed by the wolf instead.

“I can’t!” Lexi said, holding her hands before her. “I’m a Latent! I can’t do spells!”

“Do a goddamn wind spell or we’re dead!” I roared, the slime pushing me against the wall. “Hurry, it’s getting in my mouth—!”

And then it did.

The Foul Slime truly lived up to its name. It was the foulest fucking thing I’d ever tasted.

I would have vomited instantly, if only I wouldn’t have choked. Nausea filled me as the creature flattened itself against me, pushing me into the stones as that hideous tongue raked my face. With each lash, I could feel part of me going numb.

Poison? Maybe. It didn’t really matter. Even if the creature was just depleting my hit points, I could neither see a way around it or fight.

Darkness pushed in on the edges of my vision. Help, I tried to say, but with a mouth full of slime it just came out as Hrnghph.

As the world faded, I heard a roaring sound in my ears. At first my confused brain thought it was a jet engine.

The slime covering me screamed. A thousand tiny knives made of air ripped through its blue gelatin body, ripping it to shreds. Bits of it blew everywhere: on the walls of the pagoda, the lamp swinging from the roof. It covered the mesh canvas flaps and stained the floor like someone had butchered an entire village of Smurfs.

+50 Monster Ore

I could see again. The world came rushing back in. Lexi stood before me, her hands held out. A gentle breeze blew between her fingers.

“I can cast spells,” she whispered, tears in her eyes. “Tim… what is this? Am I a full Summoner now? Did you do something to me when you pulled me through that fissure?”

I wasn’t sure. Unable to contain myself, I swept her up and held her to me, squeezing her tight. Lexi melted against me.

“You saved my life,” I said, setting her back down on her feet. “Thank you so much, Lexi…”

Shit. There was one monster left, right? We weren’t done just yet.

Except the Pentacle had stopped fighting. It floated a short distance away from Frick, the two monsters sizing each other up like they’d entered a Mexican snowball Standoff.

“Uh, Frick?” I asked, looking from the invading monster to mine. “What’s going on?”

“Besides your Latent turning out to have the ability to cast spells?” Frick asked, casting Lexi a look that was shocked and proud all at once.

“Yeah. Other than that.”

Frick shrugged. “Oh, nothing much, Master. This monster wants to surrender!”

Really? Now that was interesting.


Chapter 7

I set Lexi to the side for the moment and locked eyes with the monster. Well, eye. The Pentacle only had one. Now that I had a few moments to look at the creature without the threat of battle, I saw where it got its name. It was a five-pointed snowflake, more a snow-star than the flakes you saw in Christmas movies.

“This is true, Summoner,” the Pentacle said. Lacking a mouth, it made sounds by crinkling its icy limbs, producing words that echoed in the ears like living wind chimes. I got the impression it would be irritating to listen to for long periods, but in small doses it would be fine. “I have witnessed your strength in dispatching my companions. I would rather serve you than die.”

“Huh,” I said, looking at Frick. “So what happens now?”

The snowman shrugged. “You either say yes, or no. Since old Penta-star over here is bargaining for his life, he doesn’t get to make demands from you. You don’t have to give him any items or Monster Ore to get him to join the team—you just have to give him a place on the team. And not kill him, of course.”

“Of course,” I repeated. “So you’re a him? It’s difficult to tell with monsters.”

I could have sworn Pentacle chuckled at that. “For us, it is difficult to tell with humans,” he said in that wind chime whistle. “You all look so alike to our kind.”

“I’m going to ignore the inherent prejudice in that sentence,” I said.

Something about the idea of a big, bad monster surrendering to me and begging for his life made me feel like I was about ten feet tall.

“Tell me why I should let you live after attacking us, Pentacle. And be brief.”

“I can serve you,” he said, more of that strange, magical frost falling from his limbs every time he spoke. His single eye rolled in its socket, as if he were trying to see something creeping up behind him. “I see that you have only added a single monster to your Grimoire, Summoner. That is unusual for someone powerful enough to walk this realm. I would be happy to increase your stable of potential allies.”

Pretty good answer, I thought. “What kind of monster are you?”

Pentacle bobbed up and down once, his version of pointing at himself. “I am a frost monster,” he said, like the snow melting off his limbs didn’t give that away. Ice based.

“I can tell that much,” I grunted, turning to Frick. “I already have a frost based monster. You tell me, Frick: is it in my best interest to have two on the team?”

Before my living snowman could provide me a no doubt pithy assessment of Pentacle’s abilities, the massive snowflake hurried to speak.

“I also have the ability to cast a status buff. A single target increase in strength and damage. I believe you saw it earlier, when I cast it upon the Frost Wolf you slew.”

I’d assumed that had been a side-effect of the spell it had been charging up, but all along, it had been an assist from another team member? These monsters had more coordination than I’d given them credit. With a barely repressed shudder, I wondered how easily it would have been for the fight to go the other way, and whether or not Pentacle would have shown me mercy if the roles had been reversed.

While I’d been mulling this over, Frick eyed the snowflake up and down. “Hmm,” the snowman said, waving his bulbous head up and down. “I’m going to say yes, Master. More monsters are a good thing in general, and if Pentacle doesn’t end up becoming a valued member of the team, you can always store him inside your Grimoire’s memory banks. Besides, he might be decent fodder for—”

The monster cut himself off, slapping a stick across his face so quickly it looked like he was trying to swat a fly.

“Huh?” I asked, confused. “Fodder for what, Frick?”

“For something you might learn about later,” the snowman said with an enigmatic smile. “I really shouldn’t have mentioned it, Master! I won’t be able to give you any more information. I’m physically incapable of doing so!”

“You mean you’re my summoned monster, but I can’t order you to tell me the truth?” I asked.

“That’s right!” Frick said with far too much glee. “We are monsters, after all, Master!”

Whatever, I thought, dismissing Frick’s slip up for now. I’m sure I’ll learn about it when the time comes. Whatever power there is to find in Hyperborea, maybe I can read about it in the Digital Grimoire. Either way, I was feeling good about our chances of surviving, and about everything in general.

I’d won my first fight and gained a second monster.

Forming a Pact with Pentacle turned out to be even easier than doing it with Frick. Having familiarized myself a bit more with the Gauntlet’s functions, I managed to find the right buttons on the first try, adding the frost monster as my second bound creature.

Monster: Pentacle

Level: 3

HP: 15

MP: 35

STR: ICE

WK: FIRE; PHYSICAL

Current Abilities:

1 MP: Rock Throw: Cast a stone projectile at an enemy. Higher levels can be infused with elemental damage.

5 MP: Spiral Snowflake: Cast a rolling spiral of frost magic at a target. Capable of area-of-effect damage.

18 MP: Frost Infusion: Cast a single-target status buff that increases strength and damage.

“Two ice monsters,” I thought, shaking my head. “Not a lot of diversity, but then again, this is Hyperborea. Frost and Ice monsters are probably the overwhelming majority of what you’ve got around here.”

That done, I walked over to Lexi. The Latent (or a Summoner now, I reminded myself, we had no idea) had ended her portion of the battle by promptly heading back to bed and curling up beneath the covers. Steam billowed from her lips, and it hit me that the pagoda was still cold. The heat of battle had distracted me from the chill, but now it was sneaking back in.

A quick check of my Digital Grimoire showed a section of my mana bar had regenerated. Maybe I can do something about the cold now.

“Frick, Pentacle,” I said, turning to both demons. “Go outside and find me something that will burn.”

The two monsters shared a look.

“Yes, Master!” Frick said, giving me a little salute like a delivery man. “Come on, Master’s newest slave! It’s time to earn your keep!”

The snowflake followed Frick out into the night. Once they were gone, I sat down on the side of the bed and lay down next to Lexi.

“You alright?” I asked.

She was still shuddering. Only now, she shuddered from excitement and triumph, not fear.

“I did it,” Lexi whispered, grabbing hold of me like the last piece of driftwood in a shipwreck. “Tim, I did it. I cast a spell! I saw it when I gained mastery, but I didn’t really think… shit, I thought it was just a mistake…”

My eyebrows shot to my hairline. “You gained mastery? When?”

A guilty little smile flickered across Lexi’s face. “When you formed that Pact with Frick,” she said, giving a little shrug beneath the covers. “I guess some of that experience rubbed off on me, too, and I was able to achieve the next rank of mastery. Latents can gain mastery too, not just Summoners. It’s important, because most of us need to be at higher ranks in order to handle the high-level monsters of other Summoners.”

There was a bond between Summoners and Latents, I’d learned from that very first lesson with Instructor Fallon. Latents needed Summoners, and vice versa, in order for magical society to function in its current form.

But I’d never expected that the bond between me and Lexi would be so deep that she’d share in my gains. Gaining my first monster had powered me up, and also powered up Lexi, granting her spells.

Actual magic spells.

We were going to have to figure that out sooner or later.

“I still can’t wrap my head around it,” Lexi said, snuggling up against me in the blanket. “Latents aren’t supposed to be able to cast spells. The only thing that separates us from ordinary humans is that we can train and command monsters. If a regular human tried to boss Frick or Pentacle around, they’d get laughed at, and with a hostile monster, they’d get eaten. This… this is completely beyond the pale, Tim!”

“Maybe things have changed. Maybe Kyros brought something with him when he walked through that fissure, and all the Latents have changed.”

Lexi frowned. “I don’t think that’s it,” she said, shaking her head. “I didn’t feel any different when Kyros showed up. Terrified, yes, but not different. Not like when you pulled me through that fissure.”

I propped myself up on one elbow. “You felt something when I tugged you through the fissure?”

Lexi nodded. “It was like… I can’t really describe it. There was this pressure behind my eyes, almost like when someone is casting really strong magic around you and it makes you itch. But then you touched me, and suddenly I could step right through the fissure like it wasn’t even there.” Lexi hid her face, her cheeks burning. “It felt good, actually.”

“Good?” I couldn’t believe what I was hearing. “Good how?”

Now Lexi buried her face completely. “I don’t want to say!”

“This is magical research,” I said, my voice playfully serious as I gently rocked her shoulder through the blanket. “The whole future of the world might depend on figuring out what it was that transformed you when I pulled you through the fissure, Lexi. We don’t know if it’ll fade, either. Or change again when you get back to Earth. For the sake of the world, you must describe it, in explicit detail.”

Her eyes got big and wide as she realized the magnitude of our discovery.

“Shit,” she blurted. “Fine, whatever. But you can’t… you can’t tease me about it!”

I made a ‘cross my heart’ gesture. “Scout’s honor.”

Lexi’s eyes narrowed. “You were never a Boy Scout, were you?”

“Nope,” I admitted. “But it’s never too late to give it a shot.”

Lexi scoffed and rolled her eyes. “Okay. Well, it felt good in a… in a, like, sexy way. Like someone was giving you a kiss, you know?”

“Like a kiss on the cheek?” I asked, frowning.

I hadn’t thought Lexi could look any more flummoxed than she already did. I was wrong.

“No!” she admitted, nibbling at her bottom lip like she was about to take off like a rocket from the sheer embarrassment. “If you really have to know, it was like… like someone kissing me between my legs.”

Oh. Oh.

I chewed that over for a moment, letting my eyes roam up and down Lexi’s gorgeous figure under the covers. “I see. So you’ve felt someone kiss you between your legs, then?”

Lexi’s eyes went as wide as saucers and suddenly found something interesting to stare on the floor. “W-well… no. But it felt the way I’ve imagined having someone do that would feel when I’m fantas— Oh gosh! I can’t!!”

I scooted closer to her. My heart had been thumping against my ribcage like a bass drum for a while, and it had nothing to do with post-combat adrenaline.

Feeling bolder than I ever had in all my life, I cleared my throat. “Would you like to feel that, Lexi?”

Her mouth dropped open. Her pupils dilated, her breath grew heavier, a thin trickle of drool dripping from the side of her lips. There was panic in her, under a mountain of arousal so intense even I couldn’t miss it.

I’d never gone down on a girl before. My last girlfriend had never been interested in it. Despite what I’d always heard about how much girls liked it, she’d been the mythical girlfriend who had no interest in having her guy put his mouth between her legs. I thought it was just nerves, and it would melt away the first time we had sex, but she still always said no.

Honestly, though, I wanted to feel a girl get off beneath my tongue, to taste her wetness as she rode my face and gasped my name.

I’d never told my first girlfriend that, of course. Guys were supposed to not want to do that—to have to be badgered into it.

Lexi, on the other hand, looked like she’d just won the lottery.

“Tim,” she groaned, her legs shifting beneath the covers, athletic thighs rubbing against each other. “I… I don’t know if I’m ready to go all the way with a guy just yet…”

Holy shit. My heart skipped a beat, then skipped another. It was a minor miracle that I didn’t fall over dead right then and there.

Lexi was a virgin?

“I’m not talking about that,” I said softly. “We don’t have to do that if you’re not ready. I’m just offering to have a little fun. Fool around, see where things go.” I stared deep into her eyes. “What do you say?”

Lexi swallowed hard, staring back at me with a bright red face. “I’d like that very much. But we don’t know how long those monsters will be, and I’d really like the first time to be when we’re not going to be interrupted.”

“That’s totally fine,” I said with a smile. “Whenever you’re re—”

“We’re back!” The mesh flap of the pagoda was pulled back, bringing a blast of icy wind into the room. Frick and Pentacle entered, carrying a bundle of sticks. Sticking out from between two of Pentacle’s icy limbs was a larger, thicker branch, ready to be cut down into segments and used to stoke the blaze once I got it started. “Took forever to get these together, Master…”

Lexi and I looked at each other. For a moment, frustration twisted her beautiful face.

Then we both laughed.

“What?” Frick stopped in the middle of the room, setting his half of the branches down. “Did we miss something? Oh no, are we interrupting your mating again?”

“No mating right now,” I told the two monsters without looking over my shoulder. I kept my eyes on Lexi, the corner of my mouth curled in a smile. “Raincheck?”

“Definitely.” Lexi looked a little put out, but also somewhat relieved. I couldn’t blame her. I wouldn’t have chosen a freezing cold pagoda to get oral sex in for the first time, either.

A few well placed sticks and an Ignite spell later, the pagoda was no longer quite so cold. I had Frick and Pentacle stack the branches in the brazier, and the multi-limbed snowflake proved adept at snapping the larger branch into bigger chunks to be used to keep it ablaze. The whole thing went up like kindling when I snapped my fingers, filling the room with warmth and light.

Lexi and I sat in front of the blaze, the blanket wrapped around our bodies. It was kind of comfy actually.

“That’s so much better,” Lexi said, resting her head against my chest. Ever since I’d manned up and offered to go down on her, she’d been glued to me, like she was my girlfriend already. I couldn’t deny it, I liked having her be so lovey-dovey with me. It felt great to have her body against mine, and emotions were on the surface after the attack on the academy and our victory against the monsters.

“Mission One complete,” I whispered, watching the flames flicker along the edges of the brazier. “Now we move onto the next one.”

Lexi frowned, her brows furrowing together. “Mission One?”

I laughed, then explained my habit of breaking difficult tasks down into smaller, more manageable chunks. “So our first objective was just to not freeze to death. We’ve got that handled, so now we can move onto the next one.”

“Which is?”

I leaned in closer to the fire, warming my hands over the flames. “Getting home. We’ve got to find out what happened to the rest of Blackwood. With Kyros running around, no Summoner or Latent is safe. And we can’t stay here in Hyperborea forever. Even if we won’t freeze, it’s not like there’s a McDonalds around where we can get breakfast tomorrow.”

Lexi nodded, as if the same issues had been working through her brain as she snuggled me next to the fire. “We’re really going to do it, aren’t we?” she asked, her voice tinged with wonder as she watched the flames dance. “We’re going to get back home.”

“Hopefully so,” I said, tickling her a bit beneath the blanket. “It would be a shame for us to die, now that I’m just starting to get to know you.”

Her face turned serious. “We never did talk much in high school, did we?” she asked, shaking her head. “Stupid of me. But you know how we were back then. Tunnel vision for punk shows and video games.”

“Something like that,” I agreed, letting my hand rest on the small of Lexi’s back. “I’m glad, actually. If you’d met me back before Blackwood, how could I be sure you’d even like me?”

Lexi scoffed. “I’d like you,” she said, rubbing her arms to warm them up further. “When we stepped through that fissure, Tim, I was so sure we were dead. That there was no way we could possibly come back from this. We’d escaped Kyros, but we’d ended up in a frozen wasteland, with no hope of survival.”

“That’s pretty grim,” I said, looking her over.

Her eyes flashed in the dim light. “You did this,” she said, her voice crackling with emotion. “I owe you my life, Tim. Without you, I’d be dead, or worse than dead: A slave to Kyros.”

I gripped Lexi’s hand. “I was just doing the right thing.”

From the other side of the fire, Frick beamed at me. “Back home, Master? Where is home?”

I’d almost forgotten that we had two monsters hanging out around the fire with us. I hadn’t had the heart to unsummon Frick and Pentacle into the Digital Grimoire’s memory banks. Anyway, if more monsters snuck up on the pagoda, we’d need back up. The creatures could also take turns keeping watch, while Lexi and I snoozed.

“It’s called Earth,” I said. “And we’re going back as soon as we kill that Key Monster.”

Frick and Pentacle shared a look. At least I think they shared a look: with the massive snowflake’s single eye, it was kind of hard to tell.

“Key Monster? What’s that, Master?”

While Frick obviously knew a bunch about Summoners and how they operated, he seemed to have gaps in his knowledge. However he’d learned what he knew, it wasn’t a comprehensive course on Summoning for Beginners.

“We can’t rip open a fissure back home yet,” I explained, looking from one monster to the other. “There’s something in the area called a Key Monster that’s keeping us from doing it. We spotted it when we were heading to the pagoda.”

“It’s a giant monster,” Lexi said, smiling faintly at the mental image. “The Wendigo.”

Frick gave a start. “There’s a Wendigo around here?”

Huh? My monster sounded almost eager. “Yeah,” I said. “If it had left, I assume I’d be able to summon a fissure. And I’m not.”

Frick batted at the air, making a don’t worry about it gesture with one of his stick arms. “That’s easy, Master! You should be able to take that Wendigo out no problem!”

Lexi and I shared a look. Did Frick have a plan, or just being his usual too bubbly over-optimistic self? I couldn’t really tell.

“Yeah?” I asked the snowman.

“Of course,” Frick said, making a show of leaning back and examining what would have been his nails if he had fingers. “As long as you get a Preemptive Strike, of course.”

“A what?”

“I’ll explain it in the morning, Master.” Frick yawned, stretching by the fire. The living snowman gestured at the mesh flap keeping the pagoda closed, indicating that both he and Pentacle should go over to that side of the structure. “You two get some rest. Pentacle and I already have our shifts figured out. We’ll keep watch, and alert you if any more monsters show up!”

I wanted to protest. But with the warmth blazing in the hearth and a cutie curled up against me, the pagoda felt impossibly snug. After the chaos of the battle, my eyelids felt as if they had one ton weights affixed to them. I barely remembered rising from next to the flames and helping Lexi make it to the bed.

The blanket that had been so cold and thin before was now perfect. The room felt toasty, and with Lexi next to me, it felt better still.


Chapter 8

The morning dawned clear and cold. Frick woke me and Lexi up just after sunrise, and after we took care of nature’s business, we headed out to track down the Wendigo and learn to do a Preemptive Strike.

My stomach rumbled as we left the pagoda. Neither Lexi nor I had eaten anything since we’d started our first Summoner lesson at the Blackwood Institute, and we were both famished.

I grabbed a handful of snow and nibbled at it as we walked. The ice crystals were clear and cold, with none of the pollution that would’ve dyed it back on Earth. I drank from it greedily, and once she saw what I was doing, Lexi did the same.

With the sun rising in the sky, we could see for miles. The land of Hyperborea was incredibly vast. Way off in the distance, a cold sea churned against the edge of the mountain range. What lay beyond it, I could only guess at. Not even Frick or Pentacle knew.

“Alright,” Frick said, rubbing his stick hands together as he waddled to the top of a nearby ridge. “We’ve got to find that Wendigo! It’s morning, so he’s probably doing his business—or maybe hunting for some weaker monsters for food! Otherwise, he ought to be around here somewhere. These are his stomping grounds, after all…”

The living snowman appeared to be in fine form that morning. Frick had woken us up with even more manic cheerfulness than usual, eager to get us on the road to traveling back to Earth. I’d been a little worried the two monsters might book it once Lexi and I passed out on the bed.

Instead, they’d stayed. If anything, they looked even more committed to being on my team than yesterday.

Pentacle hovered to the top of the ridge behind Frick as the latter shaded his brow and scanned the horizon. The floating snowflake didn’t have much to say, which was fine by me. We didn’t have any coffee in Hyperborea, and facing that wind chime of a voice without some caffeine in my veins would’ve been a tall order indeed.

Suddenly, Frick pointed and shouted. “Look! There! Everyone be quiet!”

A narrow valley snaked between the ridge we stood atop and the next peak, winding back on itself in several places like a dropped string. Near one of those switchbacks, a large figure slowly wandered between the peaks, grunting faintly as it sniffed the ground.

My stomach was about to do a flip.

It looked even more fearsome in the light. I hadn’t noticed it before because the creature had been too far away, but it had giant antlers on either side of its head, and a fanged skull mask over its face. Except, from what I could tell, the skull mask didn’t look like a mask—it was the actual face of the Wendigo. The monster walked on all fours, crawling across the narrow cut, though it looked as though it could easily jump up and run if the situation called for it. It kept its head low to the ground, sniffing out any food sources as it made its way past us.

“I bet it’s even hungrier than we are,” Lexi whispered. “What am I talking about, I don’t think it’s possible to be any hungrier than me!”

“As soon as we get back to Earth, I’ll get you something to eat,” I promised. “There’s this little hole in the wall Mexican restaurant that’s perfect, you’re going to love it.”

“Both of you, quiet!” Frick said, waving his stick arms furiously. “We can argue over where to eat later! Right now, I’ve got to teach you how to do a Preemptive Strike!”

The living snowman’s words sobered me up.

“Okay, Master, here’s what you do.” Frick leaned over the ridge, spying on the Wendigo as it examined a clutch of rocks that had recently fallen from an overhang higher up the slope. It looked as though some animal had caused it, which was probably why the Wendigo was so interested in the way it smelled. “You’re going to wait for that big brute to pass you by. Then, once he’s a little ways down that way”—Frick pointed down the path—“you slide down the ridge and hit him in the back with Ignite!”

I stared at the snowman, waiting for the rest of the plan.

He stared back at me, grinning.

“That’s it?” I asked.

Frick beamed. “Yep! That’s a Preemptive Strike Isn’t it a cunning stratagem!”

“Spells that are cast without a target’s knowledge automatically do critical damage,” Pentacle said inside of my head. “If you sneak up on a monster, you can gain a large advantage by hitting it before it knows where you are.”

“And weakening monsters is the best way to soften them up for a Pact!” Frick agreed. “Just ask old Penty here.”

“That is true,” Pentacle said, the wind chime voice rippling with just a hint of sarcasm. “You would know a great deal about being weak, Frick.”

The snowman’s eyes narrowed. “Why you…”

Just then, the Wendigo caught a sniff of something on the wind and picked up the pace. The monster strode past our position, its muscles rippling as it knocked away drifts of snow with every step. Up this close, I could make out every feature of its glossy coat.

“Okay, Master, now!” Frick practically vibrated with delight. “Hit ‘em with the Preemptive Strike!”

For the first time since I’d been led up to the top of the ridge, I leaned over and looked at the path leading down. Really looked at it. It was the kind of slope that broke legs and paralyzed people.

“I’m not sure about this,” I said, “Maybe we should try find a different—”

I tumbled forward over the ridge, but caught myself from falling over.

Thank God for decent shoes. They probably saved my life. The sole caught on the surface of the snow and slid, like I was accelerating across a spill on a tilted kitchen floor. I was skiing without any skis.

A thin spray of snow flew away from me on either side, and for a moment I was sure the Wendigo would notice and greet me by ripping my arms off. But it was too busy sniffing for prey.

Shit. Here goes nothing…

I charged up the Ignite spell and snapped my fingers. The air around the Wendigo burst into flames, huge gouts of fire cascading over the its dense fur. The monster let out a roar, pressing its face into the snow to try and deaden the worst of the blast.

Holy shit! That explosion had been way bigger than usual. Frick hadn’t been kidding about the power of the Preemptive Strike!

“Yay!” cheered Frick.

Behind me, my monsters slid down, followed closely by Lexi.

“Way to go, Master! Keep up the pressure, don’t let the Wendigo get up!”

I had a limited amount of mana, so I wanted to use it when it would do the most good. My Preemptive Strike appeared to have done some serious damage. The Wendigo thrashed in the snow, letting out a piteous wail as he grabbed handfuls of frozen water to try and drench the blaze coursing over his body.

“Sneak attack, motherfucker!” I yelled.

The Wendigo tossed back his head and roared. The fangs on the monster’s skull-face elongated. The Wendigo beat its chest, letting out a thunderous series of chants that reminded me of a college football game, or those Maori warriors who have the ritualistic battle dance.

“Nope, not happening,” I said, lifting my hand as my two monsters flanked me. Pentacle cast his damage-boosting spell on me, and I felt power thrum through my limbs. “Stay down!”

I snapped my fingers, casting Ignite a second time.

The second blast of my fire spell was nowhere near as powerful as the first, even with Pentacle’s buff spell. I no longer had the element of surprise on my side, not to mention the damage boost and guaranteed critical hit of Frick’s much vaunted Preemptive Strike. With those advantages taken away, the Wendigo was able to shrug off most of my flames.

Yet he’d taken damage. One eye was nearly completely sealed shut, and the creature’s thick, stinking flesh was burnt in several places.

A Wind spell cascaded down the ridge, striking the Wendigo in the chest. The burst of air fanned the flames, spreading them over the creature’s undamaged regions. Smoke billowed from the Wendigo’s body as it writhed and moaned, desperate to stop the flames.

As it flailed about, I grabbed the Digital Grimoire and scanned the monster:

Monster Scanned!

Name: Tundra Wendigo

Level: UNKNOWN

STR/WK: UNKNOWN

Same old, same old. I’d begun to realize that the Grimoire needed to make contact with and scan monsters multiple times in order to build a recognizable profile of their strengths and weaknesses. It was even possible to see the hit points and mana numbers for them once you built enough familiarity, or added the monster to your team. But whatever data had been in this Digital Grimoire when Fallon held it was gone now, reset with my new user configuration.

“Alright, team,” I said, taking a step back. “Let’s bring this son of a bitch down!”

That was the signal for my monsters to go nuts. And go nuts they did.

Frick summoned a shower of rocks to fly across the empty gap and pelt the Wendigo across its face and chest. The snowman danced in and out of the flaming monster’s reach, moving with greater style and grace than a wicked version of Frosty the Snowman ought to be capable of.

Lexi pelted the creature with more wind spells. I found it interesting that she’d learned wind and I’d learned fire. Perhaps every Summoner had a single element they were aligned with? I needed more information, needed to learn more about how these things worked. I needed Blackwood.

I needed to get home.

The Wendigo flailed beneath another wind spell as the flames on its back burst to renewed intensity. It could barely move now, its rageful roars sounding more piteous than aggressive as it tried and failed to take a swipe at Frick.

Then Pentacle opened up with a spell.

A wave of frost erupted from the floating snowflake’s six arms, turning in a slow spiral as it shot across the snow. It looked like a firework someone had set off, except with pure cold instead of the sparks of an ordinary firecracker. I let out an involuntary oooh at how pretty the advanced ice spell looked.

The massive spiral struck the Wendigo in the chest, but it seemed to do little to no damage. After looking so awesome, the spell had no real effect on the Wendigo.

I had to get Lexi away from it. No matter what, I refused to let her be hurt. My monsters were expendable. It hurt to say it, but it was true. Lexi had explained to me earlier that, even if Frick and Pentacle were reduced to zero hit points, they’d simply return to the Digital Grimoire’s memory banks, ready to be summoned again once I was able to take them to a healer.

Actually…

That gives me an idea.

“You two,” I yelled, running right at Frick and Pentacle. “Stay right here! And do not let that monster follow us!”

I’d grabbed Lexi by the hand and started hauling her up the ridge. The slope leading back to the top was steep, too steep for me to climb under normal circumstances, but with pure adrenaline in my veins it felt almost easy. In no time at all I had Lexi at the top, both of us wheezing for air.

“What are you doing, Tim?” Lexi asked, her eyes wide. “You left the monsters down there alone! That Wendigo’s going to kill them!”

The Wendigo drummed its chest and lowered its broad head like a bull before charging at Frick and Pentacle. Both of them dodged at the last moment, Frick hitting the deck and Pentacle floating away. But it’d been a close call. They wouldn’t be able to dodge for much longer.

Fortunately, I had a plan.

“Sneak attacks,” I muttered to myself. “And elemental weaknesses. Those are the keys. That’s what’s going to win this fight for us.” I glanced up at Lexi. “When you powered up, did you learn any other spells besides the wind one? Did you learn Heal?”

Lexi nodded. “I did.”

I was already shaking my head. “Perfect. Just stay up here, and keep casting it. Whenever Frick or Pentacle look like they’re about to go down for the count, give them a boost. Got it?”

“I’ve got it!” Lexi yelled after me. I was already running down the ridge, heading for the rocky outcroppings near the opposite peak. “What are you going to be doing, Tim?”

I glanced back, grinning. “Killing that big bastard! Now cover my monsters!”

I ran. A short distance ahead, a cluster of boulders jutted out from the ridge like the balcony on a cruise ship. I dove for them and took cover, hiding.

Please let this work, I prayed, checking my mana on the Digital Grimoire. I had enough for maybe three casts of Ignite, if I was lucky. Otherwise, I’m about to be carrying around two dead monsters…

I risked a glance between the rocks, watching the fight. The Wendigo had managed to grab Frick, and was currently smacking the snowman against the ground. A wave of golden light washed over Frick, restoring the chunks of snow the creature had torn out of him and bringing him back to full health.

“Hey, I feel better!” Frick said. “Ouch!”

The Wendigo punched him again.

“I feel worse again!”

Perfect, I thought. The Wendigo was so into fighting my two monsters that it hadn’t noticed me. And when a monster was attacked with a spell without it noticing the caster…

Preemptive Strike.

At least, that was the plan. I had to hope this would work.


Chapter 9

I snuck out from behind the rock as quickly and quietly as I could. Down in the narrow canyon below, one seriously pissed off Wendigo beat the crap out of my monsters, while Lexi burned her mana on healing spells to keep them from dying.

I felt bad watching them get smacked around, but Lexi was doing an admirable job of keeping their hit points topped up.

She’ll make a great healer, a little voice whispered inside of me. Once the party is bigger, we’ll need someone dedicated to keeping my strongest monsters from falling. Lexi will be perfect for the job.

I dismissed the thought as I approached my objective. I could see the crown of the Wendigo’s head now, peeking over a rock as he slammed his meaty fist onto Pentacle’s head. Frick lay buried upside down in the snow, having been tossed there like a rag doll after the Wendigo’s latest assault. The snowman was trying his best to get up, but a healing spell from Lexi could only restore his hit points. It couldn’t get his head unstuck from the ground.

Now! I thought. Hit him!

I popped out from behind the cover and snapped my fingers. Ha!

The air around the Wendigo exploded. In the span of a single heartbeat, flames surrounded the raging beast. Pentacle backed up rapidly, evading the massive fireball that the Wendigo now stood at the heart of.

Preemptive Strike, indeed!

No one had told me that you couldn’t get a second sneak attack off, so I’d tried it. And it worked. The Ignite spell burst with a much greater heat and intensity than the others I’d been casting, all without a corresponding increase in mana.

It was like… well, like magic.

The Wendigo noticed me after a hit like that, of course. But even as it turned to stare up at me and snarl, I was already disappearing back behind the rocks. The craggy surface of the ridge gave me the perfect cover to sneak about, breaking line of sight with the creature. It could climb up and try to find me, of course, but—

I heard hands grab the side of the rocks. Oh, so that’s exactly what he decided to do.

As Pentacle battered the still-smoking Wendigo with chunks of rock, the mammoth monster climbed up the steep slope. I risked a glance over the lip to glimpse the creature, its bloodshot eyes filled with the kind of resolution you normally only saw on the faces of serial killers and Tom Brady.

If that thing caught me, it would fold me into a human pretzel.

I slunk among the rocks, balancing the need to put as much distance between myself and the Wendigo as possible with the danger of being seen. The last thing I wanted was to get spotted right as the Wendigo reached the top of the ridge. Iif that happened, it was game over.

A snarl and a thump alerted me that I was no longer alone above the canyon. I heard the Wendigo searching, punching rocks so hard they rolled down the sheer face of the slope in his fire and rage-fueled desire for revenge.

Anger had allowed the Wendigo to forget the flames still scorching across its skin, to jettison everything but the desire to snatch the pesky Summoner from his hiding place and eat him alive.

I circled around the nearest rock, careful not to disturb any pebbles. But I didn’t see the patch of half-melted snow right next to my foot.

My leg slipped, and a hail of small rocks rolled down the side of the cliff.

The Wendigo’s head perked up in a heart-stopping moment, then it lowered its head and rushed me as it let out a deafening bellow. It barrelled straight through the rocks like they were styrofoam. I couldn’t believe something so big could move so fast!

My only hope was to break line of sight, to somehow put enough distance between me and the Wendigo that it would lose me in the rocks.

I plunged into the nearest crack between two rocks, and pushed as hard as I could. The walls of stone gave slightly, allowing me to squeeze further into the rock formation, but the Wendigo was close behind me, and getting closer fast.

Its footsteps stopped, and a roar split the sky. I tensed up against the rock, expecting an attack, but none came. Something had happened.

I stood there for a long moment, listening to the thundering of my heart against my ribcage. Then, when the Wendigo’s footstep came no closer, I risked a glance to see what was going on.

At first, it appeared as if the monster had decided to don a particularly loud and ill-fitting hat. A tiny, squalling creature perched atop the Wendigo’s broad head, screaming and batting at the monster with its fists as it held on for dear life. It took me a second to realize that it was Frick.

“Frick!?” I gasped. “What the fuck are you doing?”

“Trying to save you, Master!” the snowman yelled. His sides had melted over the Wendigo’s face, leaving the mammoth creature half-blind as it writhed and thrashed. I couldn’t deny that Frick had done a hell of a job, but at what cost? “Blast him, quick! He can’t see you, so you can get off another Preemptive Strike!”

“But I’ll hit you!”

“Don’t worry about me, Master, now’s your chance!”

He was right. I wouldn’t get a better opportunity than this. As Frick struggled atop the Wendigo’s head, I charged up my last spell and snapped my fingers. The very air surrounding the creature ignited from the power, bursting into flame like a mass of tinder soaked in gasoline. All I’d done was to provide the match.

The Wendigo shrieked, its voice shooting up into an unnatural, feminine octave. I’d been worried that Frick would be melted from the heat of the blast, but my companions had been quick in their thinking.

Lexi cast a healing spell at just the right moment. The wave of soothing power washed over the living snowman just as the flames seared him, leaving his body damaged but in one piece.

The Wendigo collapsed among the rocks, smoke pouring from it back.

“Now!” I roared, climbing on top of the nearest boulder. “Give it everything you’ve got!”

I kept one eye on my Digital Grimoire as I ran, urging the little blue bar refill. It moved too slowly, far too slowly. I could sense that the Wendigo was nearly dead, that one more good fire spell might bring it down for good. I just hoped my monsters and Lexi could keep the thing down long enough for me to recharge.

“Take one of these!” Frick howled, landing on top of the Wendigo’s head and doing a mad tap dance like he was auditioning for Riverdance. “And this! And one of these…!”

One of Pentacle’s arms appeared above the lip of the ridge, and then the whole monster floated to the top. Just behind him climbed Lexi, who’d been clinging to the edge the whole time. How she managed to aim that healing spell was a minor miracle, but she was back and ready to help.

“We’ve got this!” she said, her eyes focused on the Wendigo on its knees. “We take this big guy down, we all get to go home! Finish the Wendigo off and we’ll be able to open a fissure back to Earth!”

The blue mana bar inched ever closer to the point of being able to cast another Ignite spell, pixel by agonizing pixel.

Just before I would have been able to start charging, the Wendigo slammed the snowy floor with a fist. At first Frick and Pentacle shrank back, expecting some kind of ultimate attack.

Then the Wendigo started howling, and I realized what it was doing.

The damned monster was crying uncle.

“Stop! Please!” The Wendigo’s voice box wasn’t suited to forming human words, they came out in an obscene growl, the syllables barely recognizable as speech. “Altiri join Summoner! Join in exchange for life!”

My mouth dropped open. “Stop!” I yelled, throwing a fist in the air. “Everyone stop hitting it!”

Frick, Pentacle, and Lexi all backed away from the monster, casting it wary looks.

“Are you sure?” Lexi asked. “This could be a trick.“

“No trick!” The Wendigo sounded desperate. And, interestingly, that feminine tinge to its growly, scratchy voice hadn’t gone away when it started to beg and plead. If anything, it sounded even more girlish than before. Could it be…?

Yes. Now that I was right next to the Wendigo, I could see it. The signs were faint, as I’d have expected from a monster who lived on top of mountains and killed other monsters for sport, but undeniably there.

“Holy shit,” I said, crossing my arms over my chest. “You’re a female Wendigo. A woman.”

The Wendigo was the biggest, tallest, strongest woman I’d ever seen. Downy white fur covered her from head to toe, the softness of it contrasting with the granite-like hardness of her muscle. Pendulous breasts hung from her chest, the only spot on her torso not covered in hair. Now that I could see her face up close, there was something undeniably feminine about the tilt of her beady red eyes and broad, fang-filled mouth.

Doesn’t matter, I suppose. It wasn’t like I wanted to date her. I guess I’d just started assuming all monsters are male.

“You want to join me?” I asked, staring down at the fallen monster. “You mean it?”

The Wendigo sniffed hugely, looking up from the snowy ground. For a moment, it made me think of a kid trying to argue about their bedtime, not a massive, hideous monster. The creature’s eyes shined with shame, both at having been defeated and at the possibility of death.

“Altiri join Summoner,” the thing rumbled. “Summoner strong. Strong enough to beat Altiri with pipsqueak monsters!”

“Hey!” Frick put his stick arms on the sphere of his hips and glared at the Wendigo. “Who are you calling a pipsqueak, you slab of beef?”

The Wendigo lowered its head. “Altiri join Summoner. In exchange for life.”

That sounded good to me. I needed one more monster to round out my team. The Digital Grimoire had said I could walk around with three. There was just one thing I needed to be sure about before I added Altiri to the team.

“Lexi,” I said, glancing over at her.

Lexi had been staring openly at the Wendigo, her face filled with amazement. At the sound of my voice, she gave a little start and snapped over to me. “Yes?”

I held up the Digital Grimoire. “I could go digging through this thing for the answer, but that could take all day. So I’d rather ask.”

Lexi nodded. “What’s up?”

I gestured at the fallen monster. “If we add the Wendigo to the team, will that still remove the Key Monster from the area? Will we be able to open up a fissure once Altiri’s one of my monsters, or does she need to be dead first?”

The Wendigo let out a whine like she was on the verge of sobbing. “Please, no dead!” Altiri groaned, wiping her eyes with the back of one meaty paw. “Join Summoner. No make dead!”

God, I hoped not. I’m not sure I’d have had the heart to do it anymore.

“It should clear the requirement,” Lexi said, cocking an eyebrow at the monster’s outburst. “The only reason we can’t open up a fissure back to Earth is that there was a hostile monster running around, one with enough power to be called a Key Monster. Once the Wendigo is no longer considered ‘hostile’, we should be able to come and go as we please. I mean, crossing into and out of Realms is all very new to me, and it’d probably be very new to even the most experienced Summoners, but I think it makes sense.”

“Alright,” I said, a grin tugging at the corner of my mouth. “Frick, help me out with the Grimoire. I have a feeling the negotiations between me and Mrs. Wendigo are going to be brief.”

They were. In no time at all we’d added the Wendigo to my party as my third and final monster. I could add more, of course, but I’d either have to replace one of my current three with the new one and put them in storage, or transfer the new monster directly to the Digital Grimoire’s memory banks. I imagined monsters wouldn’t particularly enjoy being held in a digital prison for too long.

As Lexi and the others celebrated, I took a moment to study the Digital Grimoire. A small wireframe picture of the Wendigo had joined those of my other three monsters, along with the tiny bars that denoted health and mana.

Except that the Wendigo’s mana bar was empty.

Huh?

The Digital Grimoire told me the rest:

Monster: Altiri the Tundra Wendigo

Level: 4

HP: 70

MP: 0

STR: ICE

WK: FIRE

Current Abilities:

5 HP: Skull Bash: Altiri performs a charging attack. Causes a high chance of critical attack.

7 HP: Tantrum: Greatly increases the target’s physical attack at the cost of a decrease in defense.

15 HP: Blizzard: Altiri summons a storm of frost that does Ice-elemental damage to all foes in range.

“You don’t have mana,” I said, turning to Altiri. “Instead, you burn away your own HP in order to cast spells and abilities?”

Altiri looked at me for a moment, not comprehending, then nodded. “Wendigo crush enemies. Make blizzard. Sometimes get upset.” She glanced down at herself, as if slightly ashamed. “Sometimes hurt self in own confusion.”

Lexi put an arm around the Wendigo’s waist, welcoming her to the team. “Hell, that might work out better than mana,” she said, smiling up at the creature. “We’ve got this whole ‘using monsters as meat shields’ strategy we’ve been working on. You saw it in action when you attacked us. So maybe casting things and then getting healed will be more efficient than waiting for mana to recharge…”

“Meat shields?” Pentacle chimed in my skull. The snowflake sounded offended.

“It’s a human term of deep endearment, I promise,” I told the group, chuckling. “That’s fine with me, it’s just another mechanic I’m going to have to figure out when I’m managing the team. No one ever told me being a Summoner was going to require so much brainpower!”

“You can handle it,” Lexi assured me, favoring me with a secretive smile. “Want to do the honors, Tim? Pop open a fissure back to Earth?”

“Oh, goodie! Yes!” Frick danced with delight. “I’ve always wanted to see the world Summoners come from! I bet it’s so cool! I wonder what kind of snow humans eat? What kind of snow do they build their burrows from?”

“It might not be all sightseeing and fun times,” I said, my stomach falling. “When we left, there was a psycho planning on taking things for himself. Lexi and I are hoping he hasn’t done too much damage while we were gone, but…”

Frick straightened up, like a soldier getting ready to go off for war. “Then we’d better get moving!” the snowman said, giving me a salute so ridiculous it had to be a parody. “Hut hut! Let’s open that fissure, sergeant!”

“Only if you never call me sergeant ever again,” I muttered, fiddling with the Digital Grimoire. “I’m already having enough trouble getting used to being called Master…”

The Grimoire made no protests when I instructed it to open a fissure. Whatever lockdown had occurred because of having the Wendigo running around had been cleared, because no warning message flared from the glowing readout as I summoned the portal.

A line of pure white light appeared in mid-air, slowly stretching down to the snowy ground. It sizzled where it touched the ground, melting away a bare patch of frozen alien lichen as the fissure began to unzip to its full size. This one stood nearly ten feet tall, wide enough for two people to walk abreast.

I wonder if there’s something to the size and shape of these things. We’re literally ripping holes into the fabric between worlds, after all. What determines the way a tear like that looks?

That was something I could focus on at Blackwood, assuming we managed to return to the Institute. The view on the opposite side of the fissure showed the woods surrounding the college’s grounds, with no way of seeing whether the Summoners or Kyros had come out on top during the invasion.

Was there even a Blackwood to go back to? Or had Kyros razed the whole thing to the ground, burnt it to ashes on the altar of his madness?

“Alright.” I cleared my voice. “Time to see what we missed while we were freezing our asses off.”

As I approached the portal, I felt a warm slender hand slip into mine. Lexi smiled at me. I liked having a girl smile at me like that. A whole hell of a lot, actually. Especially a girl like Lexi. Maybe we could be something, once this whole thing was over with.

Magical dates in other worlds would be incredible.

“Let’s do it together,” she said, giving my hand a little squeeze. “You and me.”

I nodded. “Absolutely.”

Well, even if my education got off to a wonky start, meeting her more than makes up for it, I mused as Lexi and I stepped through the fissure. I just hope we haven’t lost Blackwood. I’d hate to be the last Summoner…


Chapter 10

Kyros hadn’t destroyed Blackwood. What he’d done was even worse. He’d made it his.

The change could be seen as soon as Lexi and I stepped through the fissure. The woods that surrounded us were the glade that ringed the outermost wall of the Blackwood Institute, so we saw immediately what we’d missed.

The Blackwood Institute had always had a Gothic look to it. The first time I’d laid eyes upon its tall, imposing spires and the menacing gargoyles, I’d felt like I’d stepped right into the pages of a Shirley Jackson story.

The structures looked like relics of a bygone era, like there should have been the ghost of a murdered heiress gazing balefully out from a high window at a rain-soaked suitor. The whole place gave me the creeps.

But what Kyros had done to the place made the old Institute look like the Care Bears in comparison. No gargoyles sat atop the new Institute’s towering spirals—instead, high level monsters perched on the building’s roof. The silent sentinels watched the woods from behind a massive energy field, a green aura of magic that crackled and hissed every time a raindrop or a bird collided with it. That part of it looked like something out of science fiction, only I knew it was magic. Kyros’s magic.

Shiny black material clung to the brick walls, glistening like polished obsidian. Here and there, living things pulsed along the walls of the Blackwood Institute, throbbing like the hearts of unnameable monsters as they writhed across what remained of the storied institution.

It was safe to say that whatever lessons went on in the new Blackwood, they weren’t in the fundamentals of monster Summoning. Kyros had taken the place over, locked it down, and staffed it with enough high level monsters to make any trainer in the world jealous.

“Wow,” Lexi whispered. When I looked over, her pretty face had gone as pale as milk. “This is bad. Really bad.”

Behind us, the fissure rippled as my trio of monsters took their first steps onto Earth’s soil. Frick came first, waddling through the portal with a big smile on his face. The expression he wore didn’t fall in the least at the sight of the evil, villainous fortress before us—if anything it grew even wider.

“Wow!” the snowman said, throwing out his arms like this was some present he’d just been given. “This is where you came from, Summoner? No wonder you and your mate are so powerful!”

I’d stopped bothering to correct Frick. Lexi and I might not have mated yet, but there was little doubt that the two of us had something special beginning to form.

“This isn’t our Blackwood anymore,” Lexi said, shaking her head. “Kyros put his stamp on the place, Frick. This… this isn’t home.”

Frick made an almost comical expression of sadness. “Oh no! That’s bad!”

“Indeed it is.” Any thought I’d had that changing worlds might spare me from the whistling wind chime voice of Pentacle was banished as the snowflake emerged from the portal, its words echoing in my skull. “It appears this structure has undergone a radical transformation. Is this not the common architecture of your world, Summoner?”

Altiri’s judgment was even more blunt. “Evil building,” the Wendigo hissed, making a warding gesture as she stepped through the fissure. “Stay away, Summoner!”

“Stay away, yeah,” I said, looking up at the roofs of the Blackwood Institute. “I’m thinking that’s probably not such a bad idea. Except we’ve got to know what’s going on in there. Don’t we?”

Lexi stared at the shimmering barrier surrounding the Blackwood Institute. “That wall might just block magic,” she said, rubbing her chin as she gave the fortress the once over. “It’s worth a shot to try and sneak up there, see if we can’t get inside. Maybe if we get up on that balustrade there, we can see what’s going on inside the walls.”

Lexi pointed at a narrow opening in the outer wall of the Institute. If this had actually been a castle under siege, it would have been the exit point for all kinds of nasty unpleasantness produced within the walls of the Institute. As it was, it constituted a dry point of entry, which might have been the best spot for us to practice our secret agent skills.

“I’ll go, Master!” Frick said, as bubbly and chipper as ever. “If that wall of magic zaps me into a million pieces, you and your mate can put me back together! Then you’ll just have to live with the crippling guilt of knowing you caused me indescribable pain!”

“Believe me, they won’t feel guilt about it,” Pentacle said sagely.

“Snow man talk too much,” Altiri said, shaking her broad head.

“Maybe I do!” Frick agreed. “But it’s better to be heard and not seen than seen and not heard!” The snowman squared up, whirling his sticks like pinwheels. “Here I go! Avaunt!”

“Frick, wait,” I called after the snowman. But it was too late.

He took off like a rocket, his legs waddling back and forth as he raced between the trees.

One of the sentries up on Blackwood’s roof took notice, but for the moment they did nothing save watch. The creature had the head of an eagle and the body of a panther, with a pair of long wings folded neatly over its dark coat. Its eyes were keen, and they swiveled as Frick drew closer to the shimmering wall of magic.

Shit, that thing’s looking forward to seeing this, I realized. Frick’s about to blast himself with forty thousand volts!

“Frick!” I shouted, cupping my hand around my mouth. “Come back! It’s a trap!”

The sentry’s head lifted, scanning the treeline. He’d heard me, but so far he hadn’t spotted me or my party. We had to keep it that way, or else the guards might start trying to take us down.

Frick wasn’t listening. The little goober raced toward the shimmering wall of magic, treating it like the exact opposite of danger. The snowman even extended his arms as he ran, like someone coming home after a long time away.

“Here I go!” Frick shouted, lowering his head and charging at the wall of magic. “Whooo….!”

The snowman smacked against the wall and bounced off. Frick howled with sudden pain as the forcefield knocked him backward like the slap of an angry God. A huge chunk of his body melted away, turning to steam as he toppled backward and landed in the grass. His little feet kicked skyward as he bawled, all his exuberance turned to pain in a single moment.

Atop the roof, the sentries began to laugh. Damn it.

“Pentacle, Altiri, save the snowman,” I said, shaking my head.

With those sentries watching Blackwood, I didn’t want them to find out there was a human Summoner wandering around the property. It would’ve been even worse if they’d spotted Lexi, and found out I had a Latent running around with me.

Better to let them think some Summoner’s monsters had fled the carnage that Kyros had caused, and that now they were trying to make their way home like the dogs in that movie.

The floating snowman and the Wendigo crossed the glade with more caution than Frick had shown. They made their way to the downed snowman and grabbed his arms, wrenching them so hard that Frick cried out in the depths of his confusion.

“Did I do it?” Frick demanded. “Did I make it through the barrier?”

Lexi held up her hands to cast a healing spell, but I grabbed her wrist before she could. “No,” I whispered, pointing up at the sentries on the wall. “Wait until they drag Frick back to the treeline. We don’t want them seeing us.”

She watched the powerful monsters on the roof for a moment, her eyes widening in surprise to see such creatures in Blackwood. Then she nodded. “Good idea,” she muttered, clutching my hand much tighter now. “Those are creatures we definitely don’t want to mess with, Tim.”

In short order, my pair of monsters dragged Frick out of sight. The sentries had stopped laughing and were back to watching the trees, though given their expressions, they clearly weren’t overly bothered by the idea of an attack on Blackwood. They looked like mall security guards: bored out of their minds, and amped up on their own self-importance.

As soon as Frick was safely within the trees, I cast the healing spells to patch him up. The melted snow on Frick’s body froze over, restoring him to his previous life. The snowman sat up, staring at the still-shimmering mass of the forcefield like he couldn’t believe how easily he’d been rebuffed.

“That really hurt, Summoner!” Frick said, making it sound like it had actually been kind of awesome. “I don’t think any of your current monsters are going to be able to knock a hole in that barrier! Unless your big ol’ Wendigo would like to give it a try…”

The Wendigo gave Frick a withering glance. “Altiri not stupid,” she said, shaking her head. “No burn self on magic wall.”

“Yeah, no one’s doing that today,” I said, speaking for the group. “We’re not going to get a picture of what’s going on inside of the Blackwood Institute. That said, I can only imagine how bad it is. Kyros must have the place locked down like fucking Fort Knox.” I turned to Lexi, searching her face. “Any idea what he’s doing in there?”

Lexi shrugged. “No idea. But I might be able to find out.”

“How?”

A sly smile tugged at the corner of her mouth. “I’ve got a friend with contacts in the… well, let’s just say the intelligence community. For Summoners and other types of mage.”

“Huh.”

Lexi looked defensive. “Don’t get all moral on me. The rumor mill is always turning, especially at a place like Blackwood. There’s no downside to being clued into all the juicy gossip. Sometimes it can mean the difference between getting into the right secret society and spending your life as a third-tier Latent, copying spells into books for the rest of your life!”

“I had no idea,” I said, a little taken aback. “I guess I assumed that we were all one in the power of magic or something like that. Of course society isn’t like that.”

“You would think that,” Lexi said, though her tone wasn’t judgmental. “You’re a full Summoner. You have no idea what it would be like to be a Latent, to exist as a second-class citizen even in a world where magic is real. I was at the Academy long enough to figure out what happens if you draw the short straw, and I had to make sure I had a backup plan. If I ended up only being a Latent, I had to secure the best possible future for myself.”

“That makes sense. I guess I haven’t had much time to really think about it.”

“We should get out of here,” Lexi whispered, glancing back into the woods. “Go get a hotel or something, find somewhere we can hunker down until I can get in touch with my contact. Do you have any money, Tim?”

“There’s like two hundred dollars in my checking account,” I said, thinking of groceries. I’d be eating for two, after all. “But I’ve got something better.”

Lexi perked up. “Oh yeah? What’s that?”

I grinned. “The lease on my apartment isn’t up yet. Technically, I’m still an ordinary, mundane citizen.”

Lexi’s eyebrows shot to her hairline. “That’s great! The supernatural world is unlikely to know anything about it. I doubt you put down your actual address on the enrollment forms, after all.”

“Never did officially enroll. I got a letter delivered to my dorm. My roommate handed it to me.”

I watched as Lexi’s brows furrowed together. “Room mate? I thought you said you had an apartment?”

“I do,” I said with a laugh. “It’s complicated. I was planning on moving out of the dorms by the end of the month. That roommate was part of the reason. Mostly I just wanted my own place, though. Half my stuff is already in the apartment.”’

Lexi nodded. “So you hadn’t officially moved in yet. That’s even better.”

“Yeah, but that also means it’s pretty Spartan,” I said, thinking it over. “Other than a bed and a suitcase full of clothes, all I had time to set up was the TV and the couch, and some appliances.”

“I don’t think we’ll need to be there that long,” Lexi said, crossing her arms beneath her breasts. “Regardless, this is great, Tim.”

She paused, an awkward look filling her face.

“What’s wrong?” I asked.

After everything we’d been through together, I would’ve thought it was impossible for her to blush in front of me. I was wrong.

“Um, as long as you’re cool with me coming back to your place,” Lexi whispered, nibbling her bottom lip. “I know things were kind of happening between us back in Hyperborea, but if you’re not interested in being anything other than a friend to me, I understand.”

Huh? I was definitely interested in being more than an acquaintance to Lexi. Was this some kind of test?

“Let’s just get to safety,” I said, sliding a hand around her waist. “Once we have some time to chill out and wait for your contact, we’ll see what happens.”

Whatever test Lexi’s question had been, I’d evidently passed it. A keen light shone in her eyes as she sized me up, grinning. “Cool,” she said, giving the Blackwood Institute a final glance. “Let’s get out of here….”

Lexi trailed off, her jaw opening wide. I’d been admiring the way her dirty blonde hair hung over her face, so it took me a moment to realize that she was staring at something over the Institute.

“What’s going on—?”

It was my turn to have my jaw hit the floor.

Flames leapt over the Blackwood Institute. It was hard to see details from this distance, but it was impossible to miss the tower slowly rising from the center of the college’s courtyard. Summoners surrounded it, each with their heads bowed and backs bent like medieval serfs following their lord’s commands.

At their center stood Kyros, watching the proceedings with a neutral expression. The same high level monsters I’d seen earlier flanked him like bodyguards, keeping an eye on the crowd for any sign of rebellion.

“They’re building something,” I realized, watching as the tower slowly climbed higher and higher. “What the fuck…?”

A black, inky finger stretched to the sky. Kyros strode away from his bodyguards and gestured angrily at a pack of monsters, ordering them to the opposite side of the structure. Creatures and humans alike hauled pieces of scaffolding, tools, and materials, watching uneasily as the building’s exoskeleton came into focus.

“Oh no,” Lexi whispered, her eyes widening. “Tim, those are the teachers…”

I followed her trembling finger. A door in the rear of the courtyard had opened, and a pack of Summoners wearing torn and tattered robes emerged. A vicious looking monster with curled horns like a ram watched over them, carrying a whip studded with pieces of broken glass. Each of the Summoners were bound in chains, the metal stretching from one ankle to the next like an old-school chain gang.

“He’s forcing them to serve him,” I said, shaking my head. “That son of a bitch…”

Then I saw something that nearly made my eyes fall out of my head. Near the back of the chained pack, following orders with a great deal less submission than the rest of the faculty, was a face I recognized. The last time I’d seen it, it had been yelling at me to run for my life, right after handing me the Digital Grimoire that was still strapped to my wrist.

Fallon.

How the hell had he survived?

At the sight of my former instructor, it took everything inside of me not to run for the walls the same that Frick just had. I’d hardly gotten the opportunity to make the Blackwell Institute my home, yet it still felt fucked up to see it conquered and forced into submission by Kyros. I would’ve fought for it, no question—except that my monsters weren’t up to the task.

Neither was I, if I was being honest with myself. All I’d get for my trouble was killed.

I shared a look with Lexi. “We’re going to come back and free these people,” I promised her, looking up from her to my monsters. “Once we can put a team together that can get past that barrier, we’re going to break Kyros’s hold over the Blackwood Institute. We’ll save them, I promise you. We’re not going to let that asshole Kyros finish building whatever fucked up, world ending thing he’s probably making in the middle of our school…”

For it was some world ending device, of that I felt sure. Supervillains like Kyros didn’t subjugate entire magical schools into a slave work force unless it was in service of something that would greatly increase their power. Kyros was either going to destroy the world with what he was making in Blackwood, or conquer it.

I wasn’t sure which was worse.

“Well, the good news is that you’ve got everything you need, Master!” Even in the face of such a horrible revelation, Frick was dangerously cheerful. “You can open fissures, find powerful monsters. All you’ve got to do is start searching the realms for monsters just as powerful as Kyros’s! Then you’ll be able to take the First Summoner down!”

I swallowed hard at the thought. Kyros’s monsters were incredibly powerful. I’d seen them in the act, how they’d dispatched Fallons’ creatures and taken down the Summoner himself.

Compared to everything I’d seen so far, even from what was wielded by the faculty at Blackwood, Kyros was practically a God in command of more Gods.

How could a single Summoner and his Latent friend hope to stand against that?

“And,” Frick added, as if he were reading my mind, “you have the most important thing!”

Despite everything, I smiled faintly at his confidence. “And what’s that?”

Frick pointed a stick arm at his own chest. “Me, of course!” he trilled. “Your friend Frick!”

Lexi and I both started to laugh.

“Well, you don’t lack self-confidence, Frick,” I told the living snowman. “Maybe we can pull this off after all…”

Frick lost a step, stumbled, and nearly fell.

“Frick?” I blurted, reaching out and getting a handful of snow for my trouble. “Are you okay? Shit, is he still wounded from the barrier…?”

“It’s not that,” a voice echoed in our skulls. Pentacle floated closer, his single eye looking Frick up and down with a critical gaze. “The snowman is critically low on Monster Ore. Your own supply is low, Summoner.”

“Monster Ore?” I shared a glance with Lexi, hoping like hell she understood better than I did. I’d heard the words before, but I wasn’t entirely sure what they meant. “Come again?”

Before Pentacle could fill our heads with those hellish wind chimes, Lexi raised a hand to cut the monster off. “When they’re outside of their native Realm, monsters constantly burn off energy,” she explained, narrating this like the lesson I ought to have gotten during my orientation at Blackwood. “In order to keep themselves running, they need to periodically consume a material called Monster Ore. Some shops and dealers abbreviate it, making it MOre. ‘Monsters always need MOre’, or so they say.”

That made a certain kind of sense. “Frick, you should have warned me.”

The snowman looked even paler than usual. “I didn’t want to worry you, Master. If I run out, I’m automatically unsummoned to your Grimoire until you can scrap together enough Monster Ore to resummon me! So I can hang out in your memory banks, if you really need me to!”

“Yeah, but then I won’t be able to summon you. If there’s an emergency, I’m going to need all my monsters at fighting strength.” I looked around the glade, meeting the eyes (or eye) of each member of the team. “How much Ore do you all have left in your reserves?”

“I am rather low, Summoner,” Pentacle informed me.

“Altiri have some fuel left,” the Wendigo said, though she gave me an evasive look. “Enough to fight!”

I made a snap decision. “Okay, all of you are going in the Grimoire,” I said, holding up the digital display.

All three of my monsters groaned.

“But I’ll be so bored in there!” Frick protested, sounding like a kid who didn’t want to go to school.

“Then bring a book or something,” I said. “I’m not getting caught in a situation where I can’t summon the three of you. Besides, it’ll be easier for me to get back to my apartment without a living snowman, a floating snowflake, and a giant Wendigo following me around. People are gonna stare, maybe even call the police.” I held up the device. “Inside, now.”

They did as I asked. Unsummoning the monsters into the Digital Grimoire’s memory banks proved to be easy. In short order, only Lexi and I stood together in the treeline. The only sound was the faint noise of yelling and construction coming from within the Blackwood Institute.

“So,” Lexi said, giving me a smile. “Your place?”

I grinned back at her. “It’s a date.”

The whole of Summoner kind has been conquered by Kyros, I thought. As far as I know, I’m the very last one. And I’m getting excited to bring a girl back to my apartment. Hope springs eternal, I suppose!

Hopefully, Lexi’s contact wouldn’t be able to show up before we’d had a little private time.


Chapter 11

With my monsters safely tucked away in the Digital Grimoire, Lexi and I had no trouble crossing the city and making our way back to my apartment. Our robes caught some stares, but we remained within the acceptable boundaries of the weird. Together, we looked like two college kids on our way to a costume party, which wasn’t too far from the truth.

The apartment I’d rented was only a few blocks from college. It wasn’t very large or fancy, but I’d chosen it for proximity, not looks. Besides, I was coming to it from a shared dorm, so even two rooms and a hot plate felt like the lap of luxury by comparison.

The building had been constructed back in the 1960’s, and still had the feeling of a campus apartment complex staffed by hippies. A single hallway divided the building into two halves, with each set of rooms facing the street.

“We’re on the fourth floor,” I told Lexi, opening the door to the stairwell. “Room #451. Unfortunately, there’s no elevator, so we’ll have to walk…”

That turned out to be no trouble. Lexi had zero problems matching me stride for stride. As we ascended the stairs, I felt like I’d stepped into a world that no longer made sense. After seeing Blackwood, exploring another world, and doing magic, the mundane world felt uncannily ‘normal’. I could tell Lexi felt a little out of place too.

The feeling only increased once we reached my apartment. A bunch of junk mail lay in the holder next to the door, only a few pieces addressed to anything besides ‘Resident’. I grabbed a piece of mail from my college and tucked it away as I opened the door.

Once inside, I cut on the light. Lexi spent a moment looking around, her hands on her hips.

“Cool place,” she said, giving it the once over.

“You’re just being nice,” I said as I closed the door behind us. “The place is a dump. You don’t have to sugar coat it.”

“I’m being serious,” Lexi said, taking another look around the room. “It’s a good apartment for a college student. Besides, the most important thing is that you don’t have to share it with anybody, right?”

“Right,” I agreed. “Besides, aren’t you a college student, too?”

“Yeah,” Lexi said. She stepped into the room and sat down on the couch, jolting a little at the way it creaked beneath her pert rear. I’d bought it from a local thrift store, and it was more comfortable than it was stable. Yet another part of my old life that felt strange now, coming back from the world of magic. “But I lived with my parents. Right up until I got my letter inviting me to magic school.”

“You weren’t going to stay on campus?” I asked. “Interesting.”

Lexi shrugged. “I might have decided to after a semester or something,” she said, leaning back against the cushions. “I don’t know that I could have ever done the dorms, though. I mean, sharing a bathroom? Gross.”’

I chuckled at that. “Having your own shower is definitely a big perk of off-campus housing,” I said, stretching.

A strange look flickered across Lexi’s face. “Speaking of which, I could really use one.”

Huh? Was she going to suggest we take one together? I could see the thought on her face as she considered it, but she wasn’t quite ready to make that kind of bold offer.

I decided to take the stress off her. “Go right ahead,” I said, heading into the kitchen attached to the living room. It was little more than a stretch of linoleum with a stove and a fridge, but it was home. “Mi casa es su casa, Lexi.”

“Thanks,” she said, rising from the couch. “Do you have a washer and a dryer?”

I chuckled at the thought. This apartment was way too small for either. “No, but there’s a laundry room down on the first floor. I can wash your clothes while you get cleaned up, if you want.”

Lexi’s eyes lit up, and I knew that was exactly what she’d been hinting at. “That would be amazing,” she said, already making her way down the hall. “Can I just toss them to you from the door?”

“Sure.”

“No peeking!” Lexi teased, stepping into the bathroom. “Oh wow! This is actually pretty nice…”

She left the door open a crack, and a few moments later she tossed her robe out into the hallway. It fluttered to the carpet, followed shortly by her shirt, the jean shorts she wore underneath her training attire and her undergarments. I scooped the whole thing into a pile in my arms.

“Any special settings I need to select for these?” I asked.

“Just warm water,” she called from the bathroom. “After an adventure like the one we’ve been on, I’ll settle just to not have to walk around naked!”

My mind’s eye began to furiously sketch versions of that picture in every pose imaginable.

“I’ll be right back,” I told her, grabbing my key from the kitchen island. “Will you be okay while I’m gone?”

“Sure thing!” she called from the bathroom. “Thanks!”

I made my way back down the stairs and to the laundry room. At this time of day, there was only one other person in the space. He snickered knowingly and gave me a thumbs up as I set the single set of female clothing in the washer and let it run. A few moments later he was gone, probably for several hours. He looked like the kind of person who wouldn’t bother picking up his clothing. Sharing washers and dryers with his kind was a pain.

I can’t believe I’m thinking about sharing washing machines after everything I’ve been through, I chuckled by myself, watching as Lexi’s garments spun in the washing machine. I’ve been to a frozen, magical realm and done battle with monsters. And I’m still pissed off at people who leave their wet clothes in the washer.

As I watched Lexi’s stuff circle the wash, I thought about everything that I’d been through. Now that I was back safely in a world that made logical sense, it all seemed completely beyond the pale. Like something from a fantasy novel.

Except that the Digital Grimoire still hung across my wrist, like an iPhone someone was using as a watch.

I was tempted to resummon the monsters from the Grimoire’s memory banks, just to reassure myself that none of it had been a hallucination or a break from reality. If not all of them, then maybe just Pentacle: a few seconds looking at that big, bug-eyed snowflake would convince any guy that all of his fears were well-founded and true.

But I held back.

The Digital Grimoire indicated that my stash of Monster Ore was in short supply. The small amount of it that I had acquired from killing the wolf and the slime, as well as what Fallon had loaded into the Digital Grimoire—presumably to aid new recruits in the unlikely event they managed to bag a monster through a fissure—had nearly burnt out just from carrying three monsters around Earth for a few minutes.

If I was going to keep my monsters with me and fight our way through Blackwood, I’d need a whole lot more of it. A lifetime supply.

Even a brief visit with Pentacle or Frick would destroy what was left of that supply. So, as tempting as it was to confirm that I hadn’t gone clinically insane, I didn’t want to leave myself defenseless if Kyros or one of his goons tracked down my apartment number and sent an assassin after me.

Once Lexi’s clothes had finished with their short trip through the washer, I separated them out and put them in the dryer. That’ll keep for a bit, I told myself, checking the time on my watch. I made a note to come down and fetch Lexi’s outfit as soon as possible, so that I wouldn’t be hogging the machines.

Then I headed back upstairs, whistling the whole way.

The shower was still running as I opened the door of my apartment. It stopped a few seconds after I entered the living room, replaced by the humming sound of Lexi as she wrapped herself in one of my towels. I fixed myself a glass of water and drank it while I waited, trying to keep my heart from hammering quite so loudly against my ribcage.

I’d almost managed it when Lexi stepped out into the hall. She was clean and dry, her body wrapped in a plush towel that ended at mid-thigh. She looked a little surprised to see me as she stepped into the living room, as if she’d expected to have the apartment to herself just a little bit longer.

“Hey, Tim,” she said, rubbing the back of her neck. Her eyes smoldered with arousal, yet she looked like she was about an inch away from running into my bedroom and slamming the door behind her. “No clothes?”

“I just tossed them in the dryer,” I admitted sheepishly. “They’ll be a little bit, especially the robe. Sorry.”

She shrugged. The motion nearly made the towel fall from where it was tied above her breasts, and for a moment her eyes flashed with panic, followed by a brief bite of the lip when she got it secured.

“That’s okay,” she said, glancing back toward my bedroom. “Are you going to take a shower?”

I nodded. “You okay with that? Being alone out here and all?”

Lexi made a face. “I’m a big girl.” She chuckled, nodding at the door. “If anybody knocks, I won’t open up. And I’ll come running and get you if it’s monsters or something. So just relax.”

I wished I could. Lexi was clearly into me—and I was just as much into her. Part of me wanted to tear that towel off her slender body and kiss her hard, everywhere, until she screamed with pleasure, the way she was probably fantasizing about.

But in her fantasies, I probably didn’t smell like I’d spent a full day and a night wandering a frozen wasteland, fighting for my life against a stinky Wendigo. So a shower came first.

“Be right back,” I said, making my way to the bathroom before she could say anything else. A small pile of my clothes sat on the floor of the room. Evidently, Lexi had taken the liberty of picking something out. A pair of basketball shorts, some socks, boxers and an old t-shirt lay waiting for me, like a present from my own stash of clothes.

Nice girl, I thought, discarding my old rags and hopping in the shower. The water was still warm and had pressure after Lexi’s shower, so I took my time scrubbing down and washing the stench of Wendigo off my body. Steam billowed about my body as I washed myself, the hot spray soothing away the aches and pains I’d taken during our fight with the Key Monster.

Unfortunately, my mind was not so easy to soothe. Despite everything I’d learned about Kyros, Lexi filled my thoughts—Lexi sitting on my couch, doing God only knew what while I washed up. What was that girl expecting to happen once we were both clean and alone? I had my hopes, but was she ready? Would she really be up for it? It would be her first time, after all.

Maybe I should beat off. I glanced down at my cock. Just in case.

I’d been hard pretty much since Lexi stepped out of my bathroom. If she didn’t want to get down and dirty, a stiff prick would be a major frustration for me.

On top of that, there was the matter of sleeping arrangements to figure out. Were we going to sleep in the same bed? Should I offer to crash on the couch, or wait for Lexi to ask?

I’d just about figured out the answers to these questions as I stepped out of the shower and toweled off. I hadn’t touched myself, but I’d also rid my mind of any preconceptions that the two of us were about to have sex.

In my experience, women hated no quality in a man so much as desperation, and even gentle pressure in that direction could come off as begging. As far as sleeping arrangements were concerned, I’d just stretch out on the couch and tell Lexi the bed was hers. Quick and simple.

You know that thing Mike Tyson says? That everyone has a plan until they get punched in the face?

I got punched with Lexi.

“Good shower,” I said, walking back out into the living room. “I…”

Holy shit! My eyes nearly fell out of my head. Oh my sweet Lord…

Lexi lay curled up on my couch, her legs neatly folded beneath her. She had one of my streaming services up on the TV and had apparently input her own email and password to activate it, since I hadn’t had the time. It wasn’t the TV that caught my attention, but her.

Lexi looked amazing.

She wore nothing but one of my oversized band t-shirts, which fit her like a sweater. She’d tucked her arms into the holes, which meant each sleeve revealed a generous, pale expanse of the side of her breasts, and the hem of the shirt came down just an inch or two below where her panties would be if she’d worn any. I knew she wore nothing underneath that shirt, and that thought kicked my brain to horny overdrive.

To compensate for how cold she knew she’d be, she’d taken a pair of my athletic socks and unrolled them all the way. On her, they ended just beneath her knees, making her look like she was trying to cosplay as some sexy anime character from the hips down.

“My stuff’s still in the dryer downstairs,” Lexi said, patting the cushion next to her. “So I had to improvise. Want to watch a movie or something?”

It took everything inside of me not to sound and act like a cartoon wolf.

“Or something,” I mumbled, swallowing hard. “If that’s cool with you.”

It was. Lexi scrolled through the new releases while I sat down next to her, and handed me a beer. “These were in the bottom drawer of your fridge,” she informed me, holding up her own. “A little old, but still good.”

I popped the cap on the beer. I watched a bunch of horror movies scroll across the screen, each of the titles and cover images looking more grisly than the last. And she’s got good taste.

After a few moments of back and forth, Lexi and I picked a title and let it run. Neither of us were particularly into it. My mind kept jumping to the woman next to me, the gorgeous blonde wearing one of my t-shirts and nothing else. As the teenagers’ car broke down in the middle of the woods, Lexi turned to me and giggled, both of us staring at each other and realizing our mutual infatuation at the same time.

“So, you can’t laugh,” Lexi said, shaking her head gently back and forth. “But there’s something I’ve got to tell you.”

With the way I’m all keyed up right now, I don’t think I could laugh. I made a ‘zip the lip’ gesture and nodded. “Of course. Scout’s honor.”

Yet again she rolled her eyes, but that didn’t stop her from continuing. “Back in high school, when the two of us didn’t run in the same circles, I still noticed you. And I… well…”

“Well what?”

A scream came from the TV, a cheap jump scare heightening the tension. I’d never been a fan of those, and I doubted Lexi was, either. She was a classy horror kind of girl.

“Well…” Lexi blushed deeply and scooted closer to me on the couch. “I kinda had a crush on you.”

A co-ed screamed as a meat cleaver was driven through her skull.

I barely even noticed. “No fucking way,” I said, grinning at her. “You didn’t even know me.”

“No, but I was looking forward to getting to know you better in college,” she admitted, taking the remote and pausing the movie. “Sometimes I’d look over at you and your friends at your table of the cafeteria, from over where all the punk kids sat, and I’d think, ‘that boy is cute! I should ask him out.’”

Mark Twain once famously said that a man could live for two weeks on a compliment. Off of Lexi’s, I felt like I could feast for the rest of my lifetime.

“Then why didn’t you?” I asked, throwing caution to the wind. “Because I thought you were hot as hell, Lexi.”

Lexi’s eyes grew wider. “Seriously? I mean, I thought my friends would laugh at me. And that you’d say no. After all, the two of us were so different…”

“He was a punk, she did ballet,” I said, quoting a song that Lexi and her friends would have hated back in high school. “Although you’re the punk, so maybe it’s ‘she was a punk, and he did ballet.’”

Lexi punched me in the side. “You had those ballet lessons right before your Boy Scout meetings,” she said, her eyes narrowing with mirth. “You liar.”

We shared a chuckle.

Then both of us fell silent for a long moment. After a while, I reached out and took Lexi’s hand. She batted her eyelashes at me, clearly waiting for me to make the first move.

Did I have the balls to do it?

Fuck it. She’s already on your couch, dude. Take control!

“Uh, Lexi?” I asked.

Lexi flashed her eyelashes and crossed one leg over the other. “Yes?”

I glanced at the bedroom. “Did you want to… maybe…?”

She grinned from ear to ear. “Yeah.”

Fuck yes, I thought.

I took Lexi by the back of the neck and brought her face to mine.

Our first kiss was out of this fucking world.


Chapter 12

Lexi melted against me, a low groan leaving her lips as our mouths met. She lifted one leg to press even closer to me, her fingers in my hair as we brought each other as close to our bodies as we dared.

Behind us, the horror movie had frozen on a still of a cheerleader running through the woods, a man in a mask carrying a bear trap just behind her. It would have maybe been a mood killer if both Lexi and I weren’t totally keyed in on each other’s frequencies, the rest of the world completely gone. There was just me, and her, and how badly I wanted to explore every inch of her body.

As we made out, my hands slid beneath her shirt. My shirt. The fabric was old and a little ragged, stretching easily as I took hold of her hips and slid my tongue deeper into her mouth. Lexi gasped and matched it with her own, exploring the inside of my mouth as we made out.

I pushed her back against the couch cushion, applying gentle pressure to her. Her moans and gasped rose in pitch and intensity and passion, growing even sweeter as she ground her hips against me. I could feel what was between her legs heating up, like steam from a boiling kettle.

We broke the kiss. Lexi looked amazed.

“Oh wow,” she said, a big grin on her face. “You’re a good kisser, Tim.”

“You too,”

“Want to do that some more?”

“Definitely.”

I lifted Lexi into my lap and pulled her to me, our mouths meeting. This time when we kissed, she spread her legs and straddled me, letting me feel the heat and wetness of her naked pussy beneath the oversized t-shirt. I caught a glimpse of her short pubic hair. 

I kissed my way down to Lexi’s neck, my hands feeling for the hem of her shirt. I tugged it upward, Lexi giving no resistance as the shirt’s bottom reached her taut belly, then her perky tits. With a gasp, she pulled back and grabbed it, then hauled the whole thing over her head and tossed it onto the floor.

I leaned back and marveled at the sight. Lexi struck a pose, naked save for her knee-high socks on my couch. The light from the TV bathed her in an incandescent glow, making her look as if she knelt beneath a full moon.

“What do you think?” Lexi asked, sounding a little nervous. “You like what you see?”

I was stunned. “You’re gorgeous,” I gasped, running my hands over her breasts.

Lexi looked pleased. “Kiss me,” she whispered, heat rising to her cheeks. “I want to taste you some more.”

I did just that. My mouth covered Lexi’s, our tongues twining as she groaned and writhed against me like a live wire. I let her hands roam over my body, then broke the kiss and moved down to her neck and collarbone.

This time, I didn’t stop. I kissed my way all the way down to the buds of her breasts, each topped with a nipple as hard as a diamond.

I pulled one of those nipples into my mouth and sucked it greedily.

Lexi panted and arched her back, spreading her legs and lifting her hips into the air. “Yeah, mmmgawd,” she whimpered, her nails digging into the back of my head as I kissed and sucked her breasts. “You like my tits, don’t you, Tim? I bet you’re so turned on right now. I know I am…”

“I can see that,” I said, glancing up at her from between her tits.

I wasn’t sure what had come over me, but from the moment our lips touched, I felt like a different person. I was normally awkward and hesitant when it came to sexual experiences, only getting over my fumbling once the girl and I had gained some familiarity with each other’s bodies. But with Lexi, it felt like everything came natural.

I felt like a true man with this woman. I liked that. I wanted more of it.

“I’m going to take you into the bedroom and fuck you,” I said, staring directly into Lexi’s eyes.

Her jaw dropped, only the whites of her eyes showing for a moment as those orbs rolled back into her head. “Um, yeah,” she panted, her horniness nearly rendering her speechless. “Yeah, we need condoms, but uh huh. I definitely want you, Tim. Take me to your bedroom—“

“Not yet,” I said. “Not before I taste you.”

Lexi didn’t understand. Then, as my kisses trailed from her breasts to the taut hollow of her belly, down to the valley between her thighs, she suddenly did.

“Oh baby,” Lexi whimpered, spreading her legs and parking her ass on the edge of the couch. “Yeah, please, oh my gawd!”

Lexi parted her legs, stretching them almost like a ballet dancer with one on the floor, and one stretching across the couch. She lifted her hips, showing off her soft pink folds, the nub above them faintly throbbing with arousal and pleasure. Lexi had been grinding herself against me the whole time we’d been making out, and she was oh so ready for my touches and caresses.

“Oh, Tim,” Lexi whispered, lifting the leg on the floor so that the back of her heel pressed against my shoulder blades. “You’re a dangerous man, you know that? Mmmh, fuck, you’re going to spoil me…”

Juice dripped from Lexi’s soft pink folds. She smelled like sex and strawberries, and her secret places dripped with honey. I ran the tip of my tongue up and down her labia, making that juice drip, then buried my face against her slit and attacked the nub of her clit with my nose and tongue.

It was everything I’d dreamed about. Lexi tasted like pure sex, and her body against mine was heaven itself.

“Oh fuck!” Lexi whimpered. Her hips lifted off the couch, and I used the extra space to get my hands beneath and behind her ass cheeks. Holding her like that spread her even wider, turning her pussy into my personal buffet. And I was a man starving for Lexi.

I ate her pussy like I’d be shot if I didn’t get her off. My tongue swirled around the nub of her clit, my hands squeezing and separating her ass cheeks as I pushed her into the bed with just my face. Lexi arched her back, her tits bouncing pleasingly as she rode my face, grinding her pussy against me. Her thighs tightened, her body trembling as I teased out her pleasure.

“Oh fuck, baby, yes don’t stop!” Lexi’s tongue had been loosened by the beer and the pleasure. Finally, naked on my couch with my face between her legs, the blonde could let loose and be her true, slutty self. “Fucking eat my pussy, Tim! Oh gawd, you’re so good with that mouth! You’re a different fucking kind of dangerous, baby!”

One of my hands left Lexi’s ass as I ate her out. She whimpered with frustration, the angle no longer quite as perfect to tongue her slit, but that changed when I added two fingers to her pleasure. When I stabbed deep into her, finding that special spongy spot inside of her and working it with my ring and middle fingers while I worked her clit with my tongue, it was over for poor Lexi.

She was done.

She shook like a leaf, her pussy boiling over. “Oh fuck, Tim!” she cried, loud enough that there was no way the neighbors didn’t hear. We should have left the horror movie running, so they might have assumed it was the sound of co-eds being stalked, but no time for that now. “Oh God, I feel like I’m melting! Oh fuck, Tim, I feel so good! I’m going to… oh fuck, baby you’re going to make me cum!”

I could feel her walls gripping my fingers tighter and tighter, quivering like the beginning of an earthquake. A flood of juice coated my tongue as I buried my face in her box, letting her grind her pubic bone against me just as hard as she could.

Lexi rose again, then again… then she held herself against me hard, screaming with bliss.

“Fuck yes! Oh fuck, I’m coming! God I’m cumming, I’m fucking cumming Tim!”

Her juices coated my face as Lexi’s pleasure went stratospheric. The blonde gasped and shuddered, whimpering my name as my face and fingers sent her over the edge. There was going to be a wet spot on my couch, but I didn’t mind. In fact, it made me proud.

I slowed down my motions as Lexi rode out her pleasure, applying gentle licks to her sensitive nub. She shivered, trembling as I milked every last drop of pleasure out of her clit. By the time I was done eating her out, she was a shuddering, sobbing mess of bliss.

“Holy shit,” Lexi gasped, coming back to herself slowly. “Oh fuck, I’m still shaking! Tim, that was so good—“

I rose from between her legs and kissed her. Some women I’d been with didn’t like to taste themselves after, but Lexi couldn’t get enough of it. Her mouth opened beneath mine, a new groan escaping her as her own juices coated her tongue.

“Fuck, you’re bad!” Lexi purred, shaking her head as I broke the kiss. “I guess it’s your turn now, huh?”

My turn? I was so keyed up with lust and devoted to lapping at Lexi’s womanhood that the words almost failed to penetrate my skull. “Huh? I thought I was going to fuck you…”

“You heard me before,” Lexi said playfully, crossing one leg over the other as she scooted across the couch. “I want to taste you, Tim. Lay back and take off those shorts.”

I couldn’t believe my luck. The light from the television bathed the couch in a warm glow, the image of the horror movie on the screen completely forgotten. “You’re serious?”

A stern look spread across Lexi’s face. “Spread ‘em,” she commanded, nibbling her bottom lip. “Now!”

If you could say no to a command like that, you’re a stronger man than I.

I tugged my basketball shorts and boxers down to my ankles, relaxing against the cushion of the couch as Lexi slunk to her knees before me. She produced a hair tie from the pile of clothes on the ground and pulled her blonde locks into a neat ponytail, preparing to get between my legs.

I took hold of my cock. The swollen head glistened with precum, dripping with my seed from how turned on I’d gotten eating out Lexi.

Lexi knelt before me and ran her finger along the underside of my shaft, her eyes widening as it gave a jerk and sprayed a bead of precum down the shaft. “Oh wow. Feel how hard you are for me. So much blood is rushing to your cock right now. Does that hurt, baby?”

“Like you wouldn’t believe,” I said through grit teeth.

“Oh, I’d believe it,” Lexi said with a smile. “This thing’s like an iron girder, like a piece of granite! I bet it hurts being that hard. You need something soft and wet to take all that need away from you, baby.”

“Yeah,” I said, watching Lexi as she prepared herself. Her fingers gently squeezed at my balls, though she’d yet to do anything with that sweet mouth of hers besides talk.

“Let’s see what I can do,” the blonde purred, lowering her mouth to my cock.

After all the teasing and the build-up, I nearly shot right then and there. Lexi ran the tip of her tongue from the base of my cock all the way up to the eye, stopping there to tease up a teaspoon of my pre-seed before licking it from her lips.

“Oh wow!” She panted, surprised by the taste of my manhood. “I can’t wait to have a mouth full of your cum!”

The thought sent my world spinning as Lexi continued kissing and licking at my dick. She hadn’t taken me deep, not yet, but it was only a matter of time.

“You like it?”

“Told you I’d a crush on you. You think I didn’t fantasize about this, like a hundred times?” Lexi’s lips left me, her wide eyes batting in a way that was almost innocent. “You certainly seemed to enjoy eating my pussy, Summoner. Am I not allowed to enjoy your pleasure?”

“Of course you are,” I said, putting my fingers on the back of Lexi’s head. “It’s just that, well, girls usually… they don’t do that unless you ask for it a lot…”

“I like it, Tim. I really like the way you squirm and moan when my tongue’s on your cock. And for the record, girls have to beg guys to do what you just did all the time. Or that’s what I’ve heard anyway. So I guess we just both count our lucky stars that we’re so compatible…”

With that, Lexi opened wide and took the head of my cock into her mouth. Warm wetness enveloped the throbbing crown of my dick, and I groaned with delight as my fingers tensed against the back of Lexi’s head.

She only kept me in for a moment. She left me with a wet little pop, grinning like she knew she had me in the palm of her hand. “Unless you want to keep fighting about it?”

“Nah,” I said, shaking my head. “Fuck no, Lexi. Please blow me!”

“Yes, sir,” she cooed, batting those lashes like no woman on Earth had ever been able to use them so well. “Only if you promise to come in my mouth…”

With that, Lexi began to blow me in earnest. Her lips ran up and down my shaft, sucking and gripping as she took me all the way down to my balls. I grabbed her head harder, holding her tightly but not so tight that she was uncomfortable as she opened her throat to me.

The blonde swallowed me down, bouncing up and down on my cock entirely as the light from the TV bathed us both in its baleful glow. The world shrank down to that perfect point of contact between her and me, the outside of the apartment fading away as I watched her suck me off.

She looked gorgeous. With her hair up in that cute ponytail and her body slightly angled before the TV, I could see shadows dancing on Lexi’s body as she worked her lips up and down my shaft. Every time I jerked against the back of her throat, she chuckled knowingly. Every time I shot pre-cum into her mouth, she smiled around it.

This girl wanted to get me off. Me and no one else. God, she’d fantasized about getting me off. I found that devotion, that boldness to embrace her desires with me, to be the ultimate turn on.

Her lips left me with a wet little pop, and she moved into that ‘head in the mouth, hands on the shaft’ position. Except that in this instance, Lexi was just using it to have her mouth free while she gave me pleasure.

“Look at you,” the blonde purred, her lust-filled eyes never leaving mine throughout the blowjob. “You’re enjoying this so much, aren’t you, Tim? You don’t have to say anything. I can feel the way your cock jerks against the back of my throat. I practiced. Used to imagine my hairbrush was you.” She smiled after filling my head with a compliment that wouldn’t just last a lifetime, it’d make me fucking immortal. “I want to taste your cum soooo bad, Tim. Will you please give it to me?”

“Oh fuck,” I groaned. Holding back my load had already been a Herculean effort, Lexi’s dirty talk made it an impossibility.

“I want your cum in my mouth,” Lexi whispered, jerking me off right in front of her lips. She parted them, then stuck out her tongue, running it along the underside of my crown. “I want to taste that hot, salty seed. Because I can tell you’ve never been with a girl who really loves that. I want you to feel what it’s like to unload inside a girl’s throat. To pump your load inside a cutie who really digs eating your load and gets off on swallowing you!”

I gasped, my cock jerking as I lost control.

Lexi opened her mouth wide with a moan and took me deep, swallowing me down like her favorite meal. The head of my cock hit the back of her throat and I was done. I couldn’t hold myself back any longer.

My hips lifted from the couch as I shot, the pleasure turning blinding as I had my orgasm. Thick, hot ropes of cum sprayed from the crown of my cock, filling Lexi’s mouth and throat with rich cream. With any other woman I’d been with, this would’ve been the time to pull off, to jerk me to the finish and spit out what she’d already collected into a tissue when I wasn’t looking.

Not with Lexi. Lexi loved my cum. She hadn’t just been talking big, or trying to impress. This girl enjoyed sucking my cock just as much as I enjoyed eating her pussy.

Lexi swallowed greedily as I unloaded inside of her. For a heart-wrenching moment I thought I was shooting too much, that she wouldn’t be able to handle it and would gag. Then the blonde got a second wind and sucked harder, swallowing me gamely. After that, my load ebbed, and it was easy for Lexi to slowly work her lips up and down my cock.

She milked me, not stopping until I felt like a wet rag that had been wrenched dry. My balls felt like two empty sacks, completely drained of their load. Lexi pulled off me as the last jet of my seed left my cock and opened her mouth, showing the pearly white load inside.

Then she swallowed it down, making a little flourish with her fingers as she did it.

“Ah!” Lexi gasped, nibbling her bottom lip. “That was so good, Tim. You’re cute when you cum. Has anyone told you that? The way you lost control and started fucking my face like an animal… nngh! I bet you lose control like that in the bedroom if a girl gives you permission, don’t you? You’d totally ravage me until I was all silly, wouldn’t you?”

“I wouldn’t know,” I gasped, leaning back against the couch cushions. I felt boneless after my orgasm, like all my strength had left my balls along with my cum. “I’ve never let myself lose control before.”

When I opened my eyes, Lexi was standing in front of me. She looked me up and down, giving me a look that was half horny and half nervous.

“I’ve got to fuck you,” she whispered, glancing down at my still hard cock. “It’s not a want any more, Tim. It’s a need.”

“The feeling is mutual,” I told her with a smile.

Lexi glanced at the bedroom, then at me. “Do you have a condom?”

Did I? I cast my memory back as quickly as I could. I vaguely remembered bringing a six pack of beer and a couple staples from the grocery store when I first started moving stuff into the apartment, but I didn’t recall hitting up the pharmacy at all. As far as I’d known, I was going to need to wine and dine some girl before bringing her back to my place.

I did a mental inventory of my pockets, the bedside table, the drawers in the bathroom. I hadn’t physically checked them, but that didn’t matter. Unless someone had left a pack when they’d left, I didn’t have any.

I shook my head. “No, I don’t. I heard you say that earlier. I’m sorry, Lexi.”

I expected her to shoot me down. Instead, Lexi bit her bottom lip, now even more nervous than before.

“Well… would you promise to pull out?” she asked, sounding hopeful. “You can shoot on my stomach or my boobs, or on my back if you’re taking me from behind. You just can’t finish inside me. Would that work?”

Lexi had been talking about losing control in the bedroom, but I figured I could keep my head well enough to remember her request where it counted. Besides, the view of my new girl covered in my load was a sight erotic enough to entice me away from finishing in her pussy.

“Yeah, I can do that. No worries.”

“Good.” She beamed from ear to ear. “I trust you, Tim. You’re a gentleman, such a gentleman that I have to coax you to be rough with me. But I think we’ll get that worked out soon enough.” She glanced at the bedroom. “Shall we?”

I was about to give Lexi an enthusiastic yes and fuck her silly when there was a knock on the door.

Lexi froze, all her muscles tensing up. “What the fuck?” she whispered, looking around for her shirt. “What was that?”

“Might be a mistake,” I said, praying that some drunk person had knocked on the wrong door. “I just moved into this apartment. Maybe the guy who was here before me forgot to cancel his meal prep subscription…”

No such luck. The knocking repeated, more insistent this time.

I rose from the couch. “Stay back here,” I told Lexi, securing my Digital Grimoire around my wrist. “I’ll handle this.”

Lexi grabbed my shirt and tried to haul it over her head. It got caught on her chin, the fabric all bunched up with one sleeve tucked inward with the other sticking out. She swore, all the sexiness and arousal of the previous minutes replaced with panic.

“Keep your monsters at the ready,” she said, sounding worried in the extreme. “If Kyros…”

“He shouldn’t have been able to find my apartment,” I said, glancing over my shoulder at her.

Yet, there was a lot I didn’t understand about Blackwood, and about Summoners in general. What if the First Summoner could track me through the worlds, or had a monster that could track people, and had just been waiting for the most awkward possible moment to attack my apartment with his monsters?

I approached the door wearing nothing but a pair of boxers and the Digital Grimoire. I tried the peephole, but I’d never checked it before that night. It turned out that the previous occupants had scratched the hell out of it, and I couldn’t tell whoever stood out in the hallway from Adam. Shit.

“One second,” I said, raising my voice to hopefully frighten whoever stood out in the hall. “Just a minute…”

I felt for the Grimoire and readied up my monsters. If Kyros or any of his minions were out in the hall of my apartment building, I’d have backup as soon as I could push the button.

I risked a final glance back at Lexi. She had one arm in my shirt, the rest of it hanging off her frame. One breast lay exposed, a love bite from our making out turning into a bruise around her nipple. She didn’t seem to notice; she was too worried about me.

I braced myself, then threw the door open, holding the Digital Grimoire out in front of me.

It wasn’t the First Summoner, though, or any of his cronies.

It was the cutest redhead I’d ever seen.


Chapter 13

“Am I interrupting something?”

The woman in the hallway glanced over my shoulder. She seemed almost totally uninterested in me. Her gaze slid across the room to where Lexi stood behind the couch, one breast hanging out of my t-shirt. The blonde blushed and ducked behind the furniture, letting out a little yelp.

“Oh yes,” the redhead purred, her gaze traveling back to me. She looked me up and down with far more than professional interest, noting the faint scratches Lexi had left on my chest. “I’m definitely interrupting something. Sorry to throw a wrench into your lovemaking session, Summoner.”

“Lexi,” I said, not taking my eyes off the redhead. “Do you know this woman?”

When Lexi spoke, she sounded tiny and defeated. “Yes,” she whispered, her head appearing over the back of the couch. “This is my contact, Tim. I got in touch with her while you were in the shower. But I didn’t think she was coming until the morning—“

“I heard the panic in your voice,” the redhead said, her gaze raking my chest. “Or maybe it was something other than panic, now that I think about it. Either way, I decided I needed to come see you as soon as possible.” Her face turned serious. “Did anyone else from Blackwood make it?”

“Make it?” Suddenly, I understood. This woman, a girl really, was pumping us both for information about Kyros’s attack. She’s Lexi’s friend, I reminded myself, shaking my head. Don’t be rude, just because she unintentionally cockblocked you. “Why don’t you come on in?”

“Love to.” The redhead stepped inside, and for the first time I got a good look at her.

She was cute as a button—taller and more buxom than Lexi, bordering on voluptuous. She wore a tattered Blackwood robe, the logo half torn off the fabric above her breast. Underneath, she was dressed for a night on the town, in a clingy red minidress and heels.

“It was a pain in the ass tracking Lexi down. Even with the signal from the phone call, locating the specific apartment sucked. Guess you’re really into immersive sims, huh?”

“Huh?” I didn’t understand, even when the redhead tapped the plaque marked 451 next to the door. “Lexi, are you decent yet? Do you need me to grab some boxers out of the bedroom?”

“I’m fine!” Lexi appeared from behind the couch, her shirt on correctly. Anyone who looked at her could tell she’d gotten her rocks off just a few minutes ago, but at least she had enough on to avoid a public indecency charge. “Sorry about that. Tim and I were just watching a movie.” She gestured at the frozen screen.

“Mm-hm. A movie,” the redhead said, not believing a word.

“Yeah, a movie,” I said, helping Lexi. “Can I get you a beer?”

“That would be fantastic,” the redhead said, examining the couch before choosing which cushion to sit on. “I’m sorry to interrupt you, Summoner. Do you need me to step back out into the hall for a few minutes so the two of you can have some privacy?”

I wouldn’t have minded, but from the way Lexi colored at the suggestion, she’d have been awfully embarrassed. So I shrugged.

“We were just wrapping up,” I said, grabbing a beer out of the fridge and handing it to her. “You didn’t interrupt much.”

“Tim,” Lexi said from the opposite side of the couch. “This is Maria Doyle. She’s a friend of mine, and we can trust her.”

The name made sense. I’d noticed that Maria spoke with a hint of an Irish accent, as if she needed something else to make her appear sexy as hell.

“Cool.” With the only seat available being the one between the two women, I sat down. “Are you some kind of spy, Maria? Lexi told me you know things about the magical world.”

I didn’t expect to see a woman as put together as Maria at a loss for words, but that did it. “Lexi might be speaking a bit highly of me,” she said, giving the other woman a surprised look. “I’m a third-year student at the Blackwood Institute. A Latent, like Lexi. I was assigned to be her mentor and her ‘big’.”

I stumbled on the unfamiliar word. “Her big?”

Maria laughed. “Well, not that I’m big,” she said, glancing down at her body in her ragged robe. “You’re a Summoner? Lexi said you were a full one. I’ve never met you before, though.”

“I’m new,” I said, my lips forming a tight little line. I wasn’t sure yet if I wanted to trust this woman fully or not. Lexi seemed to believe she was a friend, but she seemed a little too forward for my liking. And a little too cool where emotions were concerned. “What’s a ‘big’?”

“It’s a mentorship program,” Lexi explained from behind me. “Like at sororities in a regular college. Maria’s job was to acclimatize me to campus and help me understand the way things are done at the Blackwood Institute.”

“We met during orientation,” Maria said with a nod. “She’s a good girl. You’re lucky to have her.”

I hadn’t technically had her yet, though we’d gone about as close as two people could possibly go without being able to consider it ‘all the way’. Actually, was getting each other off close enough to count? Probably not, if you asked this girl.

“So, what do you mean by new?” Maria added, glancing over my shoulder at Lexi. “I’m assuming you two enrolled into Blackwood at the same time. Was the day of the attack your first summoning lesson or something?”

“It’s a long story,” I said, feeling suddenly weary.

I was exhausted, and my body wanted to sleep. It had been keyed up, anticipating some good old fashioned sex, but now that that was off the table, my body wasn’t much interested in lengthy explanations.

“We’ve got plenty of time,” Maria said mildly. “Why don’t we start with how you two managed to escape Blackwood when Kyros attacked? Lexi told me you two were there at the lecture hall when high level monsters started pouring out of portals?”

“Oh yeah,” I said, remembering. “We were right there, Maria. We had a front row ticket to the whole thing…”

With a confirming nod from Lexi, I started to relay the whole story to Maria. Right in the beginning, at the part about the fissure and the ice dog that had wandered through, the redhead gave a sudden start and shook her long red locks.

“Wait, what!?” Maria’s face was a mask of shock. “That’s not possible, Tim. I’m sorry, but Summoners don’t have the ability to enter fissures. Only to coax monsters out of them and form Pacts with the ones who decide to cross over into Earth.”

“Yeah,” I said. “There’s a lot of things about the world of Summoning you’re going to have to accept aren’t true, Maria. Because that’s not even the half of it.”

The redhead looked both pleased and intimidated. “Go ahead, then. Continue,” Maria purred, leaning forward. “I just love to hear stories from handsome men.”

I was surprised that Lexi allowed the remark to stand, considering the extent to which she’d planted her flag in me. But the blonde appeared to be just as intimidated by Maria as Maria was by me. So we formed a sort of totem pole that way, with me at the top and the two women underneath.

Not that I was picturing both of them underneath me or anything like that.

I cleared my throat and continued. Maria listened to my story of Kyros’s attack, nodding along with a tale that no doubt confirmed everything she’d heard from any other survivors who’d managed to escape Blackwood before Kyros locked the place down. Once I started talking about the fissure and our escape Maria became once again incredulous.

“So you’re claiming you stepped through a fissure?” she asked, laughing at the absurdity of it. “Forgive me for my skepticism, Summoner, but I have a hard time swallowing that. And I don’t normally have a hard time swallowing anything, if you catch my drift.” She batted her eyes at me coquettishly, the green in them contrasting perfectly with the autumnal reds of her hair. “Why don’t you tell me the actual story of how you escaped Kyros?”

I slammed my hand down on the cushion of the couch. “I am,” I said, irritated at the way Maria patronized me. “God damn it, the entire Blackwood Institute just watched Kyros walk out of a fissure and onto the school grounds. And you’re still going to insist it’s impossible!?”

The redhead’s mouth slammed closed like a guillotine, the look on her face like I’d leaned over and slapped her.

“I… I suppose you’re right,” Maria said, sounding uncertain. “Kyros completely overthrew our understanding of what is and isn’t possible for a Summoner. I suppose I shouldn’t dismiss your claims out of hand.”

“I could summon a fissure right now and show you,” I said, still feeling a little heated. “Maybe once we’re done with the whole story, I will.”

Maria nodded. She looked chastened, and appeared to believe my story. “That’s quite alright. I look forward to seeing if you can pull me into your world, Summoner. Go on ahead. I believe you were talking about Hyperborea?”

I nodded, surprised. “You know it?”

“It’s one of the most common realms Summoners source their Ice and Frost monsters from,” Maria replied, looking a little taken aback. “You’d think you’d know that, seeing as you’re a full Summoner after all.”

Huh. So the prejudice went both ways.

As downtrodden as Latents were with their disappointment at not having all the tools at their disposal that full Summoners took for granted, they could also be rude and dismissive where their so-called ‘betters’ were concerned. I wasn’t upset to discover it. It was good to know where you stood in society, rather than trying to hide from the fact.

“I’m learning as I go,” I told Maria. “Like how I learned to use this.”

I held up the Digital Grimoire, which immediately caught Maria’s curiosity. She let her fingers roam over the device, though she didn’t dare to press any buttons.

“This is Instructor Fallon’s Grimoire?” he redhead whispered, her fingers gripping the device just a bit tighter around my wrist. “The Instructor, is he…?”

“Captured,” I said. “He managed to fend off the monsters until he was taken captive by Kyros. He might even have been able to do more, if he hadn’t taken off the Digital Grimoire and given it to me. The last thing he said to me was to run and hide.”

I looked down at the device. “If he hadn’t given it to me, Lexi and I would be stuck in Blackwood with everyone else. We’d never have escaped.”

Maria made a face at that. “I’m not surprised he did. Instructor Fallon is one of the few genuinely good people left in Blackwood’s faculty.”

The middle section of our tale unfolded without incident. Maria was interested but not exactly enthused with my story of forming a pact with Frick: after all, Latents like her and Lexi didn’t have that ability. It seemed all part and parcel of my destiny that I should tame powerful monsters and turn them into my teammates.

It wasn’t until we got to the part about Pentacle, the Wolf, and the Foul Slime that Maria was gaping with her mouth open.

I let Lexi tell it, but I got us all right up to the brink myself. I told Maria about the strange wind spell that had saved me from the wolf, and allowed the rest of the tale to go pretty much unchallenged until the end where I added Pentacle to my roster of monsters. As I was wrapping that part up, Maria nodded sagely.

“The snowflake carried a wind spell, didn’t it?” she asked, solving the puzzle in her own mind. “Some monsters are like that. They cross contaminate, carrying spells of a complimentary element. You’ll almost never see a Frost monster with a Fire spell or anything like that, but Ice and Wind aren’t so far apart that a monster won’t pick up a few tricks every now and then…”

“Actually, that wasn’t it at all,” I said, nudging Lexi. “You want to tell her, or should I?”

Lexi had never looked so nervous. Compared to this, confessing her feelings for me and taking our relationship to the next level had been a walk in the park. She chewed her bottom lip, unable to meet Maria’s eye. The redhead stared at her in confusion, waiting for the story to make sense.

“When Tim bound Frick as his monster, I also powered up with mastery. I don’t know how, but I just got the feeling that I did,” she confessed, looking ashamed by the whole thing. “And Maria… I learned a spell.”

“Two spells, actually,” I said as Maria’s face filled with disbelief.

The redhead was off the couch like the thing had been covered in gasoline and set ablaze. “You’re kidding me!” she roared, her face so shocked I might as well have told her I was secretly the Loch Ness Monster. “You have to show me! Oh my God, you can really do magic?”

“I can’t. Not now. Not anymore.”

I put myself between the two women. There was a small but real possibility that Maria might grab Lexi and start shaking her, and not stop until she agreed to show off her magic. “What do you mean?” I asked.

“Since we came back,” Lexi began, “I haven’t felt my spells.”

“Maybe your magic is somehow linked to the other worlds?” I asked, to which Lexi nodded meekly. I could sympathize. She must’ve been a bit miffed to receive magic, only for it to be ripped away from her.

The look of irritation on Maria’s face was something to behold. “You’re not lying to me, are you?” she asked crossly, arching one eyebrow in my direction.

“I don’t lie,” I told the redhead. “And I don’t think it’s just Lexi, either. I think maybe all Latents are able to learn and cast spells, just like Summoners. They just can’t do it on Earth.”

You could have knocked Maria over with a feather.

“But if that’s true,” the redhead said, looking faint. “Why that, that changes everything…”

“It could help us take back Blackwood!” Lexi said, a dash of hope in her voice. “Maria, it was the coolest thing ever! I cast healing spells on Tim’s monsters to keep them from dying in battle. I even damaged monsters all on my own with my Wind spells! I think they’ll get even stronger as I keep gaining mastery, too!”

Maria looked like she was trying and failing to process all this. Finally something snapped in her head, and she made a decision. “You need to show me,” she whispered, taking Lexi’s hand. “Now.”

I nodded. I’d been cross with her before, but this was clearly too important to Maria to hold back. If she wanted proof that she wasn’t the second-class citizen she’d always assumed herself to be, I was more than happy to give it to her.

“Give me just a second,” I said, pushing buttons on the Grimoire. “We’ll hop over to Hyperborea and back. But just for a minute, okay? I’m not loving the thought of freezing my ass off when I just got warm again…”

Lexi looked shocked. “Really?”

“If it’ll prove to Maria what we are, and what she is, then yes,” I said, already manipulating the Grimoire. “Besides, it’ll only take a minute.”

It took a few seconds, coming to me easier than before. The white line unfurled through the center of the living room like a zipper, revealing a thin, narrow door.

Different again this time, I thought, making a mental note of the opening’s dimensions. One day I’m going to figure out how that works…

In the meantime, I decided to do a little experimenting.

“Lexi,” I said. “Try and approach the fissure without me. I’m curious if you can go inside a second time, now that you’ve walked through once.”

Lexi squared her shoulders and walked across the carpet. A pace or two from the opening, an invisible force field pushed back against the blonde, sliding her back toward the couch. Her face scrunched up in frustration as she waded through the room, trying and failing to resist the force pushing her away.

“She can’t do it,” Maria said, her face falling. “She can’t enter the fissure. Are you sure you can get her through, Summoner?”

I watched for a few more moments, just to make sure Lexi wasn’t hiding any secret reserves of strength that would let her push through the fissure.

“Here,” I said, walking up to Lexi. “Watch this.”

I took the blonde’s hand. Instantly, the force pushing against her ceased. Lexi strode right up to the fissure with me and stuck her hand through into that snowy valley just in front of the mountains.

She removed her hand from the chill. Snow clung to her fingers, and she waved them in front of Maria. “Believe us now?”

Maria looked like she’d just seen a miracle. “You really did it,” she whispered, staring at the blonde’s fingers. Her jaw couldn’t drop further. “You’re telling the truth. You can walk through a fissure!”

“I’ll show you.” Taking Maria’s hand, I led her to the border between our world and Hyperborea. At first the redhead hesitated, her eyes widening with fright when the familiar tug away from the hole in between the worlds failed to materialize. “Don’t worry,” I assured her, squeezing her hand. “We’ve done this before. It’ll be alright.”

Maria looked a little embarrassed. “Yeah,” she said, shaking her head as she let me stick her hand through the gap. “It’s no big deal. This is just… shit, it’s a lot! I can’t believe I’m doing this…”

“Watch this.” Lexi grinned from ear to ear as she stepped through the fissure, her feet leaving the carpet and touching down on the snowy ground of Hyperborea. Even knowing it was possible to put a hand or foot through the gap, Maria gasped as she watched her friend cross between worlds as easily as she crossed the street. “Witness me! Lexi, the traveler of worlds! Haha!”

“This isn’t possible,” Maria whispered to herself. “Summoners aren’t supposed to be able to do this. And Latents definitely aren’t…”

Lexi threw her hands in the air and reached for her magic. I watched her move like a doll on the opposite side of the fissure, waving her hands as she conjured a wall of wind. It blew across the plain, scattering snow in all directions as she howled from the cold.

Maria didn’t say anything. Tears streamed down her cheeks. She wept openly, seeing a Latent doing what she’d coveted for so long.

“I… I never thought it was possible,” Maria whispered, wiping away her tears. “Oh my God, it’s real. I can cast spells. All the Latents can cast spells…”

Her showcase complete, Lexi ran toward the fissure. Again the wall of repelling force rose to greet her, stopping her a few steps from the gap between worlds. As she slowed down, flailing against the current, I reached through the fissure and grabbed her hand. Instantly, the current died, and Lexi stepped through as easily as she walked from one room of my apartment to the next.

Lexi’s body was cold. Snow covered my t-shirt, and her pale skin had broken out in gooseflesh, but she was smiling, and her cheeks were as warm and red as if she’d been drinking heavily.

“You believe us now?” she asked, her excitement infectious. It bounced from her to Maria like a living thing. “It’s real, Maria. Tim is the key. Once he takes us through the fissure, we can cast spells.”

Maria gave me a poleaxed look. “This changes everything,” she said, her head buzzing with the possibilities. “If the only difference between Summoners and Latents is that we need a full Summoner to help us walk through a fissure, then there’s no reason for us to be treated as second-class citizens. The entire system of the Blackwood Institute is wrong. My whole life has been wrong…!”

My stomach did a little flip at her words. “We haven’t confirmed everything yet,” I admitted, sharing a look with Lexi. “I still don’t know whether Lexi could form a Pact, or negotiate with a monster. But even if she can’t, the gap between Latents and Summoners is a lot slimmer than everyone at Blackwood thought.”

Maria looked like she didn’t much care about a little thing like that. She could cast spells! That’s what was truly important.

“This is… a lot,” Maria said, waving her hands with barely concealed joy. “There’s so much we need to learn… shit.” Suddenly her face fell. “We’ve got to stop Kyros. If we don’t, it doesn’t matter that we’ve discovered this. No one else will find it out.”

I nodded. “That’s the plan. We’re going to build a team that can take Kyros down. With this power, and the Digital Grimoire, we might just be able to make that work.”

Suddenly a yawn broke from my throat. Between the adventure into Hyperborea and the intimate time with Lexi, I could hardly keep my eyelids open. I needed a break.

Maria was smart enough to pick up on it. “Maybe we should table this until tomorrow,” she said, giving both me and Lexi knowing looks. “You two look like you’ve been through the wringer.”

“I appreciate that, yeah,” Lexi said, sliding a hand around my waist. “Will you be staying the night, then?”

Protective? I thought, looking down at the hand gently holding onto me. Lexi didn’t seem like that type. But then again, most other women weren’t as forward as Maria when it came to sex and relationships.

“I think that would be a good idea,” Maria said, glancing back at the door. “From what you’ve told me about your enrollment at Blackwood and this apartment, it’s unlikely that Kyros is going to be able to find you. At least not easily. If they do track you down, they’ll almost assuredly stop at the dorms and not dig any deeper. So it’s lucky for you that you were already planning on moving out.”

I was already beginning to suspect that luck had little to do with it. Events had begun moving around me, pushing me into a destiny I subconsciously felt like I’d been waiting for all my life.

It was strange, feeling like a hero, yet something inside of me had been reacting to the news with something like… relief? Like, ‘finally, the thing I’ve been waiting my whole life for is here.’ Maybe every guy dreams of being a hero, of saving the world and discovering they’re the chosen one. Or maybe it’s just me.

Either way, pretty much nobody ever gets to see that come true. Between that and getting together with an unreachable beauty, who’d had a secret crush on me, I was a pretty damn lucky guy. Life was going to be great, as long as I didn’t get myself and Lexi killed.

“In the morning, I’ll share what I know about Kyros with you,” Maria said. “I’ll give you the four-one-one on Blackwood, and what might be going on there. Anyway, I can crash here. I’ll set an alarm for the morning if you want me to wake you two up…”

I shook my head. “The alarm sounds good. But I’ll take the couch. You two can have my bed. It’s in there. It’s not much, since I didn’t have time to do much decorating, but it’ll be a fair sight more comfortable than sleeping out here.”

“Tim, are you sure?” Lexi asked, looking a bit disappointed. “I thought that we…”

“Raincheck,” I said, giving her a peck on the cheek. “Right now, I’m not going to be much good to anybody.”

On the other side of the couch, Maria suddenly stiffened. I don’t think she’d realized until just then what she’d actually interrupted between Lexi and me. She didn’t give a lot of indication of it, but she clearly felt rotten about the whole thing.

“I’m sorry,” Maria blurted. “I should have given you more time before I showed up, Lexi. And I should’ve given Tim some warning first. You two should take the bed.”

“All we’re going to be doing tonight is sleeping,” I said, stretching out against the back of the couch. “You two get the more comfortable spot. I insist. I’ve got a lot to think about, and I need to get some rest.”

Neither woman objected, but as both Maria and Lexi rose from the couch, the latter gave the former a quick punch against her side, as if to say ‘how dare you cockblock me!’. Maria looked even more embarrassed than before, clearly regretting not giving Lexi and me more time and space.

“If you insist, Summoner,” Maria said, sounding sorry. “As long as you think your girl will be safe with me…”

As if shrugging off her attempt at humor, Lexi leaned over and pressed a long, lingering kiss against my lips.

“I’m really, really looking forward to picking up where we left off,” Lexi said, her gaze smoldering. She blew me a kiss, the hem of my shirt swishing around her thighs as she made her way across the carpet. “Have a good night, Tim.”

“You too,” I said, leaving the two of them to figure out how to get comfy on the bed.

The room was warm enough that I didn’t need to worry about blankets or pillows, I could just stretch out on the couch and be perfectly comfortable.

I threw the beers away, then cut out the lights. I could hear the murmuring of Maria and Lexi faintly arguing in the other room, the redhead presumably apologizing again while Lexi grumbled about missing out on getting laid. That was alright with me. We’d both gotten off and the wait would just make the actual first time feel even sweeter.

Besides, I thought, staring up at the ceiling, I don’t want some person I barely know listening in the first time I made Lexi scream my name.

Eventually, the sounds of conversation died away. Maria must have had one of those white noise apps on her phone, because I heard a rumble that sounded like an air conditioner turned up on full blast coming from the bedroom.

As I listened to it, I stared up at the ceiling, thinking about a lot of things and not just Lexi’s hot ass.

I was adding monsters to my team, plucking them from the realms beyond the fissures. And it seemed to me that my human team was already beginning to expand, as well. First Lexi, then Maria. I wondered if she’d learn her own spells, and gain her own monsters. Eventually, she might be as integral a part of the team as Lexi or Frick.

I had lots of hopes for the future. And as I drifted off, I smiled. We had some serious work yet to do, but at least we’d made a start.


Chapter 14

For several long moments I drifted between sleep and waking, my stomach growling and my mouth watering at the amazing scents filling the apartment. Eggs, bacon, and toast, mixed with the tang of spices, garlic, and butter. None of that made sense, because there wasn’t anything in the pantry of my apartment besides a couple cans of Chef Boyardee and a case of beer.

But when I opened my eyes, the smells didn’t fade. If anything, they intensified.

The sound of humming reached my ears. I leaned over the back of the couch to see Maria’s shapely back, her long red locks gently bouncing as she worked at the stove. She was using her phone as a portable speaker, and for a moment my half-asleep brain interpreted what she was listening to as an old Clash song. Then the beat kicked in, and I realized it was a sample.

“Are you a fan, or just reliving your nostalgia days?” I said by way of greetings.

Maria glanced over her shoulder and smiled. “A little of both,” she said, chuckling as M.I.A. assured us over the speaker she could make a fake ID and passport. “I wanted to apologize for last night. You have no idea how long it took me to drift off last night. I laid next to your girlfriend for like an hour, thinking ‘shit, I’m the worst big ever’!”

I laughed at that. “You really didn’t need to do that,” I said, clutching the back of the couch as I rose into a sitting position. “Holy shit, is that coffee?”

Maria must’ve ordered groceries off one of those drop-off services, and somehow finagled the delivery driver into stopping by the donut shop across the street for coffees on the way. I won’t lie, the proximity to the place had been a factor in choosing this building to rent an apartment in.

The coffee was hot and incredible. Kind of like Maria.

“Brilliant, and you can cook,” I muttered, resting my elbows on the partition between the living room and the kitchen as the redhead worked on breakfast. “I don’t need to worry about Lexi running off with you, do I?”

“Her? Please.” Maria glanced over at the bedroom door and grinned, then dropped her voice. “Lexi’s a great girl, but she’s straighter than a fucking arrow. They say girls are like spaghetti—only straight until they get hot and wet—but I don’t think there’s any boiling water hot enough to turn your little girlfriend into a bicurious Betty. Not that I wouldn’t have liked to have tried…”

I put a hand on my hip, sipping my coffee. “Why Maria? Are you making a move on my girl?”

The redhead tossed her head back and laughed, then flipped over the bacon. “No, I’m saying I’d have liked to have made a move on your girl,” she said, shooting me a knowing look. “I guess I’ll just have to settle for her handsome Summoner.”

That brought me up short. Was that what we were doing?

I thought this was just a little early morning flirting. The thought that Maria might actually want me, would be willing to pursue me with Lexi barely a handful of steps away, gave me pause.

“Oh my God, don’t look so serious,” Maria said, stirring the eggs with a laugh. “You’ll ruin the food. Have a seat, enjoy the coffee. Your girlfriend should be up any moment.”

I did so, thinking. It was strange how easily I got along with Maria, despite only meeting her last night. The two of us had a completely different vibe than what was between me and Lexi. With Lexi everything was super passionate, so much so that our earnestness made us awkward and fumbling at first.

With Maria, there was nothing like that. I slipped easily into the call and response of flirting and teasing, treating her the way she treated me.

I felt like a completely different person when I was with her than when I was with Lexi, and that scared me a little. Was I really the sort of man who would bang another woman behind my girl’s back, even if that girl was a hot, bisexy redhead?

It was just early morning flirting, I assured myself, sipping my coffee. Take Maria’s advice. Don’t be so fucking serious, dude.

As if she’d arrived solely to save me from further self-recrimination, Lexi chose that moment to stumble out of the bedroom. The blonde rubbed sleep out of her eyes, yawning as she stretched with both arms in the air.

Unfortunately for Lexi, she’d forgotten that she’d gone to bed last night wearing nothing but my t-shirt. The motion moved the hem up to just below her navel, completely exposing her bare ass and pussy to her boyfriend and friend.

She realized it a moment later. “Shit!” Lexi hissed, tugging down the bottom of the t-shirt. “You didn’t see that!”

“I took the liberty of running down to the laundry room this morning,” Maria said, gesturing at a pile of clothes beside the couch. “Those should be yours, right? They were the only threads in the dryer, so I’m assuming they belonged to you…”

“Oh shit, thanks!” Lexi went to the pile and lifted out her Latent’s robes, then slipped into it like it was a bathrobe and she’d just gotten out of the shower. She saw me and smiled, her face filled with promise. “When did you get up, Tim?”

“Just a few minutes ago,” I said, sipping my coffee. “Maria and I were just talking about you.”

“Only good things, I hope,” Lexi said, stretching languidly as she settled down on one of the stools next to the kitchen island. “Holy shit, Maria, you’re making a spread. That looks amazing!”

“I just ordered a few things for breakfast,” the redhead said with a modest shrug. “It wasn’t really a big deal. I’m happy to do it.” She flashed a knowing grin. “Kinda makes me feel all feminine to take care of a man like this…”

Lexi coughed. “Uh, okay,” she blurted, her cheeks coloring with heat. “Where’s all this coming from?”

“Just feeling a little domestic this fine morning,” Maria said breezily, aiming a wink in my direction. “You two sit down! There’s no table in here, so grab seats on the couch and sip your coffee. I’ll be in with your breakfast in a bit.”

Lexi looked nervous as she took a seat on her side of the couch. I plopped down in the center, the wet spot I’d teased out of Lexi with my tongue last night long gone. I took another sip of my coffee and grinned at my new girl.

“So, how’d you sleep?” I asked.

“Like the dead,” Lexi whispered, tasting her own brew. She gave an appreciative little look at the taste. “Look, Tim, about last night…”

My face fell. Was she about to tell me we’d been moving too fast? Obviously she’d enjoyed what we did before we went to bed, but maybe she wanted to take a step back? My pulse quickened at the thought.

“Is everything okay?” I asked. “Did you not like it?”

Lexi looked surprised. “No… it was great,” she whispered, squeezing my hand. “Really, really great. I needed that more than I realized.”

I felt myself start to relax. Thank God, I thought, smiling back at her. “Good. I’m glad you liked it.”

“I just want to know if you feel the same way,” Lexi said, looking at me and not at Maria over in the kitchen working on the bacon and eggs. “That you do still want to, you know, go all the way. If you see this becoming something serious.”

I thought it over before I smiled at her. “I’m having a good time with you, Lexi. We have a lot of fun together. I’m definitely fine with seeing how this develops.”

Before she could say anything else, I pulled her closer and kissed her. Lexi froze up for a moment, shock overtaking the pleasure of her lips on mine, then she melted against me.

“And as for the other thing,” I said, breaking the kiss. “All I can tell you is that I’m looking forward to the next time we can get into a room alone together even more than you are…”

“As long as you are,” Lexi said with a smile. Her hand grazed her cheek, as if she couldn’t believe what a lucky girl she was. “When you gave me the bed last night and took the couch, I was afraid I’d done something wrong!”

“Breakfast is ready!” Maria announced from the kitchen. “No more fighting about sex!”

Both Lexi and I snapped straight, realizing at the same moment that the redhead had been listening to us the entire time.

“Great,” I muttered, chuckling to myself. “She’s definitely not going to let me sleep on the couch next time.”

Maria arrived in the living room with plates of food. She handed one to me and one to Lexi, each of which were piled high with bacon, scrambled eggs, and pieces of toast covered in thick pads of butter. My stomach gave a very undignified rumble, demanding compensation for days of fasting.

“Damn, Maria, thanks,” I said, tucking in. “This is great!”

“Usually the man makes breakfast the morning after,” Lexi said, her eyes narrowing with mirth. “But in this case, I’ll allow it…”

Once she’d handed over the food, Maria grabbed herself a cup of coffee and seated herself on the floor, her legs crossed over each other. She’d changed out of her clothes from the previous night (I had no idea where she’d gotten them from, and didn’t really care enough to ask), and a pair of dark leggings hugged her long, pale legs.

“No problem,” the redhead said. “You two definitely needed it. Oh, and speaking of which…”

For a moment, I thought that Maria was going to leave the room and give Lexi and I some private time. Instead, she reached into her robe and began fumbling around, sipping at her coffee as she rummaged in her pockets.

“This is for you,” she said, pulling something from a hidden pouch and handing it over to me.

I set aside my food and accepted it. It was a slip of paper, covered in narrow, slanted writing. Two numbers were separated by a comma and a couple of dots, like a pair of coordinates on a map showing latitude and longitude.

“That’s something else I need to apologize for,” Maria said with a little giggle. She sipped her coffee, watching me and Lexi eat our breakfasts.

She hadn’t fixed herself anything. Evidently, she got more pleasure from watching other people enjoy themselves than from doing it herself. I wondered if this had any knock on effects in her personal life, but I was smart enough not to say anything about that.

“You don’t seem to have anything to apologize to, where I’m standing,” I said, tucking the paper away. “What is this?”

“Something I should have given you last night,” Maria confessed, giving Lexi a guilty glance. “As soon as I found out you had a Digital Grimoire from Blackwood, I should’ve handed it over right away. But I was distracted.”

“I can’t really blame you for that,” Lexi said around a mouthful of bacon. “You did kind of have your entire world turned upside down when you showed up at Tim’s apartment. Plus, you made bacon.”

“I did,” Maria said, shaking her head in wonder. “Latents casting spells, traveling through fissures into other worlds… this is what it must have felt like in the time of the First Summoner. Like the whole world is a deep ocean of possibility, and that nothing’s out of reach. I can’t wait to start doing some research in those Realms you’re opening…”

“Putting the cart before the horse a bit,” I said, swallowing down a mouthful of eggs with a sip of hot, delicious coffee. “What’s the paper, and why should you have given it to me last night?”

Maria nodded. “I took it from the Blackwood Institute,” she said without a hint of shame. “I mean, technically it was given to me, but the faculty wouldn’t see it that way.” A small, bitter smile twisted her lips. “They can’t exactly complain about it right now, though. Not while they’re all stuck serving Kyros hand and foot, running around at his beck and call.”

“The numbers,” I said, pieces clicking together in my brain. “They are coordinates, aren’t they?”

Maria nodded. “I was in the library when Kyros attacked,” she explained, her gaze taking on a faraway tint as she cast her memories back to that awful day. “For a few minutes, everything was chaos and confusion. We didn’t know what was happening, just that it was awful and we hoped it would go away. Once those monsters started running through the halls, we figured out pretty quickly that someone very powerful and very bad had come to the Blackwood Institute. So the Head Librarian and I took measures.”

“Measures?” I asked.

Maria grinned fiercely. “We went full Enron on Blackwood’s Special Collections and Archives section,” she said, crossing her arms beneath her breasts. “We didn’t have any paper shredders, but the head librarian is a full Summoner, and she knew a few fire spells. We burnt up everything we didn’t want Kyros to have access to—all the stuff we thought a wicked Summoner might be willing to assault the Blackwood Institute in order to take custody of.”

My eyebrows shot to my hairline. “You destroyed it all?”

Maria gave me a defensive look. “What? You’d rather it was all in Kyros’s possession?”

“Well, no,” I admitted, polishing off the last of my breakfast. It was hard to argue too strongly with a woman who could make eggs as fully as Maria’s. “But destroying that much knowledge… it’s a little bit like burning the Library of Alexandria, isn’t it?”

“Nothing was lost permanently,” Maria said. “There are back-ups. I think.”

“I wonder if they said that in Alexandria, too,” I muttered. Maria pretended like she hadn’t heard me.

“Anyway, the librarian gave me that scrap of paper right before I ran out,” she said, gesturing at the pocket where I’d hidden her missive. “Apparently it was part of a much larger set of coordinates, detailing a number of high level fissures that old timey Summoners used to collect specific monsters from. Most of them had petered out decades or even generations ago, without a single successful Pact formed by even the strongest Summoners. But the librarian thought this one, in particular, might be the thing Kyros was looking for.”

I’d been curious before, but now I was focused. I took the little slip of paper out of my pocket, then took a picture of it with my phone. Having information that could be that important in only one place wasn’t a good idea, no matter what Maria said about back ups.

“Why did she think that?” I asked, staring at the numbers.

They looked vaguely familiar for some reason I couldn’t place, though I couldn’t imagine a time I might have seen them before. Rather, they seemed to swim in my vision the longer I stared at them, carrying a faint tinge of deja vu.

“Apparently this fissure was connected with the First Summoner himself,” Maria said, her voice dropping as if someone might overhear. “Whatever’s at those coordinates, there’s a better than average chance that it’s what Kyros is looking for. That it’s part of the reason he came to the Blackwood Institute, that he’s shown his face after all this time locked away from the world.” Maria sounded more and more excited the longer she spoke, until she was practically trembling with delight. “And now I finally know why!”

Lexi looked confused. “You do?”

Maria pointed at me. “It’s Tim,” she said, beaming. “He’s the answer. He can enter fissures, just like Kyros! Whatever the First Summoner is looking for, it’s not a monster that comes out of the fissure, it’s inside of one. In the world that opens up when you rip that hole in between the worlds.”

“That… makes a lot of sense, actually,” I said, glancing down at the little scrap of paper. “I mean, I saw Kyros when he attacked Blackwood. The man has a roster of monsters that would make any Summoner in the world jealous. There’s not much reason for him to come to Blackwood in the first place, unless he’s looking for some piece of knowledge he can’t find anywhere else.”

“It’s like a treasure map,” Lexi surmised, her plate forgotten. “Only you plug it into your Digital Grimoire in order to see where the ‘X’ is.”

Maria rose smoothly, excited by the possibilities. “We should go now,” she said, gesturing at the spot where I’d torn open a fissure to Hyperborea the previous night. “Whatever Kyros is working on, that location could be the answer. If we get there before him, we might be able to stop him from occupying Blackwood. We could keep him from conquering the world!”

Lexi made a face. “I agree that the coordinates are important,” she began. “But we need to know more about it before we go running off into some world we’ve never seen before. What if there’s monsters there we can’t handle? Tim got a hang of magic and managing monsters quickly, but he’s not equipped to take on the kind of creatures that Kyros commands. If he got some of his lieutenants from that fissure originally, we could all end up dead!”

“Or as heroes!” Maria insisted, brushing a lock of red hair out of her face. I can’t lie. That Irish brogue of hers made the idea of running off on an adventure sound even better than it would be otherwise. “Come on, isn’t this the kind of thing you live for, Lexi? Besides, once we step through the fissure, we’ll be able to power up and cast spells! So we’ll be able to help Tim!”

I couldn’t help but notice how both women had begun arguing about me like I wasn’t even in the room. More amused than angry by this fact, I started punching the coordinates Maria had given me into the Digital Grimoire, flipping through the numerals one at a time with the large, unwieldy buttons.

The device hadn’t been designed for typing. It was a clunky fix for what was normally such a sleek device. The Summoners must usually upload these things with common fissures, I thought, tapping in one number after another. They don’t add new ones to their repertoire very often, and why would they? It’s dangerous. Better to stick with the monsters you know.

Except that now there were no Summoners running around with the power to challenge Kyros.

I finished punching in both coordinates, and the screen flashed. When the digital dust had settled, I had a new location in the Grimoire that I could train a fissure on.

“Does the name Trephine mean anything to either of you?” I asked.

The two women had been on the verge of really arguing. At the sound of my voice, both fell silent, their heads swiveling to me.

“Can’t say that I’ve heard of it,” Maria said, her gaze traveling to the Digital Grimoire. “Is that what comes up when you punch those numbers in your Grimoire?”

“Oh Tim,” Lexi said, her eyes widening. “You didn’t!”

“I just wanted to see what the Digital Grimoire said,” I replied with a shrug.

But the truth was, I leaned far closer to the Maria side of the equation than the Lexi. There was a time for caution and careful planning, but a time when some bad guy keeps a bunch of innocent students and staff locked away in his evil fortress wasn’t it. We needed bold, decisive action and we needed it now.

Besides, Trephine could have been exactly what I was searching for. If no Summoners had ever heard of it, then it could contain just about anything. The monsters within could be any power level. Ultra rare, or so weak that I could step on them and destroy them?

The only way to find out was to go there.

“We’ve got to check it out,” I told Lexi, reassuring her with a smile. “If nothing else, someone very important to the functioning of Blackwood thought these coordinates were important enough to get out of the college and into the hands of someone with a Digital Grimoire. That means something. That’s not a gift I intend to waste.”

“Damn straight,” Maria said, grinning from ear to ear. “Let’s go see what Kyros has been turning over Heaven and Earth to find!”

Lexi still looked a little worried, but she knew that she was outvoted. “Alright,” she said, taking both her and my plate and placing them in the sink. “I suppose we can take a quick trip through the fissure. But we need to check and make sure there’s not a Key Monster this time that will keep us from coming back when we want to.”

“Good call,” I said. “I’d hate for that to happen a second time.”

It was resolved that we’d only stick our heads through and get a quick glimpse of Trephine. Once we verified that no Key Monster lay on the opposite side of the portal, we could make a longer trip, searching for whatever Kyros might have sought.

It was a good plan. It merged Maria’s sense of ‘you only live once’ adventuring with Lexi’s caution, and brought out the best in both women. We made a pretty good team, actually.

Once the dishes were cleared away, I flipped through the Digital Grimoire and selected Trephine. A few presses of the keys were all it took to summon the line of light in the middle of the living room. A chilly wind blew over the couch as the whole thing unfurled like a flag, opening in a long, narrow portal that we’d only be able to step through one at a time.

“Huh,” I said, shaking my head. “Every one of these things is so different. There has to be some rhyme or reason to the way these fissures form—”

My words broke off in a gasp as the fissure continued to expand. Not all at once, the way a door slowly slides open in a dark room, but in two wings off of the main line.

As we watched the fissure complete itself, Maria, Lexi, and I all fell silent. My brain didn’t want to accept the symbol we were seeing, didn’t want to believe that it could be possible. There had to be some mistake, or this was merely a transitional symbol that the fissure looked like for a few seconds as it was setting up.

But there was no mistake. And once it was done, the fissure stood there as solidly and unchanging as the walls of my apartment.

The fissure into Trephine looked exactly like an upside down cross.


Chapter 15

“Well,” Lexi said, cocking one eyebrow. “That’s unsettling.”

Maria and I had both fallen speechless, trying and failing to stare through the narrow entryway into the realm of Trephine. The hidden coordinates Kyros might’ve been chasing could have been some high level monster sanctuary, but I’d begun to seriously doubt that. A thin, black cross hung in the middle of my living room, only it was upside down like something from a 1980’s heavy metal album cover.

“Talk about Satanic Panic,” I muttered, approaching the narrow entry. “What the hell is this? The librarian didn’t warn you about this, Maria?”

Maria looked even more shocked than I did. “I don’t know a goddamn thing,” she said, her face pale. “But if I had to guess, I’d say that hell is exactly what we’re looking at, Summoner.”

No fucking way. Hell? The Hell? I’d accepted that magic, monsters, and realms beyond the ordinary human experience were all fundamental parts of the universe. But demons and angels?

I leaned forward, scrutinizing the fissure. “I can’t see anything else in there,” I said, glancing back at the two women. “Can you? It’s totally dark.”

Unlike the fissures I’d summoned in the past, there was no preview of the world on the other side. This wasn’t a door, or a window, like the one I’d opened into Hyperborea. This was a veil. A pitch fucking black veil.

“I don’t see anything but darkness,” Maria said. Lexi frowned next to her, squinting hard, but finally the blonde shook her head as well. “You think it’s that dark in there?”

“I hope not,” I admitted. I didn’t like it. “Is this normal? Are high level fissures usually opaque like this?”

Lexi shook her head. “No. Tim, this isn’t good. It’s not good at all. Whatever Kyros is looking for, it can’t be in here. This isn’t something we ought to meddle with.”

I wanted to agree with Lexi, but we’d come too far to turn back now. “We need to know,” I said, shaking my head. “Just a peek inside, remember? That’s the plan. Once we have a better picture of what we’re looking at, we can decide how to proceed.”

“Agreed,” Maria said with a smirk. “But just in case, I want you holding both of our hands, Summoner. If we have to drag you back onto our side of the fissure, I want enough strength back on Earth to make it happen.”

“Sounds good to me,” I said, taking both women’s hands. “Let’s do this.”

Lexi straightened up, discarding her fears as I led both of the women to the upside down cross that heralded the entrance into Trephine. Even the name sounded wicked, like the nickname of some demon. Or of one of the Nine Circles of Hell in Dante’s Inferno, even if I’d read that in high school and knew that no such place with that moniker existed. Sometimes fiction is more interesting than fact.

Maria looked tickled pink to be holding hands with me while I held onto Lexi’s. “Do you think you and I should lock arms too?” she asked, teasing Lexi a bit with a bold smile. “Just to make it a chain and all. I mean, if we’re really going to make this a menage a mage, we should do it right.”

“Let’s just get it done,” Lexi said, her lips a tight little line. “You’d better come back to me, Tim. If I don’t get to finish what we started last night, I’m going to draw angry doodles on your tombstone.”

I assured her she wouldn’t be unsatisfied. The three of us approached the cross, staring deep into its depths. Even from this distance, I could see nothing but darkness within the fissure. The narrow gap in reality was so thin that I’d have to turn to the side in order to squeeze through.

“I’m going to have to turn to get in there,” I told the two women, “which means I’m only going to be able to hold one hand. The other person’s going to get pushed back into the living room.”

“Boo,” Maria said, pouting extravagantly. “You’d better hold onto your girlfriend, then. If something happened and I was the one who lost you, Lexi would never forgive me.”

The redhead relinquished her grip on my fingers and slid across the carpet. That strange, repelling force worked fast, shoving her voluptuous frame away from me and Lexi. As she came to a halt, assuring us she was fine, I turned to the side and held Lexi’s hand.

The gap was even narrower than I expected. I had to suck in my gut to push through.

“Remember, just a second,” Lexi whispered from behind me. “I’ll pull you back if you get stuck.”

I gave her a quick kiss. Then I plunged my head through the fissure and caught my first true glimpse of Trephine.

I could still feel Lexi’s hand, her fingers interlaced with my own back on Earth, but the blonde suddenly felt like she was a billion miles away, while Maria was in another galaxy entirely.

For the first time, the fissure I’d come through had a physical equivalent on the opposite side of the portal. My head was poking through a tall, narrow stone sculpture, crafted to look like a massive upside down cross. Sand stretched in every direction—black sand, like the Athabasca oil fields crossed with that one Chris Isaak music video that used to play when I’d watch those classic music video reruns.

It wasn’t the desert that entranced me, though, or even the strange structure I stood within.

It was the stars.

I only had a faint idea of what the night sky was supposed to look like, but instantly I knew I was no longer on Earth. The patterns and constellations stretching across that dark void corresponded to nothing that could have been seen from my home planet, and there were so many more stars here than there. They flashed across the sky in phantasmagoric colors, shining like the Northern Lights on steroids. Just one look at it made my heart skip a beat.

I suddenly wished that I was a painter, so I could have tried to put what I was seeing down in art. The idea of a digital camera didn’t even occur to me: the place just ripped away the modern world, and I knew somehow that no technology younger than Henry Ford would work properly here. It was just a feeling I had.

The overwhelming sense I got of Trephine was of eeriness and peace coexisting. The desert stretched out to the horizon on all sides, windblown and quiet beneath the canopy of stars. The only thing that broke the perfection of the flat horizon was some structure in the distance—

Something tugged at my shoulders, and I was back on my side of the fissure. Lexi held me, wide eyed and staring, her hands trembling as she tugged me with all her might. After a moment, I realized she was talking to me.

“Are you okay!?” she asked, looking me in the eye. “Tim, are you alright?”

I blinked. “I’m fine,” I said, shaking my head. “What’s wrong?”

“You were in there for over a minute,” Maria said from her perch. “You said it would just be a second. We were beginning to worry.”

So that was it. “No need. It’s okay on the other side of the gate, at least as okay as you could expect.”

I grabbed Maria’s hand and brought us together before the fissure. I had to stick my head in a second time to check for Key Monsters, taking the Digital Grimoire along for the ride. It didn’t seem to have any trouble locking onto Earth, which was a good sign.

There was no telling what might happen once the fissure was closed, of course, but there was a better than even chance we could come back to Earth as soon as we needed to. And we’d probably need to. The land of Trephine looked even more inhospitable than Hyperborea. At least in the latter we could slake our thirst with snow.

Once I’d come back from my second glimpse, I described the place to Maria and Lexi. Neither of them were too taken aback by the appearance, though they wanted to know more about the structure in the distance.

After I was done explaining what I’d seen, we had a quick conversation.

“You can only take us in one at a time,” Maria said, nodding at the narrow portal between worlds. “I suggest you put Lexi in there first, since she can defend herself with spells if need be. Then you can come back and get me, and we’ll explore the place.”

It was agreed. I filled a backpack with what food we had and a half dozen bottles of water, then I led Lexi’s through the fissure.

The world dissolved around us as we took our first steps onto the black sand of Trephine, though fortunately the fissure didn’t dissolve. It seemed as long as I kept the Digital Grimoire close enough to it on one side of the divide, it wouldn’t start the process of being papered over by ordinary reality.

“Wow,” Lexi whispered, staring up at the starry sky. “This place isn’t what I expected at all. It’s actually kind of romantic.”

“Oh yeah?” I perked up. “Want to spend a few minutes here before I go back and get Maria?”

Lexi grinned at the idea. “I bet you’d like that. Get down in the sand on all fours and fuck like animals. I bet Maria would like watching it, too…”

My eyebrows shot up. “Since when did you fantasize about Maria watching us?”

It was like a set of shutters slammed down on Lexi’s expression. “I shouldn’t have said that,” she whispered, her cheeks flushing with heat. “It was just an idea, obviously a bad one. I would never do anything like that in real life, Tim. I was just trying to wind you up!”

Her explanation smacked of bullshit, but I was in no position to argue. Had Lexi just proposed letting Maria watch us, and I’d whiffed the idea by reacting the wrong way? Despite my newfound confidence, it was hard to tell whether I’d made the right decision or not.

I decided not to worry about it. “Be right back,” I said, giving her a kiss. “You going to be alright?”

“As long as no high level monsters spring up out of nowhere,” Lexi said, looking around. “But I’m with the librarian on this one. This is clearly some realm that was overused by Summoners back in Kyros’s time. There’s nothing here anymore but sand and some absolutely beautiful vistas.”

“And that tower,” I said, pointing off in the distance. “That’s where we’re headed next. If that thing starts moving, you tell me quick, alright?”

Lexi laughed. She seemed to think I was joking. Something about Trephine gave me the willies.

I stepped back through the portal and into my living room. Maria was waiting for me at the edge of the fissure, as close as she could get to it without being pushed backward by the magic. As soon as I showed up, she extended her hand.

“Took you a bit to show up,” the redhead cooed, lacing her fingers through mine with a sly expression. “You and my mentee weren’t canoodling over there in Trephine, were you?”

“She’s not your mentee anymore,” I said. “Blackwood’s under new management now. Also: canoodling?”

“It sounds better than fucking,” she said, rolling the word around her lips with that Irish accent. “I usually don’t like to say that word around a guy I’m not currently dating. It tends to do things to men. Puts ideas in their heads.”

It certainly put ideas into mine. “Let’s go,” I said, hustling Maria through the gate. “Lexi’s waiting.”

But when we stepped back through the portal, Lexi was gone.

For a heart-stopping moment, I scanned the horizon in a panic. “Lexi!?” I roared, cupping my hands around my mouth. “Where are you?”

Then I spotted the blonde a short distance away, a little closer to the tower than we were. She lifted a hand and waved, and all my anxiety melted away. I’m a lucky man, I told myself, looking at that smile and that perfect, perky ass. I’ve got to stop letting Maria get to me. I’m a one-woman man, and that’s it.

If only Lexi would stop giving me the impression that she was into Maria, too. But the redhead told me Lexi was as straight as an arrow, and completely uninterested in women. Even in her joke, she’d just talked about Maria watching me.

That wasn’t what got Lexi off, was it?

I didn’t have time to meditate on it. Maria and Lexi hugged it out on the black sands of Trephine, and as I scanned our surroundings, Lexi gave Maria a few instructions with a wave of her hand. A few moments later, Lexi cast a Wind spell across the desert sands.

Then the ground shook, and a ripple of rock shot across the barren earth.

It moved like a shark traveling beneath the surface, rippling outward like a stone tossed into a still pool. Except the whole thing was living rock, a miniature earthquake traveling in only one direction. It faded quickly, but even after it stopped, you could see the change in the desert sand.

I followed the phenomenon back to its source and found myself staring at Maria. The redhead was looking down at her hands, her face as pale as milk and her body trembling like a leaf.

“You were right,” Maria said, laughing like she’d come alive for the very first time. “I just cast a spell! I’m a Summoner—Latents are no different than Summoners, once you get off Earth. Oh, Lexi, I can’t believe this…!”

I let the two women celebrate, taking the moment to get a better look at the tower. It could hardly be seen through the desert haze— little more than a black, inky finger stretching toward the sky. There was something familiar about it.

Lexi and Maria were still laughing together when it clicked.

“Kyros,” I grunted, shocking them both out of their reverie.

Both women turned to face me, then the tower.

“What?” Maria asked, still grinning in her moment of triumph. “What’s that?”

“The tower,” I said, pointing across the desert. “It looks pretty similar to that thing Kyros is building back at Blackwood. The big tower he’s got all the monsters and the faculty working on in the middle of the college. It looks almost like a smaller version of that tower.”

Lexi looked like she’d been bracing herself for this since she stepped into Trephine, while Maria appeared gobsmacked by the revelation.

“Well, that tears it,” Maria said after a long moment. “Whatever Kyros is looking for, it has to be here. And I’m betting that tower is the source.”

Lexi nodded. “We can still summon a fissure back home, right?”

The crack in the world that had been shaped like an upside down cross had closed while the pair had been practicing their spells. I checked the Digital Grimoire quickly, flipping through its menus and performing the first few steps toward opening a fissure back to Earth. No warning appeared, whether about Key Monsters or anything else.

“We’re solid,” I said. “Nothing’s keeping me from summoning a fissure.” Then I flipped to my roster of monsters. “Should I summon Frick and the others?”

Lexi thought it over, nibbling at her bottom lip. “Save it,” she said, glancing around at the desert. “Everything’s so wide open here that we ought to be able to see any threats coming from a mile away. And without Monster Ore, we won’t be able to keep the monsters outside of the Grimoire for more than a few minutes.”

That sounded reasonable to me. “To the tower, then?”

Both women nodded.

“Let’s go already,” Maria said.

We headed out.


Chapter 16

We’d been walking for fifteen minutes when we found the first statues.

The first few lay buried in the black sand, only their heads and shoulders visible above the black dunes. They reminded me of beachgoers who’d let their kids bury them next to the waves, or prisoners who were about to be tortured by having honey dumped on their faces and left out for fire ants. Given the likely history of Trephine, I guessed that the latter was far more likely than the former.

I lifted my hand and called a halt to the walk. So far, our time in Trephine had been the exact opposite of eventful: so much so that I actually welcomed the strangeness of these statues.

“Hello there,” I said, bending over the nearest form. “Let’s see what we’ve got here…”

I started brushing sand away from the nearest statue. Then I remembered that I had a companion who commanded Wind magic, and stepped aside to let Lexi handle things for me. A couple of wind blasts and a quick break to wait for mana to refill later, and we had our first glimpse of Trephine’s inhabitants.

They were hideous.

Each of the statues lay where they’d fallen, like playthings dropped from the hands of a massive child. Only no kid I knew of would want to play with toys like this. Each of the creatures had six limbs, extended at equidistant points like a starfish with one too many legs. They surrounded an oval head that looked like the mouth of a drinking glass, with several rows of teeth lining the inside.

Even in statue form, I could tell you wouldn’t want to fuck with these creatures. They were pure muscle. Even as flesh, they would have been nearly as hard as the rock they’d been carved from.

Each statue was slightly different. Several of them had short, stubby wings attached to their backs, while one revealed on closer inspection to not actually have two legs at all, but a single, tree trunk like limb. Dimly, I wondered how the thing managed to get around the desert, then decided I was probably better off not knowing.

“They’re monsters,” Lexi pronounced, her voice filled with horror. “The monsters of Trephine. Except why someone would carve statues of them, I have no idea.”

That had been my guess as well. But Maria had a different idea.

“What makes you two so sure?” the redhead asked. “Whatever these creatures were, they were so important that someone took the time to carve extremely ornate statues of them. Who says they’re the slaves, and not the masters?”

Lexi shuddered at the thought. “You can’t actually be suggesting creatures like this ran Trephine,” she said, horrified by the thought.

“Who knows?” I muttered, running my hand down one statue’s sleek, cold flank. “This could have been their idea of beauty. Maybe the length of your sixth head-leg was what determined a nine from a ten in Trephine dating standards…”

Lexi laughed at the absurdity of that, despite her worries. “Well, I’m glad they’re just statues,” she whispered, looking at how much longer we had to go before we reached the tower. “Whatever happened here, it happened a long time ago. There’s nothing here but ruins and ashes now.”

“Kyros happened here,” Maria said bitterly. “Whoever or whatever these things were, it’s doubtless that Kyros wiped them out. The First Summoner has much to answer for.”

I knelt there for several more moments, scrutinizing the strange statue. Then, not spotting anything new, I rose from it and stretched.

“Nothing we can do about it now,” I agreed, gazing out toward the tower. “Like Lexi says, this all happened a long, long time ago. In a galaxy far, far away, too, by the looks of it.”

“Star Wars,” Maria said, pursing her lips. “Nerd.”

“You know it,” I said with a smile, nodding at our destination. “Come on, let’s go check out the final frontier.”

We continued across the desert sand. The further we wandered from the clearing where the fissure had let us out, the colder the temperature became, until not just Lexi but Maria and I were both also shivering. I put an arm around Lexi to try and warm her up as we walked.

“Who knew a freaking desert would be so cold?” Maria protested, rubbing her hands together as she walked. “I mean, most of them get a little bit chilly at night, but nothing like this. I’m beginning to think Hyperborea would have been a warmer vacation option.”

“Speaking of night,” I said, looking up at the stars, “how long do you figure it lasts here? We’ve been walking for half an hour now, and I haven’t noticed anything changing in the sky. No clouds, either. It’s like this place is a painting: beautiful but static.”

We all went quiet at that, thinking.

“Let’s just get to the tower,” Lexi finally said, shaking her head like she didn’t want to think about it. “This place is weird, and nothing we do is going to make it any less weirder.”

We found more statues as we walked. What had originally been single figures in ones and twos expanded to more as we drew closer to the tower. Some of the statues lay up to their neck like the ones we’d examined earlier, but some were flipped upside down with their trunks sticking from the black soil like fancy toothpicks.

We did our best to ignore them as we passed by. But when we started seeing the ones in heroic poses, it became impossible to pretend they weren’t there.

“Okay,” I muttered, clutching both women closer to me as we reached a half-dozen of the things, “what the fuck is this? Neither of you saw anything like this from where we came in, right?”

Both girls shook their heads. It had been a straight shot to the tower when we’d first stepped out of that strange, upside down fissure, but now there were obstacles in our path. Statues, lots of them.

How had they appeared out of nowhere without us seeing? We’d kept our eyes on the tower nearly the entire time. It made no sense.

“This must have been an advanced civilization,” Maria mused, stopping near a statue of an alien creature stretching as it lifted a spear toward the sky. “As hideous as they appear to us, it’s clear they had some measure of aesthetic appreciation. Even monsters, it seems, can create art.”

“Yeah, they’re the only ones who create good art any more,” I grunted, turning back toward the tower. “I…”

I trailed off. More statues lined our path, and they hadn’t been there a moment ago.

Even if I’d somehow failed to notice the man sized chunks of rock littering the path to the tower, there was no way I could have overlooked these. They stood over ten feet tall on either side of the road before us like silent sentinels overlooking the tower. Unlike the statues we’d seen earlier, each of these creatures had a pair of arms and legs like a human, though they still had those strange six-pointed limb heads with too many teeth.

They were built like bodybuilders, like Arnold in his prime. Even more so than the creatures we’d seen so far, these things faintly bulged with muscle. I wouldn’t have wanted to run into them in a dark alley, or a light one for that matter.

We were nearly to the tower. Just past the statues, and we would be there.

“This is getting very strange,” Maria said, her voice curiously strangled. “Tim, I’m beginning to believe we ought to turn around. Lexi’s advice of caution is sounding awfully reasonable right now.”

“Yeah, let’s get out of here,” Lexi agreed. “These things weren’t here before, and I don’t believe they were cloaked or hidden by magic. They… they snuck up on us, Tim. I don’t like this one bit.”

“I don’t like it either,” I said, staring between the two rows of statues. “But look at that tower, girls. It’s exactly what Kyros is building, except it’s bigger. And look at the damned thing!”

They had to be seeing what I was seeing. The structure Kyros was currently whipping half the faculty of the Blackwood Institute into constructing was made of wood and stone, rising as a pale facsimile of the real deal.

Its older brother had been carved out of a single massive chunk of ivory, its windows and features delicate and almost gossamer against the desert wind. One look at that structure, and you knew instinctively that whatever lay within was worth committing very bad acts for.

This tower was what Kyros was searching for. I could feel it in my blood.

That’s the one. I heard the First Summoner’s voice in my head, the way he’d spoken as Lexi and I disappeared into the fissure. Bring him to me. I want him dead!

Kyros knew me, I thought, the realization shocking me to my core. He knew I could traverse the realms and walk through fissures. He wants me dead, because he doesn’t want me to find this.

I couldn’t back down now. It would be cowardly, and open the door for Kyros to achieve what I’d failed to complete. I had to see this through.

“I can take you two back if you want to return to Earth,” I said, my eyes on the massive tower. Its shadow stretched across the desert, pointing perpendicular to the path we walked. “But I’m in this for the long haul. I want to see what’s in there.”

I started to walk. After a few moments, Maria and Lexi did, too.

“We’re with you,” Lexi said, grabbing my hand as she matched my stride. “I’m always with you, Tim,” she added in a whisper.

My heart warmed at her words.

“Thanks,” I told her, giving her side a squeeze. “You know, I feel some kinda way about you, too—”

Whatever declaration the two of us had been about to make was cut off by a strangled cry from Maria.

“Holy shit,” the redhead blurted. “Did that statue just move!?”

All three of us turned as one. The statue nearest us loomed like a silent colossus over the desert landscape, watching us pass by it on our way to the tower. I couldn’t detect a single twitch in its stone muscles, nor see any alteration in the expression on its hideous face.

“I’m…  not seeing anything,” I said after a moment. “Lexi?”

“It might just be the wind,” the blonde said, hoping it was true. “Maybe we should run—”

The head of the statue twisted. The two limbs stretching from its heads swiveled, traveling to the back as a new pair faced us. The thing still didn’t walk, or make any change of expression, but the fact that it had just moved was undeniable.

“Uh, fuck,” I muttered, lifting my hands. “Okay, so the statues move. Let’s just back away slowly and hope they stop…”

But the statues weren’t some angry dog that you could walk away from as long as you didn’t show fear. Even as Lexi, Maria, and I began to walk, the statue matched us stride for stride. Then the one on the opposite side of the path did the same.

“They’re not statues,” Maria said, her voice filled with horror. “They’re guardians! They’re protecting the tower!”

Shit.

I hastened to scan them with my Digital Grimoire, but there was no information given. Obviously, whatever these giant stone assholes were, they weren’t monsters.

“Run!” I roared, grabbing both girls by the hand. “Let’s get there before they catch up!”

We bolted. Behind me, statues came to life with the grating and groaning of stone as the long dormant muscles clenched into action. The things moved slowly, for now at least, but they were getting faster. Soon, they’d catch up.

My mind traveled to the Digital Grimoire. If I’d been able to hold still for a moment and push the keys, I’d have summoned Frick, Pentacle, and Altiri to hold the automatons back long enough for us to escape. But I was held by a surprising source: Maria, who gripped the wrist with the Digital Grimoire strapped to it so tightly I worried the thing might snap right off.

“Run!” the redhead groaned, her eyes swirling in their sockets. “They’re right behind us!”

The statues chased us like a pack of roided up stone jackals, stalking us across the desert sand. I picked up the pace, practically dragging Lexi and Maria along with me.

The tower loomed large in my view. All around us and just behind, more statues shrugged sand off their shoulders as they rose from Trephine’s dunes to give chase. Clearly, the three of us had activated some very old and very powerful security device. Now we were reaping the dubious rewards.

“We’re almost there!” I announced, shoving both of the women ahead of me. “Just get to the door of the tower! I’ll hold them back with spells if we need to—”

The ground beneath us was suddenly no longer solid. It wiggled like a bowl filled with gelatin, like one of those jumping pillows they blow up on campgrounds so that dozens of kids can play trampoline together without breaking their necks. The ground shot up to meet me, breaking my footing and sending me to my knees.

Next to me, Maria and Lexi stumbled and pitched over.

The sands gave out beneath us, and we fell into the darkness.


Chapter 17

Consciousness came back slowly.

Part of it was that I really didn’t want to be conscious. After the last few days, part of me wanted nothing more than to book a hotel room with Lexi and stay there for a month, never leaving the bed save to go and pick up room service. Maybe Maria could come too, if she promised to stay quiet and give us encouragement while she watched us bang.

What I didn’t want was to open my eyes in a dark, dank tomb beneath the surface of a foreign planet. But unfortunately, we rarely get exactly what we want in life.

Cold, hard stone pressed against my cheek. A thin trail of drool trickled from my lips where I’d passed out, and I could tell I’d have a mark on the side of my face from where I’d fallen.

For a long, confused moment, I scanned the dark chamber, trying to figure out where and when I’d passed out.

Memory rushed in, and I sat up. This proved to be a mistake.

Everything hurt, and all I got for my trouble was a wave of nausea that made me turn to the side and dry heave on the stone. I lay there for several long moments, my elbows on the bare stone, until I recovered.

Where was I? And more importantly, where were the girls?

I felt around in the darkness, checking myself for any serious damage. Despite the likely length of my fall, nothing appeared to be broken, and in a stroke of sheer luck, I still had the Digital Grimoire strapped to my wrist.

“Thank God,” I whispered, pushing a button on the display. The little screen flickered to life, displaying my health and mana bars. The red bar corresponding to my health was only about a third of the way full, which meant I’d taken some damage falling through the sand.

Where had I fallen? Holding the Grimoire out around me, I used its light to scan the surroundings. This was a cave, one that had been carved out of the earth by someone with a purpose, rather than by erosion or tectonics. The whole thing stretched evenly forward and back, like a natural gas pipeline beneath the shifting sand. Far above my head, I could hear the living statues grunting and stamping, angered to have been robbed of their chance to dispose of threats to the tower.

A form lay in the darkness a short distance away. I stumbled over and held the Digital Grimoire’s display against their face. It was Maria.

“Maria,” I whispered, shaking the redhead gently. Her face was stained with dirt, yet she didn’t look any more hurt from the fall than I was. Unlike me, however, she hadn’t regained consciousness, so I had no way of knowing if she’d taken a nasty hit to the head. “It’s me, Maria, it’s Tim. The Summoner. Come on, get up!”

For a moment, I was afraid she wouldn’t stir. Then Maria cracked an eyelid, groaning like a teenager who’d been woken up early for school. “Five more minutes,” she grunted.

“No, dammit,” I swore, shaking Maria again. “Come on, up!”

Maria gave a start, and suddenly she was back to herself. “Oh shit! We’re… where did we fall?”

“We’re underneath the sand,” I said, pointing up at the roof of the tunnel. Here and there, the solid stone gave way to looser stuff, and it was through one of these fissures we’d fallen.

“Wow,” Maria said, grabbing hold of my Digital Grimoire and using it like a flashlight. “This place is huge. We must have had several things break our fall if we tumbled this deeply beneath the surface without being seriously hurt. Wait, where’s Lexi?”

“I was hoping you could tell me,” I said, seeing the worry on her face. “You don’t have anything that makes light, do you? Even a cell phone would be useful.”

“Left it back in your kitchen,” Maria said, shaking her head. “Hang on a second, though. I might have something…”

The redhead lifted a hand and whispered, channeling her power. Light spilled from her palm, illuminating the tunnel in which we stood like a spotlight.

“Holy shit,” I whispered, amazed. “You learned another spell, Maria!”

“I didn’t get healing, like you and Lexi,” Maria replied, giving me a tight little smile as she scanned the rubble around us. “Stands to reason that I’d have another useful utility spell, though. I don’t see Lexi anywhere, Tim!”

There was no ball of light in Maria’s palm. The illumination just appeared above her palm, the same way that my Ignite spell set the air (or anything else I targeted) ablaze. I watched her turn the spell this way and that, casting it down one side of the tunnel and then the other.

There was no Lexi to be seen, until she tumbled from the ceiling, spitting sand from her mouth.

“Lexi!” I yelled, catching her at the last second. Lexi had gotten stuck on something on the way down, sand battering her body until she was practically unconscious from that rather than the fall. The poor girl looked half-dead, sand caking in her hair and covering her face like a shroud. “Oh shit, are you okay? Talk to me, Lexi!”

“Don’t…” Lexi croaked. “Don’t look at me! I’m hideous!”

I brushed sand out of her face, laughing. “You look just fine to me,” I assured her with a smile. “It looks like you had one hell of a time getting down here, though.”

Lexi leaned over and coughed a mouthful of sand onto the rock. “I highly recommend never doing that again,” she gasped, holding herself for long moments until she recovered. Then she scanned the lighted tunnel, nodding at Maria in mutual recognition of their survival. “Any idea which way we should be going?”

“Going?” For once, it was Maria who looked taken aback by Lexi’s boldness. “We shouldn’t be going anywhere. Tim needs to open a fissure back to Earth, then we need to leave this crazy fucking place behind for good!”

But Lexi was already shaking her head. “Tim can’t summon a fissure down here.” She pointed at the stone walls, highlighting the places where sand had mixed in with the building materials far beneath the desert. “He said it himself, you can’t control the size and shape of a fissure once you cast it. He could bring this whole tunnel down on our heads!”

Maria did a double take. “Shit,” the redhead whispered, rubbing her chin. “I didn’t think of that.”

“We have to get to the tower,” Lexi said, bracing herself against me for balance. “Either that, or we’ve got to find a way back topside, before the place where those statues attacked us. Which really amounts to the same thing.” She peered down the tunnel. “We need a way out.”

I couldn’t agree more. “Alright then, we should head out. Which way do you girls want to pick? Left, or right?”

Maria checked both directions, then frowned. “My left or your left?” she asked, some of her cool, sexy demeanor banished by the stress of the situation.

I shrugged. “Fuck it. We’re going this way.”

I pointed to the right and started to walk. Maria and Lexi followed a few steps behind, picking their way over the rubble as we made our way through the subterranean tunnel.

The air was dark and smelled like a tomb, and the chill seeped into our limbs the longer we wandered beneath the sand. It was a bad time for everyone involved, and only the loyalty of Maria and Lexi kept them from complaining shamelessly every few steps.

Eventually, the tunnel began to widen. Cobwebs fringed the edges of the stone, occasionally hanging down in front of our faces as we walked. Lexi stopped mid-stride and yelled, clutching at her face as she ripped the webbing away.

“Eww, gross,” the blonde said, giving the tunnel a disgusted look. “I hate spiders.”

The ceiling had soon risen so much that even Maria’s illumination spell couldn’t show us what was happening on the ceiling. Lexi kept her eyes on it, and I occasionally snuck a glance up there whenever something caught my eye, and the further we walked, the more that happened.

Something strange was happening in this tunnel. It felt like every time I failed to look directly at the darkness, things moved in my peripheral vision. As if tiny creatures were skulking around, keeping themselves just out of view.

I tried to tell myself I was just hallucinating, that a combination of stress and the creepy environment were getting to me. Except, Lexi and Maria had begun to notice the same thing. Both of them remarked on the flickering shapes in the darkness, and when they did, I knew I wasn’t making it up. Trying to scan them with my Digital Grimoire led to nothing.

I wasn’t sure how long we walked through that tunnel beneath the black sand. An hour? Two? It couldn’t have been much longer than that, and yet it felt like an eternity.

None of us had any idea whether we were heading toward or away from the tower, or whether we were wandering directly into the lair of some grim, high level beast that the old Summoners had failed to burn away from the world. I felt in danger of my life with every moment, and only my promise to keep Maria and Lexi safe kept me from freaking out.

No such promises held the women, though. By the third time we heard chittering from a nearby shadow, or saw flickering forms skittering across the ceiling like giant spiders, they were more than ready to get the fuck out of there.

Suddenly the path dropped out in front of us. What had become a solid tunnel turned into a bridge. The stone stretched across a long gap, with nothing but darkness underneath. Maria stretched her light spell to her limits, but even she couldn’t penetrate to the heart of that deep down darkness.

The growling we’d been hearing for some time sounded closer now. Strangely, I could still hear angry voices far above my head, as if the living statues had somehow been tracking us through the sand. Whatever was going on, we were being seen by the denizens of that subterranean realm. There was little doubt about that.

We paused before the bridge, weighing our options.

“What do you think is on the other side?” Lexi asked, waving Maria’s hand back and forth over our side. The rocky path was deeper than I expected, more like an iron girder stretched across the gap than a flat plain of stone. It appeared solid, so much so that I didn’t worry about it collapsing beneath us as we made our way across.

“It’s got to be the tower,” Maria said, sounding more hopeful than certain. “We’ve been wandering through these tunnels for what feels like ages now; we have to have gotten beneath it by now. Hell, it feels like we’ve walked halfway across the desert. Like we should be back where we originally came out of the fissure…”

I’d been worried about that. “It seems like we walked a long way,” I said mildly, keeping the implications to myself. “Unless these tunnels double back on themselves a lot, we’ve probably wandered to a whole new area of Trephine. Maybe there’s more than one tower, and we’re headed toward a whole other one?”

I said it, but I didn’t feel like it was particularly likely, either. Both Maria and Lexi eyed the narrow bridge with wary expressions, unsure whether to cross or not.

“Maybe we should summon Frick,” Lexi said hopefully. “You know the snowman would love to see you again, Tim.”

“He’d probably freak once he found out where he was,” Maria said, rolling her eyes. “From what you’ve said about him, you’d waste so much time explaining the situation that he’d be gone before you know it. Poof, no more Monster Ore. No, this is a situation we’ve got to solve on our own, Summoner.”

I nodded. “Alright, let’s cross, but slowly.” I motioned at the sides of the narrow walkway, noting the fact that there were no handholds to keep travelers from tumbling into the darkness. “I don’t know what’s down there, and I have no intention of finding out.”

“Stick close together,” Lexi whispered, holding onto me. “Just don’t look down!”

I couldn’t help myself. As soon as I was out over the gap, my eyes traveled down into the darkness. Though I couldn’t see to the bottom of that pit, my gaze conjured any number of horrors waiting down there for me. Creatures with too many limbs, monsters that resembled the statues we’d summoned on our walk here—the giant spiders Lexi was so frightened of.

Each was worse than the last.

“One step at a time,” Maria whispered from just behind me. “Keep walking, and don’t stop…”

I put one foot in front of the other, trying my best not to stare at the abyss. The path stretched out into the darkness, but when I squinted, I thought I could see the other side.

With each step, the haze resolved into the solid ground on the opposite side of the bridge. Our safe harbor. And hopefully, the entrance to the tower.

Then, when I was halfway across I looked over and saw the thing waiting for us on the other side.

It looked like the little brother of those hideous statues that had flanked the road to the tower. Its skin was as purple as an eggplant, its mouth filled with fangs as sharp and long as hospital needles. Lexi saw it and cried out, clutching at me as she nearly lost her footing and plunged into the darkness.

The monster took a hesitant step out onto the bridge.

“Fuck,” I snarled. “Both of you get behind me!”

Maria and Lexi backed up toward the center of the narrow bridge, each trying not to step on each other’s toes as they stood above the darkness. The drop was too far for them to risk.

“Stay back,” I said, balling my hands into fists. “Get off this bridge, and I won’t toss you off it. You fucking freak…!”

For a moment, I thought the creature might actually obey. Despite its horrific appearance, it looked as if it didn’t want to fight. Like I had caught it off guard, as surely as it had caught me and my party unprepared.

But then the creature’s gaze traveled to the glowing Grimoire on my wrist. Its eyes lit up with a fiendish light, and it began to cackle.

It knows what this is, I realized. Fuck, it knows because Kyros had one. He brought his own Grimoire here, and killed all these people. Now only these strays remain…

“Pa sah luh,” the creature hissed, pointing at my Digital Grimoire. “Pasaluh!”

I glanced down at the digital display and covertly tried to scan the monster with it. Nothing. The Greimoire wouldn’t work on this creature.

“You want this?” I asked, pointing at the device strapped to my wrist. “Is that what you’re looking for? Maybe you saw it on someone’s wrist a hundred years ago and you’ve always wanted one?”

The monster clearly couldn’t understand what I was saying. But it understood the universal language of barter perfectly fine. “Ah!” it growled, sounding like it spoke in the affirmative. “Pasaluh!”

“Tim,” Maria whispered in a tone of warning from behind me, “if you’re thinking of handing your Grimoire over to that creature, please know I’d rather run my hands through broken glass than see that thing holding it…”

“Don’t worry,” I said, smiling grimly as I took a step forward. “I know what I’m doing. Lexi?”

She gave a little start. “Yes?”

“Step ahead of Maria,” I instructed her. “Maria, you get behind Lexi. Move slow, so the creature doesn’t notice and get skittish. We’re only going to have one shot at this.”

I think Lexi sussed out my plan immediately. She’d always been a clever girl that way, and I loved how quickly she picked up on what I was putting out. Having a girlfriend who’s on your wavelength is one of life’s greatest, least lionized pleasures.

“On it,” Lexi said, moving step by step closer to my position. Maria remained behind, somehow resisting the urge to drop to her hands and knees and clutch the narrow bridge with all her might. “Are you about to request a spell, sweetheart?”

“That I am,” I said, grinning fiercely. “Be ready on my signal.”

I could feel Lexi reaching for her magic. I prayed the creature didn’t have the ability to sense it, as well. “Yes, sir,” Lexi whispered.

I held out my wrist and fiddled with the straps around the Digital Grimoire. “I give you this”—I gestured, making a ‘take the device off’ gesture with the fingers of my free hand—“and you go. Walk away. Got it?”

To punctuate this, I pointed at the monster, then made a walking gesture with two fingers in the opposite direction of the tunnel. The creature’s eyes shined with delight as he nodded like a bobblehead, his jaws slavering as he quickly agreed to my request.

“Ah, ai!” it burbled, those hideous fangs protruding upward like the jaw of a lantern fish. “Pasaluh, pasaluh!”

“I’ve got your pasaluh right here,” I said, unlacing the Digital Grimoire. “Come here and get it…”

I held the device out in front of me. The monster saw the issue almost immediately. In order to take the Digital Grimoire from me, it would need to take several more steps out onto the bridge, striding eerily close to that dark and sinister pit.

The monster snorted, then stared down into the abyss. I could see it weighing its options, trying to get the conundrum through its hideous skull. Finally, it gave the monster equivalent of a shrug and shuffled forward, reaching out with hesitation to take the Digital Grimoire.

“Right, right, come closer,” I said, holding the device out as far as I could. “A little closer, and… Lexi, now!”

As the monster stood two paces in front of me, reaching for the device, I hit the deck.

And Lexi unleashed a Wind spell right in the monster’s face.

It hit as a glancing blow, twisting the hideous fiend like a top. For a moment I wanted to cry out that she’d nearly missed, until I understood what Lexi had really been aiming for. A direct hit would have sent the creature flying backward and onto the safety of the other side of the bridge. This hit destabilized it, causing it to lose its balance where the path was at its most narrow.

The monster locked eyes with me, something in its alien gaze looking betrayed. Then it tumbled over the side and fell into the darkness, twisting end over end as it howled and disappeared.

I waited a moment for it to hit the bottom. No sound came. Well, shit, I thought. How deep is this thing?

“You did it,” I said, glancing over my shoulder at Lexi. She looked like she couldn’t believe her own strength. She’d killed a monster all by herself, with her own spell. “Damn fine job, Lexi.”

“Thanks,” she said, grinning with glee. “Now let’s get across this thing, before I lose my nerve—”

Something shot up out of the darkness with a roar.

Lexi and Maria hit the bridge, the whoof that came out of Lexi telling me she’d hit hard and in the wrong place. Stone shook beneath us as more things sailed directly upward from the bottomless pit, shrieking like banshees as they struck the ceiling of the underground tunnel.

I had no idea what they were, but they were doing a lot of damage. If one hit the bridge directly, it was going to crumble, and we’d be screwed. I did not want to discover what lay at the bottom of this pit. Even less did I want to see it in the company of that monster Lexi had just slain.

“Get across!” I roared, crawling on my hands and knees toward the other side.

More formless spirits spiraled up from the pit, their insane cries ringing out. I tore my eyes away from the creatures and crawled on, praying the ground didn’t give out from under me.

The other side grew closer, then closer still, then suddenly I was putting my foot down on solid stone. I groaned with relief, fighting the urge to kiss the dirt as I stumbled safely on the opposite side of the bridge. A moment later, Maria landed behind me, rolling as she groaned with relief.

But where was Lexi?

“Lexi?” I said, standing up.

Maria’s eyes widened with dread. I looked back over the bridge, struggling to see through the thick cloud of creatures emerging from the pit.

Lexi had run back to the other side. She either hadn’t heard my command or she’d misinterpreted it, and assumed I wanted us to retreat rather than advance. The blonde huffed and puffed as she made it safely to the opposite side of the gap, and relief flooded my chest at the knowledge that she was safe.

“Lexi!” I yelled, lifting a hand. “Look at me!”

She spun, and her pretty face went pale. “Oh no. I thought you were right behind me—”

A creature slammed directly through the bridge, shattering it into a thousand pieces.

Both Maria, Lexi and I dove for cover as chunks of rock rained down into the bottomless pit, summoning a swarm of those faceless, formless monsters from the depths. They slammed into the ceiling again and again, until chunks of rock and streams of sand rained down into the gap from the force of their blows. The detonations went on for several long, agonizing minutes.

At any moment, I expected the creatures to realize we were here and arch over the bridge, tearing us apart. But they were either mindless or possessed of such a singular purpose that they simply didn’t even note our existence. They bashed themselves against the roof of the tunnel over and over again, until all of them were exhausted.

Then they disappeared as quickly as they’d come, leaving me and Maria on one side of the divide and Lexi on the other.

We stared at each other for a minute, judging the distance between us. There was no way for Lexi to jump. Even with a Wind spell aiding her, she’d have needed to be able to beat an Olympic athlete’s long jump in order to make it to the other side. And if she messed up, it was an instant death. Or a fate worse than death.

“Well, this is awkward,” Lexi said, shaking her head. “What do we do?”

I looked up and down the tunnel. The fissure in the rock continued on both sides, stretching into the darkness for longer than I could guess. We’d just hit a major snag, one hell of a setback. And without Lexi, what could we do?

I had to get to the other side and get her. I let my mind bite down on that for a while, finding nothing but frustration. Then I swallowed the cold, hard fact that there was no way to do that.

“You have to keep moving,” Lexi said, cupping her hands around her mouth. “I’ll find another way around. There’s got to be multiple paths leading in and out of the tower. I’ll make my way over until I manage to worm my way into a different route!”

“Are you crazy?” Maria asked. “You’ll be killed! You saw those monsters!”

Lexi returned her gaze and shrugged. “What else can we do? There’s no way for us to reach each other.”

Maria looked gobsmacked. “You don’t have a light spell!” she protested, looking at me like I would put a stop to this foolishness. “What will you do without us?”

I made another hard decision.

“Try and find some Monster Ore,” I told Lexi. “There’s got to be tons of it down here, the place looks like an old mine. Keep moving toward the Tower, and do everything you can to find us!”

Lexi nodded. “I will!”

Maria gave me a confused look. “Tim, what are you about to do—”

I grabbed the Digital Grimoire in both hands and swung my arm like a pitcher on the mound, tossing the device over the gap.

For a heart stopping moment, I feared it would fall into the darkness. Then the device landed in Lexi’s hands, and she strapped it to her slender wrist.

“Got it!” she yelled back, holding up the Grimoire.

“You’re completely insane,” Maria said, her eyes going as wide as saucers. “You just gave the Grimoire away?”

“Lexi’s a Latent,” I said, loud enough for the women on both sides of the divide to hear. “Plus, the monsters inside already know her, so they’ll obey her commands. If she can find a little Monster Ore, she can have them accompany her through the tunnels. Even if she can’t, she can summon them in a pinch.”

Lexi waved with the Grimoire and started making her way down the fissure.

“Yes but,” Maria said, dropping her voice. “But what do we do if we run into a monster?”

I shrugged. “We improvise. Besides, we’ve got spells. What are you complaining about?”

We bid our temporary goodbyes and headed deeper into the tunnels.


Chapter 18

“This is a terrible idea, you know,” Maria said from behind me. “We should’ve opened a fissure and gotten the hell out of here.”

I sighed and rolled my eyes as Maria and I made our way through the subterranean tunnel. Whatever else she was: a champion flirt, a sultry redhead with the ability to cook one hell of a breakfast—Maria was not great under pressure. If I hadn’t learned this by now, then walking beneath the shifting sands of Trephine with her after getting separated from Lexi had certainly driven the lesson into my skull.

I felt the absence of the Digital Grimoire like a missing limb. I hadn’t realized how used I’d become to its reassuring weight against my wrist, until I’d taken it off and tossed it over to Lexi to aid her in making her way back to us.

Without it, I had no way to summon the three monsters I’d managed to make my own in Hyperborea: Frick, Pentacle, and Altiri. Even worse, if I came across a decent monster, I couldn’t even form a pact with it. I’d be forced to fight.

Maria and I still had our personal spells, of course, but the redhead had only just learned that Latents were capable of casting spells. So she had little in the way of experience with bending the laws of magic to her will. Just keeping up the little light spell that illuminated our path was already taxing her ability.

“I hope Lexi’s okay,” I said, taking a turn into the darkness.

Up ahead, the stone path of the tunnel turned smoothened as the way climbed steadily upward. We were getting somewhere, alright, and I only hoped my girlfriend was able to catch up.

That brought Maria up short. “As do I,” she said, fixing me with a serious look. Then, seeing the expression on my face, she added, “You did everything you could for her, Tim. There was no way to get over to her. Giving her your Grimoire was already more than most Summoners would have done.”

Her words made me do a double take. “What?” I sputtered. “Surely other Summoners wouldn’t be so callous.”

Maria laughed dryly at that. “If you think that’s the case, then you don’t know many Summoners,” she said, leading the way as the path became smooth and paved. “Look, I know you think most of them are self-sacrificing and on generally on the side of good like Instructor Fallon, but men like him are few and far between. The overwhelming majority of Blackwood’s faculty weren’t concerned with evacuating students from Kyros’s attack when the First Summoner commenced his assault on the school. They were busy trying to save their own asses.”

I shook my head, disgusted by what I was hearing. “You’re kidding. Summoners are really like that?”

“Oh yes,” Maria said sadly. “And I’m only taking into account what they’d do for another Summoner. For a Latent, like Lexi? Well, they view all of us as second-class citizens. They’d probably cross the street for her if she was on fire and cast a Water spell. But I wouldn’t bet a serious amount of money on them doing that.”

I clucked my tongue. “No wonder a man like Kyros was able to thrive. Your organization is rotten to the core.”

Maria grinned. “Now you’re sounding like a young radical! There may be hope for you yet, Tim. Gods, if we could just get someone like you in charge of Blackwood. You’d turn things upside down at that stuffy old school—start putting the people who should really be in charge at the top for a change…”

I wasn’t interested in regime change at a college for Summoners. I had bigger fish to fry.

The path turned, and the incline transformed as if by magic into a high, narrow set of stairs. Maria and I shared a look, standing at the base of them as we stared up into the darkness.

“Stairs?” I asked, cocking my head to the side. “More evidence that this place was built, and not grown. You suppose Kyros designed all this?”

“If he did, he’s a right bastard,” the redhead said in her sexy Irish accent. “Imagine trying to walk through all this in heels. Clearly Kyros never had to worry about what footwear he was expected to have on his feet…”

We made our way up the stairs, huffing and puffing as they spiraled around themselves like the staircase surrounding a well. We climbed up and up, until I couldn’t help but notice that the air had begun to grow lighter. Soon Maria could switch off her light spell and focus on walking with me, her attention fixed to a point far above our heads. Where the hell was this going to let us out?

We reached the top, and I almost laughed. What I’d taken for the inside of a well was the inside of a well as Kyros would have made it. The narrow stone stretched above the desert sand, the stars stretching above our heads like the promise of God himself. We’d made it back to the surface.

We were back in Trephine.

Maria and I crawled out of the well and lay across the sand, panting and thanking our lucky stars. We’d managed to make it behind the tower, the dark finger’s shadow stretching in the opposite direction it had been facing when we’d been approaching the structure to begin with. Somehow in all our wandering beneath the sand, we’d managed to double back on ourselves and emerge slightly ahead of where we’d started.

“Oh thank the Gods,” Maria whispered, looking like she wanted to kiss the black sand. “We made it! We can get out of here…”

Maria trailed off. Her gaze traveled to my bare wrist, and her lips formed a tight little line. “Well, I guess we can’t open a fissure, can we?”

I shook my head. “Even if I could, I wouldn’t leave without Lexi. That’s just not happening.”

“Giving her the Digital Grimoire made that a certainty,” Maria agreed. “I wouldn’t have left her either, but running back to Earth for just long enough to buy an AK-47 sounds like a reasonable idea after seeing those monsters…”

I laughed at the idea, picturing the look on that hideous creature’s face if I’d just pulled out a gat and filled it with lead. “That might not be a bad idea,” I said, slapping her thigh.

She put her hand on top of mine, letting me squeeze the supple flesh beneath. My eyes widened, and I jerked my hand away, feeling more guilty than ever.

“You don’t have to stop, you know,” the redhead informed me with a smile. “If you’re worried about consent, I absolutely think you’re hot as hell. I’d gladly do whatever you wanted to do with me.”

Wow! To hear it put so plainly and boldly was a thing I associated with Maria, and now I always would.

“Wow,” I said, shaking my head. “You hit the gas hard, don’t you? You think Lexi would be happy to hear you making a pass at me while she’s wandering in the dark?”

I expected that to hurt the redhead. Instead, a strange look flickered across Maria’s face.

“Honestly? Yes,” she said, crossing her arms beneath her breasts. “You don’t know Lexi nearly as well as you think you do, Summoner. She’s a much more… open-minded girl than you give her credit for.”

I wasn’t about to let Maria fool me. “You already told me she’s as straight as an arrow,” I reminded her, leaning back against the wall of the well. “What, are you going to tell me that was a lie and you two have already fooled around?”

If I’d thought my boldness would fluster Maria, I was wrong. She seemed totally unflappable when it came to matters of sex and relationships.

“Nothing like that,” she admitted, checking her nails for signs of damage. “I would’ve fooled around with her for sure, I see what you see in her, she’s as cute as a button. But it’s true that Lexi’s not into that. Not into that directly, in any case.”

My heart nearly skipped a beat. “What the hell do you mean by that?”

A slow, sly smile tugged at the corner of Maria’s mouth. “She’s watched me,” the redhead admitted with a shrug. “With other girls.”

I tried to picture that. When I did, I felt something grow uncomfortably hard between my legs, so I did my best to stop. “Just other girls?” I asked.

“That’s the first question you ask?” Maria looked pleased, even as she rolled her eyes. “Typical male. You always want to be the first to plant your flag in virgin ground. Can’t handle other men playing with your toys.”

“You didn’t answer my question.”

“Yes, with girls,” Maria purred, clearly loving the attention from the question. “My sorority, Kappa Phi, is basically one long, torrid girl on girl experience. Latents tend to be… flexible where relationships are concerned, you see. When it comes to women. But with men, we’re fiercely loyal. Practically like penguins—we mate for life.”

I frowned deeply. This wasn’t the conversation I’d pictured myself having when I’d emerged from the well to see the skies of Trephine, but now that it was here, I was interested in resolving some of Maria’s internal contradictions.

“That doesn’t track,” I said, still resting my legs. “How can you be a slut with girls and totally committed with one guy?”

Again, Maria flashed that strange smile. “I told you,” she whispered, like I should have figured it out by now. “We’re Latents.”

“That doesn’t explain anything,” I said, shaking my head.

“It explains everything,” Maria said with a sigh. “Mind if I sit next to you? That well looks more comfortable than splaying out on the ground, and I kind of like being close to you.”

That sounded more than alright with me. I scooted over a bit and let Maria take a place next to me, her shoulders resting against the brick.

“Do you understand the relationship between Summoners and Latents?” Maria asked.

I worked the question over in my mind, trying to find the hidden snare inside of it. With Maria, there was almost definitely a snare. “Summoners can coax monsters out of fissures and form pacts with them,” I began, remembering the words Fallon had told me in my first lesson. “They open portals to other worlds, then—”

“So you don’t know,” Maria said, looking amused. “What the relationship is.”

“I guess not,” I said, more confused than ever.

“It’s genetic,” Maria said, leaning in closer to me. “We’ve done studies on it and everything. The ability to cast magic, to have monsters obey you and to form pacts with them is all part of your genes. Some people have the ability, and some don’t.”

I digested that, then frowned. “But when Latents aren’t on Earth, they can cast spells,” I said, looking Maria in the eye. “That kind of explodes your little theory.”

“Yes, which is why you being able to travel through fissures is such a big deal,” Maria said quickly. “Now listen, instead of interrupting.”

I shut my mouth.

“In order for a person to be a full-fledged Summoner, they have to have the dominant version of the gene,” Maria explained, bringing to mind my old lessons about Gregor Mendel from high school biology. “Which means they have to inherit it from their mother and their father. Granted, that doesn’t mean much. There’s plenty of recessive genes floating about the general population. You probably had a Latent or two back in your family tree and didn’t even know it.”

“I’m listening.”

Maria’s smile widened. “If you only carry the recessive gene, rather than the dominant one, then you’re a Latent. You can handle monsters, but not tame them. Train them, but can’t cast spells of your own to back them up. It’s the dictionary definition of bittersweet: a better life than anything an ordinary human could ever ask for, but still the life of a second-class citizen compared to Summoners. Except for in one arena: the bedroom.”

I was starting to understand. “Latents carry the recessive gene,” I said, working it through my mind. “And Summoners have the dominant version by default.”

Maria was nodding now, glad that I got it. “Which means that any children produced by the union of a Summoner and a Latent are guaranteed to be Latent,” she said, “and have a fifty fifty shot of being a full Summoner. I don’t need to tell you that those are much, much better odds than in most of the population. Where probability is concerned, it’s like taking the lottery from a one in a million proposition to a simple coin flip.”

“So there’s lots of… canoodling between Summoners and Latents,” I said, using Maria’s own words from earlier to make her smile. “Am I understanding that right?”

Maria nodded eagerly. “Most high-tier Summoners have relationships with several Latents at once,” she explained, taking my hand. “Someone like you, Tim, with an ability that hasn’t been seen in thousands of years? You wouldn’t just be expected to take multiple lovers—the Council of Summoners would probably pass a law! You’re too important to leave your genetic legacy to chance.”

My head swam as I tried to wrap my mind around what this meant. “You’re saying that I have to have more women than Lexi,” I said, unable to believe what I was saying. “And that because she’s a Latent, Lexi is… okay with this?”

“More than okay,” Maria said with a lewd smile. “She’s basically hardwired to serve you, and fool around with your mates. A Latent’s purpose is to make lots of Summoners and Latents with a full Summoner. In our culture, the most powerful Summoners have over a dozen women waiting on them, rotating them in and out like broodmares. The future of magic is very important, Tim. Which is why when I tell you that Lexi would be happy that it’s me, her ‘big’ and good friend, who ends up as one of your women instead of some stranger, you can know that I mean it.”

I stared at Maria, then up at the stars, thinking.

“I need a minute,” I said, rubbing my eyes.

Maria laughed. “It’s a lot to take in, I know,” she said, patting my thigh. “I was hesitant to tell you any of this. I sort of wanted Lexi to be the one to clue you in. But she’s so shy when it comes to things like this. She wants to share you, but she doesn’t know how to say it.”

Lexi? Shy, awkward, ‘has to work herself up to hand holding’ Lexi wanted to watch me with other women? Lots of them?

Were we talking about the same Lexi?

“You’re pretty fucking bold,” I told Maria. “I don’t think I’ve ever seen a woman throw herself at a man with quite this much gusto before.”

Maria just shrugged. “When you see a good thing, you’ve got to lock it down,” she said simply. “No shame in that. Besides, you’re cute as hell. Even if you weren’t the most potentially powerful Summoner since Kyros himself, I’d want to see what kind of babies we’d make.”

Babies. That blew my mind. Suddenly I understood why Lexi had been so willing to go to bed with me the other night even after I told her I didn’t have condoms.

Would we have pulled out, the way she’d intended? Or would cute, sweet, innocent Lexi have wrapped her legs around me as I approached the apex of my pleasure and begged me not to pull out? Held me tightly, whispering words of love and devotion into my ear as I pumped her fertile womanhood with my seed and maybe gave her a child?

I had no way of knowing. But Maria’s words rang of truth, and I had no reason to doubt them.

“Damn,” I finally said, tossing my head back and staring up at the alien stars. “I can’t figure out if I’m the luckiest man in the world, or if I’m in more trouble than any man in the world.”

Maria laughed knowingly at that. “It’s a little of both,” she said, her hand once again grazing my thigh. “If you need me to relax a little bit of that stress away, you know all you have to do is ask…”

For a moment, I was tempted. But I hadn’t even sealed the deal with Lexi yet, and that reminded me that Lexi was still alone in the darkness somewhere, hunting for us beneath the sand and the tower.

The tower! If there was a way down to Lexi, that’s where we’d find it.

“I’ll take a raincheck on that for now,” I said. “No insult to you, Maria—you’re gorgeous, and I’d be a lucky man to do anything with you. But I want to talk to Lexi and hear all this from her first, before we take the next step. Most of all, I want to know she’s safe.”

Maria looked at me appraisingly, then nodded. “I can respect that. Let’s go check out the tower.”

It was a short walk to the tower. The inky finger of darkness stretched across the sky, muffling the faint sound of living statues on the other side of the structure. I tried not to think about those as we approached the building’s massive back door, just like I tried not to think of any ‘back door’ jokes Maria might make. Somehow, though, I got the impression Latents were more into breeding than anal.

The door was much taller than an ordinary human, without any knob or knocker that I could see.

“How the fuck do we get in here?” I muttered, running my hands up and down the stone. “Don’t suppose there’s a doorbell or anything like that…”

I pushed and let out a surprised noise as the door swung inward. It had never been locked.

I stepped into the darkness, with Maria following close behind. To my surprise, the air had none of the stale, tomb-like smell of the underground tunnels. The tower smelled like a brand new car, one that had yet to be driven off the dealer’s lot. Maria gave a little double take at the smell as well, sharing a look with me.

The foyer was massive. As we stepped into the chamber, lights flared from the ceiling, illuminating a circular pit in the center of the room. Statues fringed the walls, and Maria and I flinched backward, expecting them to come to life at any moment. But these weren’t that kind of statue.

Instead, they were instructive.

“Look at this,” Maria said, recovering faster than I had.

A thick carpet covered the floor around the circular pit, worn through in places through time and disrepair. Each of the statues stood on a raised dais above this carpet, and each one looked like a slide from a presentation called ‘in between evolution’. Change and flux were the name of the game.

“Interesting,” I said, walking a slow circle around the chamber. “If I didn’t know any better, I’d say these things were telling a story.”

No doubt they were. The first statue showed two discrete creatures, one shaped roughly like a bird and the other some kind of reptile. As we moved throughout the room, both entered into a massive chrome and gold egg, which was represented with far more ornateness and luxury than the bodies of either creature.

The statue at the midpoint showed nothing but the egg, though the surface of it shimmered even after all these years of dust and decay. The longer I stared at it, the more certain I was that whoever had designed the statues had put small versions of the bird and reptile inside the egg, and that when looked at from the proper angle, the walls of the device became semi-translucent. Possibly I wasn’t looking at it the right way. Maybe it had been designed for someone with very different dimensions than an ordinary human being.

In the end, only one creature remained. The final statue showed a single creature, much stronger than either of the first two. It actually looked like one of the monsters that belonged to Kyros’s crack squad of high level creatures.

“It’s some kind of arena?” Maria guessed, looking at the series of statues. “You know, ‘two men enter, one man leaves’? That sort of thing?”

“Mad Max,” I said, scrutinizing the display. “Good movies, but I don’t think that’s what’s happening here. I think it’s some kind of cryo chamber. A stasis pod, maybe?”

We ventured into the center of the room. A portion of the floor sloped away, revealing stairs that traveled sharply downward. Only darkness could be seen beneath.

“Is this it?” Maria asked, her voice trembling with uncharacteristic nervousness. “Is this what Kyros was looking for? This egg?”

If so, it was far below, beneath the tower. Which just might be where Lexi was searching for us…

Only one way to find out.

We were going to need to head to the heart of the tower, and discover its greatest secret.


Chapter 19

After wandering around the subterranean tunnels surrounding the tower, I was bracing myself for another bout of darkness and danger. Fortunately for me and Maria, the spiral staircase beneath the tower’s center was well lit, blazing to life a few moments after we’d descended beneath the level of the ground floor.

Inlaid electric lighting jutted out from each stair in the sequence, which only gave me more questions than answers. What was powering this structure—magic? Kyros’s magic, or someone else’s?

“Keep your ears peeled,” Maria whispered as we descended into the bowels of the tower. “Lexi might already have beaten us down here. God only knows what the poor girl has been through…”

I didn’t like to think about it. Hopefully Lexi had managed to find some Monster Ore, summon my trio of monsters, and keep herself protected while finding a way to this underground chamber.

The alternative was unthinkable. Not just because Lexi was missing, but because Maria and I would never get back to Earth without my Digital Grimoire.

However, I didn’t regret giving it to Lexi. She’d needed the protection more than us.

“How far down does this place go?” I asked, taking the steps two at a time as we walked.

The stairs were clean and dry, in marked contrast to those in the tunnels, and wound their way around a solid column that underlaid the center of the tower’s main chamber. Whatever those statues in the main hall were meant to represent, this column was part of it. It might even have pointed at the source itself.

The further we walked, the more my heart pounded with excitement. Whatever lay down here was the thing Kyros sought. I no longer doubted that. As soon as I realized that the tower we were heading toward matched the structure the First Summoner had been building in the conquered fortress of Blackwood, I knew there was no coincidence.

Kyros wanted the egg, whatever the egg was. Which meant we had to get to it first.

We reached the bottom of the stairs and found another surprise: a bare concrete floor. In marked contrast to the rest of Trephine, this chamber at the bottom of the tower looked almost modern. Kyros had been here, I had no doubts about that. Whether it had been in the distant past or more recently, however, I had no idea.

After the security of the outer tower, reaching the heart of the chamber was simple. Maria and I simply walked through a narrow hallway, which opened up into a large, cathedral-like space beneath the earth. Several tunnels stretched from each side of the chamber, some of which carried the stale smells and chilly air of the tunnels Maria and I had been navigating on our way here.

At the chance of hearing Lexi, I raced to the tunnels leading out. “Lexi!” I roared, cupping my hands around my mouth and yelling as loudly as I could. “It’s me! If you can hear me, yell! Say something!”

I ran to the next tunnel and did the same thing, listening for any sign of Lexi. I did that with two of the tunnels, but as I headed for a third, Maria stopped me.

“Summoner,” she said, her voice so serious that I froze in my tracks. “Look at this. What on Earth…”

We weren’t on Earth, but I didn’t bother to contradict her. One glance at what she was looking at, and I realized we’d found it. This could be nothing other than the machinery Kyros sought—the device he’d conquered Blackwood in order to either locate or build a crude facsimile of.

It looked like some massive blast furnace, which caused it to stand out in the otherwise elegant chamber. It looked as if someone had dragged a steam engine into the middle of a church and left it there, forgetting it until it lay covered in dirt, rust and decay. In its heyday it probably could have powered a city, but now it wasn’t doing much save for sitting around collecting dust.

Yet even beneath the grime, I recognized the shape of it immediately.

“This is the thing we saw upstairs,” I whispered, struck through with awe at the sight of the machine. “The arena you were talking about, Maria. Except I don’t think it was a fighting ring at all. I think someone put two monsters in this machine and ended up with one stronger one!”

The hieroglyphs on the wall certainly seemed to suggest something along those lines.

Maria’s eyebrows raised. “So what, they fought to the death inside an egg? Even for Kyros, that seems a little strange. Not to mention brutal.”

I didn’t think there was any fighting involved. I stepped closer to the machine, running my hand over a collection of dials and buttons corroded by time and disuse. If this device had once been used frequently, either by Kyros or the Summoners of a bygone era, such days must have been in the distant past—time out of mind, as the philosophers would say. No one had touched this thing in ages. Once, it had harnessed titanic energies for an unknown purpose, but its best days were now far behind it.

I just hoped mine weren’t behind me, as well.

“Hold up the light,” I instructed, guiding Maria by the wrist.

The redhead let out a little gasp at my touch, her cheeks coloring cutely as she tried and failed to restrain the feelings churning inside her. But I just wanted to get a look at the machine’s center.

Something had changed there. I peered deeper into the heart of the gears, trying to figure out what it was. It all clicked into place.

“It’s gone,” I realized.

Maria peered over my shoulder, using her light to illuminate the interior of the great machine. “What?” she asked, frowning. “What’s gone?”

“The… the egg,” I said, shaking my head. “The heart. Whatever it was, it’s gone now.”

I couldn’t have told Maria how I knew that, exactly. I just did. The interior of the machine just felt wrong to my eye, like there was something supremely important that had once rested at its center, and that thing was no longer there.

Even if Kyros could find this place, there’d be no treasure for him to take.

Maria still didn’t see it. Maybe she couldn’t see it. “It’s just a big hole,” she whispered, wiggling her wrist this way and that. “What are you seeing that I’m not, Tim? More importantly, how are you seeing it?”

All good questions. I didn’t have the answers.

“It’s dead,” I said, shaking my head. “Whatever this thing was, it’ll never work again.” I took a step back from the machine and rubbed my temple. “Come on. Let’s find Lexi and get out of here. We don’t need to worry about Kyros finding this place any time soon.”

Maria stared at me in confusion as I abandoned the center of the room. “You’re telling me we came all this way for nothing,” she said, her eyes narrowing. “That Kyros is searching for this place, that he took over Blackwood to build a scaled-down facsimile of this tower, but nothing in here can actually help him? That he’s doing it all for nothing?”

What else could I say? “That’s right.”

Maria scoffed and shook her head. “And you know all this because of some statues upstairs. And an egg, which you can’t explain.”

I shrugged. “I just know these things. Kind of like how you know Lexi secretly wants the three of us to all be together.”

Maria’s mouth snapped shut as her eyes widened, as if to say good job, you roasted me.

“She’s got to be down one of these tunnels,” I said, making a circuit of the room. I’d yelled down two of them already, but there were a half-dozen more leading down into the darkness. Any of them could be connected to the tunnels where Lexi struggled to find us. “You head to the right, and I’ll head to the left. Keep calling down each one, and listen for any answer from Lexi…”

I trailed off as a flash of motion along the ceiling of the chamber caught my eye.

Something unfurled from the darkness as slowly and languidly as a shade in a nightmare. Maria lifted her light spell to illuminate one long, segmented leg, then a half-dozen more as the thing rappelled from the ceiling. A long strand of webbing, thick as a bridge-cable, hung from the ceiling’s center.

I realized the stubby figures sticking from the ceiling weren’t odalisques, or quirks of the chamber’s architecture.

They were cocoons.

Thick pillows of webbing that had been bitten into, as something had drunk from the victims inside.

Each one formed the prison of a previous visitor to the tower. And the thing that dropped from the ceiling had created those prisons.

It had the body of a massive, chitinous spider, and at first I thought that was all it was. But as the dark figure hit the floor of the chamber, landing just in front of the ancient and broken machine, something near its head twisted with a flourish that was decidedly human.

Maria threw out her hand, lighting it up, and I caught my first glimpse of the creature.

It was hideous yet beautiful. The stuff of nightmares.


Chapter 20

Words can’t do justice to the thing Maria and I faced in that ancient, crumbling tower. When the flashbulb of Maria’s light spell fell across the creature’s beautiful, human face, I felt a brief moment of relief. Surely, I thought, a creature of such feminine beauty would be not only sentient but logical, able to understand that we were stranded travelers who had no interest in pillaging the plunder of the ancient past. Surely we would be able to talk our way out of this one.

The creature’s first attack withered those hopes entirely.

The human strapped to the front of the monster’s arachnid body shrieked. A wave of sonic force rippled through the chamber, lifting dust from the ancient machine and scattering pieces of metal that had been decayed by time and rust.

Maria screamed and ducked. I reached for my Digital Grimoire, before remembering that I’d given it away to Lexi. Frick, Pentacle, Altiri—they would have served me well here, but each of them might as well have been standing on the surface of the moon for how much effort it would take to raise them.

And all the while, this spider woman was hungry. The human part of her body had been bolted to her spider cranium, like the figurehead on the front of a pirate ship. The rest of her moved across the floor of the tower with hesitance, the way a baby taking its first steps maps out the carpet from the fear of falling over.

Clearly, the monster hadn’t descended from its perch in a great long while. It might have even been starving. The pods covering the ceiling of its roost looked to have been sucked dry. Dust rained down from the ceiling, some of it the remains of human beings. I tried not to think about it.

“Intruder!” the human woman shrieked. She showed no shock at our arrival but rather glee Her face stretched into a hideous parody of a smile, too wide to escape the uncanny valley. A large mass of stringy fibers were the only thing that kept her from going topless, clinging to her tits like seaweed. “Die!”

“What the fuck, what the fuck!?” Maria gasped. The redhead backed up rapidly, her face turning moon-pale as she trembled. “Tim, get away from that thing!”

I would’ve gladly run from the spider woman had things been different. But the fact of the matter was, the world outside of the tower was no escape, only a different larger prison.

Unless we found Lexi in the tunnels beneath the tower, I’d never see my Digital Grimoire again. And without my Grimoire, we could never return home. Maria, Lexi, and I would be stranded on an alien world forever.

So I stood my ground, reaching for the magic living in my heart. As the spider fixed its gaze on me, I prayed that it would be enough.

“We don’t want to hurt you,” I said, standing up at my full height. Shoulders up, chest forward, I projected strength as best as I could. It’s what I would’ve done if we’d seen a wolf or a bear—scare the predator away—so maybe it would work with this thing. “Leave us alone! Go on, get!”

This last made me sound like my old grandpa, yelling at a ‘critter’ on the porch.

The half a human body protruding from the spider frowned and crossed her arms beneath her breasts, that manic smile refusing to fade. She cocked her head to the side, chuckling at my attempts to scare her away.

“Going to eat you,” she cackled, making it sound almost like an intriguing proposition. Her lips peeled back from her gums, revealing several rows of teeth as sharp as needles. “Going to eat you all up—!”

As the human face said it, the spider face was already in motion. It opened wide, its jaws gaping, and turned the oblong gland along its midsection upward like a scorpion preparing to sting. Only instead of stabbing forward, the end of the spinneret opened: and a long string of pearly white thread erupted from the tip like Old Faithful going off.

I ducked out of the way an instant before the thick rope of sticky white webbing would have covered my face and cut off my air. It whistled past my head, striking the bare concrete wall behind me and covering it like a gout of silly string.

Hope that shit’s flammable, I thought, powering up an Ignite spell.

As I snapped my fingers, the mass of webbing burst into flame. Black smoke billowed from it in acrid waves, rising to the ceiling of the chamber in ugly plumes. The stuff stank like burning hair.

“Fucking gross,” I hissed, looking away from the mass of burning web to the creature who had thrown it. “Why don’t you wrap some of that around yourself?”

The spider woman refused to take my brilliant suggestion to heart. Instead, she shot more long strings of webbing, aiming them over my head at the corners of the room. At first I didn’t understand what she was doing, until I noticed the way the webs covered the tunnels leading to the underground.

She was cutting off our exits.

“No esssscape,” the spider woman hissed, looking giddy as she gummed up the works. She filled each tunnel leading away from the central chamber with a thick blast of webbing, blocking them up like plaque in a fat man’s arteries. Even if Maria and I wanted to, there was no way for us to run. “No leaving!”

We’d have to make our stand right here. Or not make it at all.

“Maria!” I commanded, taking control of the situation. “Stay near me! We’ve got to stick together!”

As if testing the meaning of stick, the spider woman shot another gob of sticky webbing directly at my face. This time I ignited the volley in midair, turning it into a flaming ball of burning biological material as I hit the deck. It slammed into the wall behind me and exploded.

How the fuck can I take this thing down? I had a couple of spells, sure, but without the Digital Grimoire, I had no way of keeping track of my mana. And no way of summoning backup in a pinch.

And, oh how we were about to be pinched.

The spider woman went on the offensive, stomping around the chamber like an enraged bull. Her powerful legs slammed the floor with the force of tree trunks, leaving cracks along the ancient marble as she barreled first toward me and then Maria. Insane hunger filled both her human and her arachnid faces as she went on the offensive.

Shit! Taking the heat for myself was one thing, but letting Maria get blasted was another. I imagined a horrifying scene of the redhead struggling in one of those webbed coffins, begging for me to save her as the spider woman sucked her dry.

The thing dove for Maria, its thick legs striking downward. Only providence protected the redhead from being impaled—she’d fallen backward, stumbling over a piece of debris left on the floor from the spider woman’s initial assault. Maria fell onto her shapely rear with a cry of pain, the spider’s attack sailing harmlessly over her head.

I had to help her. My heart pounding, I leapt onto the spider woman’s back.

Her chitinous plates rippled beneath my feet, shaking my balance and nearly sending me sprawling. If I’d fallen, I would’ve ended up beneath her limbs, crushed to death before her powerful bulk.

The human body atop her frame tried to twist to attack, but she couldn’t quite reach me. The creature truly was like the figurehead strapped to the front of a ship—beautiful, but without anything in the way of mobility.

I climbed toward her like she was the big flashing weak spot on a video game boss, convinced that attacking that lighting that human body ablaze was the key to bringing the monster down.

The spider woman took a swing at me, her tiny fists almost comically weak compared to the power of the monster she was fused to. I ducked her strike easily as I charged up another Ignite spell. Pointing at the woman’s long, dark hair, I lifted a hand and prepared to snap my fingers.

Suddenly, the world beneath me shifted.

The massive spinneret attached to the creature’s backside rolled like one of Donkey Kong’s barrels, smacking me in the side hard. My arm went boneless beneath the elbow. I landed on the creature’s broad back, howling with pain. It was sure she’d broken my arm. It hurt like hell.

“Tim!” Maria’s voice came from the floor of the chamber. “Help! I can’t back up any further!”

Crap. While I’d been climbing the spider woman, she’d been busy pinning my redheaded friend against the back of the chamber. Maria crouched in a corner, searching both directions for a path out like a rat caught in a trap.

“Just hang on!” I shouted, staggering to my feet.

My arm protested when I tried to put weight on it, so I was forced to balance myself on one wrist as I rose. The spider woman’s back rolled like the waves of the sea, her legs lifting her this way and that as she tried to shake me the way a bucking bronco shakes a rodeo rider.

“I’m… fuck, I’m coming! Just give me a minute!”

I couldn’t get a clear shot at the spider woman’s human body. I snapped my fingers anyway, the air igniting across a portion of the arachnid’s broad, chitinous hide. It howled with pain, but it was the pain of a bad burn, not the heart-wrenching agony of someone hit in their weak point.

Without my Digital Grimoire, I had no way of knowing how many more snaps I had before I ran out of mana. I could be dry and not even know it. And even if I had one spell remaining, it was highly unlikely I had enough juice to cast more than one without waiting to recharge.

I had to make this final ignite spell count!

As the spider woman’s broad back went vertical, I began to climb. Thick fibers of fur formed my handholds. I forced myself up one fist at a time, wincing every time my injured arm bore my weight. Memories of playing Shadow of the Colossus as a teenager flashed through my mind as I scaled toward the spider’s head. It was up on its rear legs now, its underbelly exposed to the quivering, trapped Maria.

All the while, the spinneret kept firing. Bursts of thread erupted from it like shrapnel, flying over my head as I climbed. Without its human head to help it aim, it was firing blindly, so the risk of being hit by a random strand of webbing was low. But not quite zero.

With a grunt, I hauled myself onto the creature’s head. Its human body lay nearly horizontal, the woman’s back bent like a bow. It would have been attractive if the rest of it wasn’t so hideous and currently trying to murder my friend.

The human head turned, spider eyes wide in shock. “What!?” she hissed.

“Get your claws off her, bitch!” I roared, snapping my fingers.

Flames consumed the woman in an instant. Her long hair, the seaweed fronds of her gown—they all went up like flash paper, igniting so quickly that the explosion of heat knocked me off my feet.

A roar like the world being ripped apart rumbled through the chamber, the creature’s scream high pitched enough to crack glass. Her broad back rippled. Suddenly I lost my grip, and tried desperately to clutch the side of the spinneret as I tumbled toward the cracked marble floor.

In the end, it was dumb luck that saved me. I couldn’t grab the spider woman’s side, but the strands of webbing she’d been firing lay all over her ass, reminding me uncomfortably of a cumshot on a model’s ass. I had no trouble shoving my hands in the sticky stuff and clutching, using it like a bungee cord to break my fall.

I hit the marble floor, but nowhere near as hard as I could have. My injured arm screamed with pain, and I heard something inside of it slide out of place with a horrible grinding of bone.

I couldn’t think about it. I had to keep fighting. We’d brought the monster to its knees, and now all we had to do was finish it off!

Except that all of a sudden, finishing it off seemed impossible.

The spider woman backed up toward the center of the room, smoke pouring from the human body bolted to its head. For a wonderful moment, I hoped the whole thing would topple like a rag doll, its legs snapping beneath it like twigs. Then the creature righted itself and rose to its full height. The spinneret focused on the human body and sprayed it, covering her burning flesh in thick ropes of webbing.

At first, they caught ablaze and began to smoke. But within moments their mass choked out the flames. The smoke hissed and died, and the human body slumped over as if dead.

But the spider didn’t seem affected at all.

“Fuck,” I grunted, racing for Maria. The redhead lay on the ground, her legs tucked up beneath her as she stared at the beast. “I don’t think that woman was all of the monster’s brain.”

“Well, no,” Maria said as I helped her to her feet. To say the redhead looked stressed would have been a monumental understatement. “She’s still running around.”

The human body had been some kind of control center. Without it, the beast was half-blind, forced to rely on its animal instincts rather than advanced, sentient strategy. But those instincts were powerful, and primal.

Focusing on the human body in its cocoon of string, I snapped my fingers. Only a puff of smoke rose from my palm.

Damn it. Out of mana. How long before I can cast more spells?

“Tim?” The voice was tiny and strained, and sounded like it was coming from the bottom of a deep, dark well. “Is that you? What the fuck is going on up there?”

The hair stood up on the back of my neck.

“Lexi!” I shouted, running toward the origin of the sound. “Give me the Grimoire, Lexi! We’re in trouble—a lot of trouble…!”

The voice was coming from one of the openings connecting the ancient chamber to the underground tunnels beneath the tower. Unfortunately for me, it was one of the exits the spider woman had attacked at the beginning of the battle. A thick wall of webbing separated me from Lexi. Now that I was close, I could see that she stood just behind the barrier. Thickness of the web muffled her voice, making her sound like she was much further away than she actually was.

“Tim, is that you?” I could hear the panic in Lexi’s voice. “What’s going on? Is Maria okay?”

Maria was about to be spider food in two minutes, along with me. Unless we did something.

“No time to explain,” I said, grabbing the webbing with both hands and tearing at it. “Can you fit the Grimoire through here? I need those monsters!”

Lexi brightened on the opposite side. “Oh, Tim! You’ll never guess! I found Monster Ore in the tunnels! There’s a whole stock pile of it just, like, a stone’s throw beneath this tunnel. Whoever ran this place back in the day was loaded with the stuff…”

Normally I’d have been over the moon to hear it. But all the Monster Ore in the world wasn’t going to save us if that spider sank its fangs into my back.

“The Grimoire!” I shouted, reaching as far into the mass as I could.

Damn it, removing the spider’s thread from the tunnel was harder than prying open one of those Amazon packages that had been double laminated before it left the distribution center. I could have tugged at it all day, clawing at the sticky stuff without much luck.

“Lexi, pass it through!”

Behind me, the soft steps of the spider approached. I didn’t dare turn around, because then I’d find out exactly how close she was.

“Burn the webbing!” Lexi called out, her voice strained. Could she see the thing drawing up behind me, or was she just guessing? Either way, I didn’t want to know. “Ignite it, and I’ll throw the Grimoire through!”

“I’m out of mana!” I hissed. “Lexi, summon them!”

I could feel the spider woman’s venomous fangs as she opened her mouth. I braced myself, ready for the pain.

Then the webbing buckled inward and a gust of icy wind blew through the chamber.

I hit the deck, my skin burning from the cold. Behind me, the spider let out an inhuman shriek and backed away, shielding itself from the hail of crystals. A combination of Ice and Wind magic had just blown out the fucking tunnel, sending slivers of ice like tiny knives flying through the air.

They stabbed deep into the spider. The fangs retreated, and I was saved.

Shielding my face, I looked up. Lexi held the Digital Grimoire in her hands, the glowing readout showing three wireframe rag dolls along with their current health and mana. Standing in front of her like the fucking A-Team were my trio of monsters. Frick, Pentacle, and Altiri.

Lexi grinned. “Catch!” she shouted, tossing the Grimoire.

After the trouble I’d been through to claim it, there was no way I would miss a layup like that. I reached out and plucked the device from the air, strapping it to my wrist. The familiar weight of the strap around my wrist felt so much like coming home that I nearly cried.

I spun around and raised the Grimoire at the stunned spider. “Monsters,” I commanded, feeling like a hunter about to let his dogs off of the leash. “Sic ‘em!”

All three of my monsters opened up with their best attacks.

Frick threw balls of ice at the spider’s legs, doing his best to freeze them in place, while Pentacle’s Spiral Snowflake spells kept the spider woman from advancing. Most shocking of all was Altiri, who—after casting a self-tantrum that bathed her Wendigo’s body in a blood red glow—leapt onto the monster’s back and began battering it with her fists, striking through its chitinous armor with heavy physical attacks. A critical strike broke through the spider’s back, dealing deep damage and sending a flood of bubbling ichor to the marble floor.

The spider woman hissed. “Fool!” it cried from its human body, the voice muffled and made nearly inhuman by the webbing covering it from head to waist. “You cannot kill Symonetta!”

Symonetta, I thought, tucking the strange name away for later.

“Want to surrender?” I asked. “There’s always room in the Grimoire’s memory banks for another monster. Although we might have to set some ground rules about eating people…”

At the idea of being made my servant, the spider woman let out a howl and fled. Her spinneret shot a thick cable of webbing toward the ceiling and she climbed it, her legs moving like clockwork as she ascended the rope with a speed that made every high school gym class athlete look pathetic in comparison.

Before we could finish the spider woman off, she slipped through the narrow hole in the ceiling and disappeared. Only the choking, hideous sound of her laughter remained.


Chapter 21

“I hope that hurt,” Maria said once we’d stepped through the glowing fissure. “It better take that spider bitch a long ass time to recover from the burn you laid down, Tim…”

After the strangeness of the world beyond the fissure, I found the simple experience of stepping into my apartment to something out of a fairy tale. Electric lights, water from the tap on demand: the desert had thrown all of these modern comforts into harsh relief, making them feel like the luxuries they truly were. As Lexi entered the apartment behind me, the fissure between Earth and Trephine already beginning to seal up like a zipper, I went to the kitchen and fixed myself a glass of ice-cold water.

It was the most delicious thing I’d ever tasted.

I downed the whole thing in one long, gluttonous chug. When I was done, both Lexi and Maria were staring at me, looking somewhere between amused and shocked.

“You definitely needed that,” Lexi said, stepping into the kitchen with a smile. “Here, don’t bogart it—I’m thirsty too…”

With a smile, I moved aside and let both of the girls rehydrate. For a time, there was no conversation in my apartment—just the glug-glug of water going down throats. Trephine had been a dry realm, and even though we had brought food and drink along with us, it hadn’t lasted as long as we might have hoped.

As I thought about food, my stomach rumbled, and I wondered how soon a couple pizzas could get here.

“Food,” Maria gasped as she polished off her second glass of water. “I’m starving, Summoner.” She let out a very undainty burp, which caused her to blush and cover her mouth with the back of her hand. “Maybe we can compare notes with Lexi while we’re waiting for the food to get here?”

I placed a quick call to the local place down the street—pepperoni and jalapeños for me and Maria, thin crust for Lexi—and settled down on the couch with a beer and another glass of water. I was tempted to run down to the local convenience store for some more brews, but it was probably better that I stay reasonably sober.

I was buzzed enough already.

“That all actually happened,” I said, still in disbelief. Lexi took the other side of the couch, while Maria splayed out on the carpet, looking like she might pass out at any moment. “We actually saw an alien realm, inhabited by aliens. Whatever that spider woman thing was, she was guarding whatever was left of it. Even though there was really nothing left to guard…”

Lexi’s cute features scrunched up at this. “Huh? What do you mean, nothing?”

“Oh shit. I forgot that you weren’t with us until the fight with Symonetta. Who was that creature, anyway?”

“A high level monster,” Maria said, smoothing out her skirt as she sipped from her glass. “From the looks of her, she’d probably been squatting in that tower for some time. Perhaps she even knew Kyros, once upon a time.”

“Eww!” Lexi groaned, rolling her eyes. “You’d think that even Kyros would know better than to mess with a woman with a spider’s body.”

“Never say never,” I mused, looking into the depths of my brew. “Trephine seemed like a pretty lonely realm. There’s no telling what a guy might get up to when he’s forced to endure his own company for years on end…”

After we’d all finished laughing at that, Lexi updated us on what had happened to her while we’d been separated. In marked contrast to our story, hers was almost boring.

She’d wandered up and down the canyon beneath the tower until she’d found another bridge a ways down, which just so happened to have a set of torches inlaid in the walls. Using that, she’d located a stockpile of Monster Ore deep beneath the tower, after which she’d summoned Frick, Pentacle, and Altiri.

“They accompanied me after that,” Lexi explained. “Altiri heard you fighting the spider woman first—that creature has incredible hearing. Something to keep in mind for the future, for sure.”

I nodded. “Definitely.”

“After we heard you, we followed the tunnels up to that room in the heart of the tower,” Lexi explained, polishing off her third glass of water and rising for another one. “We hit that wall of webbing, saw you and Maria, and the rest is history.” She regarded the two of us evenly, as if saying she wasn’t sure what mischief the two of us had gotten up to during our sojourn away. “So what did I miss?”

Maria and I shared a look.

“Do you want to tell it, or should I?” I asked the redhead.

There was still a faint tint to Maria’s cheeks. She was going to need some time to calm down from everything that had happened. “You go ahead,” she said, wiping her forehead. “I’m just going to lay here and listen, if that’s alright.”

“That’s fine,” I assured her.

Maria smiled. “If I pass out, wake me up when the pizza comes,” she whispered. “I’m so fucking famished, I’m not even going to bother counting calories…!”

As the redhead lolled across the carpet, I told Lexi all about our adventure inside the tunnels. As it turned out, there wasn’t that much to tell. I detailed our route through the underground, culminating in our arrival on the surface of Trephine and our brisk walk into the heart of the tower. She looked jealous that we’d been able to see the sun again, while she’d labored far below.

But it was the strange machine we’d found that interested Lexi the most. “But how did you know the thing that makes it work was missing?” she asked, one eyebrow shooting to her hairline. “This egg, or heart, or whatever it was. Maria says she couldn’t see the place where it was supposed to be?”

Maria had asked the same question. I still didn’t have a good answer.

“I just knew.” I shrugged. “I’m struggling to make sense of it myself. I’m starting to feel like… well, it’s strange. Magical? Maybe a Summoner instinct or something.”

Maria started to snore.

Lexi and I both stared at the redhead, then Lexi began to laugh. Quietly enough not to wake Maria, of course.

“That girl is something else,” Lexi said, shaking her head. Her words were chiding, but I thought she sounded proud to have Maria on the team. She clearly liked the woman, and thought of her as more than a mentor, more likely a best friend. “What’s strange, Tim?”

My lips formed a tight little line as I searched for the right words to say. “It feels like… like I’m on the brink of something,” I said, sounding almost as confused by my own words as Lexi was. “Have you ever been out somewhere, like at a theme park or a swimming pool, and you suddenly start getting that pain and pressure behind your eyes? And you look up and see the clouds, and even though the sky is still sunny and blue, you know in your bones that a storm is coming?”

Lexi nodded. “I literally know it in my bones,” she said with a faint smile. “I broke my wrist in two places when I was in middle school. Fell off my bike while I was being chased by a dog. Now it aches whenever bad weather is on the way.”

I tried to picture Lexi bawling her eyes out as she cradled a broken wrist. “That’s what this feels like lately,” I said, shaking my head. “Like there’s something inside of me that’s about to come out, and when it does, my life’s never going to be the same.”

A smirk tugged at the corner of Lexi’s mouth. “Tim, we both discovered magic was real not long ago,” she said. “Now we walk through holes in reality to find powerful monsters and bind them to your will. I think it’s safe to say your life has already changed in ways that’ll never go back to the way they were before.”

I scoffed, but I still didn’t feel the joke. “This is different,” I said, shaking my head. “I don’t know how to describe it. But as soon as I saw that hole in the machine in Trephine, it got so much stronger. Whatever it is, it’s going to happen soon—”

The doorbell rang.

Lexi shot off the couch, grinning. “Dinner time!” She giggled, rubbing her hands eagerly. “Maybe what you’ve been sensing is the arrival of our pizza, Tim.”

I smiled, but I knew it wasn’t that. “Lemme grab it,” I said, rising and stretching. “You get Maria up. Don’t be too harsh waking her. She’s had a long day.”

Lexi was as gentle as a lamb. I paid the pizza guy and left him a tip, then carried the boxes right back to the floor in front of the couch. All three of us sat down in front of it, surrounding the two open boxes as we feasted.

Under normal circumstances, I would have felt self-conscious about the way I ate. But Lexi, Maria, and I were way past that now. We’d skirted death together. We stuffed our faces happily, giggling like school children as we feasted on the two massive pizzas.

Conversation ceased, the only sound in the room that of chewing, swallowing, and the occasional trip to the kitchen for a refill on water. At first we scarfed down the thick slices like we were dying of hunger, the pace slowed as we reached satiety. By the time I was done, I was leaning back against the foot of the couch, feeling as swollen as a tick.

“Shit, that hit the spot,” I grunted, wiping my face with a paper towel I’d grabbed from the kitchen. “You two want any more? Or should I toss the leftovers in the fridge?”

There were only three slices left between the two pizzas. Both Maria and Lexi waved the food away; they both looked as if they’d be sick if they ate another bite.

“Take it out of my sight!” Maria said, hitting a high, imperious note as I merged the pizzas into one box. “Then come back in here. There’s some other notes the three of us need to compare.”

Lexi cast me a confused look as I carried the box into the kitchen. I was pretty sure I knew what Maria wanted to talk about, but I wasn’t going to give the game away early. Besides, if this was what I thought it was, both Maria and I needed to be tactful and gentle in our approach.

I came back and settled down on the couch, the two women laying across the floor beneath me.

“You wanted to talk about something, Maria?” I asked.

The redhead’s lips twisted in a wicked moue. “Tim and I had a conversation while we were exploring the tower,” she explained in a soothing voice, putting a hand on top of Lexi’s. “About you.”

“Me?” A hot flush rose to Lexi’s cheeks in stark contrast to her blonde hair, making her look both cute and flustered at the same time. “What about me?”

“Lexi,” Maria said, her tone gently chiding. “I told him. He knows. There’s no reason to hide anything.”

Lexi’s eyes widened, her shoulders rising and falling rapidly. “I… I don’t know what you’re talking about,” she said, staring at the space where the pizza had been a few minutes ago as if she wished she could grab some and stuff her face with it to escape this conversation. “I don’t know what you told him about me, Maria, but I’m straight—”

“Tim knows that, too,” Maria said with a laugh. “We had a long conversation about Summoners and Latents. About how a Summoner of his caliber would be forgiven—would be expected, actually—to attach himself to several Latents in a romantic manner. It’s all genetic, just like I explained to you back in the dorms.”

Lexi pointed a guilty little look at me. “You want Maria,” she said, glancing from the redhead to me. “I mean, duh. Why wouldn’t you? She’s gorgeous…”

Lexi sounded like she was on the verge of pushing herself into a rant.

“Lexi,” I said kindly but firmly. “I’m not going to do anything if you’re not comfortable with it. I’d never cheat on you with another woman—no matter what’s expected of me when it comes to Latents. Not even one,” I added, “as cute as Maria.”

Lexi giggled at that, most of her tension dissolving. “You really mean that, don’t you? Shit, you’re not like most Summoners…”

“No, I’m not,” I agreed. “And you’re not like most girls, are you Lexi?”

A little urk was Lexi’s response to that. Maria watched with a neutral expression, being intelligent enough to stay quiet and let this unfold. She trusted me to navigate the murky waters of our relationship, which I appreciated.

“You don’t want to play with another woman,” I said, lifting the blonde into the seat next to mine. “You’re straight, like you said—you only want to be with me. But the thought of watching me with another girl still excites you, doesn’t it, Lexi?”

She tried to hide it, but the expression on her face was like an oversize billboard. Just talking about this turned Lexi on.

“Yeah,” she admitted, her voice husky. “Normally I’d be ashamed to admit that, but it’s like, Latents are supposed to be bi. It’s in our DNA to share a Summoner. If anything, I’m the weird one for not wanting to jump Maria’s bones.”

“You just want to watch Tim jump my bones,” Maria purred, rolling the syllables over her tongue. “Just like you watched me back at Blackwood, you naughty little minx…”

All the color drained from Lexi’s face. Her bottom lip trembled, and for a long moment she was unable to form words. “You k-knew about that?” she finally whispered.

“Knew about what?” I asked, leaning forward. I couldn’t hide my interest in Lexi and Maria’s girl-on-girl antics: no red blooded man could. Maybe you’re more of a gentleman than me, but step into a room with Maria and Lexi and you might not be for long.

“Back when I was mentoring your girlfriend at Blackwood, I used to invite Lexi to stay at the senior dorms,” Maria explained to me, crossing her arms beneath her ample breasts. “It’s kind of a rite of passage for newer Latents. The dorm is all-female, so it’s ground zero for the torrid, bisexual affairs that Latents tend to get embroiled in during their academic career. I fully expected things to go similarly between myself and Lexi. After all, she’s cute as a button. You’re a lucky man to have her as your girlfriend.”

“Thank you,” I said, accepting the compliment without shame. “Tell me more.”

“Well,” Maria said with obvious relish, “you already know what I found out about Lexi. Straight as an arrow, in clear violation of the ordinary morals of Latent-hood. But that night, when I took another Latent to my bed, who did I happen to see peeping through the crack separating her bedroom from mine? Why, that little blonde tart, of course!”

Lexi blushed so deeply she looked like she’d been born half stop sign. “I was curious,” she admitted, unable to meet either mine or Maria’s eyes. “Everyone at Blackwood is so open about their sexuality, about getting attached to the strongest Summoner they can. I just, it’s like a whole different world…”

“I’m assuming this other Latent was another woman,” I said evenly, looking at Maria.

The redhead scoffed, chuckling at my question. “Leave it to the man to get to the heart of the matter,” she said with a laugh. “Yes, this was another woman we’re talking about. Does that excite you, Summoner? The thought of owning two gorgeous women, and watching them fool around together?”

No point in hiding it. After all, Maria had told me this was exactly how Summoner culture worked.

“Yes,” I said. “It does.”

Maria nodded smartly. “So I suggested that the two of us share our Summoner,” she said, her gaze turning back to Lexi as the latter squirmed uncomfortably on the carpet. “That way, everything is out in the open. You and Lexi can have your little boyfriend and girlfriend routine, and when you need something a little wilder, well. I’m right here.” Maria grinned at that, showing off her even, white teeth. “Most Latents attached to a Summoner like you would expect access to Lexi as well. But I like the girl, and I don’t want to make her uncomfortable. If she decided to become a bit more heteroflexible in the future, I wouldn’t mind, but I’d also be okay with setting the terms of our relationship just as they are.”

Both Lexi and I were silent at that. I could feel Lexi struggling to process all of this, to make it fit with both her world view and the churning lust coursing through her slender body. I, on the other hand, had a lot less to ponder. All I needed to do was say yes.

Maria seemed to know that as well. “So?” the redhead asked, shooting a pointed look in Lexis’ direction. “What do you two think?”

Lexi looked at me helplessly.

“I’m down… obviously,” I said with a laugh. “I think you and Maria know by now that I’m attracted to both of you, we all have a nice vibe. I’d love to see where this goes. But if you’re not comfortable with it, Lexi, then it’s a no-go. You understand that?”

Lexi nibbled at her bottom lip. “I do,” she said, her voice even hotter than her cheeks. “And if it was some woman I didn’t know—that I didn’t feel anything for—I don’t know what I’d say. But with Maria… shit. It’s okay with me.”

Maria grinned like a cat with a whole bowl of cream. “I’m so pleased to hear you say that, darling.”

“But!” Lexi leaned forward, her eyes wild as she realized that she’d just taken the plunge over the cliff, “I don’t know that I’m ready to do anything together. The thought of you and Maria together—I’m okay with that. In fact, it’s totally hot. But all of us fooling around together… that’s not something I’m prepared for yet. It might take me a long time to be okay with it, actually. Or I might never be.”

Lexi said this last like she expected me and Maria to laugh at her and go off without her. Instead, I slipped an arm around her waist and pulled her closer to me.

“That’s perfectly fine,” I assured her. “For now, let’s just keep things simple. Lexi, you’re my girlfriend. And Maria is my…”

“Fuckbuddy,” Maria suggested, lifting a finger with a grin. “Fuckbuddy with an interest in smooching your girlfriend when and if she’s comfortable with it. We could be more at some point, but let’s not get ahead of ourselves.”

“That works for me,” I said, squeezing Lexi a bit tighter. “That work for you, Lexi?”

She looked at both of us, something inside of her finally beginning to relax. “As long as it’s okay with you two,” she said, looking nervous at the prospect. “You’re both really okay with this?”

Maria laughed. “Darling, you’re so cute,” she said, making a gesture with her hand. “Gah, I can’t wait to watch you and Tim fuck.”

The thought sent a bolt of pleasure through me. “Why wait? I’ve been waiting to finish what Lexi and I started since we walked through that fissure into Trephine.”

“That’s right,” Maria said with a guarded expression. “I did kind of cockblock you two. I’m so sorry about that, by the way.”

“That’s okay,” Lexi said, looking dizzy with both shock and need. “You want Maria to watch us?”

“I do,” I said, grinning over at the redhead. “If you’re not comfortable with all of us being together, maybe Maria can just hang out. Play with herself a little, if she feels like it. We can all ease into this. Unless you’d like to be completely alone, that is?”

I wondered if she would. But Lexi shook her head so fast it was a wonder the damned thing didn’t fall right off of her neck.

“No, that’s great,” she said quickly, sounding really into the idea. “Maria can be in the room! She can totally watch the two of us. As long as she, you know, stays on her side of the room and all that…”

Maria chuckled darkly, suddenly looking like a succubus freed from some realm of pure carnal lust. “Oh darling, you can trust me,” the redhead purred, putting a hand gently on Lexi’s thigh. “I don’t want to fuck you until you want to fuck me. I’m not going to taste that pussy until you beg for it, sweetness. And when you finally do, I want you on your hands and knees…”

Lexi coughed at that. “So, Tim, um…” She looked like she was at a loss for words. “You want to?”

I laughed and took her hand. “Come on,” I said, leading the way. “Let’s go to the bedroom.”


Chapter 22

True to her word, Maria didn’t say a word as I led Lexi into the bedroom. The redhead just quietly shut the door behind us, then slipped into a chair in the corner and sat cross legged, her skirt hiked up to her ample hips. I caught a flash of her black silk panties, but my focus was already shifting to Lexi.

Gorgeous, needy Lexi. The moment we crossed the threshold of the bedroom, she became a whole different person. The part of her that came out which was normally caged up deep inside her where no one else could see. As soon as the door shut behind us, the blonde jumped into my arms, kissing me hard and grinding against my thigh.

“I’ve been thinking about this for days,” she confessed with a gasp. “I need you so bad, Tim. When we were down in those tunnels, I just kept thinking to myself: ‘I need to get back home. Otherwise Tim and I will never get to fuck…’”

I chuckled at that, carrying her to the bed. The bedroom of my apartment wasn’t much to speak of, seeing as I hadn’t had time to fully move in before my whole life went topsy-turvy. Other than a thin rug on the hardwood floor and the chair Maria was currently occupying, there wasn’t any furniture besides the bed and a narrow bedside table. The door to the master bathroom was open, a rectangle of light spilling out and illuminating the otherwise dim room.

Lexi and I kept on kissing as I laid her down on the bed, undressing her. This time I wasn’t interested in taking my time or being slow and sweet.

The fact that the reason it had taken so long was in the room with Lexi and me, watching eagerly from her perch in the corner, just turned me on more.

I tugged off Lexi’s shirt and kissed her bare breasts, sucking on her nipples as she moaned and writhed. I could literally feel her pussy boiling over, the heat between her legs going supernova as I placed a trail of kisses across those glorious, perky orbs.

“What do you think?” I asked, looking up from her cleavage. “You think we should just fuck like we don’t know Maria is watching? Let her feel like a dirty little voyeur? Or should we give her a show?”

Lexi groaned low in her throat, her head lolling on her shoulders. “Oh fuck,” she whimpered, her brain a fevered mass of biology and need. “This is so naughty. I can’t believe Maria’s right there, watching you and I have sex for the first time…”

“She is,” I said, kissing her belly button. “But she’s going to stay right there. No matter how bad she wants to, she can’t join in. She’s just got to watch as I give you everything she wants—as you get off all over my tongue and cock.”

At the mention of cock, mine stiffened against the mattress. I could feel pre-cum staining my boxers. I wanted to watch Maria pull that fabric into her mouth and suck it dry, but that could wait for later. Tonight was about me and Lexi, about making up for the night of passion we ought to have had in my apartment.

“Mmmh, that’s so cruel,” Lexi murmured, looking drugged as my kisses trailed lower. “Making the poor thing watch like that, all while you get me off… Let’s give her a show.”

“That’s what I was hoping you’d say,” I said, tugging her to the foot of the bed.

Lexi gasped, scooting her pert butt across the comforter and tugging the corner of the blankets away from the mattress. I grabbed her shorts and tugged them down, revealing her thin cotton panties. The outline of her mound was clearly visible through them, a big wet spot spreading across the fabric as her womanhood turned slick and hot for me.

Just the smell of it nearly got me off.

Peeling Lexi’s panties off her wet pussy, I buried my face between Lexi’s thighs, running my tongue along the swollen nub of her clit. Lexi put the tips of her toes on the rug and used them as leverage to rock her hips upward, grinding her needy slit against my face as I ate her box with gusto. I felt her fingers tangle in my hair and knew she was loving this.

Still, I peered up from her pussy, my tongue trailing the outline of her labia. “Don’t look at me,” I said, chuckling as I buried my face in her box. “Look over at Maria. Show her how good this feels.”

For a moment, I thought I’d gone too far. That Lexi would clam up, might even start having second thoughts about this whole ‘have a girlfriend and a fuckbuddy too’ thing. Then she opened her mouth and put to rest every doubt I’d ever had about this arrangement.

“He’s so fucking good,” Lexi groaned, her eyelashes fluttering as she rode my face. “He knows just how to use that tongue, Maria! If you could only feel what I’m feeling right now—I think you’d already be cumming all over his face! I know it’s taking everything inside of me not to right now…!”

How could I not give it my all after that? Pulling back a bit, I removed one hand from Lexi’s ass and slid two fingers into her pussy, stabbing deep between her walls. I sought out that special, spongy spot on her back walls that sent every girl I’d ever been with into a tailspin of pleasure.

When I found it, I made a ‘come here’ gesture with my finger, stimulating that spot as hard as I could as I worked my tongue around her clit.

The combination was impossible for Lexi to resist. Her legs shook uncontrollably as I pushed her to the peak, her hips rocking back and forth on the foot of the bed as she ground against my face. I could feel her clit pulsing like a tiny vibrator, the walls of her sex clenching around me as she prepared to go over the edge. Forsaking the need for air, I buried my face between her thighs as hard as I could and ate her out like my life depended on it.

“Fuck! Fuck, Tim don’t stop! Oh my God, oh my gawwwd I’m gonna fucking come! I’m, I’m, I’m… ohholyfuckI’mcumming!”

I didn’t need Lexi to tell me that, but I was sure that Maria appreciated the head’s up. Was the redhead fingering herself while she watched me get Lexi off, or was she managing to practice self-restraint? I had no idea. Even if she was desperately shlicking herself, I wouldn’t have been able to hear it over the sound of Lexi’s moans.

A juice flooded my mouth as Lexi came, her pussy spasming and clenching around my fingers. Her ass lifted right off the foot of the bed, pressing hard against my face as she rode out her pleasure. Suddenly, the shift I always waited for happened, and it was too much for her. She tried to pull away, to get some distance between herself and the unbearable bliss of her orgasm.

Grabbing her ass with both hands, I teased Lexi’s clit, milking every last drop of sweet pleasure from her womanhood as she went past the point of no return. By the time she came down, she was a sweating, shuddering mess. The pink folds of her slit shined with juice, the opening between her legs as warm as an open oven.

“I’m ready,” she managed to say. “Fuck me now, Tim.”

I tugged off my belt, tore off my pants, and spread Lexi wide open.

I’d thought I was fairly experienced with the opposite sex, but that first thrust into Lexi’s heavenly tightness nearly undid me right then and there. Especially after already getting her off with my mouth, which left everything between her legs tighter and wetter. I grit my teeth and groaned with bliss, one leg nearly giving out beneath me as I bottomed out inside of her.

“Big,” Lexi whispered, staring down in amazement at the place where the two of us joined. “Oh my God, look at the way it’s stretching me out, Tim! How does that make you feel, seeing the way your big cock bulges inside of me?”

“It feels amazing,” I said, bracing my feet against the floor to fuck Lexi even harder.

Lexi and I moved in perfect time, her hips rising to meet mine with every sweet, perfect stroke. Every thrust between her legs felt better than the one before. Her soft ridges wrapped around my stiff cock like they’d been made to massage my manhood, to bring the maximum amount of pleasure a man could feel during the sexual act. Holding a steady rhythm was hard, and keeping myself from losing my load and spilling deep into Lexi’s pussy was even harder.

“Remember,” she teased, raking my back with her nails, “you promised to pull out. You can do that, right? You don’t need to stop and put on a condom?”

“No,” I gasped, my balls slapping against Lexi’s hips as I drove deep into her. “I’ll pull out. Just tell me where to shoot it when I’m ready, and I’ll explode big enough for Maria to see it…”

Speaking of Maria, I could hear the sexy little redhead in the corner behind me. Though she wasn’t active in our fucking, she was anything but idle. Hot little gasps spilled from her, and the sound of wet squelching told me she had her knuckles buried deep in her pussy.

I was tempted to turn around, to watch her watching me as I filled Lexi with my cock, but I wanted Lexi to feel like all the attention was on her. This was the first time we’d done this, after all.

And yet Lexi’s gaze kept sliding past me, to where Maria watched us. She nibbled her bottom lip as she rode me back as hard as she could, lifting her hips from the bed to meet me every time I buried my prick deep inside of her. The bed slammed against the wall on every thrust, the headboard banging against the wall so loud it was impossible for the neighbors not to hear.

Lexi lifted one leg and hooked her heel behind me, demanding me even deeper inside. The angle was perfect, and the room filled with the hot sound of wet skin on skin slapping. I was just reaching the point where I could no longer hold back when Lexi suddenly stopped, pulling away.

“Let’s try a different position,” she panted, getting on her hands and knees on the bed. “I want you to fuck me from behind, Tim. I want—fuck, that cock’s so big…”

Without a moment’s hesitation, Lexi opened wide and swallowed me down. Her eyes rolled back in her head as she sampled the combination of mine and her juices, her legs quivering with bliss as she bobbed up and down on me like a cork. From the corner Maria moaned, able to hear but not see the oral bliss the blonde was laying on my prick.

I pulled out and slapped Lexi gently on the cheeks with my cock. In my experience, women didn’t mind you being a little rough with them in the bedroom if they were really into you. And, with certain special girls, it sent the experience to a whole new level of kink and heat.

Lexi was one of those girls.

“Yeah, slap me,” the blonde whimpered, trails of moisture staining her thighs as I battered her with my prick. “Fuck my face, Tim! Use my hot little throat, the way a Summoner is supposed to use a Latent!”

I gathered up Lexi’s blonde hair in my fist, wrapping it around my fingers to provide a proper hand hold. Then, thinking about the girl in the corner, I stepped to the side and turned a bit, presenting both Lexi and my bodies to Maria’s perusal.

From this angle, it was as simple as glancing to the left to see what the redhead was doing in my chair. And what Maria was doing was frigging her pussy, rubbing her folds and the nub of her clit like she was watching the hottest pornography ever filmed. Except this was real.

“Hi,” Maria gasped, somehow managing to look cool and in control with her hand in her panties. “Fuck, you two are gorgeous! This is even hotter than I hoped. Please tell me I can cum, Summoner! Otherwise I won’t be able to get off. I can’t do it until you tell me…”

Was that so? The thought of it made me even harder, and I thrust between Lexi’s lips like her mouth was pussy. She relaxed her throat and swallowed me deep, her tongue pressing against that special spot she’d already identified on the underside of my crown as she sucked and slurped.

“Oh, you’ll come,” I assured the redhead. “But only once I give you permission. Isn’t that right?”

“Uh haaah,” Maria gasped.

“You’re a dirty girl,” I pronounced. “But not so dirty that you’d disobey your Summoner. You keep that pussy right on the edge, and I’ll tell you when you can jump over.”

“Yes, sir,” Maria responded without hesitation. “Your wish is my command, Summoner!”

I climbed onto the bed and pushed Lexi down. Her face went in a pillow as I tilted her pert rear into the air, folding her ‘face down and ass up’ the way I liked. Her pucker pulsed just above her slit, juice dripping down her thighs as she spread wide for me.

I gave her ass a hearty slap and listened to the sound of the thwack as it echoed through the room. The moan Maria let out at the noise told me she was wishing it was her feeling the backside of my hand, not the blonde beneath me. But for tonight, this was Lexi’s show.

I watched as a red handprint formed on Lexi’s pale ass. The print raised slightly from her skin, already beginning to bruise. “You like it when I’m rough with you, don’t you, Lex?”

She whimpered, shaking her ass back and forth. “I like whatever you do to me,” she panted, her cheek hot against the pillow. “Please, Tim, please fuck me!”

I pressed the head of my cock into her slit, teasing her opening with my meat. Then, grabbing her ass with my free hand, I did the same thing with my thumb and her pucker.

Her tightest, most forbidden opening stretched around the digit, soft and silky as I pushed into her asshole. Lexi’s eyes widened, and the groan she let out as I filled both of her holes at the same time was the sweetest, filthiest thing I’d ever heard.

“Oh gawwwd, baby,” Lexi whimpered, sighing with bliss as my cock bottomed out inside of her. My thumb pushed deeper into her pucker, until I could feel my own prick through the narrow wall separating her pussy and her ass. “Fuck, that’s so dirty. And Maria can see the whole thing. See what a nasty little slut I am for you…”

“I love it. Would you let me do anything to you?”

“I would.”

“Even tie you up?”

“Ungh, fuck I wish you’d tie me up,” Lexi whimpered, her walls shuddering as she neared another orgasm. “Tie me up with Maria watching! Seeing me all helpless and submissive for you, so I have to take that cock as deep and hard as you want to give it to me—!”

I could barely hold myself back. And looking over at Maria didn’t help, either. The redhead had pulled her panties to the side so I could see her womanhood. The neat strip of hair above it was slightly darker than the red locks on top of her hair, and the juice coating made it darker still. Maria’s tits heaved in her tight top, her hair was a messy halo around her face.

She looked ready to be fucked, plain and simple. If I’d had an ounce less of self-control, I’d have grabbed her, dragged her to the bed and started fucking her and Lexi both.

But that would’ve broken Lexi’s heart. So I contented myself with watching and thrust deeper and harder into Lexi’s heavenly tightness. I was doing my level best to fuck her right through my bed, and from the way she rose to meet me with every thrust, she wanted it even harder.

She lifted her head from the blankets and looked in the direction of the mewling, masturbating Maria. “She wishes she was me so bad right now.” Lexi’s eyes suddenly rolled back in her head, her face a mask of pleasure as I filled her. “Oh, I’m going to cum! Maria, he’s going to make me cum!”

Her walls squelched as she came, juice soaking the blankets. I kept on fucking her deep and hard, never changing my speed as I drove her into screaming bliss.

As Lexi came down from her peak, she arched her back and kissed me over her shoulder. “You promised to pull out,” she gasped, her whole body trembling with need as I kept on fucking her. “You said you wouldn’t cum inside…!”

“And I won’t,” I said. “Not unless you want me to.”

Lexi looked across the room, giving Maria a look so helpless it nearly made me shoot. The redhead watched us fuck through heavy-lidded eyes, her fingers pumping between her thighs like a piston as she brought herself to the edge. Not over, though. She wouldn’t do that without my permission.

Maria met Lexi’s eyes and a slow, sleazy smirk spread across her face. “Tell him what you really want,” the redhead panted, the edge of her soft pink tongue showing from the side of her mouth.

Huh? What was this?

Lexi tensed up, even through the bliss of her aftershocks. “Don’t pull out,” she whispered, staring back at me with that same helpless look. Like she was shackled to her biological needs, unable to turn them down even if she wanted to. And she didn’t want to.

“Are you sure?” I asked. Just hearing it sent me to the peak. If Lexi didn’t make up her mind in the next few strokes, it would be made up for her.

The blonde nodded, love and devotion showing in her eyes. “Cum in my pussy,” she begged, taking my thumb into her mouth and suckling it greedily. “I need to feel you shoot in me. Not on me, even though that would look so fucking hot. I need to feel it inside me—I need to feel you fill me! Take my pussy, Tim. Knock me up, breed me!”

I pummeled the blonde like a beast in breeding season. Lexi definitely noticed the change in my strokes.

“Oh, you like that idea,” Lexi gasped, sounding like she was on the verge of another climax. “The thought of breeding me turns you on, doesn’t it?”

A few days ago, I would’ve said the thought of knocking up a girl terrified me. Now, with Maria watching and Lexi spread beneath me, it sounded like the hottest thing in the world.

I was a Summoner. My destiny was to have tons of Latents working with me, bearing my children. Why not start now? Not like I’d have money problems with the ability to visit other worlds.

“I’m going to cum inside you,” I told Lexi. My cock swelled up bigger and thicker inside of her, hitting that special spot deep inside of her as I prepared to drain my balls into her womb. “Oh fuck, last chance to tell me to pull out—“

Instead of doing so, Lexi grabbed my arms and pinned me against her as tightly as she could.

“Fill me up!’ she begged, her walls clenching around me as she hit the peak. “I want it, I need it!”

And the primal need to give her what she asked for sent me over the edge. I thrust once more into Lexi, as deep and hard as I could, and held my cock balls deep inside of her as I unloaded. It was like a dam burst inside of me.

Fireworks exploded behind my eyelids. The bliss that filled me as I shot inside of Lexi was indescribable—each pulse of thick seed spraying against her inner walls felt like an orgasm all of its own. Each beat of my heart sent sweet pleasure through me, until I felt high and dizzy and thirsty all at once. But mostly, what I felt was fucking amazing.

I held myself deep inside of Lexi, making sure every drop of my load stayed deep inside of her. Neither of us stopped to question this, like the raw, primal fucking we’d been having, it felt as natural as life itself. Lexi even impaled herself on me harder, watching as my cock pulsed and flexed, my balls draining into her channel.

It was a beautiful, perfect moment. Broken only by Maria’s needy little whimper.

“Please,” the redhead gasped, looking half-crazed in her corner. “Please tell me I can cum…”

Both Lexi and I looked over at the redhead. The tension was plain in every muscle of her body. How had she managed to hold herself back for so long? The answer: she was a very good girl, indeed.

A good, bad girl.

“Cum for me,” I said, closing my eyes as a final jet of seed sprayed from my cock into Lexi’s pussy. “I want to see you come for me, Maria.”

I didn’t have to wait long. A few more rubbing motions and Maria’s leg kicked out madly, her grunts and groans of pleasure rising to a crescendo. Juice dripped from her soft folds as she rode out her bliss, her walls clenching around her fingers instead of the cock she wished was there.

Once it was over, Maria collapsed against the back of the chair. Her hair was a sweaty mess, and spots of color stood out on her cheeks. “Fuck,” she pronounced, sucking on her fingers greedily. “It takes one hell of a man to make me come that hard when I’m by myself.” She watched me and Lexi, her eyes narrowing slyly. “I’m going to have to watch myself around you two. You do things to me!”

We did. And I’d done things to Lexi, as well. As I pulled out of her, cum dripped from my half-erect cock, landing on the bare contour of her mound. I just shot inside of a girl, I thought. Totally unprotected. Why is that so hot?

“It’s probably fine,” Lexi whispered guiltily, her cheeks burning as she nibbled her bottom lip. “I don’t think I’m fertile right now. Next time, we can be more careful…”

Both of us knew we wouldn’t. What we’d done couldn’t be taken back. The next time we were together, the knowledge that we’d already crossed the line once before would make it even easier to do it again.

Lexi’s prohibition on fooling around with Maria apparently did not apply to after-sex snuggles. Both women curled up next to me beneath the covers as soon as we were done, Maria flipping off the lights just beforehand.

Even without it having been a proper threesome, having two women in bed with me was one hell of an experience.

“Are you two still okay with this?” I asked with a yawn. “Nobody having any second thoughts, doubts, anything like that?”

Both women giggled in the darkness. “Are you kidding? This is what I was made for.” That was Maria, who caressed my chest like she’d do more if Lexi gave her permission. “I always wondered what it would be like once I found my Summoner. Would I really be cool with sharing him with other women? Knowing that he was with other girls when he wasn’t with me?”

There was silence in the bedroom for a moment. “And?” I asked.

I could feel Maria smiling. “It’s even better than I hoped,” she said sleepily, resting her head in the crook of my shoulder. “What about you, Lexi?”

There was no answer. I was just beginning to get antsy when the sound of a snore came from my opposite side.

“Ha,” Maria purred, snuggling up closer to me. “That’s how you know you fucked her good, Summoner. Can’t even stay awake to ask you how you feel about things…”

I snuggled them both closer to me and sighed. “This is all so weird,” I said, shaking my head. “I can’t believe this is my life now.”

“It must be a lot to take in,” Maria whispered back. She sounded like she was about to start snoring herself. “Are you really going to complain though?”

I most certainly was not.


Chapter 23

“Open your eyes, Summoner.”

I did. I was still lying in a bed, the same as I’d been when I’d gone to sleep, but neither Lexi nor Maria lay snoozing next to me. I was alone. And this was not my apartment.

The room resembled what I imagined a hospital suite for billionaires must look like. A heart monitor beeped steadily to the side of my cot, showing a bunch of charts and graphs that made no sense to me.

Huge Roman columns held up each side of the room, with a field of interlocking black and white tiles stretching out to the horizon on all sides beyond. It was like sitting in the center of a massive chessboard, and it looked so absurd that I instantly realized I had to be dreaming. Except this didn’t feel like a dream.

Standing in the center of the room was an old man in a purple robe. He had a thick hawk’s beak of a nose, framing a white mustache and a shaggy goatee. Deep lines of age cut across his face, though his piercing blue eyes were clear and unfogged by age. He leaned heavily on a staff: a mass of twisted oak with a blue sphere at the top.

Next to me, the monitor continued to beep. Cables stretched from it to various points on my body, monitoring… what, exactly? I had no idea.

The man, however, seemed amused by all this.

“That’s better,” the man in the purple robe said. “I don’t have long to speak with you, young man. Already, one of your women begins to stir beneath the blankets. Soon she will get the bright idea of waking you with her mouth, and this fragile connection I’ve forged to your mind will dissolve with the new day.”

Getting woken up by a blowjob sounded pretty damned good to me. It sure sounded a sight better than being hooked up to some strange machine while an old man in a purple robe pontificated at me mysteriously.

“Who are you?” I asked. The words came out strange, like my tongue didn’t work properly. As if I were in the hospital for real, drugged and fighting for my life.

“You’ll discover that in time,” the old man said, gesturing out toward the chessboard horizon. Or perhaps it was checkerboard, and the game to be played around me was nowhere near as complicated as I thought. “For now, it will suffice for you to meet my apprentice. Fear not if the circumstances of this meeting disturb you, young Summoner—you will not remember them when you arise from your bed. Only the piece of information I give you will remain, along with a faint compunction to check the device you carry even now upon your wrist.”

“My Digital Grimoire,” I said, still not understanding. “What are you planning to do with my Grimoire? Are you with Kyros?”

The old man clucked his tongue and shook his head, looking at me like no question could have been more foolish. “I am the only man in all the realms that Kyros fears.” He brushed an imaginary speck of dust from his purple robes. “And soon, if you follow the instructions you are to be given, that number will expand to two men. Of which you will be a member of that exclusive club.”

I tried to sit up. The cables connecting me to the machine stretched, but nowhere near enough. The monitor rolled a little closer to the bed—it was on wheels—and the sound of its beeping increased in pitch and intensity. Each pulse hurt my ears, and I wished that it would shut the hell up.

Except that it stopping would mean I no longer had a heartbeat, wouldn’t it? That would mean I was dead.

“Power,” I managed, the word leaving my mouth like it had to travel through cotton balls to get there. “You’re offering me power.”

The old man laughed and smiled. “Finally, you are beginning to understand,” he said, sounding pleased. “Events are progressing much quicker than I anticipated. I did not foresee Kyros’s attack on the Blackwood Institute, nor did I imagine the old fool would begin construction of a new Spire so quickly. If we are to stop him, you and I, then you will need a Spire of your own. And quickly.”

Spires? I thought about the tower Kyros and his goons were building in the center of the Blackwood Institute. Then I pictured the tower in the desert of Trephine—a Spire that looked exactly like the structure Kyros was trying to raise. What was the connection?

Things were already beginning to dissolve.

“It was gone,” I said. “The egg. The heart. Whatever you want to call it.”

The old man looked stricken. “Aye, it was.” He nodded, stepping toward the bed. “Kyros made sure of that. But the Spire I send you to has been untouched by the First Summoner. No, the Heart still remains. It waits for one such as you to conquer it.”

I didn’t understand. And I understood even less when the old man pulled back the covers to reveal my Digital Grimoire, beeping and glowing on my wrist like all of this was perfectly normal.

“You’ll meet my apprentice here,” the old man said, tapping a few of the keys. A new set of coordinates filled the screen, tucking in neatly between the realms and fissures I’d already added to my base of knowledge. “He’s already waiting for you, and has everything you need. Don’t dilly dally, go today. Open a fissure there as soon as your woman finishes, before if possible.”

A bolt of pleasure shot through me. Suddenly I was hard as a rock.

“Will I see you again?” I muttered, the world around me already beginning to dissolve.

The old man gave me a look so grim I was instantly glad I wouldn’t remember most of this meeting. “Pray you never meet me again, young Summoner,” he said sternly. “Good luck, Tim…”

I opened my eyes.

And found myself back in my bed, with a shape moving gently up and down beneath the covers.

“Oh fuck,” I whispered, the strange dream already beginning to dissolve. I reached for it, grabbing at the memory, but it faded away as I reached full wakefulness.

But it had something to do with my Grimoire, right? I thought. There was something new on my Grimoire…

I looked over to my side and saw Lexi snoozing gently, still comatose from the hard fucking she’d received the previous night. Which meant that the mouth making me feel amazing underneath the blanket had to belong to…

I peeled back the comforter. Maria knelt between my legs, naked save for the pair of panties she went to bed in. She kissed the crown of my cock and winked as our eyes met.

“Good morning, Tim,” the redhead whispered, giving me a naughty look as she gently sucked my head. “I hope you don’t mind that I couldn’t wait to blow you. You were already so hard when I woke up, and when I saw you under the covers, I couldn’t resist…”

Holy shit, I thought, watching as Maria stroked and sucked me. How is this my life?

I tangled my fingers in Maria’s long locks, guiding her gently down onto my prick. She went gladly, greedily swallowing me down as she worshiped my morning wood.

The redhead took her time, in absolutely no hurry to rush me over the finish line anytime soon. Her soft, wet lips wrapped around my shaft tight enough to throw sparks, her cheeks hollowing out as she let me feel the back of her throat.

I laid back against the pillow as Maria sucked me, my mind a wash of contradictory thoughts. That strange dream flickered at the back of my consciousness, and for some reason I had the strangest urge to check my Digital Grimoire and see if anything new had been added to it. But doing so with Maria kneeling between my legs would have been terribly rude—and anyway, all I really wanted to do was enjoy my morning wake up call.

The room filled with the gentle slurping sounds of Maria’s mouth around my prick. Still half asleep, I gently grabbed the back of her head and thrust upward into her throat, gasping at the sensation of fucking her face.

Maria didn’t seem to mind a bit. It was like she’d been born without a gag reflex. She swallowed me down like she’d been born to do it.

Considering some of her previous statements concerning the relationship between Summoners and Latents, the idea that she’d been born to do this was a distinct possibility. How long had Maria trained to seduce a powerful Summoner, to get him so enthralled by her womanly body that he couldn’t resist filling her with his heirs?

The thought that all her feminine wiles were now concentrated on me made me swell with pride. In multiple places.

As Maria pulled off me, kissing and licking my shaft from the base to the tip, the other woman in bed with us rolled over and rubbed her eyes. For a moment I worried that Lexi would freak out when she saw Maria blowing me, but the expression that spread across her beautiful face at the sight was a knowing smile.

“Should’ve known you two wouldn’t be able to keep your hands off of each other,” Lexi said sleepily, curling up next to me. Her lips kissed my stubble as Maria kissed something far below, both of them focused on giving me the best possible wake up call a guy could get. “How’d you sleep, Tim? Good?”

“Fucking great,” I groaned, the weird dream I’d had the furthest thing from my mind.

Both women chuckled, like they’d planned this whole routine out long before this morning. Maybe they had.

“She’s not better than me, is she?” Lexi asked, pouting spectacularly. “You’re not going to get tired of my head now that you’ve experienced Maria’s, are you?”

It was a test, and I intended to pass it. “C’mere,” I grunted, pulling the lithe blonde to me in lieu of an answer. When my lips covered Lexi’s, making her melt against me, she had the only answer she needed.

Get tired of her? Never.

As I kissed Lexi, my cock jerked in Maria’s throat. The redhead sucked and slurped me with renewed vigor, bobbing up and down on my stiff morning wood like she needed to taste my load in order to keep living. The pleasure grew so unbearable that I lay back against the pillow, shuddering with bliss as I held Lexi in the crook of my shoulder.

“Do it,” Lexi whimpered, grinding herself against me as Maria brought me to the edge. “Fill her mouth, Tim. She wants to drink every drop of your load…”

The pleasure hit the breaking point, and I let out a roar of sheer bliss as I erupted into Maria’s throat. Jets of hot seed sprayed against the back of the redhead’s throat as I came, my balls pulsing, draining all the cum I’d been holding onto overnight into Maria’s mouth.

She swallowed gamely, purring like a kitten with a treat in her mouth, gulping down every drop. By the time she was done, cleaning me with her lips and tongue rather than milking me, I felt like a new man—a better man.

Damn, what a way to wake up!

Neither woman seemed interested in doing more than snuggling me after that, which was a relief if I’m honest. Maria’s exceptional oral skills had left me momentarily spent. After a shower, I’d probably be able to perform, but for the moment all I wanted was to catch a few more Z’s.

Maria seemed perfectly amenable to this idea. “You two chill.” She giggled, scooting her bare ass to the edge of the bed. “Take it slow. I’ll let you know when to get up.

I pulled Lexi closer to me as I closed my eyes.

This time, there were no dreams as I drifted off. I woke a short while later to the smell of food cooking, and knew that Maria had fixed us another one of her famous spreads.

I didn’t think about the strange dream for some time. It wasn’t until after I’d eaten breakfast, both women sitting at the table with me looking like they’d just gotten away with stealing all the cookies out of the cookie jar, that I thought to glance down at my Digital Grimoire and remember the vague impression I’d woken up with.

“I had the weirdest dream,” I said, sipping my coffee. It was hot and strong, just like the woman who’d made it. “Trying to remember it, but I can’t. There was something weird about my Grimoire, though…”

“I’m surprised you could dream at all,” Maria said with a little snicker. I could tell that her and Lexi were either kicking each other or playing footsie underneath the breakfast table—and more than likely both. “You were out like a light after finishing with Lexi last night. I thought she l had fucked you into a coma!”

I chuckled at that. My fingers continued punching at the buttons of the Digital Grimoire, seeking… what, exactly? I felt like I’d know when I saw it. “I’m stronger than you give me credit for. I was certainly up to performing this morning.”

Maria nibbled her bottom lip at that, sharing a glance with Lexi. “I’m looking forward to seeing you perform again,” the redhead purred, her tone and even her stance calculated to be as seductive as possible. “I’ve emptied your balls and filled your stomach, Summoner. How about after you finish that coffee, the two of us slip into the shower together…”

“What the fuck,” I blurted.

Both women leaned forward, confusion showing on their faces.

“Hmm?” Lexi asked, glancing over at Maria to make sure she was alright. “Tim, is something wrong?”

“We don’t have to shower if that’s a problem, sorry,” Maria hurried to say.

“No, it’s not that. It’s just like my dream,” I said, holding up the Digital Grimoire. All thoughts of banging Maria and Lexi’s brains out had just been put on the back burner. “I wish I could remember what I saw! But it’s there, it’s right there…”

I held out the screen of the Digital Grimoire for Lexi and Maria to see. Neither of them looked particularly pleased by this interruption, but their tune changed when they saw the new line of text on the list of fissures the device had been used to open.

Both girls fell silent, their mouths dropping open as they read.

“This is… this must have been something Fallon did,” Maria said, shaking her head. “Some realm he opened in order to try and coax a high level monster. You must have just missed it earlier—“

“No, I saw it, too,” Lexi protested, glancing up at me. “When we opened a fissure leading to Trephine, there were only two options on that screen. Trephine and Hyperborea. It changed when we were there—it added Earth to the list—but that definitely wasn’t listed as an option.”

Both women stared at the screen. I glanced down and read the words upside down, digesting them the same way I’d done when I first saw them across the breakfast table:

Siphon of Umbra.

“What the fuck does that even mean?” Maria asked, her shoulders hunching at the thought of a trip to another realm. “It makes even less sense than realm names usually make. Umbra has something to do with shadows and the moon, so it’s a filter for the moon?”

“Maybe it is the moon,” Lexi said, gazing up at the ceiling as if she could see the early morning sky through the roof of my apartment building. “We step through, and BAM! One small step for man, one giant leap for all mankind.”

Somehow I doubted that. There were vague recollections tingling in the back of my skull.

When I concentrated hard, I almost felt like I could grab them, but the actual mental images were slippery, dissolving in an instant when I tried to force them into my mind’s eye. One thing was perfectly clear to me, however.

I’d been given these coordinates for a reason.

“I want to go there,” I said, looking up at both women. “Whatever this is, it’s important. This didn’t just show up in the Digital Grimoire as some kind of glitch.”

Maria and Lexi shared a look.

“I’m not saying it’s not important,” Maria said, the expression on her face telling me both women were clearly looking forward to a day of lounging around the apartment and having sex. “But we just got back from a dangerous adventure that nearly got us all killed. Shouldn’t we, I don’t know, visit a few more realms and level up your monsters before we go jumping head-first into some strange world we’ve never heard of?”

It was a good point. Unfortunately, it was me she was making it to.

“Come on, it’s an adventure,” I said, grinning. “Don’t you want to take just the tiniest peek?”

It wasn’t just my boyish enthusiasm propelling me. Something inside my skull told me I needed to go to this realm as soon as possible. That whatever I found there wouldn’t hurt me, but make me stronger.

I couldn’t have said how I knew this, no more than I could have told you what I’d dreamed about the previous night while I lay in Lexi and Maria’s arms. It was just a feeling, but feelings are powerful.

Lexi and Maria could sense my determination, even though they were still reluctant.

“Maybe we can take a quick look,” Lexi said with a shrug. “Stick our head through, the way we did with Trephine. Just to satisfy the Summoner’s curiosity.”

“Oh yes,” Maria purred, pursing her lips. “The Summoner must always be satisfied, mustn’t he?”

“Don’t act like you don’t love it,” I told the redhead, unable to keep the smile off my face. “Both of you throw on some clothes. If your robes aren’t clean, use some of my threads. We’ll take a quick peek through the fissure, and if we like what we’ll see, we’ll do a little looking around.”

That decided it.

“Fine,” Maria said, rising from the table with fluid grace. “But afterward, I’m going to want to do some shopping.”

In short order, we cleared the breakfast table and got dressed. Showers would have to wait until after I took a peek into Umbra: I couldn’t put them above the expedition in my mental ‘to-do’ list. For whatever reason, I felt as excited about visiting this realm as a kid coming down the stairs on Christmas morning. It took everything I had not to try and hustle Maria and Lexi into getting ready quicker.

Finally they stood before me, wearing a mix of their clothes and mine. Lexi had on her Blackwood robes, though she wore nothing but underwear beneath their clasp, while Maria had raided my dresser and come up with a pair of basketball shorts and a Black Sabbath t-shirt. Neither of them fit, they clung to her curvy frame like a second skin, showing off her tits and ass in ways that almost made me want to call off opening the fissure.

“Alright,” Marie said, giving herself and Lexi the once over. “I think we’re ready to brave the unknown, Summoner. Just a peek, right?”

“Just a peek,” I said. Except that sounded quite close to just the tip, and we all know how that ends up ninety percent of the time. It was why I had a backpack over my shoulder, with some water and food. “Quick look through the crack, then we turn our attention to more terrestrial matters. Getting you two some clothes, finding a base of operations, that sort of thing.”

“Clothes?” Maria glanced down at her tight duds, preening like a runway model. “But I like what I’m wearing!”

I had very little doubt that she did. I could hardly keep my eyes off her.

Yet, somehow I managed to activate the Digital Grimoire and open the fissure. By now, the sight of the line of light rippling through my living room had become nearly commonplace, just another natural process that aided me in tracking down and adding monsters to my stockpile.

As the fissure opened like a zipper in the fabric of reality, I thought I knew what to expect.

I was wrong.

Smoke poured from the crack as it widened, opening into a fissure roughly the size and shape of a large doorway. This wasn’t the black, acrid stuff I associated with casting an Ignite spell, this was the soft smoke of fog machine when the headlining band was just about to begin their set.

Deep inside the fissure, lights flashed in dazzling patterns. The interior of the portal was all darkness, concealing from me the contours of the realm on the opposing side, but the atmosphere definitely made it seem something like a nightclub or a casino.

Lexi, Maria, and I stared at the widening fissure with expressions of shock, trying to wrap our heads around the nature of the portal to Umbra.

Most disturbingly, as the line touched the floor of my apartment, a red carpet unfurled through the gap like a long tongue. It rolled across the living room floor, only stopping when it bumped the far wall. It was just slightly longer than it needed to be.

There was a moment of silence as we all stared at the opening.

“Well,” Lexi said, her eyebrows lifting. “Whatever’s on the other side of that fissure, it sure as hell seems like we’re invited to take a look.”

Maria knelt down touching the red carpet. “This is velvet,” she said, her voice almost offended by the luxury. “I’ve never seen anything like this before, Summoner. This isn’t the way fissures are supposed to work…”

“No, it’s not,” I said, the notions in my head hardening into certainty as I stared at that rectangle of darkness. “This is more than just a realm, girls. Whatever’s on the other side of this fissure is my destiny.”

Both women swallowed hard, digesting that. They watched the fissure with a great deal more wariness than I, clearly worried about what might be on the other side.

Maria sighed. “Fuck it,” she said, jerking a thumb at the fissure. “Let’s see what’s inside.”

Together, we stepped through the crack in the world.

And entered my destiny.


Chapter 24

I opened my eyes to find myself standing in the foyer of a massive cathedral.

The ceiling loomed so high above our heads that we could have tossed a stone upward as hard as we possibly could and never hoped to hit it. The red carpet we’d walked across to pass through the fissure stretched on, rolling between long pews of stone to rest before a raised altar covered in arcane machinery. From somewhere far off in the distance, an organ played the same plaintive set of minor-key notes over and over again, like a sort of motif.

The air was smokey and smelled like exotic spices. Mist billowed about my knees as I took a few steps away from the fissure, looking around the realm of Umbra for the first time.

What had we just stumbled into?

“Wow!” Maria stepped through the crack behind me, her eyes widening at the luxury on display. “Just look at this place! Damn, you were right to want to come here, Summoner. Whatever else this place might be, it’s clear it’s no realm full of pointless monsters…”

The smoke was thickest at the raised dais at the far side of the room. I leaned forward, trying to peer through the gloom, but other than the mass of gears and cogs sitting on the arcane altar, I could make out no other features.

Lexi popped through the fissure and bumped into me, nearly sending me sprawling on my hands and knees across the carpet.

“Sorry!” All the color drained from the blonde’s face as she took in the sight of the cathedral. “Holy shit, what is this place?”

“Greetings!” a booming voice echoed through the cathedral, bouncing off the high ceilings so that it seemed to come from every direction at once. “Welcome to the Cathedral of Umbra, Summoner! Know that you are welcome here, and we very much look forward to bestowing our knowledge upon you!”

The mists at the front of the cathedral cleared, dissolving at the same moment the fissure sealed shut behind us. Standing atop the raised dais were two figures, both looking as if they’d been waiting for me, Lexi, and Maria to arrive. One looked like a human, while the other decidedly did not.

“Please, approach!” the human said, spreading his arms. He was a young-ish looking man in a purple suit, wearing a silver watch and a pair of shoes that caught the light of the cathedral and refracted it in all directions. Something about his face and the color of his clothing pinged signals in the back of my brain, though I couldn’t have said why. “There is nothing to fear, Summoner. You are not Kyros. You are welcome in our realm!”

At the mention of Kyros, both Lexi and Maria tensed up.

“What do you know about Kyros?” Lexi asked, her eyes narrowing at the strange man.

Maria, on the other hand, had her gaze trained firmly on the second person standing on the dais. I had to admit, if the situation hadn’t been so bizarre, I’d have been busy checking her out as well.

Standing next to the man in the purple suit was—there was no way around it—a demon. A female demon.

She watched the man with a quiet, unreadable expression, giving me no indication whether this creature was the man’s servant, master, or otherwise. Her skin was the rich red of cherry ice cream, and her flawless features played host to horns, a tail, and a set of vicious looking fangs that protruded toothily from her mouth.

Like the man who’d addressed us, the demon girl wore a suit, except that hers wouldn’t have been considered appropriate in any boardroom in the world. Her skirt was so short it looked more like a belt with an attitude problem, barely covering the swell of her hips and ass. Her smart jacket was a bit more professional, except that the white button down beneath it was opened nearly all the way to her navel, showing off a deep expanse of cleavage luscious enough to make most men drool. If I’d seen her first, there was no telling if I’d have even heard the man in the purple suit.

At the mention of the name Kyros, the demon woman’s mouth curled up in a smirk. Only now did I notice the thick black glasses sitting on her nose. Why did a demon need to have her vision corrected?

“Kyros is our enemy,” the demon woman said, nodding at the man in the purple suit. I expected her to elaborate, but instead she fell silent, her speech apparently through.

“He is indeed,” the man in the purple suit said, picking up the thread the woman had left. “My apologies, I haven’t even introduced myself yet! Please, please approach the altar. My name is Aquinas, and this creature to my left is my assistant, Lezabel. Please, be welcome in my home.”

Filing the names Aquinas and Lezabel away for later study, I approached the altar. Now that I was closer, I could see that the machinery greatly resembled the mass of gears and cogs we’d found at the heart of that strange tower in Trephine’s desert. Except, unlike that decayed old machine, this one’s center beat with life.

This is what Kyros is searching for, I thought, the realization striking me to the floor like a bolt of lightning. This machine. The same one we found in the tower…

Feeling something akin to the sensation one has when one has figured out the twist in a movie or TV show, I lifted my eyes to the stained glass windows covering the walls of the cathedral. Even before I discerned their patterns, I had the strangest sense of deja vu upon seeing them. I’d seen them before.

The scenes they showed were the same as those statues in Trephine’s tower. Two creatures, joining within a mechanical heart, and becoming one.

“Ahh!” The young man leaned forward, smiling at me.

Up close, he looked both blandly handsome and completely non-descript: like a composite sketch of all the newscasters and weathermen of the world. Good-looking enough for TV, but so bland that you wouldn’t be able to remember his facial features ten minutes after meeting him.

The perfect murderer’s face, a dark little part of me thought. Where had that come from?

“You see my father’s art.” The young man chuckled, nudging me as if the two of us shared a secret. “This cathedral once belonged to him, before he set out to do whatever it is that immensely powerful father figures do in their spare time. Such symbols have been repeated in other Spires, of course, but never with the artistry or the skill of the original maker. Copies are never quite as good as the thing which they copy, are they, Summoner?”

The man spoke in riddles. More than that, he talked like everything happening to us was a big joke, and only he was privy to the punchline. I decided I wasn’t a big fan of him, though the power he stood before was undoubtedly worth putting up with whatever bullshit he spouted in my direction.

His demon assistant was more interesting to me. I wondered if she understood this place just as well as Aquinas did, or if she’d been brought here against her will. She certainly didn’t seem interested in me or my companions. It was like she was too cool for the entire world.

I shook my head. “You’re what Kyros has been looking for,” I told the man, peering both at him and the machinery behind him. “We found a tower with machinery like this, hidden in a location that was found by Blackwood’s librarian. But the machine there didn’t work. Yours does.”

The young man flashed a tight smile. “You’ve hit the bulls-eye, as the gendarme said to the toreador.” Aquinas chuckled. “Indeed, the First Summoner has been searching for this Cathedral—or any like it—for some time. As long as life, in fact. But we have run just as swiftly; so by the time Kyros locates us, his own will already be over.”

I could feel my face scrunching up. “His what?” I asked.

The demon woman turned to me, a faint smile animating her face. “His life,” she purred, then promptly went back into statue mode.

Damn it, I’d actually thought she might start talking like a human being.

“He is not welcome here,” the man in the purple suit said, shaking a finger as if he would discipline Kyros himself. “You, on the other hand, are as welcome to my home as my dear old father himself! Mi casa es su casa, as I believe you yourself said, once upon a time?”

Huh? How did this guy know what I had and hadn’t said in the past?

“Who is your father, exactly?” I asked, glancing back at Maria and Lexi like either of them might know better than me. Both of them looked just as confused as I did.

“All in good time,” the man in the purple suit said, batting away my questions with a gesture. “Right now, I must educate you! You don’t have the faintest idea what this machinery behind me can do, do you, Summoner? You’re standing before glory and you can’t even see it, as the supermodel said to the blind man. Once you’ve seen what Umbra can do for you, I’m certain your questions will cease!”

If he wants me to shut up, I thought, then he’d better show me something that’s powerful as fuck.

“Sure,” I said with a shrug. “Is your beautiful assistant involved in the working of this machine?”

The demon woman pursed her black lips at me, her expression somewhere between dismissive and inviting. “Don’t you wish,” she purred, both sounding and looking animated for a single, seductive moment.

Then she froze back up, and it was like a store mannequin stood next to Aquinas. What the heck?

“Tim,” Lexi whispered, sounding both reproachful and incredibly turned on by the thought of me with the hot demon woman. “You’re absolutely shameless…!”

Before I could agree with her, the man in the purple suit took a step forward and gave the three of us a brief bow. “If you would kindly summon your monsters,” the man explained, flashing a smile that didn’t reach his eyes, “I’ll be glad to show you the sort of power the Cathedral of Umbra can provide you!”

Although I felt a bit wary at how eager this man appeared to show us the ‘wonders’ of his realm, I couldn’t argue with the wisdom of having my monsters out and at the ready. I punched a few buttons on the Digital Grimoire, checking the stockpile of Monster Ore that Lexi had added to the memory banks—plenty to summon three monsters for a good while—then selected the SUMMON option.

Three balls of light exploded in front of me, and my monsters stood between myself and the dais like a team of bodyguards.

Altiri beat her chest, while Pentacle stared at the world around him with that single baleful eye. Only Frick seemed to know where he’d ended up, and his excitement at seeing the high ceilings and stained glass windows of the Cathedral of Umbra were akin to that of a kid stepping through the entrance of Walt Disney World.

“Ca-theee-dral!” Frick howled, waving his stick hands in the air like someone had just fired up his favorite club hit. “Summoner, you’re moving up in the world! I knew it was a good idea to add me to your stable of monsters! Without Frick on your side, you’d probably be dead in a ditch by now!”

The man in the purple suit smiled humorlessly at the living snowman, then raked his gaze across the three monsters, like he was trying to size them up. “Please choose two of your monsters to undergo the procedure,” he said, stepping away from the center of the machine with a flourish.

Huh? Two?

“Choose them for what?” I asked, not sure how much I trusted this.

“You heard him! For the procedure!” Unlike me and my women, Frick had no second thoughts about what was going on here. Was the little snowman just overexcited by the prospect of something new, or did Frick actually know something about the Cathedral of Umbra that I didn’t? “Choose me, Summoner! I want to be beautiful!”

I was leaning toward overexcitement.

One monster was probably as good as another, whatever this ritual entailed. “Fine, Frick,” I said, speaking quickly to placate the manic snowman. “You can be one of the two. Which other monster should I choose?”

The answer didn’t require much thought. Altiri cringed at the question, crossing her hairy arms over her abs like a student who desperately didn’t want to be called on by the teacher. I could tell in her stance, if nothing else, that she feared whatever this ritual would do to her.

Pentacle, meanwhile, just floated beside Frick like everything in the world was hunky-dory. It didn’t take a rocket scientist to figure out that I’d have less drama choosing the two of them for whatever Aquinas wanted to do.

“Pentacle, you’re up,” I said, pointing at the snowflake. Then I thought it over, and hesitated. “Are you okay with that?”

The snowflake gave a mental shrug. “I am your monster,” Pentacle said, that heinous wind chime voice echoing not just in my skull and those of my women, but in that of Aquinas and Lezabel as well. Both of them flinched a bit. “Do with me what thou wilt. That is the whole of the Summoner’s law.”

I thought there was probably a great deal more to being a Summoner than that, but I wasn’t about to argue with a compliant monster.

“Cool,” I said, happy to have achieved the result without a lot of drama or fighting. “What do we do next?”

Aquinas stepped back toward the machine, gesturing like a game show host. “Please, follow me. Both of your monsters shall step into the machine. It opens for us now…”

A moment later, I finally understood why so many documents and statues referred to the thing at the heart of the arcane machinery as an egg. Like an egg, it cracked along the front, releasing not yolk or other gooey fluids but a burst of hot steam. What had appeared at first to be random fractures turned out to be an intricate set of separations, all unfolding in different directions to reveal an interior as pink and velvet as Lexi’s folds.

“Into the machine,” Aquinas said eagerly. Lezabel just watched, like none of it mattered to the beautiful demon. “Come quickly now. Let’s show the Summoner what you can do!”

“Hey, wait a second,” Lexi said. Her hand gripped my shoulder, and I almost thought she was going to climb onto the dais and stop this. “Maybe we should talk about this before we do it—”

Too late. Frick raced into the heart of the machinery, his little legs kicking out beneath him as he took a place along the velvet. Pentacle floated inside a moment later, serenely going to whatever fate awaited the pair of them within this arcane machine.

The egg closed with an almost soundless hiss, like the airlock on a space station. Lexi, Maria, and I watched with expressions of amazement as the egg began to shake, beams of light escaping through the cracks in a kaleidoscope of colors. Steam poured from the machine, mingling with the mist billowing about our knees.

“Almost there!” Aquinas cheered. The man in the purple suit had his hands on the controls and was tugging them in different directions, sweat beading on his forehead. “No accidents with this fusion! As pretty as a picture, as Helen Keller told her tutor…!”

A final gout of steam erupted from the egg, and the whole works went still. The beams of light faded, leaving the altar and the entire Cathedral sitting in darkness.

“Fucking hell,” Maria whispered into the quiet. “You killed them!”

The egg opened.

And my new monster stepped out into the world.


Chapter 25

“Look at me!” Frick said, flexing his muscles. “Frick’s not such a pipsqueak any more! Watch out, world!”

I couldn’t believe my eyes. Slowly, the lights along the ceiling of the Cathedral came back on, illuminating the stage and the arcane machinery. As the place flickered back to life, I caught my first glimpse of the new creature that had been brought to life by the ritual. It was a fucking doozy.

If the monster hadn’t referred to himself as Frick the moment he’d stepped out of the egg, I never would have guessed it was him.

A few traces of the snowman he’d once been still remained in the set of the creature’s face and limbs, but what had been a simple snowman was now an imp made of glittering, icy crystal. It covered his arms and legs like armor, relenting only along his underbelly, his face, and the space between his legs. This last was covered by a loincloth, like something out of a Robert E. Howard story.

The new Frick was a mass of crystalline muscle. Though he wasn’t any taller than he’d been before he went into the egg, he now looked like he could scrap. I’d have hated to run into him in a snowy alley, and I knew that other monsters would see him in the same way.

“Frick?” I gasped, glancing past the monster to the interior of the egg. It glistened wetly, as if what had occurred inside the machinery had been egg-like for real. “What happened to you, man? Where’s Pentacle?”

Frick cocked his head to the side. A pair of wings erupted from his back, their gossamer strands the latticework of a snowflake. “He’s right here,” Frick said, beaming from ear to ear. “It’s me, Master! I’m both Pentacle and Frick!”

“As you can see, one personality was much stronger than the other,” the man in the purple suit was saying. “Frequently during Monster Fusion, the creature with the stronger force of attraction tends to get the top bunk, as it were. Rest assured, the personalities and memories of your monsters have been perfectly preserved, and are readable within the Digital Grimoire’s memory banks.”

I’d stopped listening somewhere around the word personality. “What the fuck did you just do?” I asked, whirling on Aquinas. “Where did Pentacle go?”

“Uh, Master?” Frick hopped down from the stage, using his wings to slow his fall. “I’m Pentacle. And Frick! But I’m going to keep calling myself Frick, if that’s okay with you! Pentacle said he wouldn’t mind!”

Finally the word fusion stuck in my mind.

“You put them together,” I hissed, all of it coming together at once. The statues, the pictures in the stained glass windows, all of it. I’d known the whole time, of course, but part of me hadn’t wanted to know. Hadn’t wanted to consider what might happen to Frick and Pentacle inside of that machinery.

“Monster Fusion,” Lexi whispered, awestruck. “No wonder Kyros wants to find this place so badly. Tim, look at him!”

I could do more than look. I lifted the Digital Grimoire, noting that already both Frick and Pentacle had disappeared from my wireframe map of demons. The new Frick sat in their place, with a whole new set of stats:

Monster: Frick the Frost Imp

Level: 6

HP: 40

MP: 65

STR: ICE; PHYSICAL

WK: FIRE

Current Abilities:

1 MP: Rock Throw: Cast a stone projectile at an enemy.

5 MP: Spiral Snowflake: Cast a rolling spiral of frost magic at a target. Capable of area-of-effect damage.

10 MP: Freezer Burn: A powerful spell that summons an ice wall with the ability to inflict the FROZEN status effect on enemies.

18 MP: Frost Infusion: Cast a single-target status buff that increases strength and damage.

I’d been of two minds of the potential of Monster Fusion before I saw the new Frick’s stat sheet. At the sight of those numbers, my eyes nearly fell out of my head. “Holy shit.”

“Oh yes,” Aquinas said, clenching a fist in triumph. “You understand now, don’t you, young man? The power that we’ve bestowed upon you—it’s worth almost any price! The Summoner who calls himself Kyros would do anything to have access to this Cathedral, but he finds his way barred at every turn! And only you can keep those bars… well, barred, Summoner!”

I was beginning to understand. “Most Summoners couldn’t do this, could they?” I asked, already knowing the answer. “People like Kyros and me, we’re special. A kind of Super Summoner, with the power to travel through fissures and fuse our monsters. Am I right?”

“’You’re getting warmer’, as Mephistopheles said to Faust!” Aquinas sure did like his little jokes. “Not that this is a Faustian bargain, Summoner! That would be awfully unkind of me! Like my father, I don’t ask anything in return for the use of the Cathedral. Merely that you fulfill your destiny, and keep Kyros’s ugly mitts away from this machine!”

I could see it all unspooling before me like a film reel. My destiny was to map out the realms, collect monsters, and fuse them together into even more powerful forms. They didn’t seem to mind. Hell, if Frick was any metric to go by, they seemed to want to be fused!

And even though the new Frick wouldn’t have been able to stand toe to toe with any of Kyros’s high level monsters, he was a hell of a lot closer to being evenly matched.

If he was fused with a couple other high level creatures from the realms beyond the fissures, how much stronger would he get? Even stronger than Kyros’s monsters? After all, the First Summoner didn’t have access to this power.

It was my ace in the hole. My secret weapon.

And Aquinas and this strange demon babe wanted to gift it to me, in exchange for…

What?

For nothing?

For their protection, I realized, seeing through the man in the purple suit’s words. Look at them, they’re fucking terrified. Well, not the demon girl. I’m not sure she’s even capable of feeling anything. But this guy’s freaked out that Kyros is going to show up. His father’s left him here all alone, and he’s got no monsters to defend himself with.

I wondered why a creature like him would choose to keep his realm undefended. The thought that someone as powerful and important as Aquinas might not even be a Summoner wouldn’t occur to me until much later.

“You’re saying that with this device, Tim can turn his monsters into even stronger ones,” Maria said. More than me or Lexi, she appeared to be eyeing the machine like an opportunity, rather than a strange curiosity from some other world. “That with enough time and effort, he could even match Kyros himself?”

Aquinas nodded. “That’s the idea,” he said, pressing his fingertips together.

Maria turned to me, her eyes alight with excitement. “We’ve got to make the most of this,” she said, looking from me to my new monster as if she were witnessing a miracle. “This is exactly what we’ve been looking for, Tim. This is what takes you to the next level, and rockets you into the ranks of the greatest Summoners in human history! We can save Blackwood, destroy that tower that Kyros is building, maybe even seal the man away himself, put him back where he belongs!”

Before I could respond, Aquinas coughed. “All good things,” the man said, rubbing his hands together as he gazed from the machine to me. “But you’re putting the cart before the horse, so to speak. Before you can start building an empire to match Kyros’, you’re going to need a safe place to work. Somewhere the man who’s claimed the title of First Summoner won’t be able to reach you with those horrid monsters!”

His voice shot up at the end of his sentence, like he’d seen a mouse crawling across the floor. His theatrical nature made my face scrunch up, as if I were witnessing a performance an actor was giving a little too much of himself to.

“We’ve got my apartment,” I said, glancing at Lexi and Maria for confirmation. “That’s served us pretty well as a nerve center so far.”

Aquinas chuckled and shook his head. “How long do you think you’ll be able to keep your terrestrial abode safe from Kyros?” he asked, making clear from his tone that the question was rhetorical in the extreme. “Even now, the First Summoner sends his scouts from his fortress at Blackwood, searching for anyone who could possibly topple his new regime. I wouldn’t be shocked if you step back through the fissure to Earth to find your home in flames, Summoner!”

That almost sounded like a threat.

“So I should stay here, then,” I replied flatly, looking from the man in the purple suit to the gorgeous business demon. Well, I wouldn’t mind half the company, at least… “Is that what you’re suggesting?”

The look of surprise on Aquinas’s face would have been comical under other circumstances. “Me? Oh no no no,” the man said, rubbing the back of his neck like I was a party guest who’d just asked if I could crash on his couch for the night. “No room, I’m afraid. This realm isn’t very large, as you’ve probably already guessed. Why, it barely even extends beyond this room! And I’m afraid Lezabel snores ever so loudly. I doubt any of your women or your monsters would be able to get a moment’s rest beneath my roof!”

If that’s the case, then how do you stay here? I wanted to ask, but didn’t dare. There was something secret and vaguely sinister beneath Aquinas and Lezabel’s cooler than thou act, but underneath it I could tell we were all on the same side.

Whatever hidden chambers lay within the Cathedral of Umbra would remain hidden, for the time being.

“Fine,” I said, starting to grow a little impatient. “I’m assuming you have some bright idea you’re going to pitch to me, then? Otherwise, I’m going to start house-hunting back on Earth. I’ll need something pretty big, too, to house all the Latents who are going to flock to me once they figure out what I’m capable of doing for them…”

Both Lexi and Maria blushed at that, though for very different reasons.

Aquinas grinned like this was the question he’d been waiting for me to ask all along. “Oh, I do know just the place for you,” the man in the purple suit said, his smile turning even more sharklike once he knew he had our attention. “A place where you can build your power, where the Summoner who calls himself Kyros will not be able to attack with his monsters. A base where you can build your empire, and take down the one Kyros is building in Blackwood.”

“Well, go ahead. Let’s hear it.”

Aquinas crossed his arms over his chest. “It’s waiting for you,” the man said with a practiced shrug. “All you need to do is claim it’s Heart for your own.”

I felt the capital letter Aquinas assigned to the word Heart. Dimly, in the recesses of my mind, I was aware that I’d heard something very similar before.

“I’ve decided,” Aquinas said, though the look on his face told me he’d made whatever decision plagued him the moment I’d stepped through the fissure into his realm. “Hand me your Digital Grimoire, Summoner. I have a set of coordinates to give you.”

My heart pounded against my ribcage like a kettle drum as I unstrapped the device from my wrist. Frick let out a little noise of shock as I handed the Grimoire over to Aquinas, passing it up to the man who stood atop the dais. The demon Lezabel turned to watch it with a cool expression, but other than that, stood as still as a statue as Aquinas worked.

The man’s fingers plucked nimbly at the Digital Grimoire, manipulating it with a familiarity that must have come from long practice. Before I could wonder when and how he’d happened to come across such practice, he was already handing the device back to me with a satisfied smile.

“There,” he said, with the air of someone who’s completed a long and arduous task. “Take a look, Summoner.”

In between the sets of coordinates for Hyperborea, Earth, Trephine, and the Siphon of Umbra, was a new target for my fissure opening powers. Except this one differed in one serious respect from the rest of the destinations I could select.

It had no name. Literally none—the Grimoire displayed it as <UNDEFINED>.

“You’ll have the opportunity to name your realm once you defeat the Heart,” Aquinas confided, as if the man could read my mind. “Until then, it will remain blank and filled with potential. Much like the primordial soup, neh?”

I didn’t know what the strange man was on about, but these coordinates called out to me.

“What’s there?” I asked, glancing up into his eyes. They were a brilliant shade of blue, which reminded me vaguely of a dream I’d once had.

“Your destiny,” Aquinas said with such grandiosity that he made it sound as if he’d designed it himself. “Your new monster should be up to the task. Strike fiercely, and a new world will be yours for the taking. Fail, and well…”

Game over, I thought.

“Alright,” I said. “Let’s do this. Frick, you ready?”

The bulky, crystalline imp did a handstand across the floor of the cathedral, then took to wing on his snowflakes. Excitement radiated from the little demon, even as the strength of his magic left streaks of frost across the marble between the pews.

“Are you kidding me? I can’t wait to kick some ass!” Frick beamed at me, looking more ready than an entire army of high level monsters. Sinews of muscles bulged beneath his crystalline armor as he flexed, striking poses like a bodybuilding contestant as he strutted his stuff. “Oh yeah, look at this bod! Let’s go claim that Heart for ourselves, Master!”

Lexi and Maria shared a look.

“We’re with you,” Lexi said, nodding along with Maria as both of them agreed. “Whatever we might be walking into, Maria and I are with you all the way. We’d walk through hell for you, Tim.”

Their words stirred my heart with pride and relief. “You might have to before all this is over,” I mused, grinning at them both. “Who knows where all the true high level monsters come from? Miss Secretary over there looks like she might have come from one of the innermost circles of Dante’s Inferno…”

Both women turned to look at Lezabel. In truth, I’d been hoping that my boast might get under the demonic woman’s skin. Maybe if I got her upset, I’d get more out of her than the mall kiosk she’d been up until now. However, the cherry-skinned demoness didn’t even appear to hear my jibe.

Well, whatever, I thought with a shrug. Some mysteries are meant to be solved later down the line.

And Lezabel, I sensed, was a mystery with one hell of a long shelf life.

“Good luck, Summoner,” Aquinas told me, stepping back into the shadows. His outline began to blur, the sharp edges of the world around the machinery turning fuzzy as some unknown magic worked on them. “The Spire will be yours, once you claim it for yourself. Whenever you have need of our services, simply open a fissure and we will be glad to explore the possibilities of Monster Fusion. And there are other services we can provide for the truly adventurous Summoner…”

I wanted to ask what those were. But just then, Aquinas faded away like he’d never been there. A moment later, Lezabel blinked, then winked out of existence in a puff of smoke.

“That… was weird,” Lexi said, all three of us staring up at a now empty stage. “Isn’t this realm their home? Shouldn’t they stay here, and we be the ones who leave?”

“I’m not sure that’s how it works,” Maria mused, her hand against her chin. “Shit, I’m not sure how anything works anymore. It feels like all this has fallen into our lap, hasn’t it? Like someone picked you out for greatness. And they’re going to give it to you whether you like it or not.”

Maybe, but given the opportunity to claim the power of the Summoners for myself and freeing Blackwood, I was damned sure going to do it. And if Kyros thought he could stop me, I’d give him something else to think about.

With a few deft movements, I opened up a new fissure. This one locked onto the coordinates of the undefined realm, boring a hole through the universe with the kind of precision that could only be achieved with the aid of magic. The burning line appeared before the dais, rippling into a wide, oval opening like the mouth of a cave.

No red carpet stretched out from the darkness to greet us. The land beyond the fissure lay dark and unknowable. It would not be revealed until we explored it.

“We ready?” I asked, glancing at Lexi and Maria to make sure they’d prepared themselves.

Maria rolled her eyes. “Didn’t you just promise me you wouldn’t jump feet first into another dangerous adventure?” she asked mirthfully.

“You know you fucking love it,” I said, taking both women’s hands. “Come on, let’s go!”

And laughing, we jumped through the fissure.


Chapter 26

After the dangers of Trephine and the strangeness of the Cathedral of Umbra, I wasn’t sure what to expect. Even though he was technically on my side, what kind of world would a man like Aquinas send us to in the hopes of fulfilling my destiny?

Several possibilities occurred to me, each one more painful than the last: a plane of pure lava and flames, an airless void of primal space. The lobby of a DMV, except stretching out to the horizon on all sides for forever and a day, its looping queue moving at the pace of tectonic plates.

So it was something of a shock when I stepped through the fissure to find myself standing in a deep, dark forest. Branches thick enough to hide an entire Roman legion from the Visigoths covered the path in front of me, with starry skies glittering far above the canopy of leaves above our heads. The whole place was still and quiet—two qualities a man definitely looks for when deciding to put his fortress.

The place was so ordinary, in fact, that for a moment I wondered if we hadn’t somehow managed to worm our way back to Earth.

Once Lexi and Maria stepped through behind me and found their feet, we made our way down the path. The further we explored, the more the boughs and branches around us seemed to push inward toward the center of the dirt road, like something out of a fairy tale.

The temperature dropped, or perhaps we simply hadn’t noticed how chilly it was here until we’d moved a bit. Out of the corner of my eye, Maria braced her arms beneath her breasts, rubbing herself vigorously as she kept the pace. I could see her looking at Lexi, wishing she’d had the forethought to bring her robes from Blackwood through the fissure.

“Here you go,” I said, grabbing a sweater out of my backpack and handing it to Maria.

“How thoughtful,” she said as she put it on.

“Frick?” I asked. “Are you sensing any monsters around us? Any sign that there might be some high level creatures in this neck of the woods?”

The imp had been following along with us without difficulty. Alone among us, Frick appeared not only unafraid but eager to see what the forest had to offer.

“No, Summoner!” the monster said, his manic intensity much louder in volume than anything we’d said up until now. “I’m not seeing any tracks or other signs of monsters! If they’re lying in wait for us, they’ve done a really good job of covering themselves! Good job monsters—!”

“Shh!” Maria hissed, peering into the treeline. “Shit, Frick, you’re as loud as a fucking jet engine! You’re going to give us away!”

Frick’s eyes nearly bugged out of his head. “Sorry!” the creature said, his voice only slightly quieter than before. “I think we’re safe though, Summoner!”

I sure hoped so. Any creatures in a two mile radius had just heard Frick.

Yet as we continued, no monsters spilled from the trees to attack. The night grew chillier, and the stars above corresponded to no known constellations that I recognized. This clearly wasn’t Earth, but neither was it some foreign land like Trephine, either.

I could set up shop here, I found myself thinking, walking arm in arm with my girls. This seems like a nice place, actually. The sort of forest I’d love to go camping in.

That brought thoughts of me in a fifth-wheel, camping along a stream with my two gorgeous babes to wait on me in nature. Fishing in a river, snuggling around a campfire, banging each other’s brains out all night.

As I daydreamed of fun and sex, the path sloped gently upward. The trees began to thin out around us, revealing more of the dirt path as we climbed in elevation. The path wound back and forth over itself, cutting through the trees as more of the clear sky above became visible.

“This sucks,” Lexi grunted, unaccustomed to such long treks. “I’m going to have to buy some hiking boots!”

“We’ll have to remember to pack for the woods in the future,” Maria said, giving me a faint smile. “Maybe bring some beef jerky and some water bottles, too. I’m famished, and I’m pretty sure I haven’t had a drink of water in hours—”

I cut her off by handing her a bottle of water and some leftover pizza.

When we reached the top of the ridge, we saw it. Pointing against the black and starry sky like an inky finger, was a tower. With a capital T.

I froze in my tracks, my hands on my hips. “Fuck me,” I said, shaking my head. “It’s the same damn thing!”

Looming at the top of the hill, overlooking the forest like a silent sentinel, was the same structure I’d seen twice before. Kyros was building one in the center of the Blackwood Institute, using the captured faculty and his monsters to aid him, and a decaying one stood lost amongst the dead, black dunes of Trephine.

If this building matched the others, then there might be a device inside like the one at the Cathedral of Umbra. My pulse quickened at the thought, racing even more than it had from the hike up the hill.

“This is it,” Maria said, sounding more and more excited as she gazed up at the tower. “This is what Aquinas promised us. A base to build our power, to resist Kyros, to gather an army that can take him down…”

“No,” Lexi added. “It’s more than that. Look at what’s surrounding it!”

Encircling the tower on all four sides were walls of black brick, studded here and there with brass caps that reminded me of shields. From this distance I couldn’t see what lay between the walls and the tower itself, but I could make a pretty good guess. I’d seen enough drawings of medieval castle towns to know what a siege looked like, and this structure looked like it could withstand a pretty big one.

“It’s an Institute,” Lexi said, her voice filled with awe. “It’s just like Blackwood. Tim, this could be our school for Summoners!”

“With enough space to store an entire harem of Latents,” Maria added, rolling the words over her tongue with evident pleasure. “Picture that, Summoner!”

I was taken aback by her enthusiasm for the idea, and the idea itself, but before I could think about it, I had to do as Aquinas had instructed.

I let Frick lead the way as we crested the top of the hill. The black walls were imposing, stretching so high that Lexi, Maria and I wouldn’t have been able to see the top even if we’d been standing on each other’s shoulders, but convenience had placed a gate at the center. Even better, it wasn’t locked.

Inside lay a number of smaller buildings. I picked out a barracks, a space for a smithy, and several other sundry spots as we made our way through the castle town’s interior toward the tower at the center.

Lexi and Maria tried their best to look in every direction at once, both out of fear of sudden attack and from amazement at the age and stateliness of the furnishings on display.

“You could fit an army in here,” Maria mused, her fingers laced through mine as we walked. “Fuck, you’d probably need to fit an army in here if you wanted to take down Kyros!”

Lexi nodded along, pointing out several structures I’d overlooked. “That would make a perfect lecture hall,” she said, indicating a squat, circular building in the tower’s shadow. “On nicer days, we can take Latents out to that open air pavilion on the other side and teach them to do spells…”

No one said it aloud, but then, no one needed to. This place is perfect, I thought, realizing the same thing that was trickling through both Maria and Lexi’s minds. It’s exactly what you’d want if you were a Summoner trying to take over the world. Kyros must be salivating at the thought of claiming this place for himself!

Yet I’d managed to beat him here.

Everything he’d been searching for, I’d managed to unearth before he could. He’d have been burning with frustration if only he knew.

Dimly, I wondered if Kyros had a pack of Latents to match my own, or if he preferred to remain in the company of his high level monsters. If so, that seemed like a mistake I could exploit.

We approached the tower. The sky seemed to darken as we stepped into its shadow, as if clouds were rolling across the surface of the stars. Though I couldn’t see anything that would have blocked us from the sky above, I could feel my vision dimming as we approached the door.

“This is it,” Lexi said, pausing before the entrance. “The Heart.”

“What do you think it is?” Maria asked, clutching me a little tighter. “A monster?”

Frick was more sanguine. “Uh, duh,” the imp chuckled, flexing his wings. “It’s the Heart. Don’t you humans know anything?”

I frowned. “I have no idea what you’re talking about, Frick.”

Frick smiled. “That’s okay, Summoner. Do me a favor, could you summon Altiri to back me up? I feel a little nervous jumping into my first battle in my new body all by myself!”

With a quick motion, I pulled up the display and checked the supply of Monster Ore left inside the device.

Most of what Lexi had managed to add in Trephine had already been burnt through, but I ought to have enough to do whatever Aquinas had sent me to accomplish. Assuming this fight against the Heart didn’t take me too long.

Assuming.

A few pushes on the Digital Grimoire and Altiri appeared, flashing into the world on a miniature explosion of light. As always, the female Wendigo let out a roar and beat her breasts with her fists, as if being summoned enraged her somehow, or maybe that was just her being happy? I’d no idea about Wendigo mannerisms.

The creature looked around, sniffed the air as she focused on the tower before her. “Big fight,” the Wendigo rumbled, sharing a look with Frick. “New look. Altiri like.”

“Really!? Thank you!” Frick flexed a crystal covered bicep, grunting with effort as he tried to make a muscle rise. “Pretty beefy, huh?”

Altiri shrugged. “Better than before.”

Frick evidently decided to be satisfied with that. “Avaunt, Summoner! Let’s show that Heart who’s boss!”

The imp spread his wings and charged through the door of the tower. The massive double doors swung inward onto a luxurious foyer, a twin of what we’d seen back on Trephine.

Dimly, as I watched Frick fly, I wondered if the structure Kyros was building in the center of the Blackwood Institute would look this nice.

“Wait, come back!” I called, racing after my monster. “We’ve all got to stay together—!”

But Frick had the battle frenzy on him. In him, it manifested as a manic need to get to the target and kill it as quickly as possible.

The little imp flew down the hallway, Altiri in hot pursuit just behind. The Wendigo stomped across the floor in huge, loping strides, using her meaty arms like canes to swing faster through the tower.

Lexi, Maria, and I were left in the dust. We ran as quickly as we could, huffing and puffing as the pair of monsters raced for the inner door of the tower.

Beyond that, I knew, rested the central chamber we’d seen in Trephine, where the decayed machinery lurked, the spider woman Symonetta crouching across the ceiling and devouring anyone who dared to come too near.

Somehow, I knew whatever waited in this tower was worse than the spider woman. Much worse.

I hastened to catch up, doubling my speed as Frick and Altiri passed through the inner doors. The floor, which had been shaking gently beneath me with each step, now began to quake as if the big one were arriving. I froze in my tracks, nearly stumbling, a raw and primal panic filling me as the walls and windows shimmied like dancers.

“What the fuck? Earthquake!?” I grabbed Maria and Lexi, ready to jump out of the nearest window if such a thing were required.

But neither woman looked very surprised. Almost as if they’d expected this. Like…

Maria made a face. “I wish it were an earthquake,” she said, peering with mounting horror through the door at the end of the hall. “Look, Tim! Holy shit, look!”

On the opposite side of the doorway, Frick and Altiri were fighting. All around them the landscape was still, like one of those optical illusions where a static picture on your computer screen appears to be in constant motion. Except this was the opposite of that.

And the thing in the center of the picture was nothing anyone would have wanted on the screen of their laptop.

Floating in the center of the room, bound to the ceiling and floor of the tower’s center by long, rusted chains, was the Heart.

A literal Heart.


Chapter 27

“I heard Aquinas tell me we had to claim the heart,” I said, my feet refusing to move across the marble floor. “I had no idea the son of a bitch was talking literally…!”

At the center of the chamber Frick and Altiri had opened—the heart of the heart of the tower—there lay an actual heart.

A heart the size of a building, with enough pressure and power to move an entire lake’s worth of blood through its massive ventricles. It was as red as blood, too, a deep crimson in contrast to the cherry red of Lezabel’s demonic skin. The heart beat like the world’s biggest kick drum, a slow and steady rhythm that didn’t increase even as Frick and Altiri fought it.

And oh how they fought! As I watched, the muscular little imp summoned a wall of frost, tossing it like a snowball at the heart. Thick lengths of chain kept the Heart upright, strapping it to the ceiling and the floor of the circular chamber. Behind it, a whole host of machinery awaited the man or woman bold enough to claim the tower.

The tower clearly didn’t have the same set of powers as the Cathedral of Umbra, but that was okay. I already had a place to go for Monster Fusion. What I needed was a base.

And only one thing stood in my way. That heart.

The heart beat again, shaking the walls of the chamber with the force of its compression. Each beat sent a reverberation through the room that knocked my monsters backward, forcing them to readjust themselves against the constant flow of the Heart’s power.

No matter what we did or how hard we fought, that slow and steady beat continued on, almost maddening in its unchangingness.

Frick glanced over his shoulder and saw me enter. “Summoner!” the imp cried out, throwing up his crystal covered arms just in time to block another strike from the Heart. “Let’s finish this thing off the way we did to the Wendigo! You remember, right!

“I remember,” Altiri cried out, her tone filled with disdain.

Back in Hyperborea, my women and I had taken up defensive positions atop the crest of the ridge, throwing heals to the monsters and fire spells whenever we had extra mana to burn. What Frick was suggesting was that the three of us keep him and Altiri topped up, pumping them full of enough healing magic to keep them from falling beneath the Heart’s endless, merciless beat.

It was a good plan.

As long as we could keep up the pressure, we’d eventually win.

I nodded and shot a thumbs up in Frick’s direction. “Fan out,” I instructed Lexi and Maria, gesturing at the machinery along the edge of the room. “Use that for cover. Lexi, keep healing Frick and Altiri! Maria, do some suppressive fire with your Earth spell. As long as they keep fighting, we can win this thing!”

We raced forward, keeping our heads down. The Heart beat, sending a pulse of energy through the room that nearly knocked me off of my feet. It was more pressure than it was pain—just a wave of force, like an invisible wall of water had just smacked me in the face. It didn’t hurt exactly, but it was damned unpleasant.

If that’s all the Heart’s got up its proverbial sleeve, then we’ve got this in the bag, I told myself, ducking behind a clutch of machinery.

Another wall of force rippled through the chamber, shaking the walls and pushing Maria to her knees. Lexi let out a yelp and dragged the redhead to a set of stairs leading below, using the edge of the stairwell as cover. The next wave rolled over both of their heads, leaving them stunned but unharmed.

And all the while, Frick and Altiri fought. Bolstered by the knowledge that she would be healed up before she could take the kind of damage that would send her back into the Digital Grimoire’s memory banks, the Wendigo activated her Tantrum.

She slammed her fists and feet against the floor, a red aura consuming her body as her attack greatly rose, while her defense fell like a stone. Now every beat of the Heart’s massive ventricles didn’t merely shove her backward—they did visible damage, too. Chunks of hair fell from the Wendigo as she fought, using her fists as she burned hit points on physical attacks.

Frick, meanwhile, fought from the middle range. The monster’s mana bar had exploded in depth when he stepped out of the Cathedral of Umbra, and now he was putting it to good use.

Ice and frost flew from Frick’s fingers with every motion of his body, filling the chamber with chunks of rock and crystalline spears. A clutch of them stabbed into the Heart, as sharp as knives as they pierced its flesh. Blood dripped onto the center of the floor as Frick and Altiri danced, doing as much damage as they could while staying alive.

I furrowed my brow in concentration as I aimed a healing spell. My fingers snapped, and a wave of green sparks washed over Frick’s body, soothing away his injuries as he continued to pummel the Heart. From the opposite side of the arena, Lexi was doing the same thing to Altiri.

And still the great Heart beat. Like nothing out of the ordinary was happening.

Gradually, my fears about the battle began to lessen. Other than that steady, maddening rhythm of force, the Heart at the center of the tower didn’t seem to have any attacks.

It could hardly even be called sentient. I got the impression that it would be doing exactly what it did, regardless of whether it was under attack or not. Perhaps this monstrous heart was simply a fait accompli to a Summoner’s learning—a short and sweet fight, to secure the tower and the castle surrounding it. To make this unnamed realm my own.

Frick unleashed a brace of icy knives, stabbing them one after another into the Heart’s flesh. The thing shuddered in its chains, shaking them like Jacob Marley before Ebenezer Scrooge in A Christmas Carol. Neither Frick nor Altiri saw this motion for what it was—if they noticed it at all, it was probably dismissed as a trick of the light, as the Heart’s death throes.

I fired off another healing spell, washing Frick in the cool, minty wave of energy. My mana was low, but that didn’t seem to matter. It recovered with enough speed to allow Frick a constant string of Ice spells and physical attacks.

Altiri had increased her attack power twice now, and she was using Skull Bash whenever she could, while a healing spell hit her after every beat of the Heart’s massive ventricles. Surely the thing had to break soon, right?

The Heart beat one final time, sending out a wave of force that felt a bit stronger than the ones that had come before. Then, the most terrifying thing that could have happened finally happened.

The Heart ceased to beat.

For a moment, silence reigned in the chamber. It didn’t sink in how startling a lack of noise was until the room fell dead silent.

Maria and Lexi peeked out from the stairs, gazing upon the great inert bulk of the Heart.

Nothing moved.

Had we won?

Frick touched down on the ground, his snowflake wings wrapping around his crystalline body. The little imp did a happy dance at the sight of the stilled heart, celebrating his victory.

“We got it, Summoner!” Frick cheered, looking as happy as I’d ever seen him. “We finished off the Heart! This whole realm belongs to us now—”

A chain slammed into his body, and Frick was gone.

The links holding the Heart’s massive chains to the ceiling snapped off like twigs, landing on top of my monster in a massive crash. I didn’t even see Frick go down. One second he was there, the next a puff of smoke rose from where he’d been standing. The floor where the chain had landed was nothing more than a hunk of rubble. No body could be seen.

Then a flash of light erupted from beneath the chain, and Frick was back inside of my Grimoire.

More chains broke from the ceiling, tumbling down like dominoes.

“Hit the deck!” I roared, too cognizant of the fact that for Lexi, Maria, and me, there were no memory banks to store ourselves in.

If those massive hunks of steel hit us, we’d be dead.

Lexi and Maria retreated below, screaming in horror. One of the chains grazed the stairwell where they’d fled as it plummeted, but thankfully the walls held and didn’t cave in.

I was safe where I crouched behind the machine, as well. For whatever reason, the Heart appeared reluctant to damage the devices sitting behind it.

Altiri, however, drew the short straw. The Wendigo had boosted her attack and nerfed her defense enough times to leave her powerless before the massive lengths of chain, which needed only to graze her body to do enough damage to force her back inside the Grimoire. And they did more than graze. They flattened the Wendigo, slamming her to the ground so hard that she exploded in a shower of meat.

I felt like I was going to puke. My stomach did a flip as chunks of the Wendigo flew through the chamber, spraying against the walls like gibs in a first-person shooter from the 1990’s.

Only the brief flash of light leading from the place where she’d died to the device strapped to my wrist told me that Altiri was still alive, safely ensconced within the Digital Grimoire.

As the dust cleared, the Heart began to move.

No longer content with floating idle in the chamber’s center, it began to tug against the chains binding it to the room’s floor. Those stretched with a hideous groan, their brethren above the Heart having already been shed in the explosions that had killed my monsters.

Fuck! My monsters were dead. I couldn’t summon them again until they healed, and I couldn’t heal them without access to the machine the Heart floated above.

Until we claimed this realm for ourselves, I’d have to do things without Frick and Altiri.

Which meant that Lexi, Maria, and I would have to face down the Heart alone.

The chains connecting the massive muscle to the chamber’s floor began to bend and snap. Chunks of rubble rose from around the locks, rising into the air as the Heart ripped its own chamber apart. Huge pieces of the roof fell inward as the structure of the tower buckled, precipitously close to falling.

One chain snapped, then another. Only one held the Heart to the floor now, and it was close to breaking completely.

This is madness, I thought, staring at the massive creature above me. We can’t do this right now. I’ll have to come back with more powerful monsters and try again—

The Heart beat, and the final chain snapped like a toothpick.

Good Lord! The wave of force the Heart conjured was nothing like the slow, steady beat it had produced while it sat back passively and let us pummel it.

Rather than a gentle push, the concussion the beating of its ventricles produced made me feel as if I were inside of a double kick—one being wielded by the drummer of a death metal band. The wave deafened me, made my eyes vibrate inside my skull, and nearly knocked me unconscious.

And this was just a constant effect of it merely existing.

If the beat of the inert Heart had been the placid, steady rhythm of someone at rest, this new pulse reminded me of a marathon runner. Beat after beat struck the walls of the chamber, ripping away chunks of stone and smashing windows into glass splinters.

Strangely, the machinery directly behind the Heart appeared to be the only part of the tower unaffected by the creature’s attacks. They remained serene and untouched, even as the rest of the world came apart at the seams around us.

We had to retreat and regroup.

“Lexi!” I roared over the Heart’s maddening beat. “Maria! Get out of the tower! Regroup outside—I’ll open a fissure—”

A wave of force smacked me in the face. I’d only leaned a short distance out from the machinery, but that short distance was enough.

I was struck across the chest, knocked backward toward the edge of the circular chamber. As I tried to rise, another wave rolled over me, shaking me so hard I felt like I’d been in a car accident with no airbag.

I couldn’t rise. Like someone who sat along the sea at low tide only to get caught in the high one, I found myself battered by wave after wave of unending force.

Each one crashed into me hard enough to nearly knock me senseless, so that by the time the next one reached me, I was a little bit weaker than before. Soon I wasn’t even trying to sit up, just to keep from passing out, from being swept away by those smothering waves of pain.

This is it, I thought, laying face down on the marble.

The floor felt blessedly cool against my cheek, a marked contrast to the pain flaring across my back and neck every second.

I’m done for. This is how I die.

What a crock. I’d only just opened my eyes to the new world of Summoners and Latents, and the door was already being slammed in my face. My plans for the future, of building a harem and a family with Lexi, Maria and whatever other Latents wanted to join my crew began to dissolve before my eyes, literally going up in smoke.

I’d never rise to challenge Kyros. I’d never be the person that old man in the purple robes wanted me to be—

I remembered.

The Heart skipped a beat. For an instant I dared to hope my realization had something to do with it, but when I lifted my head, the organ was charging up some kind of spell.

Balls of liquid flame blazed to life above the Heart, forming an ersatz crown that even the Devil himself wouldn’t have been bold enough to wear. As I watched, one of them flew across the room and struck the wall above my head, opening a hole in the brick to let in the quaint forest evening.

I hardly noticed. I was remembering.

Kyros can never return to this place, I realized, looking up at the beating Heart of the tower. This is his home, the realm he left behind. I’m literally squatting in his old house! No wonder he’s trying to build a new one in the ruins of my old school.

The old man’s face filled my mind, the vision of him as real and tangible as the beating Heart in the center of the chamber. This is your destiny, the old man said, as if he could speak to me through the very aether of reality. You must destroy the Heart, Tim. Not your monsters, and not your women. YOU. It is the only way…

A scream snapped me back to reality. With the Heart skipping beats and summoning its crown of flame, Lexi and Maria had taken their chances and bolted. Both the blonde and the redhead stood at the entrance of the tower, the door thrown open to admit the starry, moonless night.

But they were frozen there, staring back at me. Tears stained their cheeks, and I knew that whatever the Heart was doing behind me was very, very bad.

“Tim!” Lexi shrieked, reaching out for me despite the distance. “Run!”

More balls of flame struck the wall, ricocheting right over my head. I could feel the flames of their passing, the heat roaring over me the way the Heart’s maddening waves had just a moment ago. If everything surrounding me had been more flammable than chrome and stone, I’d have already been ablaze.

Ablaze, I thought, lifting a hand weakly in the direction of the Heart. I’ve got to light it on fire. It has to be me!

Somehow I managed to stagger to my feet.

The Heart turned, and I swore it could see me. Despite its lack of eyes, despite the fact that it was nothing more than the beating heart of a much older, more powerful creature (the old man’s knowledge sang in my veins like a second sight), I knew the Heart was now focused on me.

It would not miss again.

It would destroy me utterly.

What sort of creature could carry such a thing in its breast? Even the blind idiot gods that H.P. Lovecraft had postulated to haunt the center of the universe would have been driven mad by the endless, unchanging beat of that insane muscle. For my part I rose through the pain, shrugging off the Heart’s next beat and the next.

I glanced down at my Digital Grimoire. No longer did it show me Frick or Altiri—with my two monsters absorbed into the device’s memory banks. It focused on me and me alone.

My health was drastically low and my mana middling, but enough to cast a spell or two. The readout blurred before my eyes, and I couldn’t tell if it was from a wave of force or my own tears.

At least I’ll go down fighting. I grinned. Like Ahab against Moby fucking Dick. From hell’s Heart, I stab at thee…!

The Heart began to glow. No longer did it bother summoning that hideous crown of flame atop its body. It was flame itself.

Power wreathed it like a suit of armor, swirling around it in twin spirals that lashed across its front again and again. Dimly, the Digital Grimoire informed me that the Heart was about to cast something called ‘Ultima Beam’—an attack that would probably leave about as much of me laying around as there was of Altiri after eating that chain.

I had one chance. I had to ignite the bastard before it could unleash Hell upon me.

I felt for the magic within, grabbing up all the mana I could. Only to scream as another wave of force slammed me against the wall, hauling me bodily off my feet and pressing me against the stone.

Now I was riding the wall like one of those fairground rides that spun around so fast you didn’t fall when the bottom dropped out. The world blurred as the tower broke apart around me, crumbling as the Heart finished charging its ultimate attack. My hand—

My hand was broken.

It had smashed into the wall too hard when I’d been flung. The fingers I’d snap to summon the bursting flame stuck out at angles they shouldn’t have been capable of forming, a piece of bone protruding from the tip of my index finger.

I couldn’t feel it—the shock had cushioned me so far—but no matter. I couldn’t cast my spell. My one attack spell.

In despair, I looked down at the Digital Grimoire. I didn’t want to see the end coming.

I prayed that Lexi and Maria didn’t see it, either.

Flashing across the digital display were my list of spells. I’d gotten stuck on the page when my wrist struck the wall, and now the banal details of my Summoner powers glowed like an epitaph. Well, it was as nice as anything to watch as one headed to the Great Beyond, I supposed.

Ignite, I thought, my gaze trickling down the page. Healing. Reflect—

Reflect!?

Frick’s voice echoed in my head. I can bounce things back at ‘cha! And I can teach you how to do it too, Summoner, if you level me up high enough!

Frick must have leveled up during the fight, gaining the Reflect spell!

As the Heart fired, I threw up my one good wrist and screamed.

As the beam filled the crumbling tower, a forcefield snapped over my body.

The world exploded.

Later on, I’d have to rely on Lexi and Maria’s eyewitness accounts to tell me what had happened over the next few seconds. Both of them ran from the tower as it became clear the Heart wasn’t to be stopped, and I didn’t blame them. Better for them to survive than go down with the ship, and I would’ve gladly died to keep them alive, in any case.

As they told it, there was a flash like (Lexi’s words) ‘a nuclear missle’ and (Maria’s words) ‘the whole fucking world going kaboom’. Both of them cried out in anguish at the realization that I’d just been killed—that none of our dreams would ever come to light.

Then the tower crumbled, and they saw all the blood.

Not my blood, of course. But the Heart’s.


Chapter 28

The Heart bled.

Dozens of wounds ripped open across the monster’s meaty surface, dripping blood so black that it looked like dark chocolate. It oozed onto the stones of the fallen tower, stained the grass of the castle town, and sprayed warm and copper-sharp onto my face.

I groaned in pure disgust as I wiped my eyes, opening them to find my palms and fingers stained as red as the setting sun.

That maddening beat I remembered so well continued, though it could no longer stay steady or even. Rather the Heart jerked back and forth, the pulse of its waves of force jumping through more time signatures than an entire progressive rock album as it dripped onto the cobblestones.

“Take that, you son of a bitch,” I growled, rising to my feet. My legs wobbled beneath me, my muscles kept me upright on pure adrenaline. “That was a little gift from Frick!”

The Heart pulsed once, twice, three times in rapid succession. Every beat sent a wave of force against my body and clothing, but each attack felt slightly weaker than the one before.

I’d broken something inside it with that Reflect spell—shattered some aspect of its core that gave it both form and function. The Heart was dying.

It was at this point that I came back to myself. The frayed thread of my memory picked up at this moment from where it had been dropped, and the first thing I saw as I blinked away the last of the Heart’s blood were Lexi and Maria picking their way through the rubble.

The sight of them alive and in good health filled me with relief. Both of the women wore identical, awestruck expressions, as if they’d just witnessed a deed right out of the history books. Looking around at the desolation surrounding us, I thought maybe they had.

That single blast had blown the tower to smithereens. And it had damaged the Heart so badly that all I had left to do in order to secure my victory was to slowly watch it bleed to death.

“Tim?” Lexi’s eyes filled with tears as she climbed over a small pile of detritus. She reached for me like she wasn’t sure that I was real, like I could split into mist and dissolve at any instant. “Is it really you? Are you… how did you survive that?”

I looked from the two women to the spasming, dying Heart. The massive muscle lost altitude with every beat, and was now settling down on what was left of the tower’s floor with a slowness that appeared almost gentle.

Only the machinery lurking next to its bulk still remained standing. That, unlike everything else, had been completely unharmed in the explosion. I had to wonder what kind of ancient magic protected those devices when even the Heart’s ultimate attack couldn’t scratch them.

I kind of wanted to fashion a suit of armor out of them.

“Come on,” I told the women, pointing at the dying Heart. “Let’s finish this thing off. Put it out of its misery!”

Lexi and Maria followed me across the battlefield. Or what was left of it. The center of the tower was little more than a smoking crater, slowly filling with blood as the massive Heart pumped its fluid into the cold ground around it.

I stopped a few feet away from the monstrous heart, my own chest filling with a complicated mix of emotions. Victory was sweet, but I couldn’t help but feel a little bit bad about slaying something so majestic.

Even if it had been trying to kill me, the Heart had been defending its own territory. I was the aggressor here, even if such aggression was demanded by my destiny and circumstances. Even if it was done to save others.

“It was well fought,” I told the monster.

Whether it could hear me or not, I had no idea, but I fancied that the massive heart beat just a little bit harder, as if in salute of an honorable bout.

A quick check of my Digital Grimoire confirmed I had more than enough mana to cast an Ignite spell. I readied it, checking both Lexi and Maria to make sure they were ready.

“On three,” I told the girls. “One, two…”

Three.

Flames filled the crater as I activated my spell. The Heart’s blood caught the blaze like gasoline poured into an inferno, exploding in all directions like an erupting volcano. A smell like the world’s largest, most fucked up barbecue filled my nostrils as the Heart began to burn, the crater it had filled with its mass turning into an open-air oven with a snap of the fingers.

Lexi and Maria both shied away, their own spells doing little but augmenting the scope of the fire with tongues of wind and ripples of earth.

The great Heart beat feebly in the core of the blaze, three times. Then it went still and pulsed no more.

The only sound in that great courtyard was the sizzle of cooking flesh and the crackling of the flames.

“Look at that thing burn,” Maria said, leaning over the side of the crater. Hot air blew against her face, making her long red locks rise around her like a messy halo. “I’ve heard that in ancient times, eating the heart of your enemy allowed you to consume their strength and wisdom.” She made a face. “You’d have to do quite a lot of chowing down to eat even a part of this heart, though…”

“Something tells me it wouldn’t taste very good,” I said. Now that the fight was over, my arms and legs shook from the adrenaline crash. I kept my hands in my pockets so that Lexi and Maria wouldn’t see it. “Burn, baby, burn. You won’t be troubling us any longer.”

For a few minutes, the three of us stood there, watching the great Heart smolder. Acrid black smoke poured from the crater, while the blood surrounding the pit bubbled like carbonated soda as it boiled into clouds of steam.

Nothing would be left of the massive Heart, it seemed, save for the destruction it had caused during its death throes.

That was still a lot. The tower had been completely destroyed in the explosion. The center of the fortress that surrounded it was now little more than a messy smear and a crater filled with blood and heart meat.

Soon even that would be gone. We’d have to rebuild.

We’re going to rebuild. The idea made me a little dizzy. We’re going to rebuild, because this place is mine now. Not just this castle, but this entire realm. It belongs to me—lock, stock, and barrel. This is our home base now.

As I thought about that, digesting it fully, I cast my gaze around the outbuildings and the walls surrounding them.

“This place is kind of a fixer-upper,” I told the two women with me. “But it’s definitely got good bones. I think with a little love and a whole lot of elbow grease, we could turn this into something special.”

From the looks in their eyes, they agreed.

“I would have preferred a penthouse overlooking the New York skyline,” Maria said, her hands on her hips as she surveyed the damage. “But a big ass castle in another world will have to do, I suppose.”

“There’s plenty of beautiful things to look at here, too,” I told the redhead.

“Oh yeah?”

“Yeah. You’re looking at one of them,” I said, both of us laughing. “We should probably let Aquinas and Lezabel know we beat the Heart. Now that we’ve claimed this place, the way they kept going on about, they’ll probably be able to tell us what we should do next—”

Suddenly, they were already here.

A fissure opened in the air a short distance from the ruins of the tower. The smell of ozone rolled across the courtyard as the line of light widened, turning into a perfect rectangle above the grass. If I didn’t know any better, or was squinting, I could have almost believed it was an ordinary doorway.

A red carpet rolled through the opening between worlds, unfurling across the grass. Aquinas stepped out onto it, his diamond shoes and purple robes looking supernaturally clean against the damage and decay of the inner tower. Behind him, Lezabel strode across the carpet like a runway model, her face cool and robbed of anything expression besides that of amusement.

“Hail and well met, Summoner!” the man in the purple suit said, raising a hand. “I see you’ve completed the task my father and I set out before you!”

Oh yeah. I knew plenty more about Aquinas’s father that I hadn’t been able to previously remember. It had been that strange old man who’d arrived in the midst of my dream, who’d put the coordinates to the Cathedral of Umbra into my Digital Grimoire in the first place. And it had been his voice I’d heard in my head when the battle got fiercest, when I hadn’t been sure if I’d be able to rise against the smothering waves of the Heart’s maddening beat.

I was looking forward to meeting Aquinas’s dad one of these days. Maybe even learning his real name.

“We got it done,” I saud. Slowly his gaze traveled from me to the smoking crater where the Heart still burned. “Things got a little hairy toward the end, there. We couldn’t bring the Heart down without destroying the whole Tower, too. At least all the machines are still intact…”

Aquinas frowned. He strode over to the crater, where the Heart had moved from well-done to extra crispy, and folded his hands before him like a penitent. Slowly he bowed his head, his eyes closing like he was sending up a prayer to whatever God had anointed the massive monster with blood and power.

“Give me just a moment, please,” the man said without turning around. “My father would wish this beast seen to the Other Side with all the formality we can muster. It was him who once slew the monster in the fullness of his power, after all.”

I felt my eyebrows shoot up. “Are you telling me that old man killed this monster when that Heart was just… its heart!?”

I tried to picture what the creature would look like full size and came up short. Even if the heart were larger than usual compared to the rest of the body, the monster would be a giant taller than a goddamned building. He’d have made Godzilla and King Kong look like kid’s toys.

Aquinas didn’t answer me directly. “Lezabel,” he said, his eyes still closed in repose. “Could you please aid the new Summoner in taking direct control of this Spire?”

The demon girl gave a little start, as if she’d been shaken out of a nap. As if to hone the point, she yawned disobediently, her eyes narrowing like a teenager who’d just been asked to do a chore.

“I suppose,” Lezabel purred, her tail flicking around her round ass as she began to walk. “Come with me, new guy. This should only take a minute.”

I looked from her to the man in the purple suit, feeling more confused than ever.

“There is no spire,” I told him, shaking my head. “I’m trying to tell you. Look around. This whole place is trashed. We’re going to have to rebuild the tower from scratch, put the walls and everything else up around these machines.”

“That’s exactly what we’re doing,” Lezabel said with a faint smirk. “Are you coming or not?”

I shared a glance with Lexi and Maria. Lexi made a little shooing gesture, nodding for me to go along with it. She looked eager to see what Aquinas and Lezabel were planning.

Maria eyed me like she just wanted to see me and Lezabel together. She’d file that mental image away in her spank bank for later.

With a shrug, I followed the demon girl into the heart of the ruins.

A good portion of the floor of the central chamber still stood, but everything else had been trashed. Two massive chains stretched across the marble, leaving cracked, pitted rock behind with grass peeking through it. Between that and the blood stains covering the floor, it was a grim scene indeed.

I was glad I couldn’t see anything of Frick or Altiri’s bodies in that mess that would have made my stomach do a flip, and Lezabel didn’t need to see that.

Actually, thinking of them reminded me of something.

“My monsters fought honorably,” I told the demon girl as we walked. It was a struggle to keep my eyes off her ass in that short skirt, but I fought to stay professional. “They died saving our lives, and now they’re resting in the memory banks of my Digital Grimoire.”

“That’s what monsters are for,” Lezabel said with a slight incline of her head. I don’t think she’d ever spoken this many words to me at one time. Being apart from Aquinas must have opened her up a bit. “You can thank them later.”

“That’s the thing.” I held the screen of the Digital Grimoire up, showing the demoness the blank bars where the health of my monsters would normally be shown. “How do I bring them back to life? I’ve never had a monster die on me before. What do I need to do to get Frick and Altiri back?”

Lezabel made a face. “You named them?”

“They named themselves. You didn’t answer my question.”

The demoness sighed heavily, as if just the mental energy required to carry on this conversation wearied her. What the heck was her deal?

“I’ll walk you through getting your monsters back into action once we’re done with this. Either I’ll do it or Aquinas will. I’m never sure when he wants to take the lead and when he wants to step back and let a woman do his job.” She arched one flawless eyebrow in my direction. “Fair enough?”

“Fair,” I said, nodding. “Show me whatever it is that we’re supposed to be doing here.”

Lezabel walked to the edge of the crater and looked down. The Heart had finished burning, and all that was left at the bottom of the pit were chunks of scorched flesh and ashes. With a disgusted look, the demoness lifted her hands and reached within.

“Of course he’d be praying instead of taking care of this,” the demon girl muttered.

As her hands clenched into fists, a wind rose from the center of the crater. The debris at the bottom split neatly into two piles, retracting away from each other like the Red Sea did for Charlton Heston in The Ten Commandments. A narrow path opened between the two piles, showing bare dirt leading to the crater’s center.

Aquinas kept on praying, his head bowed in silence, but I thought I saw him smile.

“Don’t worry about it falling back on you,” Lezabel said as she strode between the piles of rubble and burnt flesh. “It won’t collapse until I allow it to. And I won’t allow it to.”

A little smile tugged at the corner of the demoness’s mouth as she said this, first sign of emotion I’d ever seen her display apart from mild disinterest.

The ground stank like blood. I covered my nose as I followed the demoness to the center of the furrow, trying not to think of how much the Heart smelled like overcooked food. Lezabel didn’t seem to mind the stench at all. Perhaps her demonic nose had no olfactory nerves, or she’d simply come from some fiery realm where sulfur and blood were considered perfumes.

In no time at all we’d reached the center of the crater. Here she’d blown out the mass at the bottom completely, leaving a small section of bare earth for us both to stand upon. Walls of charred flesh and rock surrounded us on all sides, through which only a small sliver of the starry sky could be seen.

“This is about the most miserable place I can imagine,” I said, staring up balefully. “I think lying in a gutter would probably be preferable to this.”

Lezabel shrugged. “Phoenixes need ashes to rise from,” the demoness said, taking in the walls around us as if she’d never considered a human being might find them disgusting. “I’m sure Aquinas would have some clever joke to describe it if you asked him.”

He might have, but he wasn’t here. “What are we going to do?” I asked the demoness.

Another one of those faint smirks tugged at Lezabel’s mouth. “Take my hands,” she said, holding her palms upward. Her nails were incredibly sharp and shone like obsidian, painted a deep black.

I put my hands in hers. Keeping my eyes on the gorgeous demoness in front of me helped me forget that I was standing in the middle of a slaughterhouse.

Her nails dug gently into my palms, a faint smile spreading across her face. “Good,” Lezabel said, closing her eyes. “Let’s begin.”

What? “You still haven’t told me what we’re doing,” I said. “What do you want me to—”

Lezabel’s eyes opened. They were completely blood red. No pupil or sclera could be seen.

Her nails dug deep into my skin as she let out a primal howl. Black, leathery wings unfurled from behind her back, filling the center of the crater with wind. The atmosphere thickened with the aura of magic, and suddenly I had a migraine.

Then a wall of light erupted around us on all sides, and the world began to change.


Chapter 29

A phoenix rising from the ashes, I thought, staring around me in wonder. Holy shit. I get it now.

Lezabel and I stood a short distance from what had been the crater at the center of the castle town. Her magic had lifted us from its bottom as the world filled with that strange, ethereal light, transporting us in an instant as the broken tower around us suddenly became far less broken.

The courtyard looked brand new, as if no battle had ever happened there. Fresh, green grass grew where scorch marks and blood once littered the ground, and the crater where the massive body of the charred Heart rested had been filled in and replaced. And, most shocking of all, a brand new tower stood where the old one had fallen, stretching toward the clear night sky.

I stared at it, my gaze traveling up and up. High, narrow windows dotted the sides, terminating in a knife-sharp roof that resembled the Washington Monument. Gargoyles perched along the tower’s belfries, silent sentinels at each corner of the newly-erected building.

It looked as if the builders had just completed the finishing touches on a brand-new project. Not a speck of dirt stained the walls.

Lezabel sighed and folded her hands. The demoness gave a contented little groan, like she’d spent all night carrying each stone of the new tower and placing it into its proper position. She stretched languidly, glancing over at me and waiting to receive her kudos.

I regarded the new tower evenly, examining my new home. Our new home.

“Did I do this,” I asked the demon standing next to me, “or did you?”

“Hmm?” Lezabel’s gaze sharpened. “A little of both. You couldn’t have done it without me, but I also couldn’t have just done that without you. You’re a very important man, Summoner.”

“I’m starting to realize that,” I said, shaking my head.

Without an ounce of shame, Lezabel laced her fingers through mine. She gave my hand a squeeze, then aimed a wink in my direction.

The way she looked at me sent a flutter through my chest, and made my cock jerk in my boxers. A man could get used to being looked at like that. Even with a couple badass Latents at home.

“You should go link back up with the rest of your team,” Lezabel said, her hand leaving mine smoothly. Yet some faint contact between the two of us remained, like a spark. “Perhaps once you’ve gotten used to your new home, you and I can talk more about the ways in which we’ll be working together in the future?”

Together? In the future? What…

Keeping my cool, I just nodded casually. “Alright, I’m looking forward to it. I’m assuming that’s them over there?”

Lexi and Maria stood next to the fortress’s entrance with the man in the purple suit. Both of them stared at the tower like they’d just witnessed a miracle. Maria was actually shaking.

Aquinas crossed his arms over his chest, sizing up the new construction with a pleased expression. “She’s a beaut, isn’t she, Summoner? Almost looks the way she did back when this place was first built.”

I strode over to the man, taking my place among Lexi and Maria. “You were here when this was first built, then?” I asked innocently.

The man hid his feelings well, but I caught a flash of bitterness on his face before he smoothed it over with his normal level of savoir faire.

“Yes, but you wouldn’t have liked it so much back then,” he said, his bottom lip protruding as he stared at the tower. His eyes grew faraway, as if he were looking not at the construction but into the recesses of his own memories. “It was under a very different sort of management then. One that no doubt would be shocked to find you of all people currently laying claim to it.”

I nodded. “Kyros.”

From the dark look on the man’s face, Kyros was an even worse villain than I’d been assuming. “He won’t be able to reach you here,” Aquinas assured me, as if I’d been worried about the guy showing up in my backyard for an impromptu barbeque. “Kyros and his minions have been completely unable to find their way back to this place. Though the First Summoner knows it intimately, so intimately that he could stumble through it like a man going to a bathroom in the dark in the middle of the night, he can not come back here. Not without the knowledge he lacks.”

I looked at my girls for confirmation, then back at the man. “So that’s why Kyros attacked the Blackwood Institute to begin with. He’s looking for the locations of towers, like that one.” I pointed with a slight frown. “Those Spires, as you call them.”

“The location of one was hidden within Blackwood’s library,” Maria added. “It was broken, though. Like this one.”

“Not any longer.” Aquinas looked upon Lezabel’s work—Lezabel’s and my work—with pride. “This tower is yours now, Summoner. Your new home, where the great evil won’t be able to reach you.”

“Which is a good thing!” Lezabel strode across the green, her heels digging in gently against the hard-packed earth. “Because Earth’s not going to be a very nice place to be in the near future. Particularly if you were associated with Blackwood or one of the other mage schools.”

“What?” My ears pricked up. “What the hell does that mean?”

I might have escaped Kyros’s clutches successfully, and brought a couple of powerful women along with me in the bargain. But I still had friends back on Earth. People who I cared about—people who needed me.

My friends and family. Kyros wouldn’t try to hurt them, would he?

“Just that the First Summoner is going to attempt to make up for lost time,” Lezabel said.

The change in her after performing the work of restoring the tower was extreme and immediate. No longer did she look or act like the living mannequin she’d been under Aquinas’s tutoring.

“He’s already tearing up time and space hunting for you, Summoner, and searching for this place. Once he finds out that you’ve located the secret he’s been chasing for decades, well: Blackwood is going to become the nexus of some very unpleasant events.”

I tried not to think about those things. “Then we’ve got to stop him,” I said instead, my resolve firming in my heart.

“Precisely,” Aquinas said, preempting any other comments from my girls or from Lezabel. “Which is why we’ve got to get you on the path as quickly as possible. My father demands it. Behold!”

Aquinas gestured across the green, indicating a space with his fingers between two of the low, rectangular outbuildings. It took me a second to realize what I was looking at: a shimmering line of darkness stretching across the air, looking like it had been drawn with a pen.

“This will be permanent,” Aquinas said with a smile when I turned to him. “Whenever you approach this fissure, Summoner, it will open for you. We’ll roll out the red carpet on our side, of course. The Cathedral of Umbra will be available for your perusal and usage day and night—of course, we don’t really have days and nights where we come from. Either I or Lezabel will be available to aid you in Monster Fusion, whenever you may need it.”

“And we hope you need it frequently,” Lezabel said, giving me a smoky smile.

She put a hand on her hip and cocked her ass to one side like a model on a catwalk, which caused both of the women standing with me to stare at me in disbelief.

Looks like we might have a third girl on the team sooner rather than later, I thought, already mentally preparing myself for handling someone like Lezabel.

“You’ll have a lot of catching up to do,” Aquinas explained. The man put his arm on my shoulder, the silky sleeve of his suit rubbing against my more utilitarian robes. “From your new base, you’re going to need to start hunting down powerful monsters. And then fusing them into even more potent forms.”

His face grew grim, though his general manner told me he believed I was fully up to the task. “I’m afraid you’ve just entered an arms race, young man. And the First Summoner, Kyros, has a head start of several thousand years.”

It was a sobering thought. Still, I knew my team and I were up to the task. We’d formed our bonds, made each other stronger, and soon we’d be delving through the realms to build a roster of monsters unlike anything the world of Summoning had ever seen.

I couldn’t wait!

Thinking of that reminded me that I had monsters in my Digital Grimoire who needed healing.  I took the device off my wrist and held it out to Lezabel, who cocked an eyebrow at the gesture.

“You told me you’d help me with my creatures once we were finished,” I reminded the demonic woman. “Frick and Altiri are part of the team. They deserve fair treatment, just like us.”

Lezabel stared at me for a moment, then nodded. “As well they should,” she said, taking the gauntlet from me and checking its digital display. “I’ll get started on this for you, Summoner. Later on, I’ll show you how to handle such matters on your own. This time, though, I’ll be happy to take care of things while you acclimate yourself to your new home.”

My new home. The words speared me through like a bolt of lightning. The next time I go back to Earth, it’ll be as a conqueror. Kyros will learn to fear me.

Maybe I’d even be able to free the people he’d trapped in Blackwood. With more allies, it would be even easier to take the First Summoner down.

With my Digital Grimoire well in hand, Lezabel strutted toward the narrow band of light. As she approached it, the fissure widened into a rectangle of darkness, and a thick red carpet rolled from the opposite side across the cobblestone. Lezabel looked down at it with an amused look, then turned to regard me.

“Once you and your companions have taken the lay of the place, feel free to visit me in the Cathedral of Umbra,” the demon girl said, holding my device to her breasts. “Your monsters should be fully healed by then. I’ll teach you more about Monster Fusion the next time we meet, as well.”

“Yeah, I’m sure we have lots to talk about,” I told the beautiful demon. “Don’t you dare lose those, now. I’d hate to turn you from a friend into an enemy.”

Lezabel grinned. “Never.”

She stepped through the fissure and was gone.

The man in the purple suit bowed to me, gave his handiwork a final once over, then quickly followed her. Lexi, Maria, and I stood alone in the courtyard of my new fortress, alone at last.

Alone in our new home.

None of us said anything for a while after Aquinas and Lezabel stepped through the fissure. Left to our own devices at last, we took in the sight of our new home.

The tower, the buildings surrounding it, the walls—all of them were mine. Belonged to me. The place was a fixer upper, to put it mildly, but it had staggering potential.

I’d moved up in the world in a big way. Now I had to prove myself worthy of what I’d gained.

It was Maria who finally spoke. “We need to get the word out,” she said, clutching my hand. As she spoke, she gave the fissure leading to the Cathedral of Umbra a sideways glance, as if she were worried they might be listening in. “Let everyone back at Blackwood know what’s happened to us.”

My eyebrows rose. “Didn’t you hear Aquinas? Kyros is already looking for this place. Once he knows we’ve found it, he’s going to redouble his efforts.”

Maria’s eyes flashed with something fierce and powerful. “Once they know we’ve done this, there’s going to be a revolution in the ranks. There’ll be more defectors from Blackwood. Lots more. Sure, the anniversary had practically every Summoner in the world at Blackwood when Kyros showed up, but there’ll be some who fell through the cracks. Maybe even some who escaped like me. They’re going to want to help us. And when we’re done with Kyros, we change the way things have always been, with you as the catalyst, Tim.”

Lexi concurred. “I don’t think you realize the earth-shattering scope of this,” she said smoothly, sharing a look with her mentor. “Once it becomes common knowledge that every Latent can become a mage, can handle monsters just like a Summoner can, and that you can lead them on expeditions to other worlds… it’s going to change everything, Tim. The whole magical world is going to be thrown upside down!”

“Summoners won’t like it,” Maria said, her voice filled with a sort of malicious glee. “They’ve lorded it over Latents for centuries. Treated us like second-class citizens, not fit to do much more than hold their monsters for them while they open up fissures and do all the heroics.”

“Sounds unfair.”

Maria nodded. “But it’s not like they’re going to be in a position to complain. When the choice is letting Latents be equal citizens in supernatural society or continuing to slave for Kyros, even the most hard line of Summoners is going to think twice about how equitable they want their society to be.”

It all sounded amazing. Once word got out of what we were doing, the ground would crumble under Kyros’s feet. Trying to stem the flow of information and keep Summoners and Latents alike from defecting would no doubt be a constant headache for the man.

Anything that kept him busy and distracted him from tracking me down was a plus, in my opinion.

“If you build it,” Lexi intoned, spreading her arms to encompass the tower and its grounds with a gesture, “they will come.”

Maria snickered at that. “That’s the truth,” she said, sliding an arm around my waist boldly as she spoke. “How do you feel about being the dean of a new Summoner University, babe?”

I swallowed hard. “Never really thought of myself as an academic,” I admitted. Heck, I hadn’t even finished college yet.

“But there’s so many opportunities to abuse your power!” Maria said, the corner of her mouth curling in a smirk. “‘Oh please, Dean Dent, I’ll do anything if you’ll give me a passing grade on potions this quarter! I’ve just been so distracted in class by how hot and hunky you are…!’”

Maria made it sound ridiculous, but it didn’t escape my notice that the possibility was there. If we really did turn the tower and the fortress surrounding it into a new Blackwood, it would be up to me to teach and protect those who sought shelter within its walls.

I’d had a little practice so far with Lexi, Maria, and my monsters. But that was child’s play compared to what we were talking about: going to war with Kyros and building our own base of magical power.

Would I really be able to keep power from going to my head?

It was as if Lexi and Maria could read my mind.

“Don’t worry,” Lexi purred, resting her head against my chest. “We’ll keep you grounded.”

“If you start thinking you’re a God, we’ll remind you that you’re just a man,” Maria said, arching her back to put more of her luscious ass in my palm. “Albeit an amazing, sexy man. And speaking of which…”

Maria went up on tiptoes and pursed her lips, offering me a kiss. I grabbed her ass and lifted her to me, covering her mouth with my own. The redhead groaned and melted against me, her tongue sliding into my mouth as we made out hot and heavy.

Maria broke the kiss with a gasp. Her eyes burned with lust, and spots of color had broken out on her cheeks. “You have unfinished business,” she said, sliding my free hand between her thighs. “With both of us, Summoner.”

I knew that. God damn did I ever know that.

“That is an urgent priority, one I, as a potential new Dean, wish to tackle as soon as possible,” I told both women. I gazed over at the tower, sizing up our new home. “Who wants to help me pick out our new master bedroom?”

As both women giggled, giving me the most game looks I’d ever seen from the fairer sex, I tried to figure out if I was the luckiest guy in the world or the most screwed.

I already had two women to juggle, and soon there’d be lots more. Latents would come from every corner, hoping to bind themselves to the most powerful Summoner to arise in the world in a generation. The only man who could challenge Kyros…

Either way it’s going to be a hell of an adventure. Let’s do this!

Then, grinning, I took both of my women to christen our new home.

End of Book 1

Want more Realm Master? Leave a review here and let me know you want more!

Want to know when Book 2 comes out?

Sign up to my newsletter

Join my Facebook group

Hang out with me on Discord


Support Dante on Patreon!

Read books before they’re on Amazon, see exclusive NSFW artwork, and check out sneak peeks into my writing process on Dante King’s Patreon.

Become a Patron today at: https://geni.us/DanteKingPatreon    

Want More Stories?

Join my email newsletter to receive free ebooks of the epic fantasy novels, Dragon Atlas and Rune Mage.

 [image: DA1]

Like audiobooks? Sign up to my newsletter for a free audiobook of Immortal Swordslinger #1.

 [image: IS1]




Facebook Fan Group

You can also join my Facebook Reader Group and follow my Facebook Page.

Follow me on Amazon

Amazon is often slow to update readers on new releases, so the best way to get notified is by clicking this link and then clicking the Follow button.

Immortal Swordslinger

Have you read my martial arts fantasy story, Immortal Swordslinger? Check it out on Amazon.

Bone Lord

Do you like characters with a darker shade of magic? Bone Lord is my necromancer adult fantasy. Check it out on Amazon.

Fan Groups     

Do you like Gamelit & LitRPG stories? Check out the Gamelit Society Facebook Group for recommendations and fun!

Do you like stories where the main character has more than one love interest? Check out the Harem Lit Facebook group.


About the Author

Dante King is an author of Men’s Adventure fiction in various flavors. His books involve strong male protagonists who know what they want and do what’s required to get it.

You can connect with him at DanteKingAuthor.com

cover.jpeg
DJASINMIFIESICN €
7






OEBPS/image_rsrc38T.jpg
TR

S \\<\ t/\'jA

4(






OEBPS/image_rsrc38U.jpg
SMMOR TA
WY &DSLIN R
NC L " RIS






page-map.xml
 
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   




